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INTRODUCTION 
 

    More than 35 years after the publication of La Question Urbaine by Manuel Castells, the urban question 
has to be asked anew. In the meantime the world is experiencing the fastest urbanisation in the history of man. 
In 1972 2.4 billion people lived in cities, in 2008 the urban population had already passed the 3.3 billion 
border (this is half of the world's population) and in 2030 with 4.9 billion people almost 60 % of the world’s 
population will live in cities. Never before has human society gone through a comparable process of urban 
growth, nor have cities expanded as they are today. Within a few decennia new mega-cities or even 
meta-cities have arisen that are confronting the world with new urban cultures, with increasing social 
contradictions, and with new and unknown environmental threats. However, although these 
super-agglomerations are dominating the front pages of the urbanism debate, their actual impact is less 
dominant with only 9 % of the global urban population residing in cities of more than 10 million inhabitants.  
 
    Of greater importance, from this point of view, are the small and middle-sized cities (of up to 500,000 
inhabitants) responsible for the accommodation of more than half of the world’s urban population. 
According to the United Nations Population Fund, these cities will become catchment areas for the majority 
of the future population growth. Actually, the quality of life of people on average is much more dependent 
on the quality of these secondary cities than on the quality of the dominating mega-cities. 
 
    Contrary to the assumptions of many, urban growth in developing countries is not only caused by 
migration from rural to urban areas. An important factor is decreasing mortality that can be recognised in 
cities as well as rural areas. Caused by improved health systems, a more productive agriculture, and thus 
more and better food, the population in developing countries is growing in both cities and in rural areas.  
However, the capacity of rural areas is limited. They cannot accommodate the growing number of people. 
Thus, additional migration and the concentration of people in cities is inevitable, even if population numbers 
in rural areas remain stable on a global scale. 
 
    With almost 80% of the population living in cities, urbanisation in the so-called developed countries in 
Europe and North America seems to have reached saturation point. At first view, an opposite development 
can be recognised: Due to an ongoing process of suburbanisation, many cities are losing population, are 
losing (tax) income, and thus are losing the load-bearing capacity for facilities and infrastructure. On the 
other hand, the growing populations in expanding suburban areas are far from returning to a rural style 
livelihood. These areas are still embedded in the urban economy, and are still characterised by an urban 
lifestyle. In reality, spatially the cities are expanding into new metropolitan regions, while the administrative 
borders continue to be limited to the old municipalities. 
 
    In view of the evident recent effects of climate change it seems almost superfluous to stress the 
ecological threats of urbanisation. Limited energy resources, the Greenhouse Effect, rising sea levels, floods 
caused by melting glaciers, and the bareness caused by shifting climate zones are subjects of many 
international conferences and numerous debates between politicians, scientists and professionals. It makes it 
all the more startling then that these threats are barely recognised within architectural and urban design 
projects of recent years. Until now, only a minority of projects have applied advanced ecological 
technologies during the process of design and construction.  As an example, traditional architecture and 
historical urban forms have always taken into account the climatic conditions of the region. However, 
globalisation and the belief in technical omnipotence have tended to support generic design approaches, 
regardless of the regional climatic conditions. This disregard of the basic rules of bioclimatic design has 
resulted in increased energy consumption caused, in warm climates, by the generation of urban heat islands 
and its growing needs for cooling, whereas in cold climates, the disregard has resulted in heat losses and 
energy waste. Comparable arguments can be developed for almost all forms of environmental pollution and 
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for the exploitation of all natural resources. Considering the strong impact of urbanisation on the 
environment a radical re-orientation of urban planning and design approaches seems to be unavoidable. 
 
    The destructive effects of recent urbanisation processes are banked by the social effects related to them, 
in particular the concentration of poverty. The UNFPA Report 2007 estimates that on a global scale one 
billion people reside in slums, of which 90% are to be found in developing countries. Throughout the world, 
slum dwellers are confronted with a variety of problems of which poverty remains only one of their burdens. 
Other important aspects are: poor and overcrowded shelters in sometimes large urban or suburban areas, 
violence and crime, the lack of public services and infrastructure, limited accessibility to education and 
health care, unhealthy environments, and insecure land tenure. Moreover, the increasing risks from 
environmental hazards disproportionately affect poor people in vulnerable areas. Manuel Castells introduced 
in this framework the idea of the dual city, divided between the haves and the have-not’s and based on a 
similarly divided labor market that allows barely any upward mobility. 
 
    We have become accustomed to the idea that urban poverty is mainly regarded as a problem of fast 
growing cities in developing countries. However, dual cities can also be found in developed countries. In 
many industrialised countries the distinction between rich and poor has increased during the last decennia. 
The reasons for this distinction are based on economic transformations – in particular, the loss of 
employment in the industrial sector, and the dismantling of the welfare state, caused by an attempt to reduce 
public expenditure. As a result the economical segregation within the city, and between city and suburbs, is 
on the increase, in many cases additionally amplified by growing ethnical contradictions. The slogan of the 
Third World, coming back to the First, indicates the problems many cities in ‘developed’ countries, are 
confronted with. 
 
    Additionally, the concentration of poverty becomes supported by a growing tendency which François 
Ascher once described as Metapolisation: The concentration of human and material richness in the most 
important agglomerations. The background of these developments is represented by fundamental changes in 
economic demands. Modern economies, in particular the new ICT based service economies, have become 
almost independent from natural resources and from the natural conditions of a respective site. The new 
economies have become ‘footloose’: Enterprises, factories and offices can be easily located from one city to 
another, from one country to the next or even, between continents. New criteria for locating enterprises, in a 
general sense, have become ‘man-made’. Besides socio-economic criteria such as the cost of labour, a large 
and diversified labour market, and a high level of services and political stability, there remain a number of 
criteria directly related to urban planning and design:  good international connectivity and local 
accessibility, well established infrastructure and facilities, and attractive housing areas in particular for 
qualified employees and attractive business sites. Last but not least, the image and the charisma of the city 
itself play an important role when companies choose a site for their enterprise. A common characteristic of 
these new criteria is that they can be influenced and improved through planning and design interventions. 
 
    Consequently, a major effect of globalisation is the increasing competition between cities and regions 
on a national and international level. To facilitate economic development, cities are more or less forced to 
make themselves attractive for investors and enterprises by investing in infrastructure, facilities and the 
development of attractive sites for new business development. An important role in this framework is taken 
by the so-called Large Urban Projects (LUP) – Grandes Projets – that are often realised through the 
reconstruction of urban wasteland, former industrial plants, old harbor areas etc., and are usually located on 
central sites in the city and in particular those suitable for the development of new business activities. A 
general attribute of these projects is that they are not developed as mono-functional business districts. In 
most cases Large Urban Projects combine offices with housing, shopping, restaurants, cultural facilities and 
attractive public spaces, in this way generating a new type of (multifunctional) urbanity. They, too, combine 
public and private functions, and thus are often developed in Public Private Partnership (PPP). The Centre 
Pompidou area in Paris, the London Docklands, and Battery Park City in New York City, have become 
pioneers for these new types of projects. In the meantime, almost every self-respecting city in the world 
developed comparable projects to promote city branding and to participate in the growing global 
competition. 
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    Although projects such as these play an important role for the economic development of cities they also 
have reverse side-effects in regard to urban sustainability. These projects demand substantial portions of 
public resources, concentrated on only a few areas – islands within the city – and in this way support 
fragmentation and segregation, and in many cases result in an unbalanced over-all development of the city at 
large. Moreover, the dominance of commercial interests means that there is little space or funds available for 
social and/or environmental aims. The majority of the projects remain socially exclusive, while focusing on 
the solvent demand, and reinforcing the idea that environmental issues can only play a role if they contribute 
to the image forming and branding of the site. 
 
    For decennia urban development has been dominated by a globalising economy and almost unlimited 
market demands. While economic power has become more concentrated in global command centers (Saskia 
Sassen), the influence of public planning has decreased in the framework of governmental decentralisation. 
Ulrich Beck talks about a deprivation of governmental power, while international political institutions still 
remain weak. However, the recent economic crisis has shown the limits of growth under the conditions of 
neo-liberalism.  In this way the crisis also yields a chance for the urbanistic debate - what Beck is calling 
Reflexive Modernization: To generate new models for urban development, new concepts for urban design, 
and new approaches for planning and management that are able to guide the processes of expansion and 
transformation of cities and regions, to bridge social contradictions, to combat segregation and 
fragmentation, and to face the ecological challenges.  
 
    With this challenge in mind, in 2005 the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) was founded as a 
network of universities, research institutes and knowledge centers with the aim to strengthen the international 
collaboration in the field of urbanism, to initiate and realise international comparative research in the fields 
of urban design, planning and management of metropolitan areas and regions, to support the development 
and dissemination of knowledge on the international level, to organise international exchange program’s of 
training and education and, last but not least, to facilitate the dialogue between the academic world, 
professional organisations, corporate entities and politicians. An important activity in this framework is the 
organisation of international conferences, taking place once a year in one of the member institutions. 
 
    In 2009, the 4th Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) takes place in Amsterdam 
and Delft under the title 'The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism'.  The conference 
aims to rediscover the discipline of urban planning and design under the recent conditions of rapid 
urbanisation and urban transformation, ecological threats and economical crisis, and tries to generate an idea 
of urbanism beyond neo-liberalism. In this framework causes, reasons, and dependencies, of worldwide 
transformation processes have been analysed, and planning strategies and design concepts for a more 
equitable, more social, and more sustainable development of cities and regions have been explored.  
 
    This book presents the most important papers contributed to the conference and selected by the 
scientific committee1. The book is divided into 9 parts, following the layout of the conference. 

• Part 1: The New Urban Question combines a number of fundamental articles with regard to the 
urbanistic debate, written by the keynote speakers of the conference. Laura Burkhalter and Manuel 
Castells open the debate with a contribution 'towards a new urban paradigm', emphasising the 
opportunities for change beyond the crisis. Saskia Sassen follows with a contribution to the ecology 
of city and nature. Wu Liangyong demands in his article a new thinking in architecture and urbanism 
in China. Remarkable is the date of publication: The text is based on a keynote speech given already 
in 1999 at the XX UIA Congress in Beijing. Hidetoshi Ohno proposes a paradigm shift of urban 
planning and architectural design away from modernist thinking, and away from the concept of 
growth. Henk Ovink and Hsia Chu-Joe both focus on the development of two important metropolitan 
regions, the Randstad Holland and the West Coast Metropolitan Region of Taiwan. 

• Part 2: The New Urban Economy discusses the effects of globalisation, economical crises, 
competition, and competitiveness on the urban structure and city form. 

                                                           
1 Additionally, the enclosed compact disk contains all papers being presented on the conference. 
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• Part 3: The Urbanised Society focuses on new forms of living together and new urban cultures as 
well as the effects of social contradictions within the city and between city and suburb. 

• Part 4: Urban Technologies and Sustainability in particular discusses integrated approaches for 
the development of sustainable urban technologies and infrastructures. 

• Part 5: Transformation of the Urban Form targets the question to what extent globalisation, 
economic changes, and the need for more sustainable solutions are transforming the urban form. 

• Part 6: The Design of the New Urban Space is focusing on design concepts and design principles.  
• Part 7: The New Metropolitan Region discusses a new kind of spatial form that Castells is calling 

the new metropolitan region: ‘urban constellations scattered throughout huge territorial expanses, 
functionally integrated and socially differentiated, around a multicentered structure’ (Castells 2005). 

• Part 8: New Approaches of Urban Governance concentrates on policies, tools and instruments for 
a more efficient, more integrated, and more sustainable urban development. 

• Part 9: Changing Planning Cultures explores the recent transform in planning approaches and 
methods, as cultural changes related to changing societal systems. 

 
    The conference and this book, present a wide scope of ideas, concepts, and opportunities for a new 
urbanism beyond the crisis, and beyond the period of neo-liberalism. Of course, many ideas discussed in this 
framework will remain utopian, in particular in view of the recent tendencies of neo-liberal reconstruction 
even after the crisis. But Ernst Bloch has already taught us that we need utopias, that utopias are essential to 
maintain – what he is calling a necessary condition of human society – the principle of hope.  
 
Jürgen Rosemann 
Chairman IFoU 
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PART 1  
THE CURRENT CONTEXT OF CRISIS, ITS ROOTS AND ITS OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHANGE 
 
The Crisis We Are In 
    We live in the midst of a structural crisis that affects everything and everybody. 
    It is not the end of the world, but it is the end of one particular world, the world built in the last two 
decades on a card house of speculative global finance. The current crisis is not just economic. It is a social, 
environmental, spiritual and spatial crisis that has resulted in an economic collapse, and may usher in a 
number of ominous developments. 
    Furthermore, the urban dimension of the crisis is not peripheral, but central to the model of social and 
economic organization that led to the current massive default in finance, in consumption, in production, and 
in employment. Indeed, the trigger of the crisis was the crumbling of the housing mortgage market as a result 
of the high risk lending practices, the so-called subprime loans. Moreover, these unsecured mortgages were 
used as collaterals for other financial products, particularly for synthetic securities developed by financial 
institutions in a context of loose regulation and lack of transparency. Thus, when the real estate bubble burst 
and mortgage market started to default the crisis in housing finance spread to the entire financial system 
because of the over-exposure of lending institutions and their insurers. With the largest financial institutions 
in a state of technical bankruptcy that forced massive government intervention to bail them out, lending 
stopped for all practical purposes. And this is the root of the crisis because consumer demand has largely 
been fueled by easy credit, and consumer demand accounts, both in the U.S. and in Europe, for over two 
thirds of GDP growth. Current attempts to fix the financial system depend on restoring trust, because trust is 
the foundation of financial markets, both for lenders and for borrowers. But restoring trust requires 
establishing a new regulatory framework that provides transparency and eliminates, or exposes, high risk 
financial practices, such as cdss, cdos, and other exotic derivatives, while bringing under control the hedge 
funds that populate the world wide web of speculative investments. This is tantamount to say that the era of 
easy credit has ended. Not of all credit, but of credit provided on the basis of the artificial value of obscure 
securities based on shaky assumptions and unreliable warranties. Because this accounts for the largest share 
of capital made available for lending in recent years, the pool of capital is shrinking dramatically, as banks 
and financial institutions focus on cleansing their “toxic assets” and bringing their books in order, without 
giving up on their executives’ bonuses. Since credit is the main source of consumption, we are entering in a 
post-consumption society. Not in the sense that people cannot buy their groceries or drive their cars (although 
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some are already there) but in the sense that living to work - to borrow - to consume has become an obsolete 
way of life. 
    Financial smoke and mirror strategies have been used to prop up everything from consumer confidence 
to real estate prices to their extreme. Entire metropolitan and suburban areas, especially along the sunbelt, 
were built as giant Ponzi schemes. These places never offered anything else other than the promise of profit. 
Profit to the developers and the banks first and foremost, and profit to the contractors, the builders, the loan 
brokers, lenders, real estate agents and home buyers and sellers. Other than the now busted promise of instant 
profit these vast spans of new homes sprawling in a boundless territory had no raison d’être. They brought no 
quality of life to the individuals that dwelled in them, yet downgraded the quality of the existing cities, 
diluted infrastructural resources and most of all, destroyed the environment. 
    Despite of the fact that according to the 2000 US Census there are slightly more single households than 
nuclear family households, a trend more pronounced in metropolitan regions, policy makers, politicians and 
urban planners have never dared to question the fundamental validity of the single family residence as the 
building block of the modern “city”. Although track developers still sell the 50’s idea of the American Dream, 
most metropolitan Americans are too diverse to truly buy into that homogeneous image. So why has the 
system been so utterly resistant to new planning policies that would reflect more adequately the diversity and 
demographics of a place? The answer lies beyond the explanation of nostalgia in the realm of turn-key profit. 
To add true value to a place would necessitate knowledge of the place, the local culture and the environment, 
which would take time and care to find out. A one-size-fits-all zoning regulation on the other hand allows for 
a replicable formula of development everywhere, maximizing short term profit. 
    The good news is that this profit scheme has lost its validity, with the areas built according to the 
formula being the ones with the steepest drop in real estate value across the US. The bad news of course is 
the fact that the people who bought into it, often by lack of other choices, aren’t spared from huge financial 
and personal tragedy. The other bad news is that we are left with the environmental hazard that these huge 
areas of suburban track housing represent. Many of these formula-driven developments are abandoned and 
dilapidated only a few years after their completion due to the mass exodus of home owners that followed the 
mortgage crisis and due to the poor construction methods that require constant and persistent maintenance of 
the houses to keep them from falling apart. 
    While there is a general consensus that there is very little to lose in a seemingly bottomless drop of real 
estate values, the opportunity arises that we may enter a time for renewed experimentation. It may even be 
feasible that entire communities, especially the most financially damaged ones, would willingly adapt new 
urban policies to help them recover from the current multi dimensional disaster. 
 
Urban Transformation and the Taming of the Economic Crisis 
    Urban policies have always been connected to the management of the transition from one economic 
model to another. The United States could only emerge from the Great Depression of the 1930s by the 
gigantic mobilization of resources that was required by World War II. The military industrial machine was 
the most powerful economic stimulus in the history of the country. But its effects started to vanish after the 
war ended. And so, something else had to replace this growth machine. This something else was the federal 
urban policy of the 1950s, more by serendipity than by design. The new mortgage policies established in the 
1930s and deployed from the late 1940s onwards induced the dramatic expansion of the American suburbs. 
In turn this expansion was made possible by the Highway Act of 1956 that provided federal subsidies (up to 
90% of the cost) for the construction of metropolitan freeways. Both the suburbs and the freeway program 
supported the expansion of the automobile industry. And the combination of mortgages and easy credit for 
the purchase of automobiles and household appliances favored the rise of the self-sufficient suburban single 
family dwelling, fully equipped for family life, and with a full time worker, the suburban housewife, to 
manage the unit and provide transportation and services for the family at large. Hollywood did the rest 
idealizing the fairy tale in a series of wonderfully reassuring movies. This was a most efficient machine of 
capital accumulation and social stability at the same time, a machine that created a large middle class in 
America, and improved the quality of life of millions of families for as long as the dream could be sustained. 
Gradually, the model, that even in its original version left out large segments of the American population, 
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particularly among the ethnic minorities, evolved towards its demise. Starting with the disappearance of the 
full time suburban housewife that become also a salaried worker and who rebelled against its subordinate 
condition in an isolated household. The rest of the story is well known, as new forms of lending and 
investment, also supported by mortgage policies and real estate schemes, spiraled the system out of control, 
triggering the current crisis. 
    As in the 1940s and 50s, economic recovery depends on major stimulus spending undertaken by the 
federal government and/or facilitated by government programs. 
    This ultimately means the restructuring of urban space, a new housing program, the construction and 
repair of physical infrastructure, and a new transportation system. 
    To this it must be added in our historical context an environmentally sustainable dimension to every one 
of the strategies of urban development and infrastructural construction. If these various policies converge 
towards a new urban model, as the previous policies created the suburban way of life, new forms of 
sociability may emerge associated to the new forms of urban space. Therefore, the management of the crisis 
and the production of a new city, better suited to respond to the challenges of the 21st century, may go hand 
in hand in a process of multidimensional social and spatial change aimed at superseding the 
multidimensional crisis we are in. 
    Under the current conditions of confusion and potential chaos, we believe in the power of ideas as 
levers of transformation. Thus, we want to contribute to the growing debate on which kind of city may better 
respond to the economic, environmental, social and functional challenges of the new world we are entering, 
reluctantly for most people and institutions, as a result of the bankruptcy of the economic and spatial model 
on which our lives have been based. More often than not in history, change happens because the old system 
cannot function any longer. However, change does not necessarily mean improvement. A shrunk model of 
capital accumulation in the urban environment may result in retrenched urban fortresses surrounded by 
marginalized settlements rather than in a redeployment of our ability to live together. And so, we want to 
propose a number of initiatives that could change the course of urbanization towards a sustainable city with a 
better quality of life. We do not indulge in utopia. The problems we are facing are too serious to play with 
dreams, in spite of the energizing value of dreams. We are identifying some of the decisive flaws of our 
urban living, and suggesting a number of practical initiatives to induce the transformation of our built 
environment. Because of the tentative character of our elaboration, we have chosen to open a series of 
windows on a possible new urban world, rather than articulating a systematic urban vision. This stems from 
our conviction that transformation does not follow an orderly rationale but rather it results from multiple 
mutations in various dimensions of the urban system that, in their convergence, end up modifying the overall 
dynamics of urban space. For the time being, and for the sake of the argument, we are keeping in mind as a 
point of reference one particular type of urban form: the polycentric metropolis in the United States. The 
Southern California metropolis, with Los Angeles at its core, is archetypical of this urban form, and the fact 
that we live in Los Angeles certainly influences our approach. Yet, there is ample evidence that many 
sprawling metropolitan regions around the world share many of the same problems that we are addressing in 
this article. Furthermore, while specific spatial and social contexts call for specific policy proposals, we 
believe that the underlying principles of our urban intervention apply, with the proper adaptation, to most of 
the forms of human settlements on our urbanized, endangered planet. 
    Looking at urban forms and processes from the people’s perspective, there are some basic needs and 
desires that cities should provide: a decent, affordable shelter; a healthy environment; adequate urban 
infrastructure; a communication/transportation system that ensures mobility and connectivity; personal safety 
and psychological peace of mind; access to health and education; a spatial form that facilitates sociability, 
anchored in public spaces throughout the metropolitan area; the capacity to satisfy a share of the basic needs 
without depending on commercial consumption, for instance, growing their own food within the territory of 
the metropolitan area (urban farming); the ability to express peoples’ culture at large, placing art and culture 
at the heart of social practice; the integration between the built environment and the natural environment. We 
must add from the point of view of humankind and its future, the environmental sustainability of the 
metropolis, and of the earth’s eco-system at large. 
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    Of course, people also need jobs, and income, and a sound local economic development policy. 
However, we contend that while the current system is broken, both economically and spatially, the process of 
urban transformation we are suggesting may support a new model of economic growth based on true value, 
higher human creativity and a regulatory system that would maximize economic yields, including 
employment, while minimizing waste and speculation. 
    Two distinctly different problems arise at this point in urban history: Considering the failure of 20th 
century planning, what is the new way of creating meaningful cities? This approach assumes a clean slate as 
a starting point and may serve as a template for creating new patterns of spatial development in parts of the 
world engaged in building brand new metropolitan regions adjacent to current cities or in rare cases, in the 
middle of nothing. 
    Considering the global economic and environmental crisis however, the more urgent question and the 
one we will be addressing here is, how will we transform the failed 20th century city into a usable model for 
the future? 
    We will not cover in this article the whole range of issues that we have laid out. We will focus on 
specific urban functions to illustrate the kind of new urban strategies that could deal with the current 
economic crisis, alleviate the global environmental crisis, and induce new forms of urban life that would be 
peoplecentered rather than profit-centered. 
 
PART 2 
A RESCUE PLAN FOR THE POLYCENTRIC CITY: NEW TRANSPORTATION & LANDUSE 
POLICIES 
 
Moving People, Saving Energy, Cleaning the Air: The 21st Century Multimodal Transportation 
System 
    Functional cities and a functioning economy rely on timely and efficient movement of people, 
information and goods. The economic prosperity of a region is directly proportional to this matrix of 
movement. Especially in the new age of an idea based economy, the quality and number of connections 
created by people to people and people to information is an essential factor of productivity. The more quality 
connections a person can establish in an average day, the higher the chance of that person adding innovative 
value to the economy. The ease of dissemination and exchange of ideas is a key factor of an idea based 
economy. 
    On the other hand, an idea based economy will never outdate the need for transporting goods to the 
users. Whether they come in form of computer chips or vegetables, cities will always depend on efficient 
transportation of goods. 
    A regions economic well being is therefore completely dependent on its system of transportation. And 
the system of transportation is completely dependent on government intervention, as the infrastructure for the 
most part falls into public domain. The only exception is the transport of information in form of airwaves and 
cables, which is typically controlled by private corporations as it does not necessitate a large amount of 
physical space. Transportation of people and goods on the other hand requires a network of established 
physical paths throughout the region that only a governmental entity can control. Since governmental 
agencies are run by politicians who typically think in office-term time spans and usually lack the funds and 
the power to decide over entire metro regions, there have been few innovations in the transportation sector 
despite the incredible growth of cities worldwide. And because of the scale of importance of transportation to 
the economic wellbeing of individuals and cities as a whole, huge numbers of people across the globe are 
making unreasonably high investments of time and money every day for their mobility, causing financial and 
personal depletion and a corrosion of social structures. Furthermore the current flaws in transportation have 
been a core contributor to pollution and global warming in all developing and developed regions. The 
problem of transportation is so far reaching, infrastructural and financially burdensome, that politicians 
worldwide have been scared to touch the subject until its dysfunctions have reached disastrous levels. At this 
point, only drastic interventions will be able to take large metro regions out of a downward spiral of gridlock, 
pollution and inefficiency. 
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    In order to find solutions that fundamentally help cities out of these transportational dysfunctions rather 
than aggravating the current situation further the problem of people movement needs to be addressed from 
many angles. For one, it needs to be addressed on the level of infrastructural possibilities. Then it needs to 
address the quality of the individual carriages. And finally it needs to address the overall need and distance of 
travel. 
 
Infrastructural Possibilities 
    Because infrastructure is the most financially and bureaucratically daunting of tasks, it has generally 
been the least explored. The propositions outlined in this article therefore may seem radical or utopian even. 
The truth is that they are no more radical and arguably more doable than any of the past great infrastructural 
interventions, such as the building of freeways, train and subway systems. In fact, they are the type of 
infrastructural investment tailored to assist regions out of the current economic, environmental and structural 
crisis on a long term basis. It is to be understood that no feasibility studies of the following proposals have 
been done at this point in time and that these types of proposals could only come into existence if people and 
subsequently the politicians were to subscribe to the ideas on a massive scale. 
 

 

   
    Looking at cities across the globe, clearly the most miserably ineffective ones are the ones that rely on a 
single mode of transportation, usually the surface street catering to the automobile with the bus as its only 
alternative. Usually the cities that either exclusively or very heavily rely on surface street transportation tend 
to be the ones that have made little or no investments to make the surface streets safe for sharing by 
transportation modalities other than cars including motorcycles, bicycles and pedestrians. Incidentally these 
mono-transportational cities have the most gridlocked streets, and therefore the idea of removing lanes from 
an oversaturated system of streets to provide space for alternate surface transportation modalities would 
mean to aggravate the already deficient situation and would most likely gain little support from people or 
politicians. In contrast, the cities that have at least two existing modalities, such as surface streets and a 
thorough subway or light rail systems already function exponentially better than their mono-transportation 
counterparts. Cities with dual systems are able to absorb higher urban densities without collapse and they 
provide residents with options that fit and include a more diverse range of social classes and personal 
circumstances. The higher urban density allows for people to live closer to work and the transportation 
options help people effectively avoid unnecessary financial and personal hardship over their mobility. This is 
a key factor in giving people and a city its competitive edge and providing its region with economic 
prosperity. 
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    The infrastructural interventions we propose here are a mere extension of this line of reasoning. They 
are the creation of a multi-modal transportation network. This new network is to be superimposed over the 
existing infrastructure, so not to inflict major additional cuts through the city and stresses on the existing 
structures, yet to provide an array of new options of transportation modalities to the city dwellers. In other 
words, existing cuts through the city fabric (major roads, freeways, etc) would now be utilized for multiple 
purposes, rather than the current monofunction, in a multi-tiered approach. 
    What is important about this proposal is that bicycles and similar low impact modes of individual 
transport are given their fair share. This means more than the creation of bike paths, because the distances to 
be travelled in most large metro regions, even with increased density, are still considerable. Therefore 
bicycles need safe, pleasant bicycle freeways where no traffic lights are hindering their speed of travel. In 
some instances, such freeways could be created on the ground along existing rivers and storm drains that 
already carve a car-free space through a city. In few cities, it may be conceivable to close an entire 
thoroughfare to traffic permanently and designate it a bicycle freeway with under and over passes getting 
traffic from one side to the other. In most cases though, this would be unfeasible. Rivers and storm drains do 
exist in most cities, and even thought they could not take care of an entire network, they could for relatively 
small investments cover some grounds with the potential of added beauty of the riparian landscape, that in 
most cities would have to be reestablished out of the existing concrete channels. As ideas of reusing water 
channels for pedestrian use have been explored by others already see L.A. river proposals as example, we 
will not elaborate these proposals in further detail in this article but rather focus on and illustrate the 
multi-modal highway and freeway solutions that will, with the appropriate investment and planning, work for 
all cities in one form of adaptation or another. 
    In this proposal, the alternate modalities are to be superimposed over large thorough streets and 
freeways by creating an upper level street in a way to maximize the benefits and minimize the disadvantages 
of each mode. For example, the most pleasant modalities in terms of least noise and pollution and greatest 
esthetic value get the most privileged position, the top. Such include bicycles, pedestrians and any other quiet, 
non-polluting mode of transport. Below that, a suspended, mono rail system connects the citizens with mass 
transit in places where subways are nonexistent and/or not feasible. Below that again still continues on car 
and bus traffic as usual, although hopefully in revised forms of vessels. It is to be noted that modern mono 
rails are relatively quiet and their noise would barely change the overall noise level of the existing freeway 
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traffic. In addition, the platform of the upper level bicycle freeway as well as all the vegetation above and 
along the transportation-artery will greatly contain and reduce the noise levels and the vegetation will help 
mitigate the pollution of the car traffic.  
    The point of this multi-tiered, multi-modal transportation infrastructure is to elevate people to the top of 
the food chain, rather than the bottom. People and people powered transportation means will now have an 
elevated, safe, esthetical, efficient and panoramic parkway system to move around the city. 

 

    To the critics that argue that such structures would be too costly and difficult to construct over existing 
streets we suggest, that without a question, they could be built for equal or less than the money for building a 
subway system. But compared to building a subway system, there are numerous advantages. For one, 
construction is a lot easier and cheaper over ground than underground. The structure can be prefabricated and 
only the column footings have to be cast in place. These footings are located outside of traffic lanes, either in 
a center median of a major road or on the outside of a freeway, thus not obstructing traffic. 

 

     



 

28 

 
    Then the prefabricated pieces can be lifted in place and tied together relatively easily; one reason why 
mono rails have proven to be so much less expensive than subways. Beyond the staging and economic 
advantages over the subway, the proposed overground solutions have many more advantages: They create 
multiple modes of sustainable and beneficent transport solutions in a single approach, beyond just the mass 
transit. Moreover, theses new bicycle highway structures will also serve as distributed public parks, with the 
bike paths lined by trees, softscape and hardscape for relaxation, walking and playing. The parkways will 
also lift real estate values along those busy through fairs and freeways as people in tall office buildings 
usually lining those roads are now looking down at a park rather than noisy car traffic. 
    Buildings may also gain direct access to the elevated parkways via catwalks. The building floors may 
change their importance, with the floor level at the parkway height becoming the major public and retail 
interface. 

    Generally, the highways and rail will be accessed via elevators from the street, with level one being 
street level, level 2 being the mono rail level and level 3 the pedestrian highway. This will facilitate the 
interchange between car, rail and bicycle/pedestrian use. In combination with strategically located parking 
facilities for cars as well as bicycles (and the like) on all major nodes of the network, an on-demand 
transportation system will give users complete flexibility and freedom of choice. On-demand cars at the 
parking facilities and on-demand bicycles above combined with the rail will cover the entire array of 
transportation needs for people without burdening them with the need to own and store all vehicles 
personally. 

 

    It is easy to discard or severely underestimate the potential number of cyclists who would choose this 
mode of transport for their daily commutes. The fact is that now in most mega cities the percentage of 
cycling commuters is very small. But the opposing fact is that in cities where urban policies have made 
cycling attractive and safe, the number is huge. In Amsterdam for example, 30% of people use their bicycles 
for their daily commute and another 40% use the bicycle sometimes for commuting. In the same city slightly 
more trips are made every day by bicycle then by car. And to put it in perspective, Amsterdam is not blessed 
with perfect year round weather, so these numbers could be even higher in the sunbelt cities of the world. In 
many other European cities bicycles make up 20% or more of the commuter trips, so Amsterdam is not so 
much an exception as it is an illustration of highly effective planning policies. China’s cities on the other 
hand used to have an 80-90%+ share of bicycle commutes until the last two decades slowly deteriorated 
safety and thus desirability of bicycle commuting. At the same time, given China’s recent interest in 
sustainable growth policies and its fearless approach to infrastructure projects, the People’s Republic could 
be a prime candidate for introducing a network of bicycle freeways. 

    To all those that say bicycling is not a practical way to get to work, here a few facts and a few solutions 
to alleviate the minor flaws of practicality. 
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• Bicycle freeways will allow for non-stop flow of cyclist traffic as opposed to bicycle paths on the 
ground that are subject to traffic lights. This will make bicycle commuting efficient and comparably fast. 
Average bicycle speed on road with no traffic signals is 15-25 mph depending on person, but can be 
30mph for trained cyclists. This compares with and often outperforms the speed of freeway traffic 
during commuter hours. (In comparison Metro Rapid Bus service on Wilshire Blvd in Los Angeles has 
an average daytime speed of 11.7 mph, with even slower speeds during rush hours.) 
• The elevated structures (super arteries) can be combined with surface bicycle paths (veins) and 
neighborhood roads (capillaries) for a complete network. 
• The entry/exit points of the arteries will be juice stands, outdoor restaurants, showers and major nodes 
in the transportation network and spas, repair shops and bicycle on demand offer amenities catering to 
the cyclists, joggers stations to name a few. Facilities may be creative and pedestrians. Such amenities 
would include in catering to this new class of commuters. 
Shower and spa houses may also offer a rent-acloset service where people can store their work cloth to 
change into after a good workout and a shower on the way to the office. Cleaning service of work-out 
and business clothes is an obvious 
extra... 
• Depending on the local climate, the bicycle freeways can be designed covered, partially covered, 
shaded, heated or cooled. In line with the ecological ideas outlined by this proposal, heating and cooling 
should be done by nature, in form of radiant floor heating generated by solar water heaters on the roof 
above, or cooling via flowing water curtains and enhanced air ventilation, again powered by solar cells, 
wind turbines, etc installed above/along the freeway . Even for climates without the need of temperature 
enhancement, shading or roof structures may consist of high-tech PV panels that function as a 
distributed solar power station and possibly run the suspended rail below or charge the electric vehicles 
on the ground or serve any other number of power needs catering to the local transportation system. 
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• Commuting on a bicycle will make for happier, healthier and more effective people. It will other 
number of power needs catering to the local transportation system. 
• Commuting on a bicycle will make for happier, healthier and more effective people. It will also make 
for more productive workers, as daily exercise will keep them healthy and all the endorphins released 
during exercise will leave them in a good mood. It will help people’s personal relationships too, as they 
will not need to take out that additional time after an exhausting commute to zone out, and they won’t 
even need to take the time out for the gym as they have already taken care of daily exercise. Instead 
people get to spend the extra time with their friends and family. Commuting in traffic makes many 
people feel anxious, depressed, angry or resigned and more than everything, it makes them exhausted. If 
they can replace these negative emotions even for a couple of days a week with positive ones, it will 
make a big difference in people’s personal lives. As studies show, cycling has been rated the highest in 
the emotion of “joy” in relation to modes of transport even while traffic jams were not considered in the 
survey. 

 

Image from the Dutch Bicycle Council from a presentation given by Hans Voerknecht 

• Bicycling and walking are the most inexpensive, the healthiest and the most environmentally 
sustainable modes of transportation. They are therefore the best candidates to rejuvenate the people and 
the economy while taking care of the environment. To complete the network of bicycle and pedestrian 
paths for a safe door-to-door connection, surface paths need to be created providing access to the cycle 
superstructures. Since only secondary neighborhood streets are affected by these feeder paths, most 
urban settings will be able to accommodate them. How this is done and where is idiosyncratic to the 
particular city and neighborhood, but here an outline of a few possible planning methods on how to 
realize this: 
• Turning low traffic neighborhood streets into one-way streets and designating the other half of the 
road for pedestrian/ bicycle use. To separate the two parts clearly and beautify the roads, trees and 
landscaping should be planted in the middle. 
• In neighborhoods that are being newly developed and areas where backyard setbacks are clear of 
structures, a pedestrian pathway can be placed along the backyard line, thus creating a parkway system 
between people’s yards, totally separate from car traffic. This would be a very idyllic path but in 
existing neighborhoods it would mean people have to give up a piece of their backyard to designate it 
for the common good. 
• In neighborhoods with very wide, low traffic streets, such as some industrial park areas and suburban 
areas, the center of the street, at least 12’ in width, may be designated for pedestrian use. Again, this 
would need to be separated from car traffic via landscaping and trees. Being in the center, cyclists would 
not be interfered and endangered by parking cars as they are in typical side of the road bike paths. Plus, 
the double width path separated by landscaping creates a better quality space than regular side of the 
road paths. 
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• Removing parking lanes for narrower streets and turning the extra space, preferably in the center, into 
bike paths and placing the parking spaces into neighborhood parking structures. 
• Using part of residential front yard lawn spaces and turning it into a bike path for the common good. 
Most people never spend time in their front yard anyway and would not necessarily be opposed to 
giving up a piece of this maintenance heavy land for a useful neighborhood feature. 

 
Quality of vessels 
    Compared to infrastructure, considerably more creative work has been done in the field of improving 
the individual transportation vessels. There are working prototypes today for everything from intelligent city 
cars to smart motorcycles and selfcharging electric bicycles... One of the hold backs to these intelligent 
vehicles has been the lack of safe and efficient environment to drive in and a clean and effective way to 
charge the powered vehicles. What is clear is that the petroleum based vehicles of today do not hold the 
future of tomorrow, as they are both economically and environmentally unsustainable solutions. 
    For an exemplary illustration of a collection of smart vessels you may refer to the MIT smart city 
mobility program developed by William Mitchell. These and other smart vehicles would combine well with 
the proposed cycle freeways. 
 
Landuse and the Need and Distance of Travel 
    Finally, metropolitan transportation depends on the structure of transportation flows that ultimately 
depends on land use patterns. A well established tradition in transportation planning emphasizes the land 
use/transportation link. Ultimately, this amounts to increase the multifunctionality of sub-metropolitan urban 
areas, so that residences, services, commercial facilities, and jobs, are clustered, thus limiting travel between 
mono-functional spatial units. Although this is an old principle of city planning, articulated in the original 
schemes of British New Towns, it was abandoned in practice under the pressures of land zoning dictated by 
the interests of real estate developers. Thus, the polycentric metropolis should establish a regulatory 
framework that would allow the mixed uses of space, would sharply curtail the exclusive residential uses of 
certain areas, and would limit the concentration of services and retail shopping in freeway dependent 
mega-centers. In other words, zoning should not be left to the local planning agencies but should be designed 
on a metropolitan scale, taking into account the transportation consequences of landuse patterns. 

 
 
 
Planning and Landuse Policies for Urban Quality of Live 
 
    To complement the multi-modal transportation system as part of the urban recovery plan and address 
some key spatial, economic, environmental and social problems of the contemporary polycentric city we 
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have outlined a framework of transformative planning and policy changes. 
    For the sake of clarity we enumerate them and illustrate each point. 
    1. Zoning laws are turned into performance guidelines. This eliminates restrictions on landuse as long as 
the established performance requirements are fulfilled and safety building standards (per occupancy groups 
and per building code) are maintained. Performance guidelines are based on the following criteria: 

-    Ecological performance 
-    Social quality to the local community 
-    Economic performance 
-    Aesthetic/artistic value 

    Replacing zoning laws with performance guidelines would singlehandedly address many of our current 
urban problems, especially in North American cities. It could transform monotonous suburban landscape into 
vibrant, thriving communities. It would turn every community into mixed use, not from a top down master 
planned approach of apartment living above a mall, but in a spontaneous, diverse and grass roots way. The 
fact that one can now open a business anywhere as long as the performance criteria are respected means the 
beginning of a new chapter of community entrepreneurism creating flourishing local economies based on 
real added values. This gradual transformation would automatically tailor itself to each and every community 
and give places its unique identity rather than the master planned or zoned “one size fits all” solutions 
currently making up our urban fabric. 

 

 

    Moreover, it would no longer exempt factories and polluting industries from performance standards. 
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Regardless of the use of a building, performance standards would have to be met. For a certain amount of 
transit time, these performance standards may be based on the surrounding area, so that a new factory in an 
existing factory complex would have to perform better than all the existing buildings, but maybe not equally 
as good as if it were placed in a residential neighborhood. But beyond this short term grace period, all 
structures would have to meet the same standards. This way, manufacturing jobs could be placed in what 
once was a purely residential neighborhood, as well as retail, offices, restaurants etc. There would be no 
longer a “those neighborhoods” stigma, meaning the dirty industrial places, because there would be no 
longer any zoning laws allowing any business or residence to be dirty and depleting the quality of life and 
ecosystem of its surrounding areas. 

    2. Front yard and side yard setbacks are eliminated. (Seismic separation may be required between 
structures). Natural light and ventilation and emergency access must be provided for each structure. Each 
structure is required to provide a minimal, accessible and usable garden space that may be located anywhere 
within, around or above the building. 

    3. The minimum lot size is eliminated. 

    4. The legal process to subdivide and join land is freed from its current red tape procedures. 

    These three points again have a fundamental impact on the urban fabric. Under these new rules, each 
property owner could decide to sell portions of her property. For example two neighbors may agree to sell 
their adjacent side yards and partial front yards to a new owner by creating a new property out of these strips 
of land. The new lot may be quite narrow, but wide enough for the new owner to build an infill structure. Let 
us look at the benefits from various perspectives. 

    Economic benefits: By selling off a portion of their property both existing owners get a considerable 
financial relief. This can save owners from losing their house in foreclosure, save the banks from thousands 
of bad loans and the taxpayers from bailing out all the bad loans the banks accumulated. It also creates 
opportunities and economic accessibility for new ownership as small, affordable parcels that have previously 
not been available on the market. Ecological Benefits: The denser communities with a mixed use program 
ensure that a good portion of the local residences can also work in the immediate community, thus reducing 
transportation needs and pollution. Denser neighborhoods allow for smaller city footprints and more 
opportunities for open space. Furthermore, small infill lots make for smaller structures which can help reduce 
carbon footprints and pollution associated with property maintenance. Removing the status quo of the front 
lawn means reducing very considerable amounts of toxins currently polluting our soil and water with 
pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers, reducing the wasteful water use as well as the loud and highly polluting 
lawn mowers and leaf blowers. Instead, yards would be encouraged to include vegetable gardens and 
compost and would be allowed to include small chicken coops etc as outlined by the performance 
requirements. This would have the added environmental benefit of food grown at the source, thus cutting out 
toxic processing and polluting transport for that food. 

    Social Benefits: The new spatial density allows for a much more integrated social structure. For one it 
makes it feasible for extended family and friends to be neighbors and thus attend to each other’s needs. This 
means taking care of each other’s children, cooking for each other and generally more time to exchange and 
socialize. The many new community businesses, such as community cafes and mini restaurants, daycare 
centers etc create places for people to meet and commune and give people a sense of belonging. 

    Spatial Benefits: The infill projects will piece by piece transform the visual disconnect of the suburban 
street face by providing the visual glue between the parts. Eventually the street face will gain continuity 
within diversity of expression and grow suburban monotony into attractive urban villages. 

    5. Onsite parking requirements are eliminated and made voluntary (currently in US. Metropolitan areas 
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every single family home must provide a garage for at least two cars). Loading zones and offsite designated 
parking facilities are established instead. 

    As long as every residence is required to provide a two car garage we will not be able to move from an 
unsustainable suburban era to a vital and people centered urban era. The current North American standard 
parking requirement has turned street faces into assembly lines of garage doors and drive ways. This is both 
unattractive and destructive to a sustainable city, presuming that there never will be an alternative 
transportation method to the car and disallowing its development. Under the new rules, people could still 
choose to have a garage, but on a voluntary basis. Instead, the space could be used for any other purposes 
and could even be sold off as described above. 

 

 

    Neighborhood parking structures would provide people the opportunity to park their car in the vicinity. 
The parking structures would also allow for an easily accessible city wide on-demand car system where users 
pay participatory or use-based fees and do not need to own their own vehicle. This would relieve a lot of 
economic strain on people and create a more sustainable city with its fleet of electric and green cars without 
removing the convenience of having access to a car at any given point in time and any in neighborhood 
across the city. 

    6. Every neighborhood designates at least one street as pedestrian zone. 

    This creates an instant push for economic gentrification as has been shown in every living example of a 
pedestrian zone. Moreover, it and adds significant quality of life to the neighborhood. The pedestrian zone 
becomes the vital core of the neighborhood, hosting weekly farmers markets and other occasional street fairs 
and festivities. The businesses along the pedestrian street, especially restaurants, cafes and retail, will have 
an instant and permanent boost in business and all the residences in the surrounding area will see an increase 
in property value. This is an easy, inexpensive and permanent economic stimulus that can be applied 
anywhere. 

    7. Restore existing rivers, storm drains and seasonal runoffs into riparian urban parks. 

    The parks should include bicycle paths and nature walks and the bicycle paths should connect and 
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supplement the network of bike paths as outlined in the multi-modal transportation section. These linear 
parks will physically and psychologically tie neighborhoods together, bring natural resources to the 
communities, create sanctuaries for natural habitat and with today’s improved understanding of flood control, 
keep adjacent neighborhoods safe. Most cities across the world have a number of concrete encased water 
channels that represent a natural and financial opportunity to be uncovered.  

    8. Easy processing of licenses to operate a small, home cooked food and beverage service businesses. 
This point would create a whole new entrepreneurial class of small scale food businesses, giving people of 
all backgrounds economic opportunities. It would also create access for citizens to many convenient, healthy, 
home cooked food choices within walking distance from their house and work. It would create a real 
competition with fast food chains, which, under the performance guidelines would clearly have to clean up 
their act to open new businesses and would get taxed after a certain grace period if they kept existing 
facilities running in the current depleting manner, thus disadvantaging such unsustainable operations 
economically. 
    Since zoning laws have been replaced with performance standards, small scale home cooked food 
businesses could be located anywhere, from within private homes to roof tops, courtyards to front yards, 
thus creating lively neighborhoods and social places for exchange and to meet neighbors. It would also give 
the opportunity for food establishments to be located in attractive areas and have outdoor seating away 
from busy through streets, which, in cities across the United States are currently the only places zoned for 
commercial/restaurant use. In essence it would create nicer places to eat on a daily basis, with more, better 
and healthier choices of food and in closer vicinity to the users. 
 

     
 
    9. Percentage of property sales tax of each parcel (including portions of previous parcels), as well as a 
percentage of business tax of any business goes directly into the local community fund that is 100% 
managed by the local community and serves as a direct reinvestment into the neighborhood and the people. 
    This would give the local community a budget and a voice for self determination. Whether it’s to plant 
trees, create a community center, a playground or improve a neighborhood parking structure or introduce 
new youth programs that help kids stay out of trouble and keep the neighborhood safe, the priorities of each 
community would be implemented in a direct fashion and without the financial waste of top down 
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bureaucracy. The selected improvement project would also reinvest into the local community by employing 
locals to direct and construct the projects whenever possible. This then creates a positive feedback loop 
with the area getting more valuable, thus attracting more businesses and residents and then again collecting 
more money to reinvest into the community. And since every community would work this way, every 
community would have the same opportunity for positive feedback loops leading to true economic 
prosperity based on real values.  
    To conclude this part, we want to point out the intrinsic interrelationship of density and a multimodal 
transportation system. One cannot function without the other. A very low density suburban model has an 
extraordinary amount of area designated for streets. Therefore, at an unsustainably high economic and 
environmental cost, it enables cars to move around relatively freely. With added density comes the 
inevitable traffic congestion. Out of this dilemma all metro regions eventually suffer from the congestion 
symptoms. Despite low density zoning, metro regions over time grow tighter than they were originally 
designed for, with very few exceptions (such as Detroit). Instead of fighting this inevitable trend of 
densification, our suggestion is to embrace it and design for it. On the flip side multimodal transportation 
requires manageable distances for many of its modes. Manageable distances again require added density. 
This does not mean a necessity for verticality, simply a necessity for using space wisely, maximizing its 
qualities and creating what we call densified urban villages. 
 
PART 3 
SOFT PROPOSALS: REUSE, COMMUNITY, COMMUNAL SPACE AND EVERYDAY LIFE 
 
Creative Re-use of Failed Economic-spatial Models 

    In terms of spatial policy and new forms of urban design, we also propose the re-use of existing built 
structures that lose functionality under the conditions of an economy characterized by the crisis of financial 
and real estate corporations, and by a substantial reduction of consumption levels. For instance, high rise 
downtown buildings occupied by real estate and financial corporations, and their related services, are being 
vacated, as these corporations are forced to scale down in the current economic environment. Subsequently 
rents of these corporate buildings are becoming significantly lower, but not enough for small business to 
afford them. Thus, in the absence of government initiatives, these buildings will remain half empty for a 
long time, and will still have to be maintained at a high cost. We propose that the government should include 
in the financial bail- out packages handed to large corporations the right to manage this corporate office 
space to rent it, at a subsidized rate, for start up, entrepreneurial business firms in the knowledge services 
sector. The vacant space in these corporate buildings would then become sites for business parks for projects 
deemed to have the most promise in the future economy, eg. environmental services, green technology, or 
digital creative industries. Another example of re-use of structures potentially vacated by the structural 
economic crisis includes shopping malls and strip malls. They are going out of business at accelerated rates, 
as some of their anchoring companies file for bankruptcy. What is to be done with these mammoths of the 
industrial, mass consumption era at the time when this era is coming to an end? We propose to convert 
failed strip malls into mixed use housing, commercial and communal services, and use their huge parking 
lots for a gardened courtyard, including some areas of community farming. If such a proposal may appear 
utopian at this point, the public perception will change as an increasing number of these shopping facilities 
become deserted. The subsequent collapse of their value as real estate ventures may make them quite 
affordable for housing cooperatives, and community banks to take them over at market price. This is at the 
bottom price of a failed market. Another illustration may clarify the actual feasibility of this urban 
conversion scheme. The current (2009) average price for a housing unit in central Detroit is about 
US$ 50,000. The low housing price is the result of massive depopulation of the city of Detroit. So, if no one 
wants to live there, the affordability of the housing stock becomes irrelevant. But we are considering a 
different situation: residents are there, still living and working, But with much lower levels of income and 
consumption. Besides, they are not able, in many cases, to hold onto their houses under the traditional 
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financial schemes. Thus, shopping centers may collapse, but since there still will be people and jobs around, 
the conversion of some of these obsolete structures into housing and gardens could be of help for both the 
residents and the owners of the vacant commercial structures. Additionally, there would be a substantial 
enhancement of the urban and environmental quality for the city at large.

Urban Self-Reliance: From Shopping Malls to Urban Farming 

    It is often overlooked that access to food is still the primary concern of everyday life. And insufficient 
attention is paid to the fact that chemically grown/ processed and genetically modified food is associated 
with a whole range of illnesses, from cancer to cardiovascular diseases, and from obesity to migraines. 
Healthy living starts with healthy eating. Yet, even when people are aware of the dangers of what amounts to 
be poisoned food, they have few practical alternatives, particularly if their budget does not allow them to buy 
high priced organic produce. So, in a time of crisis, growing their own food is fast becoming a way to cope 
with shrinking resources while improving health. Furthermore, beyond the individual benefits, there are 
extraordinary payoffs for the environment and for the economy. Increasing the share of agricultural land in a 
congested metropolis sets the path for a balanced land use pattern that benefits the proper functioning of the 
local eco-system. Reducing the amount of industrial food that has to be manufactured, conserved, transported 
(often from the other side of the world), stored and distributed would represent a major contribution to the 
fight against global warming and to energy conservation. Eating your own food and making the physical 
effort necessary to plant it, cultivate and harvest it, may yield extraordinary benefits in terms of preventive 
health care, thus contribute to alleviate the health costs that have reached an unsustainable level because the 
emphasis has been placed on machines, pills, and corporate hospitals geared towards the sophisticated care of 
serious illnesses, often when it is too late.  

    Urban farming on a scale large enough to make a difference in the city and in society is not just a matter 
of individual vegetable gardens. It is a communal venture. While it is commendable that people use their own 
front and back yards to grow vegetables rather than tending an immaculate lawn at great cost of energy, 
pollution, and time, urban farming requires dedicating small tracks of land throughout the metropolis for 
cooperatives of part-time or fulltime farmers, with proper financing and skills. There is an abundance of 
vacant land in most metropolitan areas. In most cases this relates to speculative schemes, as this is land 
waiting to be entitled for residential and commercial uses, when the conditions are matured for developers, 
and when they are able to put pressure on the planning agencies to spur new growth, always with the 
argument of generating jobs and revenue. So, with sufficient political will, and a new comprehensive 
planning strategy, numerous tracts of idle land, in different points of the metropolis, can be converted to 
urban farms. This strategy could in fact go beyond self-consumption. If the harvest of urban farming and 
individual vegetable gardens can amount to even a fraction of total food consumption of a city, it would mark 
a great deal of ecological progress. Plus, urban farms may generate jobs and revenues by providing organic 
food to nearby households, to local restaurants, and even to an extended area, using home delivery and 
multiplying the locations of farmers markets. 

    The urban farms may be accompanied by urban villages housing the farmers and volunteers as well as 
produce stores, restaurants and other commercial activates. 

    Thus, the metropolis could become dotted with numerous farms and villages that coexist with the 
manufacturing and services functions of the city. The diversity of uses allows for the metropolis to adapt to 
the changing conditions of the market and society, following the evolution of peoples’ needs and desires. 

The Heart (s) of the City: Public Space 

    Cities are, have always been, communication systems. This certainly refers to connectivity within the 
city and between cities, including multimodal transportation systems, telecommunications, computer 
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networks, and the media. But there is another means of communication that has defined urban social life 
throughout history: public space. Public space is simply a space where the public can meet at will. For 
instance, a shopping mall is not public space because while it is used by people to meet, as they often lack 
alternatives, it is private property and the owners can impose their own regulations and restrictions. 

    But public space is not necessarily a square, a public park, a monument, or any of the spatial 
configurations built on the tradition of the piazza. 
    It can be all the above, but it can also be a street corner or a street or a common park ground in a 
neighborhood or the halls of a train station or the steps of a church, or a string of restaurants, cafes and movie 
theaters that attract spontaneous gathering. Public space is where people gather for no special purpose or for 
a wide variety of purposes. It is the site of random interaction, where everything and nothing can happen 
depending on who is there at a given point in time. Public spaces are multifunctional, they can be used for 
specific events or celebrations, as well as for commercial fairs or street theater or mimes or musicians, or 
simply to stroll and be there. They are not the equivalent of city centers or downtown squares. In fact, more 
often than not, the monumental spaces designed around downtown functions, such as plazas around the 
corporate buildings or the cultural or sports icons of the cities are inhospitable, surveilled environments not 
inducive of spontaneous exchange. While some public spaces are located in the centers of the metropolis, 
often at the exchange points of the transportation system, public spaces ought to de distributed all over the 
polycentric metropolis, as an essential part of urban living, so that people have intermediate spaces between 
home and work, spaces of transition and cultural exchange and reciprocal learning. Spaces to meet for people 
who know each other and spaces to discover, and enjoy, other people, so to explore new relationships. While 
social networking on the Internet is playing an increasing role in sociability, research shows that it is the 
hybrid between electronic communication and face to face interaction that better suits human social needs. 
Indeed, in some of the most successful public spaces, the deployment of free WiFi networks adds to the 
multimodality of communication and sociability, bringing together people in one site to be able to integrate 
their local networks and their web networks. Public space has always been considered the high point of the 
city, but it has been often captured by ceremonial functions and commercial functions associated to urban 
centrality. Distributed public space brings social life everywhere, and so doing makes the city safer, as 
nothing is more dangerous than an empty street. Indeed, for public space to diffuse and to bring people 
together, a new conception of urban safety has to be developed. Indeed, it is often the case that law 
enforcement agencies tend to distrust social gatherings and aim at dispersing dense concentrations of people 
without a definite purpose. We will return to this essential point below while dealing with the city of fear. 
    However, public space, and particularly small scale public space, needs purposive design to exist and 
grow in the polycentric metropolis. The zoning tradition of urban planning runs counter to this notion of 
distributed public space integrated in and around the residential neighborhoods. Symbolic public space, 
marked by art, is also an essential part of the construction of meaning in the sprawling metropolis. But this 
monumentality must also to be distributed around the entire urban structure, instead of remaining 
concentrated in a few locations that become the icons of power and money. Art in all forms distributed 
around multi-located public spaces of all sizes would provide the much needed spatial support for a vibrant 
urban life beyond the walls of functional spaces defined by the spatial fragmentation of living that reduces 
people to dwellers, commuters, workers, and consumers without connecting the dots of their human 
experience. 
    Yet, nothing of what we have proposed can happen without a complete reassessment of urban design 
and spatial policies. 
 

Housing for Living: From Unsustainable Models to Community Based Dwelling Forms 

    The basic contradiction in our cities is that what is the foundation of people’s lives, their home, is also 
the source of business profit for the real estate industry, and the primary form of accumulating assets for 
people themselves. The assumption is that the market satisfies the housing needs for the large majority of the 
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population. In fact, this is not the case and has never been the case, because very few families can afford to 
pay the full price of a home with their own earnings. This is why the housing market is subsidized by a 
government guaranteed-mortgage market that secures the investment for the financial institutions and 
enables families to spread over their entire life the payment of their loans and their interests, deducting the 
interests from their taxes. Without this indirect government subsidy to homeowners at the expense of all tax 
payers, the suburban housing market would not have been viable. In principle, this system keeps everybody 
happy: the banks, the real estate industry, the construction industry, and the homeowners. However, this only 
works as long as enough people keep their jobs, keep their income, and benefit from the accrued value of 
their homes, while the government absorbs a major portion of the residential debt. When the process reverses, 
as it is currently the case, massive foreclosures follow, housing prices plummet, and people’s assets dwindle, 
while unemployment grows and real wages decline. There is little hope that without major changes in 
housing policy and urban forms, the system could be restored. 
    The federal government is bailing out banks in the hope that they will re-start lending and the mortgage 
market may function again. This may happen for a segment of the population as housing prices have declined 
dramatically making housing more affordable for middle-income families with a stable job. Yet, millions are 
not in this category, either because they have lost their stable jobs, don’t have the now required 20% down 
payment or don’t have worthy credit after losing their house or their jobs or both. The fact is that most 
houses repossessed by the banks are not finding a new owner despite of the drastic price cuts. It appears that 
new governmentsponsored schemes of housing provision will have to replace the unsustainable system 
established during the golden years of the suburban dream. The most realistic strategy would be one that 
combines different policies in a pragmatic way. In some cases, government refunding of banks and lending 
institutions should include conditions of lending at more favorable rates, extending the guarantees of 
second-mortgages by federal institutions to good faith prospective buyers at the limit of their possibilities. 
    In others, housing cooperatives could be formed by homeowners on the edge of foreclosure, buying 
their homes from the banks at a discount price with the support of soft loans from the government. In some 
cases, the government could support the creation of federally insured community banking cooperatives that 
would manage the mortgage market under the supervision and for the benefit of the local residents. Schemes 
of house sharing, either rental or in coownership, could be developed with the help of both federal agencies 
and local governments. Non-profit foundations could come to the rescue acquiring and rehabilitating 
dilapidated properties to house people in need, while using this opportunity to upgrade the quality of certain 
neighborhoods. However, while a number of innovative financial schemes can be imagined and implemented, 
their feasibility will be drastically hampered by the current legal framework of housing development, as well 
as by the rigidity of the local policies that respond to an obsolete vision of spatial forms. 
    Thus, we propose a reassessment of the dwelling forms that are appropriate to a period of reduced 
lending, and slow urban growth. And we suggest experimenting with some new forms of habitat, based on a 
revamped notion of a community network of social ties and resource sharing. 
    Against common wisdom, dwelling forms do not result only from the logic of the real estate market. 
Urban policies and planning practice shape and guide developers and urban dwellers towards urban forms 
that are woefully inadequate in the current context, although they fulfilled a certain function during previous 
processes of urbanization. Let us consider the forms of urban dwelling supported by current planning 
policies. 
    There is the apartment building, the multifamily dwelling, the single family house in a dense setting and 
the single family house on the maxi sites reserved for the high income bracket. Finally there is the 
condominium which has been on the rise in popularity during the last real estate boom period. Let us look at 
each of their pluses and minuses: 
    Apartment buildings – always built to maximize the leasable square footage in the available space for 
the smallest price. They therefore have no room for communal area or anything that is not directly leasable. 
They are always built with the cheapest and most environmentally unsustainable methods (unless they were 
built during the early 1930’s or before). Since there is usually no place for people to socialize and meet in a 
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pleasing setting, having neighbors usually becomes more of a burden than a pleasure. Due to the low quality 
of construction in post 1930’s buildings there is always insufficient sound insulation, which disturbs and 
irritates the dwellers, particularly considering the fact that they are usually grouped together with many other 
apartment buildings, often in areas lacking public spaces or restful open spaces of any sort. 
    The small multifamily complex typology is a dying breed and exists mostly in the historic areas of a city. 
It happens to be one of the more successful typologies, as these buildings usually have a small area of shared 
space such as a courtyard where people can meet and interact. They tend to allow for a mix of social strata 
and be somewhat affordable. 
    The condominium typology has for the most part replaced the new construction of the small multifamily 
houses, as it has proven more profitable to the developers. The condominium typically shares these benefits 
of communal space for which the owner pays in form of membership fees. The downfall of the condominium 
is that the prices of condos have risen to the levels of single family house prices, thus excluding social 
diversity. This is a noteworthy fact – people are willing to pay the same price for a condo as they are for a 
single family house, even though in a condo the owner typically does not own the land and does not have a 
private yard. 
    The dense single family house setting, depending on neighborhood will span the social strata of lower to 
upper middle class. There tends to be little privacy in any of the yards with the exception of a grown in back 
yard. The houses tend to be separated only by two narrow strips of side yard and thus have marginal light and 
no views out the sides of the house. The front yard is visually part of the public street, although private, and 
must conform to the uniformity of the neighborhood lawn enforcers. It is in principle where people could 
meet and casually socialize, but in practice the front lawn is not a place where anyone spends time, other than 
to do lawn maintenance, which is often done by people other than the home owners. Therefore the social 
interactions are extremely limited and mostly dependent on school children of same age. 
    The maxi size single family house on a large piece of land is considered the highest end dwelling 
possibility in the low density city. It is surrounded by the like and comes with a status symbol zip code. The 
newer the houses in these maxi lot settings, the more oversized the actual houses. The regulations are slightly 
more lenient on them as far as what constitutes a single family house. In normal single family dwellings, it is 
usually forbidden to have a secondary kitchen, a second entry, any room labeled home office or a separate 
inhabitable structure. For the maxi mansions on the supersize lots on the other hand it is perfectly acceptable 
to have separate maids’ quarters, separate staff kitchens, estate management offices etc. The problem is that 
these type of luxury residences usually are so labor intensive to maintain that there is a round-the-clock staff 
needed to take care of the estate. This again means no privacy or real peace to the owners. And despite of the 
fact that there are always people around, there is no sense of community as the people are strictly 
distinguished as servers, drivers, cleaners, gardeners and butlers and not as friends to commune with. Owners 
of these maxi mansions often tend to be the most isolated from any sense of community and look for relief in 
country clubs away from their houses. 
    Contemporary society has been on a steady path of alienation and fragmentation, and the spatial policies 
in place today are enforcing that it will continue on this course. 
    There is an acute need for a new dwelling typology associated with the culture and functions of the 21st 
century city. In our perspective, to define new dwelling forms we need to define new social forms, because 
dwellings serve as people’s habitat. As it is now, people have to fit in rigid, pre-existing dwelling forms that 
are either the expression of obsolete forms of living or, more often, the product of speculative calculations 
that force people to fit in whatever dwelling forms are most profitable for the developers and easier to control 
for the bureaucrats. New dwelling forms may require the re-engagement and re-invention of forms of living 
based on sharing resources. 
    Planning policies today are mainly concerned about the size of houses and sizes of lots and front and 
side yards but not at all at the performance of a house. Los Angeles recently adopted the anti-mansionization 
law “reducing the ratio of square feet to lot size, and therefore reducing the opportunity of supersizing a 
single family home”. 
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    The question is whether the ratio of lot size to house size is the real problem or whether the underlying 
problem is much deeper. We argue that the biggest problems of “supersized single family homes” is, on the 
one hand, the unsustainable construction practices developing these homes, and on the other, the very 
concept of “single family”, a shrinking entity in our time. The fact is that large houses make for great places 
for communal living. Of course these houses may have different features than the standard supersize mansion, 
and to perform well and truly respect the idea of shared resources, they have to be built sustainably and 
should provide their own energy, as well as a garden for outdoor enjoyment and food growing. But a large, 
completely sustainably built house with a just as large roof garden on a not so large lot, occupied by a sizable 
number of people who may share resources beyond the house will add up to a much smaller carbon footprint 
per person than a small house on a large lot occupied by only two people who spend most of their time at 
work or commuting in traffic. It is time for the planners to start tackling deeper issues of land use rather than 
finding quick fixes that only address the tip of the iceberg. 
    In addition to sharing a living space, there are many types of resources that can be successfully shared. 
They may include material things such as real estate, finances, services, food, clothes, transportation and 
energy as well as social and emotional matters such as giving each other company, sharing laughter and 
sorrow, protests and celebrations. 
    Situating this idea in the 21st century context we find a variety of possible forms of urban resource 
sharing. 
    - Dwelling communities (sharing a structure designed for shared living that preserves privacy and 

individuality while making housing affordable and enjoyable) 
    - Business investment communities (such as those often created by immigrant communities) 
    - Cooking/food communities (every participant in the community rotates with the task of making a 

home cooked meal for all the members. Similarly, home tasks, such as cleaning and shopping are 
shared on a rotating base) 

    - Food growing/gardening commune 
    - Childcare support networks 
    - Educational support networks (for adult and students) 
    - Transportation sharing (sharing cars, rides, etc) 
    - Office communities (shared office spaces or office equipments) 
    With people today involved in a dense network of activities, sharing home labor and space actually can 
liberate one from many time consuming tasks and stress. 
    Many of these forms of sharing resources are common practice already. What needs to be created is an 
easy organizational structure of information sharing and connecting to each other to facilitate theses formal 
and informal networks of shared resources. Current web-based social spaces are good tools for spreading 
information about sharing. 
    For the most part, these forms of communal association don’t require a change in spatial policies, 
nevertheless they would greatly benefit from a change. Fragmented space tends to create a fragmented social 
structure. Thus we can reverse the process, creating by design more cohesive spatial patterns that will help 
amalgamate and solidify social structures. 
    The issue arises of the compatibility of people sharing a space in a culture that is deeply individualistic. 
    This is in fact the daily experience of many young householders who share a house or an apartment. It 
does not go without tensions, and rules must be established and enforced if necessary. A simple contract, 
written or not, legally sanctioned or not, must exist. But by opening the possibility of co-paying a home, and 
dividing the space between private areas and commons, the practice of shared living may reuse the built 
housing stock adapting it to the means and needs of people, particularly in a historical moment of shrinking 
household size. In other words, the large nuclear family of the 1950s and 1960s gave rise to dwelling units 
with an oversupply of space. The sharing of this space in the conditions of today may provide a partial 
answer to the housing crisis on the condition that it goes hand in hand with a cultural transformation: 
learning to live together. 
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PART 4 
CITY OF HOPE: HOW TO MAKE IT HAPPEN 
 
The City of Fear, the City of Hope 

    Fear is the greatest enemy of quality of life. If an organism is in the state of fear, it contracts and shuts 
down all the healthy functions of the immune system, the cognitive, digestive, reproductive system, and all 
the energy is channeled to the fight or flight functions. It is useful for short term survival situations, but 
prolonged dwelling in this state will deteriorate the organism and eventually kill it slowly. 

    This metaphor suits well many of our cities experiencing the slow death associated with the enduring 
stresses that result from fight or flight functions. Entire neighborhoods have seen themselves forced to focus 
on matters of pure survival for an extended amount of time. Fear permeates everything from people to 
infrastructure to the local economy. 

    The City of Fear can only be counteracted by the City of Hope, a city with lively pedestrian streets, a 
city where people trust their neighbors, feel a level of self-reliance and control over their lives, and share 
some degree of communal living and support services that gives them the peace of mind and the strength to 
look ahead and weather the storms of their existence. The City of Hope builds on communities to transcend 
fear. 

How to Make it Happen: Grassrooting the Metropolis 

    Our proposals are rooted in our knowledge and professional practice on the urban space. We contend not 
only that they are realistic but that they are better suited to the management of the current problems plaguing 
our urban way of life than obsolete spatial forms and practices of the 20th century city pushed to the limits of 
unsustainability for the sake of short term financial profit. Now that not even this “benefit” is attainable, it is 
time to think out of the urban box, to open the debate to professionals, politicians, and citizens at large, and 
to create a project towards a new city transcending the ruins of our metropolitan civilization. It will not be a 
grand vision articulated in a Master Plan. Rather, it will be the cumulative result of many specific urban 
interventions such as those we have outlined in this article. However, we are aware of the skepticism that 
surrounds the implementation of the ideas we are putting forward. And yet, the history of cities is a 
succession of innovations, technological, economic, but above all social, that create new urban forms that 
were unthinkable at an earlier time. Yet, there is a fundamental pre-requisite for urban transformation to 
happen: people need to believe in it, to practice it, and, eventually, pressure politicians to adopt the urban 
policies that will respond to their needs and their desires. Citizens make cities, as shown by the cross-cultural 
study of urban social movements conducted time ago by one of the authors of this article. And citizens 
mobilize for a new city when the one where they live becomes unlivable, and when their minds open up to an 
alternative set of values. On both counts we are at a historical inflection point. The current metropolitan 
system has collapsed in every dimension, and any attempt to re-start the engine with the same formula will 
lead to a repetition of similar crises, with increasingly catastrophic results. On the other hand, people’s 
awareness of the environmental crisis has grown exponentially over the last two decades, as documented in 
opinion surveys around the world. For instance, over two thirds of people surveyed in 20 countries, including 
developing countries, consider that global warming is a critical issue and corrective policies should be 
adopted. 30 years ago while scientists had already documented the threat to our environment less than 10% 
of people felt any concern. The combination of the crisis of the metropolis with the awareness of it has laid 
the ground for urban social movements that will be the agents of the process of change leading to new urban 
forms. Furthermore, citizens have not waited for politicians to articulate their alternative projects: they are 
doing it by themselves, often circumventing bureaucratic hurdles and local politics dominated by real estate 
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interests. Urban farming is a widespread practice in metropolitan areas in the United States and in Europe, 
including in Michelle Obama’s White House lawn, and, of course, it has always been a fundamental 
dimension of urban survival in developing countries. Bicyclists have taken the streets in hundreds of cities, 
obtained special lanes and forced safety measures to protect their movement. Communal living is coming 
back on a large scale, both out of necessity and as a way to overcome isolation. Sharing child care and health 
care is a mass practice today. Residents have created spontaneous public spaces on their own. Graffiti artists 
have redecorated the city. Street musicians, street artists and street theater have distributed art and culture 
beyond the secluded walls of corporate galleries and iconic cultural venues. And environmental restoration/ 
conservation projects spring up everywhere.* 

    Most of these practices are not ideological, they are simply better ways of life than the one dimensional 
consumption model imposed from the top on behalf of the real estate/financial/bureaucratic establishment 
that continues to design for us, every day, an unsustainable way of life. Thus, the connection between 
conscious social movements and alternative urban practices experimenting out of necessity, is already 
implementing in practice many of the proposals we have presented. In fact, we have learned from their 
practice. It is now a matter of scaling up these urban innovations and convincing planning agencies and 
political institutions to adapt to the new world by removing the legal obstacles that block the necessary 
process of social change.  

    Moreover, this wave of multi-dimensional urban innovation is taking place in a context marked by the 
hope generated by the Obama campaign and the subsequent Obama Presidency, not only in the United States, 
but in countries around the world. By emphasizing green energy and environmental conservation, by calling 
upon citizens’ responsibility to care for each other, and by using government leverage to put pressure on the 
financial system to clean its act, Obama is changing the political climate in ways that allow people to dare 
imagine that another world is possible. Yet, nothing can really change unless there is a grassroots movement 
that projects the construction of the city of hope. But if such a multiform movement continues to grow in the 
current economic and political context we may well reconstruct the city and reinvent our lives. 

 

 

 
*. See an overview of some of these movements in a recent, documented book: Chris Carlson, 
“Nowtopia. How Pirate Programmers, Outlaw Bicyclists, and Vacant-Lot Gardeners are Inventing 
the Future Today”, Oakland, Ca: AK Press, 2008.) 
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ABSTRACT: Cities are a type of socio-ecological system that has an expanding range of articulations with 
nature’s ecologies. Today, most of these articulations produce environmental damage. The chapter examines 
how we can begin to use these articulations to produce positive outcomes – outcomes that allow cities to  
contribute to environmental sustainability. The complex systemic and multi-scalar capacities of cities are a 
massive potential for a broad range of positive articulations with nature’s ecologies. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The massive processes of urbanization under way today are inevitably at the center of the environmental 
future. It is through cities and vast urban agglomerations that humankind is increasingly present in the planet 
and through which it mediates its relation to the various stocks and flows of environmental capital. The 
urban hinterland, once a mostly confined geographic zone, is today a global hinterland. With the expansion 
of the global economy we have raised our capacity to annex growing portions of the world to support a 
limited number of industries and places. Here I address the multi-scalar character of cities: the diverse 
terrains and domains, many non-urban, onto which they project their effects and from which they meet their 
needs. And I address their ecological character: the multiple mechanisms and feedback loops that articulate 
urban processes and their consequences, and, furthermore, the emergent articulations between these urban 
ecologies and nature’s ecologies.     
 
1   THE NEED TO DISTINGUISH FORMAT FROM CONTENT 
 

The enormously distinctive presence that is urbanization is changing a growing range of nature’s 
ecologies, from the climate to species diversity and ocean purity. And it is creating new environmental 
conditions -- heat islands, ozone holes, desertification, and water pollution. We have entered a new phase: 
for the first time humankind is the major consumer in all the significant ecosystems. And urbanization has 
been a major instrument. There is now a set of global ecological conditions never seen before. And major 
cities have become distinct socio-ecological systems with planetary reach. Cities have a pronounced effect 
on traditional rural economies and their long-standing cultural adaptation to biological diversity. Rural 
populations have become consumers of products produced in the industrial economy, one much less sensitive 
to biological diversity. The rural condition has evolved into a new system of social relations, one that does 
not work with biodiversity. These developments all signal that the urban condition is a major factor in any 
environmental future. It all amounts to a radical transformation in the relation between humankind and the 
rest of the planet. 

But is it urbanization per se or the particular types of urban systems and industrial processes we have 
instituted? That is to say, is it the urban format marked by agglomeration and density dynamics, or the 
contents we have historically and collectively produced partly through a processes of path-dependence which 
kept eliminating options as we proceeded. Are these global ecological conditions the result of urban 
agglomeration and density or are they the result of the specific types of urban systems we have develop to 
handle transport, waste disposal, building, heating and cooling, food provision, and the industrial process 
through which we extract, grow, make, package, distribute, and dispose of all the foods, services and 
materials we use?  
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It is, doubtless, the latter –the specific urban systems we have made. One of the outstanding features 
when one examines a range of major cities today is their sharp  differences in environmental sustainability. 
These differences result from diverse government policies, economic bases, cultures of daily life, and so on.1 
Across all these differences are a few foundational elements that now increasingly dominate our way of 
doing things. One of these is the fact that the entire energy and material flux through the human economy 
returns in altered form as pollution and waste to the ecosphere. The rupture at the heart of this set of flows is 
made and can, thus, be unmade –and some cities are working on this. This rupture is present in just about all 
economic sectors, from urban to non-urban. But it is in cities where it takes on its most complex interactions 
and cumulative effects. This makes cities a source of most of the environmental damage, and some of the 
most intractable conditions feeding the damage. But it is also the complexity of cities that is part of the 
solution. 2 

It is now urgent to make cities and urbanization part of the solution: we need to use and build upon those 
features of cities that can re-orient the material and organizational ecologies of cities towards positive 
interactions with nature’s ecologies. These interactions, and the diversity of domains they cover, are 
themselves an emergent  socio-ecological system that bridges the city’s and nature’s ecologies. Part of the 
effort is to maximize the chances that it has positive environmental outcomes. Specific features of cities that 
help are economies of scale, density and the associated potential for greater efficiency in resource use, and, 
important but often neglected, dense networks of communication that can serve as facilitators to institute 
environmentally sound practices in cities. More theoretically, one can say that in so far as cities are 
constituted through various processes that produce space, time, place and nature, cities also contain the 
transformative possibilities embedded in these same processes. For example, the temporal dimension 
becomes critical in environmentally sound initiatives: thus ecological economics allows us to recognize that 
what is inefficient or value-losing according to market  criteria with short temporal evaluation frames, can be 
positive and value-adding using environment driven criteria.  
 
2   THE COMPLEXITY AND GLOBAL PROJECTION OF CITIES. 
 

As has been much documented, cities have long been sites for innovation and for developing and 
instituting complex physical and organizational systems. It is within the complexity of the city that we must 
find the solutions to much environmental damage and the formulas for reconfiguring the socio-ecological 
system that is urbanization. Cities contain the networks and information loops that may facilitate 
communicating, informing, and persuading households, governments, and firms to support and participate in 
environmentally sensitive programs and in radically transformative institution building. 

Urban systems also entail systems of social relations that support the current configuration. Beyond 
adoption of practices such as waste recycling, it will take a change in this system of social relations itself to 
achieve greater environmental sensitivity and efficiency. For instance, a crucial issue is the massive 
investment around the world promoting large projects that damage the environment. Deforestation and 
construction of large dams are perhaps among the best known cases. The scale and the increasingly global 
and private character of these investments suggest that citizens, governments, NGOs, all lack the power to 
alter these investments patterns. But there are today structural platforms for acting and contesting these 
powerful corporate actors (Sassen 2005). The geography of economic globalization is strategic rather than 
all-encompassing and this is especially so when it comes to the managing, coordinating, servicing and 
financing of global economic operations. The fact that it is strategic is significant for a discussion about the 
possibilities of regulating and governing the global economy. There are sites –the network of global cities-- 

                                            
1 . For elaboration of a particularly strategic angle that cuts across all these sectors see Box 1, Ecological 
Economics. This is a type of analysis that becomes particularly significant and useful for cities. 
2 That it is not urbanization per se that is damaging but the mode of urbanization also is signaled by the 
adoption of environmentally harmful production processes by pre-modern rural societies. Until recently these 
had environmentally sustainable economic practices, such as crop rotation and no use of chemicals to 
fertilize and control insects. Further, our extreme capitalism has made the rural poor, especially in the Global 
South, so poor that for the first time many now are also engaging in environmentally destructive practices, 
notably practices leading to desertification.  
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in this strategic geography where the density of economic transactions and top-level management functions 
come together and represent a strategic geography of decision-making. We can see this also as a strategic 
geography for demanding accountability about environmental damage. It is precisely because the global 
economic system is characterized by enormous concentration of power in a limited number of large 
multinational corporations and global financial markets that makes for concentrated (rather than widely 
dispersed) sites for accountability and for changing investment criteria. Engaging the headquarters is a very 
different type of action from engaging the thousands of mines and factories, and the millions of service 
outlets of such global firms. This engagement is today facilitated by the recognition, among consumers, 
politicians and the media, of an environmental crisis. For sure, it leaves out millions of small  local firms 
responsible for much environmental damage, but these are more likely to be controllable through national 
regulations and local activisms.  

A crucial issue raised by all the above is the question of the scales at which damage is produced and 
intervention or change should occur. These may in turn differ from the levels and sites for responsibility and 
accountability. The city is, in this regard, an enormously complex entity. Cities are multi-scalar systems 
where many of the environmental dynamics that concern us are constituted and in turn constitute what we 
call the city, and where different policy levels, from the supra- to the sub-national, get implemented. Further, 
specific networks of mostly global cities, also constitute a key component of the global scale and hence can 
be thought of as a network of sites for accountability of global economic actors.  

Urban complexity and diversity are further augmented by the fact that urban sustainability requires 
engaging the legal systems and profit logics that underlie and enable many of the environmentally damaging 
aspects of our societies. The question of urban sustainability cannot be reduced to modest interventions that 
leave these major systems untouched. And the actual features of these systems vary across countries and 
across the North-South divide. While in some of the other environmental domains it is indeed possible to 
confine the treatment of the subject to scientific knowledge, this is not the case when dealing with cities. 
Non-scientific elements are a crucial part of the picture: questions of power, of poverty and inequality, 
ideology and cultural preferences, are all part of the question and the answer. One major dynamic of the 
current era is globalization and the spread of markets to more and more institutional realms. Questions of 
policy and proactive engagement possibilities are a critical dimension of treatments of urban sustainability, 
whether they involve asking people to support garbage recycling or demanding accountability from major 
global corporations known to have environmentally damaging production processes. 
 

3   SCALING 

City-related ecological conditions operate at a diversity of geographic scales. Importantly, cities 
incorporate a range of scales at which a given ecological condition functions, and in that sense cities make 
visible the fact itself of scaling. Further, cities make the multiscalar property of ecological systems present 
and recognizable to its residents. This urban capacity to make visible should be developed and strengthened 
as it will become increasingly critical for policy matters not only of cities, but also at the regional, national 
and global level. For the majority of those writing about environmental regulation in and of cities, the 
strategic scale is the local one (Habitat II; Local Agenda 21). Others have long argued that the ecological 
regulation of cities can no longer be separated from wider questions of global governance (Low,  2000); this 
is also a long-standing position in general, non-urban, analyses about the “economy and the environment” 
(e.g. Etsy (1998; 1999). 

Beyond regulation, the city is a also key scale for implementing a broad range of environmentally-sound 
policies and also a site for struggles over environmental quality of life for different socio-economic classes. 
Air, noise, and water pollution can all be partly addressed inside the city, even when the policies involved 
may originate at the national or regional level. And indeed thousands of cities worldwide have initiated their 
own de fact  environmental policies to the point of going against national law, not because  of ideals but 
because they had to, in a way that national governments are far more removed from the immediate 
catastrophic potentials of poisoned air and floods. The acuteness of environmental challenges at the urban 
level has been further sharpened by the current phase of economic globalization which puts direct pressures 
on cities. One example of these pressures is the global corporate demand for the extreme type of built-
environment epitomized by Dubai. The other side of this is the sharply increased demand for inputs, 
transport and the infrastructure for mobility: the enormous demand for wood, cement, non-renewable energy, 
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airflight, trucking, shipping, and so on. A second element  that the current global corporate economy has 
brought with it is the World Trade Organization’s subordination of environmental standards to what are 
presented as “requisites” for “free” global trade. Finally, privatization and deregulation reduce the role of 
government, especially at the national level, and hence weaken its mandatory powers regarding 
environmental standards.  

The city becomes a strategic space for the direct and brutal encounter between forces  enormously 
destructive of the environment and increasingly acute needs for  environmental viability. Much of what we 
keep describing as global environmental challenges becomes concrete and urgent in cities. International and 
national standards are likely to have to be implemented and enforced at the urban scale.3 There are limits to 
the urban level, especially in the Global South where local governments have limited funds. But it is one of 
the scales at which many concrete goals can be achieved. Local authorities are in a strong position to pursue 
the goals of sustainable development as direct or indirect providers of services, as regulators, leaders, 
partners, and as mobilizers of community resources.4 Each urban combination of elements is unique, and so 
is its mode of insertion within local and regional ecosystems. Out of this specificity comes place-based 
knowledge, which can the be scaled-up and contribute to the understanding of global conditions. The case of 
ozone holes illustrates this scale-up: the damage is produced at the microlevel of cars, households, factories, 
buildings, but its full impact becomes visible/measurable over the poles, where there are no cars and 
buildings. 

A debate that gathered heat beginning in the 1990s and remains unresolved pits the global against the 
local as the most strategic scale for action. Redclift (1996) argued that we cannot manage the environment at 
the global level. Global problems are caused by the aggregation of production and consumption, much of it 
concentrated within the world’s urban centers. For Redclif first we need to achieve sustainability at the local 
level; he argues that the flurry of international agreements and agencies are international structures for 
managing the environment that bear little or no relation to the processes through which the environment is 
being transformed. Not everyone agrees. Thus Satterthwaite has long argued that we need global 
responsibilities and cannot do that without international agreements (Satterthwaite 1999). And Low (2000) 
adds that we have a global system of corporate relations of which city administrations are increasingly part. 
This complex cross-border system is increasingly responsible for the health and destruction of the planet. 
Today’s processes of development bring into focus the question of environmental justice at the global level, 
a question that , if asked, would have been at the national level  in the early industrial era.  

I would make two observations here. One is that what we refer to or think of as the local level may 
actually entail more than one scale. For instance, the operations of a mining or manufacturing multinational 
corporation involve multiple localities, scattered around the globe. Yet these localities are integrated at some 
higher organizational level into what then reemerges as a global scale of operations. Much clean-up and 
preventive action will indeed have to engage each locally produced set of damages. But the global 
organizational structure of the corporation involved needs to be engaged as well. Along these same lines, the 
focus on individual cities promoted by notions of inter-city competition in a global corporate economy, has 
kept analysis  and political leaders from understanding the extent to which that global economy needs 
networks of cities, not just one perfect global city. Hence, specific networks of cities are natural platforms 
for cross-border city-alliances that can confront the demands of global firms. One key benefit for cities of 
international agreements is to prevent some countries and cities from taking advantage of others that are 
instituting environmentally sound policies. Implementing such policies is likely to raise costs, at least for the 
short term thereby possibly reducing the “competitiveness” of such cities and countries, even if in the long 

                                            
3 Some kinds of international agreements are crucial –for instance, when they set enforceable limits on each 
national society’s consumption of scarce resources and their use of the rest of the world as a global sink for 
their wastes. Other such agreements I find problematic, notably the market for carbon trades which has 
negative incentives: firms need not change their practices insofar as they can pay others to take on their 
pollution. At the limit , there is no absolute reduction in pollution.  
4 For instance, instituting a sustainable consumption logic can be aided by zoning and subdivision, 
regulations, building codes, planning for transport, for water and waste, recreation and urban expansion, 
local revenue raising (environmental taxes, charges, levies) and through the introduction of environmental 
considerations when designing budgets, purchases, contracting and bidding (see Satterthwaite’s and other 
researchers’ work on the IIED website for one of the most detailed and global data sets on these issues).  
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term this is likely to enhance their competitiveness. Cities that succeed in instituting such policies should not 
carry the costs of the absence of such policies in other cities, whether at the national or international level. 
This will at times require policies that restrain the transfer of environmental costs to other locations. 5 

The second observation is that an enormous share of the attention in the literature on urban sustainability 
has been on how people as consumers and as household-level actors damage the environment. When 
measuring cities, inevitably individuals and households are by far the most numerous units of analysis. Yet 
there are clearly shortcomings to this focus. In terms of policy it leads to an emphasis on household recycling 
activities without addressing the fundamental issue of how an economic system prices modes of production 
that are not environmentally sound. In this regard, an urban focus can easily leave out global economic and 
ecological systems that are deeply involved yet cannot be addressed at the level of households or even many 
individual firms. For instance, those who insist that greenhouse gas emissions will have to be controlled at 
the local level are, in many ways right. But these emissions will also have to be addressed at the broader 
macro levels of our economic systems. 
 
4   CONCLUSION:  
TOWARDS A MULTI-SCALAR ECOLOGICAL  URBAN ANALYSIS   
 

These various questions can be analytically conceived of as questions of scale. Scaling can be seen as 
one way of handling what are now often seen as either/or conditions: local vs. global, markets vs. non-
market mechanisms, green vs. brown environmentalism. I have found some of the analytic work on scaling 
being done among ecologists very illuminating in the effort to conceptualize the city in this context. Of 
particular relevance is the notion that complex systems are multi-scalar systems as opposed to multilevel 
systems, and that the complexity resides precisely in the relations across scales. “When broad overarching 
events appear to be closely related to details, a system requires treatment as a complex system.” These 
authors find that tension among scales is a feature of complex ecological systems, a condition that would 
certainly seem to hold for cities. Understanding how tensions among scales might be operating in the context 
of the city might strengthen the analysis of environmental damages associated with urbanization, and the 
ways in which cities are also the source for solutions. “Until ecologists become adept at addressing the scale 
issue, the discipline will remain stuck in detailed descriptions at one level. Trying to deal with everything at 
one level, on the other hand, is unwieldy and messy”. One could clearly make a parallel argument for the 
case of cities, particularly in the insistence on emphasizing the local scale for research and implementation. 

A crucial analytic operation involved here is giving spatio-temporal scaling to the object of study. This 
also entails distinguishing that object of study from contextual variables, which in the case of cities might be 
population, economic base, etc. Executing such analytic operations would help us avoid the fallacy of 
holding “the city” guilty of environmental damage. Eliminating cities would not necessarily solve the 
environmental crisis. We need to understand the functioning and the possibilities for changing specific 
systems of power, economic systems, transportation systems, and so on, which entail modes of resource use 
that are environmentally unsound. The fact that these various systems amalgamate in urban formations is an 
analytically distinct condition from the systems involved. The distinction between specific systems and 
background or contextual variables also helps us avoid the fallacy of seeing “the city” as a container, and a 
bounded closed unit. In my research on cities and globalization, I instead conceptualize the city as a 
multiscalar system through which multiple highly specialized cross-border economic circuits circulate. This 
idea can be applied to cities and the environmental dynamic. In this case, the city is a multiscalar system 
through which multiple specific socio-ecological circuits traverse. It is not a closed system. Cities are 
amalgamations of multiple “damage” circuits, “restoration” circuits and policy circuits.  

There are a set of specific issues raised by research on ecological systems that point to possibly fruitful 
analytic strategies to understand cities and urbanization processes both in terms of environmental conditions 
and in terms of policy. One of the reasons this may be helpful is that we are still struggling to understand and 

                                            
5 For instance, the vast fires to clear big tracts of the Indonesian forests in order to develop commercial 
agriculture (in this case, palm oil plantations geared to the world market) have regularly produced thick 
smoke carpets over Singapore, a city-state that has implemented very stringent air pollution controls at often 
high tax costs to its inhabitants and firms. 
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situate various types of environmental dynamics in the context of cities and how to engage policy. When it 
comes to remedial policy and clean-up there is greater clarity in understanding what needs to be done. But 
understanding the city as a broader system poses enormous difficulties precisely because of the multiple 
scales that are constitutive of the city, both as a system of distributed capabilities and as a political-economic 
and juridical-administrative system. That is to say, the individual household or firm or government office can 
recycle waste but cannot address effectively the broader issue of excess consumption of scarce resources; the 
international agreement can call for global level measures to reduce greenhouse emissions but depends on 
individual countries and individual cities and individual households and firms to implement many of the 
necessary steps; and the national government can mandate environmental standards but it depends on 
systems of economic power and systems of wealth production. A key analytic step is to decide which of the 
many scaled ecological, social, economic, policy processes are needed to explain a specific environmental 
condition (whether negative or positive) and design a specific action or response. Another analytic step is to 
factor in the temporal scales or frames of various urban conditions and dynamics: cycles of the built 
environment, of the economy, the life of infrastructures and of certain types of investment instruments. The 
combination of these two steps helps us deconstruct a given situation and to locate its constitutive conditions 
in a broader grid of spatial, temporal, and administrative scales. 

The connection between spatial and temporal scales evident in ecological processes may prove 
analytically useful to approach some of these questions in the case of cities. What may be found to be 
negative at a small spatial scale, or a short-time frame, may emerge as positive at a larger scale or longer 
time frame. For a given set of disturbances, different spatio-temporal scales may elicit different responses 
from ecosystems. Using an illustration from ecology, we can say that individual forest plots might come and 
go but the forest cover of a region overall can remain relatively constant. This raises a question as to whether 
a city needs a larger system in place that can neutralize the impact on the overall city system of major 
disturbances inside the city. One outcome of the research by ecologists in this domain is that movement 
across scales brings about change which is the dominant process: it is not only a question of bigger or 
smaller, but rather that the phenomenon itself changes. Unstable systems come to be seen as stable; bottom-
up control turns into top-down control; competition becomes less important. This also is suggestive for 
thinking about cities as the solution to many types of environmental damage: what are the scales at which we 
can understand the city as contributing solutions to the environmental crisis. 

An important issue raised by scaling in ecological research is the frequent confusion between levels and 
scales: what is sometimes presented as a change of scales is actually a translation between levels. A change 
of scale results in new interactions and relationships, often a different organization. Level, on the other hand, 
is a relative position in a hierarchically organized system. Thus a change in levels entails a change in a 
quantity or size rather than the forming of a different entity. A level of organization is not a scale, even if it 
can have scale or be at a scale. Scale and level are two different dimensions.  

Relating some of these analytic distinctions to the case of cities suggests that one way of thinking of the 
city as multi-scalar is to note that some of its features, notably density, alter the nature of an event. The 
individual occurrence is distinct from the aggregate outcome; it is not merely a sum of the individual 
occurrences, i.e. a greater quantity of occurrences. It is a different event. The city contains both, and in that 
regard can be described as instantiating a broad range of environmental damage that may involve very 
different scales and origins yet get constituted in urban terms: CO2 emissions produced by the micro-scale of 
vehicles and coal burning by individual households becomes massive air pollution covering the whole city 
with effects that go beyond CO2 emission per se. Air and water borne microbes materialize as diseases at the 
scale of the household and the individual body and become epidemics thriving on the multiplier effects of 
urban density and capable of destabilizing operations of firms whose machines have no intrinsic 
susceptibility to the disease. A second way in which the city is multiscalar is in the geography of the 
environmental damages it produces. Some of it is atmospheric, some of it internal to the built environment of 
the city, as might be the case with much sewage or disease, and some of it in distant locations around the 
globe, as with deforestation. 

A third way in which the city can be seen as multiscalar is that its demand for resources can entail a 
geography of extraction and processing that spans the globe, though it does so in the form of a collection of 
confined individual sites, albeit sites distributed worldwide. This worldwide geography of extraction 
instantiates in particular and specific forms (e.g. furniture, jewelry, machinery, fuel) inside the city. The city 
is one moment—the strategic moment—in this global geography of extraction, and it is different from that 
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geography itself. And a fourth way in which the city is multiscalar is that it instantiates a variety of policy 
levels. It is one of the key sites where a very broad range of policies—supranational, national, regional and 
local—materialize in specific procedures, regulations, penalties, forms of compliance and types of violations. 
These specific outcomes are different from the actual policies as they get designed and implemented at other 
levels of government. 

Important also is the need to factor in the possibility of conflicts in and between spatial scales. 
Environmentalists can operate at broad spatial and temporal scales, observing the effects of local activities 
on macro-level conditions such as global warming, acid rain formation and global despoliation of the 
resource base. Environmentalists with a managerial approach often have to operate at very short time frames 
and confined levels of operation, pursuing clean ups and remedial measures for a particular locality, remedial 
measures that may do little to affect the broader condition involved and may, indeed, diminish the sense of 
urgency about larger issues of resource consumption and thereby delay much needed responses. On the other 
hand, economists or firms, will tend to emphasize maximizing returns on a particular site over a specific 
period of time.  

Cities are complex systems in their geographies of consumption and of waste-production and this 
complexity also makes them crucial to the production of solutions. Some of the geographies for sound 
environmental action in cities will also operate worldwide. The network of global cities described in the 
preceding section becomes a space at the global scale for the management of investments but also potentially 
for the re-engineering of environmentally destructive global capital investments into more responsible 
investments. It contains the sites of power of some of the most destructive actors but potentially also the sites 
for demanding accountability of these actors. The scale of the network is different from the scale of the 
individual cities constituting this network. 

All of the above brings out the multiple ways in which the city scale is present. The city is a multi-scalar 
system in the double sense of what instantiates there and of the different policy frameworks that operate in 
cities—national, supranational, sub-national. The circular logic environmentalists want to introduce in the 
functioning of cities, i.e. maximum re-use of outputs to minimize waste, will entail spatial circuits that 
operate at different scales. Some will be internal to households, others will be city wide and yet others will 
go beyond the city and run through places around the globe. 
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In Dao De Jing, a classical Chinese Treatise, Lao Zi said that "Retrospect propels one on the way to 

truth". In other words, a deep look into history helps us to come to terms with the present and motivates us 
towards the future. Today, we are on the threshold of a new Century and a new Millenium. The profound 
changes that have occurred during the present Millennium inspires an awesome feeling in me. Let us review 
the development of architecture in the past century, so that we can obtain a clear idea of the past and present 
to recognize the road ahead. This is the mission of our Congress. Undoubtedly, an honorable as well as an 
arduous task.  

 
1. AN OUTSTANDING CENTURY OF ARCHITECTURE  .  

 
The 20 century has been a magnificent age of development in human history. Architecture has played 

its role in a significant way. With the great wealth that has been generated by industrialization and with new 
building technologies and techniques, a great number of outstanding architectural works have been created. 
In both peace time and postwar constructions, architects have served the people and made great 
achievements of lasting significance.  

 
1.1 Achievements  
 
1.1.1 Architecture  

The 20th century has seen the development of new techniques, materials and equipment. Catering. to 
modem needs, new types of architecture have been created. The 20th century has seen architectural masters 
emerging in waves of succession. Creative and responsive to everything new, they have flourished in their 
times and brought splendor to the world. The 20th century has seen architectural masterpieces leaving 
milestones one after another throughout the world.  

 
1.1.2 Urbanization  

The city presents the evolution and synthesis of human culture - the highest expression of 
comprehensive functions and technologies. People gather in the cities to develop science and culture, 
improve productivity and better their lives. However, during the 19th century, cities have also become the 
scene of social disorder. The 20th century has nevertheless seen the brightest light of cosmopolitan life in 
human history. Today urban populations are growing three times faster than the world population. By the 
end of the century, more than half of the world's people will be living in cities.  

 
1.2 Conceptual Advance  

Modern architecture, urban planning and landscape architecture all developed their identity at the 

                                                             
1  The text first was presented as keynote speech at the XX UIA Congress, Beijing 1999 and published in the 
proceedings of that congress. 
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beginning of the century.2 Numerous schools of architectural thought continue to emerge with dynamic 
concepts and highly divergent theories that form a stimulating intellectual firmness.  

In the 20th century, the Modernist movement emerged to reflect not only the emerging scientific 
outlook, but also the modern arts. During the first half of the century, it was allied to an era of great change.  

Historically, subjective judgment has been the leading factor in architectural design and town planning. 
In the 20th century, however, it began to be replaced by scientific methods and rational thought. 
Functionalism challenged the existing classical school in architecture an urbanism. Although its flaws and 
limitations have been exposed, its contributions are undeniable.  

Catering to contemporary social needs, the 20th century architects have developed their rational 
faculties in design writing and research, representing the scientific progress of our time. This has been 
accompanied by a continuous and significant modification of methodology and outlook. For example, A 
History of Architecture first published in 1896 has undergone continuous adaptation and expansion to the 
present 20th edition. Such achievements are exemplified in the tremendous volumes entitled 20 Century 
world Architecture: A Critical Mosaic. Here may I congratulate Zhang Qinnan, Professor Kenneth Frampton 
and their colleagues for their most remarkable effort to complete the ten volumes for the occasion of the XX 
UIA Congress.  

 
2. APPARENT CRISES  
 

The world is far from utopia. Regional warfare and ecological blunders are impinging on the natural and 
built-environment alike, bringing the human existence to the brink of crisis. 

 
2.1 Crises in Architecture of the late 20th Century  

With the world population explosion, deforestation and farmland erosion, the environment is 
deteriorating day by day. What should architects do, through the construction of human settlements, to 
contribute to a sustainable future?  

In the next century, urban population will for the first time exceed the rural population, leading to a 
genuine "urban age”.3 However, advanced cities are both highly accomplished and highly problematic: 
unprecedented traffic and poor housing are becoming more and more serious. How do we cope with these 
urban problems? Are traditional architectural ideas still applicable to these modem trends of urban 
development?  

The constructive and destructive powers of technology have increased simultaneously. Technology has 
changed human life and its relationship to nature. How do we make use of this "double-edged sword" to 
serve mankind?  

The globalization 'of technology and product ion has alienated people from their traditional space. As 
regional culture fades into obscurity, standardized product ion has resulted in monotonous architectural 
environments and featureless designs. How do architects face these trends? How do we bring the soul of 
culture back to our cities and towns?  

Clearly, there are educational and professional "crises" in our field.  
The word crisis often used to mean "political crisis" or "economic crisis" is now being used to mean 

"environmental crisis" and "identity crisis". It is along with other critical issues for human society today. 
These are not alarmist cries, but they do reflect the seriousness of our present architectural malaise and the 
urgent need to seek solutions.  

 
2.2 Assessing the Crises  

Scanning the architectural scene indicates the following:  
Firstly, architectural theories are in a state of inadequacy. They are not coping well with today's ever 

changing and complex situation. Conventional architectural theory and practice no longer satisfies our needs. 
New theories are emerging in rapid succession, which are eye dazzling, but in reality they just as mud reflect 

                                                             
2  The American Society of Landscape was set up in 1900, and in the same year the First school for 
landscape architects was established at Harvard University. 
3  World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, Our Common Future: The Challenge of 
Cities. 
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confusion in both ideological and artistic concepts. Just as one critic has stated: "We simply cannot afford 
another century in which the tastes of the public and those of its aesthetic commentators are as dramatically 
divergent as they have been during the years of modernism".  

Secondly, one model cannot solve all problems. In the European and the subsequent Euro-American 
dominated era, modern architecture has had a tremendous impetus resulting in great achievements. At the 
same time, we cannot underestimate the influence of "consumer democracy" on architecture, represented in 
most industrial countries by cars, skyscrapers, and sprawling suburbia; nor can we underestimate the 
influence of the popular real estate commerce throughout the world. These have created the illusion among 
laymen and professionals who believe the "symbols of modernity" are the only routes to modernization.  

For historical reasons, developing countries lag behind industrial countries by one hundred years or 
more and have many special problems. Developing countries should explore their own path of development, 
learning from their own mistakes according to their own conditions, rather than copying models of the 
industrialized nations, their values and standards. In short, we cannot approach all problems with one 
method, nor should we expect that the complicated problem of human settlements can be solved purely by 
technological means. For instance, in China the dense urban areas along the coast are very different from that 
of the northwest and southwest regions in terms of economic, geographic -and cultural conditions. They all 
require different solutions to their unique problems. So it is in Asia, as in the rest of the world.  

Thirdly, architectural construction is generally costly, resource consuming and has lasting long-term 
effects. Therefore, we must consider both local and overall, present and future, individual and social gains. 
We must not pursue short-term profit which creates long-term potential harm. The present environmental 
crisis is too often a result of such practices, and we are suffering all kinds of damaging consequences. Our 
cities, societies and nations have paid a heavy price for this. Looking back to the 20th century, we should not 
just focus on the architectural sparkling gems which have been created while forgetting the costly lessons of 
the past.  

 
3. ROADMAP TO THE NEXT CENTURY  
 

We must face the reality that architecture has come to a crossroad in its development. Back in 1993, at 
the 18th UIA Congress in Chicago, and even earlier, this issue was raised by prophetic voices. By coming to 
a crossroad, we mean we are facing confusion and do not have a clear orientation for the next century. But 
this does not mean that the future is completely unknowable. Problems do not necessitate chaos. We should 
be aware of the valuable ideas and thoughts that have emerged at the turn of the century.  

At the present crossroad, we should try to do our best in clarifying our orientation and avoiding wrong 
directions. We should be encouraged to advance and to work hard with prudent optimism.  

 
3.1 Environmental Awareness  

Facing the world environmental crises, the population explosion, blind exploitation and squander of 
natural resources and environmental deterioration, people have gradually realized the importance of Our 
Common Future, and the strategy of sustainable development, which can be traced to the World Commission 
on Environment and Development's 1987 Report, and the UN's Environment and Development Conference 
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Of course, pioneer architects and thinkers had made earlier studies of these issues 
even before this.  

Today sustainable development has been implemented in various fields and has achieved encouraging 
results. Architects have a better understanding of Nature and ecological design has changed the concept of 
how we make use of irreplaceable resources in the ecological system and biosphere. With this understanding, 
we should exert the minimum of non-renewable resources to achieve maximum benefits. For example, by 
taking advantage of the inexhaustible supply of solar energy or by making full use of passive natural 
ventilation. We should make further studies of vernacular buildings which conform to the principle of 
passive energy saving, and reinterpret them.  

Of course, this is only the beginning of the change towards sustainable development.  
 

3.2 Awakening Regionalism  
Under the strong global economic and cultural impact, the 20th century has seen a reduction of diversity 

in traditional cultures, an erosion of regional identity and consequently a loss of the visual anchors to the soul 
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of the towns and cities.  
At the same time, the 20th century has also seen a regionally rooted architectural blossoming which has 

contributed to the richness of world architectural culture. Early in this century, accomplished architects from 
various countries went to North America to make their careers, including Saarinen in an earlier time and 
Gropius and Mies Van der Rohe in the postwar era. The new country had a lasting influence on their work. 
Some American architects including Wright went to Asia to receive the nurture of oriental culture, returning 
to create his own Usonian architecture. Concomitantly, some architects from Asia went to the West to study, 
and returned to their respective countries to exercise their talents, e.g., Japan's F. Maki, India's C. Correa, and 
China's Lu Yanzhi, Liang Sicheng, etc. All this indicates that different cultures can be absorbed to become 
ingredients of new regional cultures. At the same time, the masterpieces of their work also indicate that they 
were not isolated from their environment. The world is therefore a large garden where the blossoms may 
cross- fertilize to create new varieties of their time.  

Thus we are realizing that globalization and regionalization are like two sides of a coin and thus are 
inseparable. One cannot deny the existence of the other without negative effects. Under different 
circumstances, the weight of globalization and localization will be different.  

Various centers of architectural culture have appeared in the world with a large poly-professional talent 
and in some cases hyper urban development. They have an important role in stimulating and improving the 
architectural culture of the world. In this perspective, achievements in developing countries and regions 
should not be underestimated. I would like to give two examples. First, from the introductory papers on 
regional architectures in 20 Century World Architecture: a Critical Mosaic, we can see colorful regional 
features and contributions, even under the prevalence of internationalism. Second, from the Student Design 
Competition held months before by UIA, we can see creative and promising work that takes full 
consideration of regional conditions. Asian and Latin American students appear more active. The judges 
especially affirmed the future significance of a regional architecture.  

Valuing the existence of a global-regional architecture, we should take it as the essence of architecture 
and the future direction of architectural designs. Some experts call it "glocal architecture”4 and I agree. We 
should preserve regional diversity as we preserve bio-diversity. Today, many countries are seeking 
development under the painful suffering of financial storms, wars and social chaos. Thus we should all the 
more evaluate the cultural achievements of this century, accumulate mankind's wisdom without any 
prejudices, and explore new roads at the turn of the century.  

 
3.3 Issues of Methodology  

In the first half of the 20th century, our predecessor W. Gropius already pointed out that: "My idea of the 
architect as a coordinator, whose business is to unify various formal, technical, social and economic 
problems that arise in connection with buildings. I believe that new architecture is to dominate a far more 
comprehensive sphere than building means today. And from the investigation of the details, we shall advance 
towards an ever-wider and profounder conception of design as one great cognate whole.”5 

Form my personal experience in China in the early 1980's, faced with the desolate and neglected 
conditions in architecture after great social chaos, I painfully realized the inadequacy of conventional 
architecture in satisfying the present situation, and began to develop ideas that integrates different 
components of architecture.6 In recent years, we have carried out several major research projects including 
the research into the "Development and Conservation of the Building Environment of the Yangtze River 
Delta Region amid Rapid Urbanization," which have integrated many disciplines including economics, 
sociology, ecology, environment, urban planning, architecture, landscape etc., in a working team consisting 
of some one hundred people. The research has systematically studied different topics related to cities, towns 
and villages, e.g., rural housing development, eco-sensitive areas among others. This approach enables us to 
synthesize the latest achievements in different academic and professional fields as an organic whole in a 
broader and more in depth manner. As a result of the research, we have concluded that the development 
options in the Yangtze River Delta should be explored from the perspective of an integrated regional strategy 
                                                             
4  Koichi Nagashima, Glocal Approach Towards Architecture of the Future, UIA Work Programme: 
Architecture of the Future, 1988. 
5  W. Gropius, The Architecture and the Bauhaus of 1935. 
6  Wu Liangyong, A General Theory of Architecture, Tsinghua University Press, Beijing 1989. 
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for the entire region, and architectural and urban designs were proposed with in mind the development 
strategies of the whole region. Today, facing the new century and millennium, I find it is increasingly 
important for us to adopt the approach to integral architecture.  

The development of architecture is based both in depth on analysis and on integration. At present, it 
appears that people pay much more attention to the former than to the latter. Integral architecture doesn't 
mean that architects should be omniscient experts or Jack of all trades; it advocates a concept of 
methodology and a holistic way of thinking. We should overview our understanding with a broad world-
view - both for solving practical problems and developing theories. Going back to the essence of 
architectural creation in the past especially in this century, we should take its précis as the starting point for 
an architecture for the new century. This integration is not a simple exercise of collection and storage, but is 
a process of sifting and extraction. A systematic framework of knowledge can inspire a new wave of 
architectural creativity in the new century.  

 
4. TOWARDS AN INTEGRAL ARCHITECTURE  
 

No doubt, architecture should emphasize form. However, faced with numerous different architectural 
styles and schools of thought, we should first restudy the' very nature of architecture. Only by considering 
the historical, social, economic and cultural background, employing modern materials and techniques, 
adopting our own understanding and our own language, can we produce original architecture. In other words, 
we must not be preoccupied with narrow-minded design "techniques," "styles" and "isms." Rather, we should 
synthesize both international and regional architecture - combining rational thinking with artistic creativity in 
architecture.  

 
4.1 A Rational Framework  

First, by returning to fundamental principles, the basic principles and knowledge framework of 
architecture in the future must be restructured by extending and deepening the academic and professional 
realms of architecture.  

Second, by integrating architecture, landscape and city planning, integral architecture, as a discipline, 
means the integration of the paths of architecture, landscape and city planning into a whole through the core 
of urban design. This enables architects to seek answers to their design projects in a broader context. With 
this general framework, architecture can be developed into "city architecture," "regional architecture," where 
architecture and city can be viewed from a regional cultural perspective - the built environment which can be 
integrated into the natural landscape. Moreover, architects can also free themselves from the ego of "self 
expression" thereby channeling due respect to the land, nature and society.  

Third, we should view human settlement development as a cyclic yet continuous process. Planning and 
design of new buildings and urban settlements should be considered in the context of their day to day use, 
maintenance, conservation, rehabilitation and renewal. In this way, sustainable development in architecture 
and urban settlement can start to be implemented in practice.  

Fourth, in building a multi-level technological system, we should expand our scope to cover the relative 
fields including psychology. Due to great differences in local situations, technological levels and divergent 
cultural backgrounds in different regions, every design should be based on specific conditions, selecting 
suitable techniques - high-tech, intermediate and low-tech, appropriate-tech, etc., to seek particular ways of 
integration.  

Fifth, in creating harmonious but divergent architectural cultures, there is a need for trans-culture 
studies on world architecture in order to learn all of the valuable experiences from different cultures. With 
the assimilation of local features, the conservation of regional cultures becomes a yet urgent task. It is 
important to understand the local architectural traditions comprehensively and the ultimate goal is to foster a 
new regional culture for the future. In short, "Regionalizing the modern and modernizing the vernacular”7 
are actually two ways leading to the same end, promoting development and diversity.  

Sixth, in carrying out multi-component professional education in architecture, we should enlarge the 
students' scope of vision, set up a broad and open knowledge system in which science and arts are combined. 

                                                             
7  Wu Liangyong, Modernising the Vernacular and Regionalising the Modern. Huazhong Architecture, 1998 
(1). 
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In addition, education in architecture should not be restricted to professionals; we should extend the 
education to the whole society.  

Seventh, integration into the society views the responsibility of architects, as members of society, to be 
duty-bound to take the whole society as their most important client and help society to provide shelter for all.  

In short, the scientific nature of architecture requires rational thinking. However, as an art form, 
architecture must also provide artistic inspiration in design and construction.  

 
4.2 Inspired Formal Design  

The dialectical relation between architecture and the world lies in the creation of meanings and forms of 
architectural space. Architecture should work to incorporate social, economic and technical factors, to create 
suitable urban forms and spaces for the human habitat.  

 
4.2.1 A Visual Order out of Chaos  

We must strengthen the visual integrity of the built environment. We should not neglect the visual 
order: without it human beings will be in a state of disorientation. "The question" is how to achieve order? In 
our age there is no place for any authoritarian ruler to impose a universal order. However, with our rapidly 
changing times, it is nevertheless important to exercise control on many aspects of the environment. 
Architects can only seek adaptability in the physical structures of cities and countries by defining the 
relatively permanent elements. We should break down the giant agglomerations to a more humane scale, 
thereby creating a new order according to a more humanly related smaller scale--system, such as community. 
With each smaller component, not only is rationality achieved but with it the form of the overall feature of 
the city and its architecture.  

As a complex mega-system, cities without planning and design will result in a complete cacophony. In 
the past, cities were appraised as "great piece of art." The secret of these cities lay both in their order and 
variety. In the classical Chinese, beauty means "the unity of variety." Within the great cities of our time, 
variety is everywhere noticeable, but often at the expense of a greater spatial and temporal order.  

 
4.2.2 Fitting Buildings and Cities in a Green Landscape  

The relationship between architecture and nature is both an old and a new topic. The combination of the 
architectures of man with that of nature, which E. Saarinen saw in the western tradition, is also the 
fundamental planning principle of the Chinese cities in history. Planners and designers all over the world 
have in their various ways expressed their appreciation of site study and the architectural and environmental 
configurations as essential parts of city/settlement planning and garden design. Micro-climate, ventilation, 
sunlight are factors that were carefully considered in addition to aesthetic consideration of individual 
building forms.  

Modern urban design should learn from this past tradition. The concentration of population has made 
cities more compact. Therefore, creating a livable urban environment by providing more open spaces - 
especially the green spaces between large cities, through urban design becomes more important. In this way, 
built-up areas can be separated by green spaces and cities can merge into the green landscape.  

Modern architectural projects have larger scales and shorter building periods, which raises higher 
demands and greater possibilities for the integration of architecture, the landscape and the city. It is urgent 
for architects to design a total environmental image through this three-in-one principle which enhances the 
possibilities to create new forms.  

 
4.2.3 Rediscovering Sense of the Place  

In cities all over the world, there are always places which attract people to gather and linger. Squares, 
streets and alley ways in the city, as well as scenic spots in the countryside often take generations to establish 
their character as anchors of cultural and spiritual existence of the inhabitants, which is named "genius loci", 
or in Chinese terms "the artistic intention of a place," or "place of resonance." We should carefully preserve 
historic sites and creatively integrate them into modern development: the Chenghuang Temple area in 
Shanghai and the Confucianism Temple area in Nanjing are good examples in China. New area 
developments should make a concerted effort to create these "places”.  

The formation of and development of the "genius loci" is an "unfinished symphony," and its every note 
presents a part of the entire harmonic fabric. Within its historic context accompanied by its dominant 
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characteristics, "genius loci" can be said to be the soul of the city.  
 

4.2.4 Towards a New Philosophy of Architecture for the Built Environment  
Based on the above thinking, a theory of integral architecture has been developed which shares many 

basic ideas of "organic architecture," "regional architecture" and the "new picturesque" among others.  
Modern architectural theories are so wide-ranging that no one can easily summarize them. We should 

seek common elements, complement and re-conciliate eastern and western architectural cultures through 
understanding and integration, thereby developing solutions according to specific situations. In this way, we 
can achieve unity-with-diversity and seek order out of chaos. We could thus unite theories like organic unity, 
organic architecture, organic renewal, organic growth in urban development, organic forms in architecture, 
etc., all of which conform to the essence of sustainable development.  

Integral architecture is not to suggest a new encyclopedia of architecture (which is a valuable thing in 
and of itself). The point is that we need to look at problems of architecture from an entirely new time-space 
dimension, to bridge the gaps among the various disciplines. An old Chinese saying says "if thinking thread 
links up thousand years of history, visions can come thousands of miles." We should base our architecture 
and city planning practices on sound philosophical thinking.  

Here we may draw upon the classical Chinese distinction between Fa and Dao. Fa, or techniques, is 
important, but only when Dao, or methodology, is right can techniques play their proper roles. Also, a 
correct methodology may lead to thousands of variations in techniques. These thousands of variations 
encourage diversity in the creation of cities and architecture on the basis of fundamental principles. 
Architects should not constrain themselves to chains and fences in the creative process. They should learn 
from all the different schools, standing high and seeing far - seeking the specific solutions to the specific 
problems in architecture and cities. This creative concept comes only from an unreserved openness.  

 
5. OUR COMMON MISSION: A BETTER HABITAT AND A BETTER SOCIETY  
 

At the end of the 20th century, people are still longing for a world of order. Such a world cannot exist 
without a good architectural environment. Good environmental order is a reflection of a good social order.  

We are trying our best to build and maintain a good world order. In this century, the two world wars 
have had a devastating impact. Huge resources and manpower were then spent on rep air and reconstruction. 
The memories are still fresh for the older generations. Today's world is still not that peaceful, with successive 
economic and political crises, which are deeply unsettling. How then should we define the role of an 
architect?  

"In modern architecture, harmony comes from the whole society." Unfortunately, this principle has been 
discarded by a large number of people, and architects have become slaves to consumerism. Should we reject 
it as a tool for commercial exploitation? Should we accept it as a high aspiration of serving social ideals?  

In the rapid process of urbanization in the 20th century, it has taken mankind more than half of a 
century to realize the importance of the human settlement environment. In 1976, the Vancouver Declaration 
was issued in UN's Habitat. In 1992, the 21st Century Agenda was issued in UN's Environment and 
Development Conference in Rio de Janeiro. In 1996, the Istanbul Declaration was issued in UN's Habitat. In 
the same conference, the resounding aims of "sustainable development for human settlement in the process 
of urbanization" and "adequate housing for all" were raised. Unfortunately, as the leading discipline among 
various fields, architecture with its designers and city planners has not played a prominent role in this 
process. What are the reasons?8   

For the purpose of the survival of the whole human race, ideals and flagships are needed. A cooperating 
world, cooperating communities, and a united profession of architects are needed to work together for the 
global village.  

International organizations have played a significant role. Fifty years ago, the UIA was established with 
the goal of turning the war ruins into a livable habitat. Since then, it has worked to unite architects all over 
the world.  

Together with other organizations, it challenges and confronts the conflicts and problems of the times, 
striving towards the ideal of "home for all." One can say that this old ideal has traveled through a long, 

                                                             
8  Allen Cunningham, A letter to Prof. Wu Liangyong: Comments to the Beijing Charter. 14th February 1999. 
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rugged and tortuous road, and yet we are inspired by the success we have achieved thus far.  
We architects are pursuing common dream and aspirations. These conform to the basic principles of 

human development in harmony with nature. Architectural forms are necessarily numerous and diverse. With 
the world being as broad as the sea to fish or the sky to birds, it is unnecessary and impossible to constrain 
oneself within a narrowly defined boundaries. A good architectural environment relies on architects, but also 
on the support from policy makers, from all members of society. We call on all governments of all countries 
to encourage and facilitate architectural research and education. These goals were restated in the Montreal 
Declaration issued by the 17th UIA Congress in 1990.  

Finally, may I refer to my personal experience? I began to study architecture in 1940, when World War 
II was at its height. I noticed then that even in the middle of the war, the Western architectural journals had 
already begun heated discussions on reconstruction of the war-wrecked cities. In 1955, I attended the 4th 
Conference in The Hague in the Netherlands as a member of the Chinese Architects Delegation, where I had 
the honor to walk on the bank of Delft Channel talking to pioneers like Prof. Abercrombie. Later, in different 
times I received many other pioneers of architecture in China. Most of them have since passed away, but 
their enlightening ideas and imaginations are still fresh in my memory. Today, I have been commissioned to 
organize the draft of the "Beijing Charter;" remembering the Chinese proverb "the wood burns while the fire 
goes on," I feel deeply the responsibility. Seeing the progresses of more than half of a century, seeing the 
long road ahead and thus potential difficulties to overcome, all sorts of feelings come up to my mind. I 
cannot help asking myself: "What kind of world should we hand over to our later generations?" It is not only 
the material world, not only the well-built cities, buildings or gardens. More importantly, we should pass on 
the age-old ideal to do good to all human beings, and to improve people's lives. Generations of architects - 
known and unknown - have stored it. We should pass on the experience of both our successes and failures in 
our careers.  

An ideal world should necessarily incorporate an ideal architectural environment. However, an ideal 
architectural environment depends not only on an architect's professional skills, but also on a noble mind to 
do good to all human beings. Let's wish the architect's spirit of human aspiration, pursuit of quality, sense of 
self-improvement and unceasing creation will live on forever! In short, Humanity, Quality, Ability and 
Creativity!  

May the new century prosper!  
May architectural careers of creation thrive and bloom!  
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FIBERCITY AS A PARADIGM SHIFT OF URBAN DESIGN 
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    Fibercity is a proposal aiming at a paradigm shift of urban planning and architectural design away from 
their modernist thinking. Although many criticisms and proposals have been made against the modernism of 
the early 20th century, it has still been held as the major principle in society and economy, as well as in the 
field of art. It is still convincing that the role of modernism has not yet been fulfilled since the idea of 
freedom or equality which formed the basis of modernism has not yet been realized in a perfect manner in 
the world. However, environmental problems, the decrease of population in some countries, and the credit 
crunch of the last year have aroused mistrust in the concept of growth which has been the backbone of 
modernism. It is my understanding that modernism cannot resolve all of the problems in the ‘real world’ with 
only partial fine-tuning. 
 

A. SHRINKAGE APPEARS IN THE LIMELIGHT 
 
    I understand shrinkage as a central feature in contemporary social issues. 
    I will show two representative phenomena of shrinkage. One is the decrease in population and the other 
is the environmental issue. 
    In the example of Japan, the population makeup will undergo a long-term change, due to a low birthrate 
and the ensuing population decline, as well as the increased life-expectancy simultaneously creating an aging 
population.  As a result, by the year 2055, the population will decrease to three-quarters of what it is today, 
and the population of elderly will grow twofold to make up 40% of the total population.  This situation is 
expected to continue for some time.  The change in the population makeup will bring about the shrinkage of 
a large part of the city’s activities as well as a decline in production capacity, which will directly influence 
pensions and the workforce.  If the population shrinks, not only will there be an excess of housing, but an 
excess of city infrastructure as well, which will, over time, become inferior stock.  In this way, Japanese 
cities will bear the brunt of the change in population makeup.   
    Population decline is evident not only in Japan but in much of the developed world; one-third of the 
world’s countries are said to not meet the birthrate necessary to sustain their populations. 
    The decrease in population is therefore a global issue, rather than a local one. This is becaue declining 
birthrates are often associated with a rise in living standards, which in turn may result in longer life 
expectancy and the equal opportunity for social participation by both sexes. In short, it is possible to observe 
that there is a zero-sum game phenomena that the more satisfaction in self-realization there is, the lower the 
birth-rate becomes. 
    Environmental problems—another cause of shrinkage—has also become more serious over the past 
years.  It has come to be internationally recognized that the global climate will surely change if no valid 
measures are implemented, and that the advanced countries above all ought to impose rigid regulations about 
the emission of green house gasses. The origin of environmental problems lies in the facts that there is a limit 
in the quantity of mineral resources, water and grain that the earth can provide as well as in the capacity of 
waste that it can absorb and dispose of, and in the demand of the contemporary industries for massive 
production and consumption. 
    On top of the rapid rise in living standards, the explosive increase of population in underdeveloped 
countries adds to the reasons for this miserable situation. The population is decreasing in developed countries, 
whilst it is still growing in the underdeveloped countries. Thus, while the total population continues to 
increase, the quantity of usable natural resources per capita continues to decrease. Environmental problems 
are not limited to the boundaries of one country, but are connected to any place on the globe. Here again, we 
find that shrinkage and growth appear in relation to each other. 
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    Such linkage also occurs in the metaphysical sphere. Contemporary society has grown much smaller 
due to progressions in information technology. The popularization of air travel has also decreased distance in 
time. Thus, uncivilized areas are disappearing and each region is easily and strongly becoming affected by 
each other, thereby losing the uniqueness which it used to have before. We are facing another example of 
growth bringing about shrinkage, in this case where the increase in speed results in a decrease in diversity. 
    The dominance of a small number of principles in the world may bring about an excessive burden on 
economically weak people. Furthermore, as the problem is generated by global origin, it is difficult to 
resolve such problems within a small region. This dominance of a small number of principles can be 
observed even in the appearance of the city – in the reduction of diversity in the city. If we are to admit that 
each person has a desire to acquire more knowledge and that each person in each region would like to 
become richer, we must accept that the different regions in the world will inevitably become similar to each 
other. I would like to attribute the complaint that every city looks alike to the travelers’ egoism. However, 
urban development, promoted universally regardless of the latent capacity of the place, is possible only when 
the most important principle for designing the living environment in the shrinking age—‘to make the best 
use of existing things’—is neglected. Existing things should include artificial structures as well as 
topography and climate. When a city is formed by making the best use of existing things, it will surely be 
unique. 
 

B. NEW CHALLENGES 
 

    When “shrinkage” becomes unavoidable and becomes one of the biggest challenges for the city, would 
we be able to respond to this change within the current concepts of city planning?   
    If we look back at city planning and management in Japan up til now, it is evident that they are based on 
the premise of economic growth and massive consumption.  The representative reorganisational techniques 
of city planning, land readjustment system or town redevelopment system, are both based on the premise that 
the spatial demands of the city are infinite and that land values can be increased by reorganising irrational 
land uses and city form into rational ones.  However, as we enter the age of shrinkage, if there exists only 
those concepts and technologies based on growth, our cities will be faced with a miserable predicament.  A 
new way of thinking and new forms of technology are necessary in order to overcome the crisis of shrinkage 
and make it our friend as opposed to our foe. 
    The second thing that can be said is the idea that old ways of thinking and the products of the past are 
always incomplete and must therefore be modified—an idea that lies at the basis of modernist thinking—is 
strong in Japan.  On top of this, because Japan has always been at the periphery of the major civilization in 
terms of cultural geopolitics, there is a tendency for the Japanese to view their own culture as inferior.  
These two tendencies in Japan, progressivism as well as the habit to completely reject herself, has led to the 
tendency of her citizens as a whole to refute all objects of the past as outdated, refute them, and to move 
forward towards new values and new structures without hesitation.  As a result, Japan has been a country of 
massive environmental consumption, with the average life span of her buildings at only 30 to 40 years.  
    The Japanese thus became a people of enterprise, and this contributed greatly to the country’s economic 
development.  The scrap and build mode of development answered well to the demands of the immense 
population and rapid growth of the postwar period.  However, it is evident that this mentality will not work 
in the age of shrinkage nor in the age of environmental concerns.  In the age of shrinkage, it is necessary to 
develop a concept of “smart shrinkage” with a focus on how best to shrink the vessel of the city to fit the 
shrinking activities within it. The best option against population shrinkage and the reduction of usable 
energies is to make the scale of the city more compact and efficient.  The major task of “smart shrinkage” is 
to develop how compactness can be realised and to what degree it should be realised in order to create 
efficiency as well as maintain the city’s vitality. 
    While the management of growth involved managing the tyranny of the free economy, in “smart 
shrinkage” the issue will become how to minimize negative impacts on the inhabitants during the 
reorganisation process.  During growth, even without much effort, shares were able to trickle down to the 
weaker demographic through various routes.  However, because overall activity will decrease in the age of 
shrinkage, the weaker population will bear the brunt of this change.  Thus, we must be even more conscious 
than we were in the period of growth towards the creation of a system which involves aid to the socially 
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weak.  If this is not done, the reorganisation of the city itself will come to  a standstill, and as a result 
society itself will become greatly inefficient and lose its vitality. 
    The basis of environmental design in the age of shrinkage is economic efficiency in the truest sense of 
this word.  While land prices will decrease and city development will become easier on the one hand, 
because we cannot count on demands to meet this investment in city development, tax revenue as well as 
corporate revenue will also inevitably decrease.  The design principle that stems from this is to “make the 
best use of existing things.”  What is important is that this principle not only aims at economic efficiency, 
but also aspires to foster respect towards the existing physical environment in the city, to inherit these 
structures and thereby maintain a cultural continuity of traditions, and at the same time, to cultivate the 
uniqueness of a place.  Thus, it is a way of thinking that is directly opposed to that of modernistic thought, 
characterised as it was by a revolutionary attitude towards clearing the slate of the past.   
    This is, therefore, a paradigm shift. 
 

C. FIBERCITY AS A NEW CITY PLANNING PARADIGM 
 

    Our proposal for fibercity was thus developed towards the abovementioned new goals.  The following 
are some of the characteristics of fibercity: 

1. [Subject Cities] Fibercity provides theories and strategies for intervention in an existing city, and is 
not a proposal for creating a new city on a tabula rasa.  The subject of this proposal is the urbanized 
area, because the reorganisation of the urbanized area is the basis of “smart shrinkage.”  However, the 
term “urbanized area” should be taken as signifying the suburbs and neighboring agricultural/rural 
districts as well. 
2. [Attitude Towards History and Creation] The basic strategy of fibercity is to make use of existing 
things and to create new value as well as something progressive and new from this.  This kind of act 
can be likened more to editing than to invention.  
3. [Attitude Towards the Future and Technology] Physical shrinkage does not mean retrogressive 
thinking.  The use of the latest technology and support are necessary in order to gain the most effect 
from the small amount of available investment and energy. 
4. [Scale of Planning] We aim at an overall strategy towards the city, focusing on various linear factors 
from the scale of architecture in the city to the scale of civil engineering. 
5. [Purpose of Strategies 1] Linear intervention is a strategy that aims at the maximum possible effect 
from the least amount of necessary investment and destruction. 
6. [Purpose of Strategies 2] Linear intervention is used in order not to thoughtlessly sever the character 
of the subject region, especially in terms of its historic continuity. 
7. [Relationship Between Planning Scales] The linear factors can at times create a network, and at other 
times, will exist dispersed throughout the city. 
8. [The Whole and the Part 1] Because the subject of this proposal is the already urbanized area, the 
overall image of the city cannot be immediately fixed.  The city will continue to grow and change over 
time.  Thus, the overall form will be protean and ambiguous, but at the same time, will exist in a 
dynamic environment of change.  On the other hand, the part, while receiving the influence of the 
whole will be dispersed as autonomous forms. 
9. [The Whole and the Part 2] Various subsystems are necessary in order to support the city.  In the age 
of shrinkage, small systems are especially important.  The keywords for smaller systems are 
user-friendly technology, state-of-the-art technology, and weaker energy. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Where, how, what 

The majority of the world’s population has always lived in coastal areas, and especially in deltas – 
always ‘living dangerously’. This was worthwhile because of fertile lands and the opportunities for trade. 
Prosperity only comes if one is ready to take risks and make a difference.  

Important factors in making differences are the strength of our cities and their social and economic 
impact. Nowadays the majority of the world’s population live in cities. Our Randstad Holland is one of the 
forty or so most important deltas in the world, in economical and cultural terms, and one of the most densely 
populated areas in the Western world. By US standards the whole of the Netherlands is one big urban area. 
In this northwest European urban field, cities such as Amsterdam, The Hague, Rotterdam and Utrecht are 
major centres of culture, commerce and international politics.  

A major influence on this is our perception of climate change: if the most extreme scenarios of climate 
change come true, we, the Dutch, will have a big problem. With this comes another big challenge; the effect 
of the current financial crisis and how to stay competitive whilst keeping in mind long term goals. Climate 
change, financial crisis, social robustness and the way we operate, elaborate, and innovate, are our main 
assets. 

Thus, when we discuss the key factors in Dutch spatial planning, we must deliberate on the importance 
of the city, on the importance of taking risks, and on how to make a difference in a highly competitive world. 

As Director for National Spatial Planning of the Netherlands Ministry of Housing Spatial Planning and 
the Environment, I present my point of view on these challenges. My core business is to think and make 
thinking possible and in position. I formulate visions and develop instruments to make those visions come 
true. These may be laws and regulations, but could equally be subsidies or investments in key projects. 

The most important vision we produced last year was about the Randstad: “Randstad 2040 Structural 
Vision”. It is a comprehensive approach to the challenges we have to face to secure our future. Our goal is to 
ensure that the Randstad in 2040 will be a competitive network of cities that stands out among the other 
important European metropolises. A safe delta, whatever climate change has in store for us. To put it briefly: 
a genuinely attractive place to live. 

In this essay I will use this vision Randstad 2040 to demonstrate that to ensure visions like this are a 
success three shifts are necessary: in attitude, in ideas, and in the role of government. I will explore this by 
giving a short description of the Randstad and the challenges we face. I will elaborate on the shift in attitude 
that is necessary, and that this means a renewed re-activism, with the corresponding elements of the vision 
Randstad 2040 as example. I will show you the necessary shift in ideas required to make a difference with 
the Randstad vision. And thirdly I will discuss what this means in terms of government, knowing that a shift 
is necessary from ‘control’ to ‘trust’. 
 
 



 

 

 66 

1   RANDSTAD HOLLAND IN SHORT 
 
Position and importance 

The Randstad – officially called Randstad Holland – is situated in North-West Europe and is the delta of 
important rivers. The river Rhine, for instance, links this urban area with the most important industrial areas 
of Germany. The Randstad is a political, administrative, social and cultural centre and the most important 
economic engine of the Netherlands (GRP: €271.2 billion in 2007, 51% of the national GDP). It is one of the 
most densely populated areas in the OECD, with 7 million inhabitants – 41.5% of the Dutch population on 
less than 20% of the Dutch territory. 

It is not a monocentric metropolis, buts polycentric, and when we take a look at the current commuter 
patterns we can discern four daily urban systems. The Randstad consists of four large cities close to each 
other, around the open space of what we call the Green Heart. The Randstad is of international importance 
because of the many NGO’s and international institutions, multinationals, banks and centres of science that 
are established here, the international events that take place, the number of tourists, and the international 
accessibility through one of the world’s biggest harbours and the fourth largest airport in Europe. Amsterdam 
is an internationally oriented financial, business, and IT hub and a centre of creativity. Rotterdam is the 
worldwide logistic junction of Europe – the centre of logistics and trade, and the base for our Dutch Delta 
Technology. Utrecht has a concentration of national business and creative services, while The Hague is the 
seat of many (mainly international) organisations for peace and justice. 
 

 
Randstad - New York 
 
 
Challenges 

The future has much in store for the Randstad. Whereas elsewhere signs of demographic contraction are 
already evident, the Randstad’s growth is forecast to continue for the next few decades. The growth will be 
in numbers of people and even more in the number of homes for households that are continually becoming 
smaller and smaller. Economically speaking there will be a rise in employment, which demands greater ease 
of access to the cities. And we all want green, attractive and climate-resilient living environments, not just 
for ourselves, but also for the generations to come. In the meantime, we are rightly concerned about 
uncontrolled ‘urban clutter’ and the loss of green and open spaces. This concern illustrates the potential 
conflicts that the government and the Randstad’s administrators have to address in their vision for 2040. 
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Longterm challenges for the Randstad: networks, urbanisation and economy 
 

In short, the most important long term challenges that have to do with networks, urbanisation and 
economy are: 

● connecting labour markets and housing markets on a higher level of scale; 
● urbanisation – qualitative diversification and quantitative growth; 
● relations with other (international) urban regions; 
● attract international top level functions in cities, greenports, airports, and harbours 
● mobility and improvement of accessibility on three levels: between the cities, between the northern 

and southern part of the Randstad and (inter)nationally. 
 

 
Longterm challenges for the Randstad: water, nature and landscape 
 

The most important long term challenges that have to do with water, nature and landscape are: 
● ecological values and biodiversity; 
● quality of green areas around the city; 
● water quality; 
● water safety (rivers, sea level rise, deep polders, low peat areas, dykes and coast, extra attention for 

the area around Rotterdam). 
 
2   THE NECESSARY SHIFT IN ATTITUDE: RENEWED REACTIVISM 
 

To make the long term “Randstad 2040” vision a success, we must change our attitude. I call this 
renewed reactivism. Why reactivism? It's not the opposite of proactivism. That is too easy and too obvious. 
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And it is far more complex than simply trying to walk in front of the crowd instead of lagging behind. 
Governing and politics will always be reactive to a certain extent to publicly perceived pros and cons. 
Renewed reactivism means that spatial planning requires an active interplay with all those forces in the 
public arena. This means that planning must become more interactive and shift from working in a 
predominantly linear way to a multidimensional approach. 
Three frames will have to change: our frame of actions, our timeframe, and our frame of output. 
 
Our frame of actions: Think-Do-Act 

In the predominantly linear approach there is always the presumption of a certain sequence of actions, 
however chaotic reality may be most of the time. The presumption is that we are starting from ideas, and 
progressing through various activities towards implementation. 

But reality is rarely like that. Planners should know better, and anticipate better too. They could start by 
observing that the elements of the Think-Do-Act triplet always operate simultaneously, even if one of the 
three sometimes has the upper hand. Planners could learn to exploit this fact by deliberately arranging for 
some aspects to have indeed the upper hand. 

Think smart, invest in research and development, know by knowing, connect and collaborate. Do your 
job skilfully, with good design and policymaking, be the best, make the best, and show this explicitly. Act, 
manifest yourself, the plan, choose very consciously the position you need to succeed, seek negotiation and 
the arena to 'fight', find differences to invest in quality. And relate this Thinking-Doing-Acting to each other 
all the time.  

Currently many complaints can be heard in the Netherlands about how plans always become bogged 
down, and are implemented, if at all, only after an uphill battle. In my opinion, this has to do with people 
having a too narrow view of Think-Do-Act. We tend to stop after ‘think’ and ‘do’, which produces a surplus 
of activities without really framing projects effectively. The cause, in my view, is the omission of the ‘act’ 
element, in promulgating a clear political will and the associated perspective. Doing all sorts of things 
without perspective - at least without knowing that you're doing it without perspective - is clearly the worst 
conceivable situation. 'The ignorant and the ignorance' as the worst-case scenario. The perspective should be 
communicated constantly in order to keep awareness of the long lines of planning alive. 

However, we are programmed to be reactive and prescriptive. Incidentally, this problem is not peculiar 
to the public sector, but is one that many businesses also suffer from. We react to events with an almost lazy, 
wait-and-see attitude, and do too little to formulate, neither stipulating our own message nor put it across. 

We are familiar with the word ‘act’ from the world of theatre. This theatrical aspect definitely plays a 
part in Think-Do-Act. Planning revolves around performing, in the widest sense of the word: propagating 
and conveying, negotiating and rebelling, fighting for and over what it is you want to happen. 
 
Revision of our frame of time 

If we understand the concurrency inherent in think-do-act, we also realise that we have to revise our 
timeframe. Time, likewise, is not purely linear, as if the past and present have the lead, and as if the future 
was an extrapolation of the past and present. The truth is closer to the opposite. What we want to happen in 
the future determines our present.  

From a desired future or what comes over us, we can ‘look back’ to the present, to our present position. 
And in this present we can only act effectively if at the same time we know what things did and did not work 
in the past. If we know the meaning of the past we need the courage to hold on to these meaningful results. It 
is a trap to want to invent everything anew each time. In fact this is a typical planners and designers trap. 
Tabula rasa is a seductive approach. Where we came from, who we are, what forces have developed, and 
how they came about, is an awareness of long lines that include the future – or rather, the possible futures. In 
the process of change between now and tomorrow we have to react and adapt intelligently to current 
concerns and issues, and must understand the meaning of the past. 
 
Our frame of output: stories and designs, instruments, projects 

The concurrency also influences our output and its timing. We fall particularly short in how we use 
stories. What I mean by stories is not the same as visions. Visions, such as the “Randstad 2040 Structural 
Vision”, have a formal status and are spatial planning instruments. Stories, on the other hand, can be far 
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more adventurous and unconstrained, and more provocative too, and so can explore possible futures and 
possible paths to them. 

Telling stories is hard for political driven organizations, governmental and public authorities because 
they are conditioned to be cautious, prescriptive and reactive. Stories facilitate many things that we are 
unaccustomed to – making statements that are indefinite, confronting, provoking, and seductive. And while 
that does involve risks, it also sets real interaction in motion. To achieve interaction you have to be prepared 
to take risks. This asks for more than a storm of stories, it asks for an intelligent approach, a strategy that 
ensures that this ongoing process of story telling is connected to getting actual results. 

It goes without saying that telling stories is a form of acting, as I mentioned before – and indeed, without 
acting, there would be no stories. You have to put stories and story telling - the 'object' and the ‘act’– 
together into position if they are to play a decisive part. Designs are also part of these stories – a very 
important part indeed. Designers are storytellers. They - designs and the designers - belong to the core of 
spatial planning. They not only make tactile what cannot be seen by "imagining", but their research by 
design, the possible futures that emerge, and the performance of both product and actor, make design a core 
tool, process, actor and outcome of planning.  

Needless to say, projects are the real test. They produce the tangible results that prove what went well, 
and what could have been better. This is where you learn the best, and what you get most knowledge from. 
These lessons should immediately be incorporated into the stories and into the structural visions, in order to 
help subsequent projects moving in the right direction. In our frame of output too, it is a matter of 
concurrency instead of linearity. 
 
The multidimensional attitude 

Because spatial planning has no laboratory – other than practice – the development of projects, visions, 
instruments and stories are closely interrelated. Visions give the overall direction, which is firmed up in 
projects. The lessons from the projects must serve to refine the overall visions and instruments to be 
employed. This is the core of the multidimensional approach: the ability to use multiple perspectives 
simultaneously, and to vary the connections between the elements of Think-Do-Act, Past-Present-Future, and 
Stories-Instruments-Projects. This is how to make politics work in our extraordinarily complex society. 

With the narrative we bring our imagination to the fore. With stories we can explore the impossible. 
With visions we point in the direction we want to go. We constantly test our stories and visions in projects. 
In combination and in step with the above, we develop instruments to make our visions come true. 
 

 
The multidimensional attitude: frame of actions, timeframe and frame of output 
 
Randstad 2040 as a new way of thinking, doing, acting. 

The way we drew up the “Randstad 2040 Structural Vision” can serve as an example of the new 
multidimensional working approach. The vision we have formulated is a stimulus for a Randstad that can 
measure up in all respects to other urban areas in Europe, while at the same time being sustainable and 
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climate resilient. The vision sets the path for our long-term spatial development, not just in terms of building 
and planning, but also of the relationship between spatial development and such things as nature, leisure 
activities, education, health, and labour market participation. 

The general strategies in the Randstad 2040 vision are: 
- sustainability and economic strength; 
- a focus on quality, people and cities; 
- operating on different scales at the same time; 
- vision and implementation; 
- national government, regional governments and the market. 
As to implementation, the “Randstad 2040 Structural Vision” is part of the government-wide Randstad 

Urgent programme. This programme involves municipalities, provincial governments and urban regions 
alongside the government, all working towards a strong Randstad and a strong Netherlands. This programme 
comprises several projects that require decisions in the short term, so we are combining a vision for the long 
term with performance now. 
 

   The Randstad 2040 process 
 

The government arrived at its choices after an extensive process along the following lines. 
- Dialogue: The opinions, views, and ideas of the public and stakeholders were gathered in a dialogue 

process conducted on the internet and in physical meetings, in such a way that all parties could contribute to 
the spatial development concept. 

- Consultation and study: We made use of existing studies and on some subjects we initiated studies of 
our own. The government solicited the advice of important governmental and scientific councils: the 
Netherlands Social and Economic Council (SER), the Council for Housing, Spatial Planning and the 
Environment, in consultation with the Council for the Rural Area and the Advisory Council for Transport, 
Public Works and Water Management. The Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research, the Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency, the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis and other 
agencies have also carried out specific studies concerning the Randstad. 

- Design: The detailed discussion and the dialogue about the future of the Randstad were supported 
with concepts that emerged from research through designing, a process of depicting new design issues. We 
held three design studios on different themes, leading to a concluding design studio. The results of both 
research and design were implemented in the final plan. 

- Implementation partnerships: For implementation of the vision and projects several partnerships 
were established in the course of the process, with stakeholders such as public authorities, private developers 
and investors and public interest organisations. The implementation partnerships are about acting today 
while thinking about the day after tomorrow. This is a ‘test and do’ approach that brings forward new 
insights into how we can actually make Randstad 2040 work. Additionally this asks for the implementation 
of the results into our execution strategy and investment program (MIRT). 
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- Politics: The officials directly involved formed a consultative group that met several times 
throughout the process. There was also organised involvement of regional authorities, with those directly 
involved liaising with the regions. 

- Projects: We are now working on translating the goals and strategies into ongoing policy 
programmes and agendas of national and regional government. We are investigating possible ‘Randstad Key 
Projects’ for the period after 2020. These will be a small number of substantial projects, of major national 
significance, with international appeal in both spatial-physical and functional senses, that are comprehensive 
in nature. The implementation partnerships I mentioned are to be continued as alliances for implementing 
other projects. The government is aware that it is unable to achieve the ambitions unaided. Instead, 
partnerships of public authorities, private developers and investors, public interest organisations, and the 
public, are needed to tackle the execution together. Seven partnerships of this kind have been started in line 
with the vision, including those for metropolitan parks, port cooperation and urban transformation and 
densification. 
 
3   THE NECESSARY SHIFT IN IDEAS: MAKING DIFFERENCES 
 
We need excellence, not mediocrity; we need cities for making differences 

Not only a shift in attitude is necessary to succeed in making visions and making visions work. A major 
shift in ideology is necessary too. We should no longer strive, as we used to, for the kind of painstakingly 
equitable distribution in which every individual and every city is deemed entitled to an equal slice of the 
cake to be shared out. A prominent side effect of this approach is that it promotes mediocrity. Instead, we 
now concentrate on aspects that hold promise, and on existing strengths, because this yields the highest 
return on investment in terms of people, planet and prosperity. This is our only way of guaranteeing the 
Netherlands’ future ability to compete with other metropolitan regions in Europe. It is not about the generic 
'middle' but about the specific 'top'. Together with strength and sustainability it is about the attractiveness of 
specific quality and the differences that stand out. 

We need excellence, not mediocrity. As the population of Europe shrinks and its economy loses its world 
dominance in relative terms, and as climate change compels us to adapt our spatial behaviour and energy 
consumption habits, we must very explicitly put our energy where it is most likely to yield the best results. 
We must strengthen what is already strong or favourable. Not all cities are fit to excel in the world of 
tomorrow, at least not in the same way. And excellence is what is required. 

A plain focus on urban development and especially city-regions fits within this framework of ‘making a 
difference’, because that is what makes the difference between winners and losers. Cities, as the carriers of 
knowledge, quality, and the economy, have the greatest future value. Cities are the places where life is 
edgier, more intense, and more explicit. The city magnifies our challenges, confronting climate change with 
segregation, quality with unemployment, mobility with innovation, and creativity with economic crisis. The 
city stands for all our challenges in one, the ultimate confrontation between today’s stories of tomorrow, the 
place where design and politics must confront each other. In other words, the city is not just the site and the 
catalyst of confrontation. It is also the place where confrontation leads to growth, innovation and change, 
bringing new strength. And the city is the place where our actions have maximum effect on our ambitions for 
sustainability. The city makes our spatial challenges political. 

The pressure on our cities is immense, which is fortunate, because it provides the energy needed to make 
our cities truly powerful. Exactly how powerful depends on their context, scale and position among the other 
international metropolitan regions in Germany, France and Belgium. 
 



 

 

 72 

 
Randstad 2040 international spatial development perspective 
 
Different qualities in cities and landscapes 

Making differences however is not only a matter of focussing on city-centres. We should have a keen 
eye for the qualities of the countryside and spacious provinces far outside the Randstad. The quality of the 
living environment is of overriding importance in competition with the advanced economies and cultures 
around us. And in that respect all the different qualities of city, countryside, periphery, landscape and nature 
must stand out. All those differences in total will make the real difference. 

We were an agriculture-based society for a long time. The Netherlands is still one of the world’s largest 
exporters of agricultural products, even though that industry is no longer primarily land based. Land use, 
certainly immediately adjacent to the cities, is increasingly serving urban society, in particular for leisure 
activities. It is then desirable to reconsider the role of land policy. Land policy in the Netherlands has 
traditionally been agricultural policy. Now that land use is being determined increasingly by urban wishes 
and needs, we need new instruments for achieving a better balance between costs and benefits, such as in 
achieving attractive green recreational areas to serve the cities. The fact that land use is actually determined 
mainly by the city has yet to penetrate into national-level spatial planning thinking. We have developed 
already the necessary new instruments, now it is time to put them in action. 

 
Randstad 2040 as example: focus on cities and investing in strength 

The Netherlands is developing from a ‘distribution country’ with an accent on international traffic and 
trade, to a creative and innovative ‘knowledge-based country’. Our cities are the most important basis for 
strengthening this new economy and our international competitive position. Therefore strengthening the 
cities, their individual qualities and identities, is one of the most important goals in our Randstad vision for 
2040. This includes a focus on densification in the cities. The Randstad 2040 vision acknowledges also that 
because of the competition in the future between individual European cities and their regions as international 
business locations, it will be equally important to be able to offer an attractive living environment for 
employees. So the quality of the city comes to the forefront in three respects: the cities and city centres 
themselves; the relationship with the ‘green’ (nature, landscape) and the ‘blue’ (water) inside and outside the 
cities; and the accessibility of cities and the various interchanges in urban regions, on a local, national and 
international scale. 
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Randstad 2040 choices: Strengthening what is already strong internationally 
 

The Randstad comprises multiple residential and labour markets. To ensure the Randstad’s position as a 
leading international region, the government has chosen to ‘strengthen what is already strong 
internationally’. Emphasising and making the most of differences implies taking particular advantage of 
Amsterdam’s special position as the strongest of the Randstad regions. From an international point of view, 
the Amsterdam region occupies a leading position because of its highly versatile economic profile and 
metropolitan character. Schiphol is one of Europe’s largest airports, and the Zuidas is a prime international 
location for business and financial services. The world port of Rotterdam has the largest maritime cluster in 
Europe and together with the port of Amsterdam (4th of Europe) and a network of national smaller ports it 
stands out within an international context. The Hague has a worldwide reputation as an international city of 
peace, justice and security. Furthermore, the Utrecht region is an attractive living environment with a 
creative knowledge climate. The greenports are an international market leader in the production, processing 
and logistics of horticulture and ornamental plants. 
 
 

 
 
Randstad 2040 choices: Powerful, sustainable cities and regional accessibility 
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Besides these internationally prominent functions, all cities also have more regionally and nationally 

oriented strengths and potential. A strong Randstad will contribute to a strong Netherlands. Strengthening the 
various cities’ and urban regions’ own identities and developing their own strengths must therefore be their 
highest priority. 

 
 

 
 
Randstad 2040 choices: Creating quality through greater interaction between green, blue and red 
 

Randstad 2040 addresses the additional step up in quality on top of the green space that already exists, in 
the form of ‘metropolitan parks’ near the cities. This development will demand a joint effort between public 
authorities and private developers and investors. Besides their importance for the residents of the cities, 
metropolitan parks are also meant to be attractive for national and international visitors. The parks enhance 
quality of life and improve the commercial climate near cities, and in that way complement urbanisation in 
an attractive way. Areas such as Midden-Delfand (between The Hague and Rotterdam), the Delta Gateway 
(between Rotterdam and the urban areas south of Rotterdam) and Waterland (north of Amsterdam) are 
potential metropolitan park sites. The new approach for the Green Heart will be a combination of 
development and protection, to enlarge spatial and cultural diversity. 

In the light of the foreseen change in the climate, the predicted rise in sea level and increased water 
levels in the rivers Rhine and Maas, we do not view the development of the Randstad as a problem, but 
rather an opportunity. The Randstad used to be called a ‘Green Heart metropolis’. That heart is to become a 
green and blue network, connected to the major waters outside the ring of cities, namely the IJsselmeer, the 
North Sea and the Zeeland Delta. As one of the safest highly developed deltas in the world, the Randstad will 
prove the strength of Dutch Delta Technology. 
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Randstad 2040 choices: Living in a safe, climate-resilient and green-blue delta 
 

 
The “Randstad 2040 Structural Vision” makes the Green Heart part of a large Green-Blue Delta. The 

Green Heart can be protected, developed and made climate-resilient by steering development towards a delta 
of this kind. The area will also be liberated from its isolated position. The traditional picture of a single open 
zone surrounded by cities neither does justice to the greater whole that the Green Heart is part of, nor does it 
adequately express the multiple landscape qualities and diversity of the Green-Blue Delta. This traditional 
picture will therefore be superseded by one with more diversity, and by an area-specific approach. The 
diversity will mean a policy of water logging in some parts of the Green Heart, while retaining characteristic 
dairy farming in others. Elsewhere there could be unique combinations that include homes. The development 
of a Green-Blue Delta can facilitate a more effective response to the impacts of climate change. The delta 
also offers a firm basis for a system of smaller ‘green-blue’ links with the cities, which will be an attractive 
and necessary complement to urbanisation. 

In the Randstad we will build at least 500,000 houses up to the year 2040, with 60,000 of them built in 
‘new town’ Almere. Nowadays many people choose to live in Almere because of the availability and pricing 
of houses. To match future demands, in combination with the development of Amsterdam, Almere’s new 
living and working environments must offer a greater diversity of living and working environments. Our aim 
is to build a sustainable city with a proper balance between people, planet and profit. ‘Cradle-to-cradle’ 
principles will be applied within socially acceptable cost constraints on all scales (i.e. regional, city, district 
and building) and to the multifaceted relationship between land and water. 

 
 
4   THE NECESSARY SHIFT IN GOVERNMENT: FROM CONTROL TO TRUST 
 
The role of government 

The shift in attitude and ideas is accompanied by a shift in the role of government. This shift has various 
aspects. To begin with, the “Randstad 2040 Structural Vision” does not stand in isolation, but is part of a 
system of stories, instruments and projects. To sum up the most important: 

- The vision-forming process was started as part of the Randstad Urgent programme. The vision now 
forms the technical framework for the short-term projects in this programme. We are working concurrently 
on an investment strategy and programme. 

- The revised Spatial Planning Act is an important instrument for implementing the vision. The Act 
gives Randstad 2040 and other structural visions a clear place as directive frameworks. 
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- The various sectoral actions that issue from the Mobility Approach, the Landscape Agenda, the 
National Water Plan and other plans that have been adopted, play an important part in achieving practical 
results. 

- The government has documented the position of design in an ‘Architectural and Spatial Design 
Vision’. The motto is ‘design is paramount’. By virtue of their content stories, design, and research by design 
thus acquires an influential position. 

- Finally, it is worth mentioning that the Netherlands is contemplating hosting the 2028 Olympic 
Games, which would be another opportunity for spatial planning. It would be a challenge for the physical 
domain to work on a vision with a deadline. Randstad 2040 can help the Netherlands achieve Olympic level. 
The Olympic deadline may help realise the Randstad vision in time. 
 

 
The Randstad 2040 vision is part of a system of stories, instruments and projects 
 
New Spatial Planning Act 

A crucial related factor is the new Spatial Planning Act, which came into force in July 2008. The new 
Spatial Planning Act delegates responsibilities to each governmental layer and stakeholder much more than 
its predecessor. The Act forces parties to be very aware of what they want, to determine an individual 
position and also to promote it loudly and clearly. If you don’t, you can’t join in the spatial planning 'game'. 
Without your own story, you will not have a place at the table. On your behalf, others will arrange anything 
you don’t arrange properly yourself. So every actor must have considerable self awareness and good context 
sensitivity. 

The old Act left much scope for local, regional and national public authorities alike to intervene after 
unforeseen events and undesirable developments. It was possible to exercise influence until very late in the 
planning process through a variety of control mechanisms. The new Act has greatly curtailed the scope for 
ad hoc policy of this kind. Every government layer must make clear what is important and desirable and 
what is not. Anything left open or unmentioned really is unconstrained. Only in highly exceptional cases is 
there still an opportunity for a public authority to change its mind if plans transpire to be disagreeable once 
they are submitted. 
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The old Act encouraged a wait-and-see attitude by permitting adjustments to be imposed at a late stage. 
The new Act forces public authorities to adopt a more active attitude: if you don’t decide what you want, if 
you don’t position these wishes well and promote them effectively, you will soon be played out. 

On the other hand, the new Act gives public authorities more options for triggering those things that are 
actually deemed necessary. Each government layer has the opportunity to create zoning plans that compel 
the desired development. The national government can prescribe what is to happen through orders in council. 
 
Trust instead of control 

This change in responsibilities and roles asks for new forms of partnership and a reconsideration of the 
scale of our work. On all fronts we must constantly and consciously choose our position, and this position 
will vary depending on the task and the stakeholders we are confronted with. 

Because the new Spatial Planning Act forces us to spell out where we stand and what we want, these 
new forms of partnership can be based on a truly substantial story, and it is not merely a process-oriented 
position game. The new Spatial Planning Act is therefore a splendid opportunity to manage and cooperate 
with greater clarity and transparency. 

But this new interplay between all stakeholders is also a major challenge, because it in fact compels us to 
adopt a different attitude: from ‘control’ to ‘trust’. We must make clear in advance what we want and then 
allow everyone the freedom to make this work. This means working on the assumption of trust and based on 
content. We must dare to let go of what we do not control – what is arranged by others and still affects 
ourselves. 

But this is something we still largely have to learn. For a large part, public authorities – and parliament! 
– are still sharply focused on control. When the chips are down, those involved do not yet dare to let go and 
give other actors their freedom. We say ‘trust’, but usually still do ‘control’. We have yet to resolve this 
dilemma within ourselves, and no single actor or public authority can do this alone. We will have to 
demonstrate to each other that we are worthy of each other’s trust. And that will demand that the content of 
our story is sound, and that we know what we want and express that clearly. 

It also demands that we are able to act in a wide variety of roles. New forms of cooperation are needed: 
new alliances in which the government will sometimes have the lead, and at other times will follow. 
Sometimes it will be a matter of stimulating with subsidies or otherwise, or facilitating with a well-measured 
set of checks and balances. And at other times the government itself will actively invest and participate in 
projects. 

Randstad 2040 is a substantial ‘story’ from the national government, with which it clearly chooses its 
position. It is a structural vision in accordance with the new Spatial Planning Act. We can use the Spatial 
Planning Act instruments to follow through with the execution of this vision. The question now is what the 
national government itself is to do, and what would be better left to others. A criteria for national 
government action is whether the values deemed important by national government can be realised without 
national government action, or would be lost if the national government does not provide guarantees or 
undertakes the execution. The new Spatial Planning Act makes it possible for the national government to set 
down these values in its own zoning plans or orders in council. However, national government action can 
also have other elements: helping others create their story; putting others in a position of responsibility; or 
encouraging them in different ways to cooperate with their stakeholders. In this way, we as public authorities 
can act in various ways with a greater emphasis on ‘trust’ than on ‘control’. I already mentioned, in my 
earlier account of how the “Randstad 2040 Structural Vision” was drawn up as a new way of thinking, doing 
and acting, the variation in forms of partnership and alliances that we have tried. 
 
Acting on different scales 

Furthermore a major characteristic of the vision is that it is not restricted to only one scale or approach. 
In this respect the vision does not stand in isolation. More than ever we will differentiate the scale of our 
work. The best scale for addressing an issue must be investigated in each case. 

That issues must be tackled on the scale at which they operate, implies in some cases an international 
approach. Such an example is the mitigation of river flooding risks that are exacerbated by climate change. 
Other issues have more of a local or regional impact, such as on the housing market. The choice is also 
concerned with the scale of policy we employ: whether it is more sectoral or more integrated. A further scale 
is the time span we wish to cover: the short or the long term. 
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On these three scales – the geographical scale, the scale of policy and the time span – the national 
government must choose a position. We have in fact done this a few years ago with the story of the National 
Spatial Strategy. This is the major story that states what the national government wants, when, and on which 
level. Within this major story, other public authorities and stakeholders can choose their own position on 
what, when, and on which level they wish to act. It will be clear that the scope of the story of the National 
Spatial Strategy is mainly integrated, and oriented to the medium and long term (with a view to 2030), and 
the national and international scales. It is quite conceivable that others will choose a more sectoral, 
incidental, or local position within this framework. 

It is not the case that the national government is automatically responsible only for national or 
international issues. As is evident from the accompanying chart, there can be issues for the national 
government on any scale, depending on how often a given issue occurs or how big the impact is on the 
national interest. National government action is legitimate if a local issue occurs widely around the country. 
Most of the time this action will consists of laying down general regulations or incentives. For less frequent, 
but nonetheless important, regional area developments, there may be participation in a variety of ways (e.g. 
contributing know-how, or facilitating processes). At the highest scale level, in unique circumstances, there 
will more often be an element of more direct national government interventions. 
 

 
Acting on different levels of scale 
 

An important starting point for the Randstad 2040 Structural Vision was that each issue should be picked 
up at the appropriate, relevant scale. There was no attempt to enforce an approach to the Randstad solely as a 
single whole or entity. There is good reason for some people to say ‘the Randstad does not exist’, which also 
happens to be the title of a report from the Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research. Indeed, only a limited 
number of issues operate on that scale. Most issues operate on multiple scales. From the local scale to a scale 
that also surpasses the Randstad, in which case we are concerned with the Randstad’s international 
competitive position and the quality of the living environment in this metropolitan region in comparison with 
counterparts elsewhere in Europe. The same applies to the ports and transport networks on an international 
scale. What is on a national scale is the Randstad’s ‘green-blue’ structure and how it is linked with adjacent 
important nature conservation areas and waters. Within the structure, the options for leisure activities in the 
green are to be investigated on the scale of the Randstad as a whole, in combination with the regional and 
local scales. On a regional scale, (in the north and south wings of the Randstad) optimisation of public 
transport is relevant. 

We also differentiate in terms of time. While the Vision is oriented to 2040, we also distinguish actions 
to be taken in the short term or the foreseeable future.  

There is also differentiation in approach: within the large integrated story, sectoral departments have 
main responsibility for some specific components. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

I started my account by stating that the crucial points are: dare to take risks and make a difference; that 
cities are the engines of development, and Dutch Delta Technology should be our unique selling point. The 
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“Randstad 2040 Structural Vision” is therefore centred on the strength of the cities. We also view the 
Randstad as a core zone for testing sustainable strategies. We are bringing the new Delta Fund and the Delta 
Act into position in order to accept the challenges of climate change in a low-lying delta. 

This is a technical, a cultural, and a political story. In many respects it is a form of ‘living dangerously’, 
which demands a change of attitude on our part. We will have to combine our thinking, doing and acting 
intelligently. We will make the lessons from the past and our wishes for the future productive in what we do 
today, and it demands of us that we intelligently combine our stories and designs of what we aspire to, with 
the instruments at hand, and how they can be resolved in projects. Stories, structural visions, projects, 
regulations and rules (frameworks) must be developed together, not sequentially. I have called this a change 
from a predominantly linear approach to a multidimensional attitude. 

I explained why moving from policy to execution is now often such an uphill struggle. It is that we 
usually stop after ‘think’ and ‘do’, and then adopt a wait-and-see attitude. We do too little to promote what it 
is that we want, or to tell our stories, or communicate what inspires and motivates us. This is an act of 
willing, of political and of professional will. And it is an act of pride. The vision for the long term, of what it 
is that we want with our delta and our cities, is paramount, and goes hand in hand with designing for the 
future. Design and design research played important roles in drawing up the “Randstad 2040 Structural 
Vision”, and are needed in position more and more for an execution of great quality.  

We are positioning ourselves very consciously in a long tradition. We are aware of the past, of how 
Dutch people of the past have made the country in to what it is now. This culture of entrepreneurship and 
pragmatism coupled with vision, is vital for utilising the opportunities that living in a delta offer. In order for 
this perspective to materialise we must dare to take the step from ‘control’ to ‘trust’. Because in a highly 
civilised and sophisticated society such as the Netherlands, there is only one way to live up to the challenges, 
and that is in a sharply focused cooperation of all the power we have, economically and intellectually. 

But when design professionals no longer know why they are designing, when policymakers are driven 
forward by their own momentum rather than targets and objectives, when process gains the upper hand and 
the challenges (despite their clarity) are not embraced, then the content loses out. It is then that passing fads, 
procedures, and reactivity become our guiding principles. But the challenges we face are too great, too 
manifest, and too pressing for us to let that happen. And to make that point, we need stories and storytellers. 
Policymakers and designers are storytellers, and the imaginative confrontation between them helps give 
direction to our work.  

The current political attention focuses on social, economic or financial matters. Security and immigrants 
are the issues that guarantee a packed House of Parliament. The question is ‘how do we re-politicise spatial 
planning?’ That’s our objective. It starts with making the challenges explicit, because their confrontation 
makes spatial planning political. When your family, your home or your street is at stake, you are involved as 
a human being, as a citizen: it impacts your life, your way of thinking, your position in the community. That 
makes it political. And that brings me back to the city. The city is what politicises spatial planning. 

Design and the designer have to confront each other in the arena of our challenges. Confronting, 
contemplating, setting the agenda, and engaging in the dialogue. Politics draws its strength from those 
challenges, from the place where the questions, the public, the origins of the challenges are found. From the 
place where incomprehension and incapacity can be transformed through strength into stories, and into 
building and making. 

In spatial planning, as designers and in politics, we need to do a lot of things at the same time: we must 
have the courage to test our ideas, to run risks, and to anticipate the future. 

So the answer is to think, do and act at the same time. To act effectively in the here and now, we need to 
look to the future whilst also taking account of the past. For that we need effective reflection. To what city 
does this lead? It is the approach of think, do and act that makes a city of confrontation, a city of 
performance, tangible. A maximum city, with maximum people, with maximum stories and maximum 
design. A maximum city is maximum politics! Planning for cities is politics and design to the max. 
 
 
Henk WJ Ovink 
New York, New School University, May 2009 
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ABSTRACT: The research questions addressed in this paper concern the social political processes of 
urbanisation in Taiwan, with considerations of its form, structure, and transformation.  To begin the study, a 
historical context of the urbanisation in Taiwan is presented.  Six analytical hypotheses are examined 
through empirical research and practice, which also offer the historical basis for understanding the new 
spatial form of Taiwan.  The purpose of the paper is to understand the new spatial form and its urban 
regional processes in the emerging metropolitan region of Taiwan, in the information age.  The articulation 
and disarticulation in the global metropolitan networks, and the recent “elevation on status” state policy will 
be discussed.  In conclusion, the challenges and opportunities for the West Coast Metropolitan Region of 
Taiwan in global competition are emphasised.  The match between the innovative values in global 
competition and the use of these values in the space of places is exact for the role of a city - the citizen’s city.  
This fascinating urban form comes from the process of the urban meaning of the constitution for the citizen’s 
city. 
KEYWORDS: urbanisation, metropolitan region, metropolitan governance, urban movement, citizen’s city, 

Taiwan 

 
The research questions addressed herein involve understanding the social political processes of 

urbanisation, and its form, structure, and transformation of Taiwan.  In past urban studies, the idea of 
urban/rural was the representation of the ideology of modern/traditional; actually, there was neither the 
binary opposition nor a natural continuous evolution between urban/rural spaces.  Now it is known that 
production and the social structure determine the spatial organisation.  Indeed, the urban/rural is the 
differential spatial form of social organisation.  This is the process of social production of spatial forms.1  
To begin with, based on the empirical research, the study will provide a historical context of urbanisation in 
Taiwan.  Then, the purpose of this paper emerges through an understanding of the new spatial form and its 
urban regional processes for the emerging metropolitan region of Taiwan, in the information age.  

 

1 THE CHARACTERISTICS OF URBANISATION IN THE RAPID ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT OF TAIWAN 
Urbanisation is not only the spatial concentration process of population and activities.  Since the 1970s 

the spatial form of urbanisation in Taiwan has been organised in a specific capitalistic industrial process, 
which was adapted into the new international division of labour and led by a developmental state, like other 
participants of the Asian Newly Industrial Economies.  On the basis of the spatial condition of its colonial 
history, the characteristics of urbanisation in Taiwan could be outlined as follows: 

 

1.11.11.11.1 The rural-urban migration was the major reason for urbanisation after the 1960s.  Taiwanese 
cities during the 1950s were military bases of anti-communism in the Cold War.  After the late 

                                                
1 Castells, Manuel (1977) The Urban Questions: A Marxist Approach, Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, p.9. 
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1960s, the cities became the bases of export-led process cities in the world market.  
With the exception of the political immigration, which occurred from the late 1940s to the beginning of 

the 1950s, the rural-urban migration was the major reason for urbanisation after the 1960s.  Successful rural 
land reform in the 1950s and technological reform activated the agricultural production in an animated way, 
and as a result, supported the latter in export-led industrial development after 1969.  However, the 
agricultural products adapted into the world market as commodities also caused unstable agricultural 
development, which also pushed rural migrants to urban areas.  Taiwanese cities during the 1950s were 
military bases of anti-communism in the Cold War, and the political cities of state bureaucratic dominance.  
After the late 1960s, cities became bases of export-led processing industries in the world market. 
 

1.21.21.21.2 The specific social and gender structure determines the social organisation of the production space 
in the cities, in the industrialisation process of Taiwan. 
Since the 1960s, Taiwanese women, with the exception of the younger population, have migrated from 

the rural area to the export-processing zone.  For the first time in history, they adapted to waged labour and 
worked for low wages within a culture of sexual discrimination.  This is the specific social and gender 
structure that determined the social organisation of the production space within cities in the industrialisation 
process of Taiwan.  Sexual discrimination in Taiwanese cities is further promulgated by the pressure of the 
heterosexual patriarchal family and the power of sexually discriminatory policies instituted by a patriarchal 
state.  Such policies are formidable and disregard the issues of urban transportation, public housing, land 
use, domestic space, and problems of urban security. 
 

1.31.31.31.3 An informal economy and an urban informal sector define the urbanity of Taiwanese cities as 
informal cities, which enable people’s survival as well as causing the cities’ dynamics. 
Besides the manufacturing industry in the formal sector, the flexible production networks of the urban 

informal economy2 seem to have waited for most rural migrants and transformed them to waged working 
labourers in cities as part of an industrial reserved army.  The informal economy and the urban informal 
sector are survival mechanisms for people and the reasons behind the dynamics of small- and medium-sized 
capital.  The urban informal sector is evident throughout the cities due to the insufficient urban services for 
the capitalist reproduction of labour power. 

As a developing country, Taiwan was, for a long time, a place where export-led economic policy took 
command and was led by the state.  As far as society was concerned, the economy rapidly matured in the 
industrialisation process; however, the participant labour in different categories still could not share the 
institutional wealth.  The vitality of the informal economy, the flexibility, and the networks play critical 
roles in this process of industrialisation. 

The different services provided by the urban informal sector became one of the major mechanisms 
maintaining the competitive edge of the Taiwanese economy in the world market.  

Therefore, there is economic development, but the quality of the urban living environment is relatively 
deteriorated.  The pressures of urban life are rather heavy and the urban services are relatively concentrated 
in Taipei City. 
 

1.4 The urban primacy has existed in two major cities and unbalanced urban networks and regional 
development have taken shape gradually.  

Until the 1990s, urban primacy has existed in two major cities, Taipei and Kaohsiung.  An unbalanced 
urban network and regional development have gradually taken shape.  Since the 1980s, Taichung has 
developed as the consumption centre of Central Taiwan.   
 

1.51.51.51.5 The surplus earned in the world market activates profit-seeking or rent-seeking in the real estate 
market, and the land policy has spiralled out of the state’s control since the 1970s.  Thus, the 
under-consumption of the urban services became more serious.  The housing movement in 1989 

                                                
2 Castells, Manuel and Alejandro Portes (eds.) (1989) Informal Economy: Studies in Advanced and Less 
Developed Countries, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
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caused citizen movements that are an indication of the emerging civil society of Taiwan.   

The state did not follow the achievements of rural land reform proposed in the 1950s and the national 
political philosophy of Dr. Sun Yat-sen – to impose real institutional or planning restrictions on private urban 
land, to give an impetus to the urban land reform.  For this reason, the land policy has been out of the state’s 
control since the 1970s.  The surplus earned in the world market activates profit-seeking or rent-seeking in 
the real estate market. 

In the end, housing becomes a luxury, a low quality commodity, but not the right of the citizens.  On the 
one hand, considering the private sector, people cannot earn high enough wages to meet the demand for 
housing service in the market.  On the other hand, considering the housing policy of the state, there is no 
condition that allows people to organise the creation of enough political pressure to obtain housing service 
from the public sector, similar to the European state housing policy. 

Therefore, considering the housing specificity as a luxurious commodity to be built and fixed on land, 
and given the political and economic specificity of developing countries – in the historical relationship 
between state and society, as structured in the international political conjuncture of the Cold War in East 
Asia – there was no urgent condition of political and social crisis to force state policy into facing the urban 
housing questions in Taiwan.  Thus, the state has never paid attention to the housing policy, as seen in the 
unique “two” cases in developing countries, Hong Kong and Singapore in the East Asian Newly Industrial 
Economies.3 

Consequently, the under-consumption of urban services gradually became more serious.  The housing 
policy required a long-term and delicate form of state intervention.  Finally, in 1989, mainly because the 
housing price speculation was too high, the housing movement experienced a historical opportunity to stand 
on the frontline against state control over urban and industrial society. This went far beyond the old-style 
pursuits of misery in Taiwan’s early political movements. 

Participants of the 1989 housing movement referred to themselves as, “the Shell-less Snails.”  
Considered the forerunner of the urban social movements, this movement and the consequential 
citizen-inspired movements, are an indication of the emerging civil society of Taiwan. 
 

1.61.61.61.6 Compared with its economic policy, the state has not given much weight to spatial planning. 

Compared with its economic policy, the state has not given much weight to spatial planning.  As 
opposed to the Singapore experience, Taiwan is hell for planners.  The physical planning and its discourse 
were transplanted from North America by means of UN consultants.  Planning was formal, simple, and 
incapable of responding to the urban reality.  Indeed, the planning process is a political process.  It has to 
face the political specificity of the developing countries; otherwise it is easily distorted by local land and 
political interests.  The situation became more serious outside the capital, Taipei City.  

Regarding design discourse, modern architecture was transplanted in the 1950s.  It was the by-product 
of engineering education on the one hand and the product of a state institution of modernity on the other 
hand.  The autonomy of professional architects and planners has not always been maintained. 

Finally, six analytical hypotheses, as mentioned above, can be examined through empirical research and 
practice, which provide a historical context to understand the new spatial form of the emerging metropolitan 
region in Taiwan.   

Next, the trend after the 1990s and the emerging global metropolitan regions in Taiwan will be described.  
This is the transformation of the historical process of urbanisation after the Cold War. 
 

2222 THE FORMATION OF THE WEST COAST METROPOLITAN REGION  OF TAIWAN 
 

2.12.12.12.1 The metropolitan region, as the new spatial form of the 21st century, and the metropolitan node in 

                                                
3 Castells, Manuel (1990) The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome:Economic Development and Public Housing in Hong 
Kong and Singapore, London: Pion. 
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global networks is emerging in the West Coast of Taiwan. 

The high-speed railway is a visible form of the flow of technology that expresses the birth of a new 
spatial form of the metropolitan region4 emerging in the West Coast of Taiwan.  There is not too much 
differentiation between the urban, suburban, and rural areas in the West Coast, which means an urban 
continuum has been shaped in the urbanisation process. 

The articulation of the metropolitan nodes in global networks determines the global competitiveness of 
cities.  It is an imperative pressure to each city, which must prepare to join in this uncertain future because 
the citizens’ wealth and the rest of the rural areas depend upon it.  The production relations, class relations, 
power relations, and cultural systems are facing new restructuring and redefining processes. 

As a mega-project, the high-speed railway further enforces the new urban centrality of Taipei (i.e., within 
a distance traversable in 2 hours) as a global node and giving a fresh impetus to restructure the local cities 
inside Taiwan.  This is the beginning of a new era of so called, “Urban Flow-Rural Move,” which was the 
theme of a conference held in 2007 in Taipei.  The tremendous power of flows would promote spatial 
restructuring, new development, and create more serious spatial segregation and social fragmentation than 
before, even in the same metropolitan region or city.  Now, gated communities are common, which contrast 
sharply with the lasting and ignored urban-aboriginal squatter settlements5 and the ubiquitous migrant 
labourers.6  Social polarisation will be a new challenge for the Taiwanese, who were previously unfamiliar 
with this problem.  
 

2.2 Northern Taiwan is a production node, articulated into global metropolitan regions, which are 
supported by the cross-border connection of the electronic industry in the information age. 

Why is Northern Taiwan a node of global metropolitan networks?  The cross-border connection 
between the Bay Area, Northern California-Taipei, Hsinchu technological corridor-Pearl River Delta since 
the 1980s, and the Bay Area, Northern California-Taipei, Hsinchu technological corridor-Yangtze River 
Delta since 1990, have attracted the attention of the entire world.  The cross-border production networks 
have created a vertical division of labour and an “un-continuous” segment in global networks. 

In the structure of global production networks, the critical role is held by business, and it is even the 
“network” itself.7  Thus, the strategy for the global layout of Taiwanese business plays the role of an 
articulating node, which is the research and development (R&D) of the production process and has the 
capability of providing quality control between the production innovation in the U.S. and the mass 
production sites in China. 

These are the flows and links of global metropolitan networks and the ‘reciprocal regional development’, 
so called by AnnaLee Saxenian.8  This is also the new form of regional development in the network society. 
 

2.32.32.32.3 The high-speed railway gives a fresh impetus to restructure local cities to switch on and off, or to 
articulate and disarticulate the areas that usually accompany the local political identity in global 
informational capitalism. 

                                                
4 Castells, Manuel (2001) “Urban Sociology in the 21st Century”, in Ida Susser (ed.) The Castells Reader on 
Cities and Social Theory, Oxford and Malden, MA: Blackwell, pp.390-406. 
5 Hsia, Chu-joe (2000) “Social Integration in a Sustainable City? The Housing Questions of ‘Urban 
Indigenous People’ in Taipei”, Sustainable Cities Task Force, 2000 General Meeting, Bangkok, Thailand, Oct. 
17-18. 
6 Wu, Pina (2003) “Chung Shan: The Formation of Community Space for the Migrated Laborers from the 
Philippines in Taipei”, Master thesis of Graduate Institute of Building and Planning, National Taiwan 
University. (in Chinese) 
7 Castells, Manuel (2000) The Rise of the Network Society, 2nd edition, Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 132-135. 
8 Saxenian, AnnaLee (1999) Silicon Valley’s New Immigrant Entrepreneurs, San Francisco, California: 
Public Policy Institute of California, pp.56-62; Saxenian, AnnaLee (2006) The New Argonauts: Regional 
Advantage in a Global Economy, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, chapters 4-5. 
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Kaohsiung and Tainan, of Southern Taiwan, shall be examined.  Except for the population increase in 
Tainan City, due to the effect of the Southern Science Park, all of Southern Taiwan has experienced a 
population decrease at least since 2000.  Why did this happen?  Even the decision for the locations of the 
high-speed railway station was a mistake, due to the struggle with local factions and interest groups.9  The 
location of the Tainan station ignored the Tainan city centre and Southern Science Park, and the Kaohsiung 
station ignored the existing city centre in Kaohsiung.  This is why the later, feeder systems for local cities 
have proved rather difficult.  The opportunity to restructure local services through mega infrastructure was 
distorted unexpectedly.  It goes so far as to have the space of flows seem captive by the space of locals. 

Compared with other developing countries, the past regional development in Taiwan was not so 
extensive, relatively speaking.  However, it is worthwhile to follow the observations of empirical research 
in recent years, to see whether the high-speed railway will enlarge the regional distance, or whether the 
high-speed railway will create spatial segregation and social polarisation, ultimately hurting state legitimacy 
and social stability. 

Compared with the European experience of high-speed railway stations, such as Lyon in France and 
Liverpool in Britain, local economic strength is critical.  Perhaps, the existing situations at Hsinchu station 
and Kaohsiung station will be improved gradually, but the outlook for Chiayi station is not optimistic.  The 
success of Tainan station and Taichung station depend upon local projects and investments in the coming 
years. 

One more difficulty exists for Kaohsiung’s node constitution.  In the past few years, the amount of 
containers delivered out of Kaohsiung Port dropped from number 3 (before 1999) in the world to number 12 
(in 2008), mainly due to tensions with China when DPP held the state power from 2000-2008.  The 
geographical advantages of Kaohsiung Port were totally wasted. 

The major reason for the exclusion of Southern Taiwan from global networks is state policy.  It refers to 
the state’s transformation from a developmental state10 to a populist state, during the process of economic 
globalisation and political democratisation of Taiwan.  The legitimacy of the state is found in its native 
political identity, an exclusive local identity.  Perhaps, it is the political cost of regional development in 
global informational capitalism. 
 

2.42.42.42.4 Metropolitan governance is needed urgently in regard to the incapability and rigidity of the state 
function in globalisation. 

Central Taiwan has to overcome a difficult position caused by the bubble effect of the real estate 
speculation of the city land division projects, and the destruction imparted by an earthquake in 1999.  The 
entirety of Central Taiwan must act through Taichung Port, CCK International Airport, Central Science Park, 
the municipality directly under the jurisdiction of the Central Government (city directly under Central) and 
the vision of the development across the Taiwan Strait, to achieve the goals of technological upgrading, 
industrial transformation, and economic and urban restructuring for global competition.   

Generally speaking, the current regional spatial restructuring of Taiwan is seen in the urban and regional 
processes of economic transformation caused by the rise of high technology and the state policy for global 
economic competition.  In Taiwan, the population is increasing in some areas, and it is the first time that 
there has been a population decrease in both primate cities – the old urban centre of Taipei and the Southern 
primate city of Kaohsiung.  In contrast to Kaohsiung, the population increased in Tainan city due to the 
effects of the Southern Science Based Park.  The population also increases in Taichung City and County 
due to the similar effects of the Central Science Park.  The population continues to grow in Northern 
Taiwan and the highest growth is in the airport gateway of Taoyuan County. The city of Taipei, however, is 
                                                
9 Wen, Pei-chang (2001) “The State Transformation and Transportation Planning: The Planning Process of 
the High Speed Railway in Taiwan”, Ph.D. dissertation of Graduate Institute of Building and Planning, 
National Taiwan University. (in Chinese) 
10 Castells, Manuel (1992) “Four Tigers with a Dragon Head: State Intervention and Economic Development 
in the Asian Pacific Rim”, in Richard Appelbaum and Jeff Henderson (eds.), State and Society in the Pacific 
Rim, London; Castells, Manuel (2000) End of Millennium, 2nd edition, Oxford: Blackwell, chapter 4. 
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still the predominate centre.  Therefore, different from a simple south vs. north pattern, a multi-centered 
West Coast metropolitan region is emerging and there is a specific articulation/ disarticulation pattern. In 
addition, the state policy is the major element in the process of shaping spatial form.  This is also a current 
challenge for the national territorial governance.  For instance, Typhoon Morakot, an effect of global 
climate change, caused a huge flood in Southern Taiwan in August, 2009 that claimed more than 700 lives 
and left thousands of aboriginal families homeless, exposed the incapability and rigidity of state function in 
Taiwan.  Another urgent requirement of metropolitan governance is to cross the border of existing local 
governments. 
 

2.52.52.52.5 Challenges and opportunities: An embarrassing situation for the ungovernable Taiwan in the trap 
of identity politics?  Or, it is time to build up the local autonomy of the cities. 

Facing the emerging global metropolitan region and the difficulty of identity politics in political 
democratisation, regarding the state, Taiwan now presents an ungovernable place and society.  Considering 
the challenges to a poly-centric metropolitan region, the urgent need for metropolitan governance in global 
competition and the need to reconstruct the city for the citizen, the first issue will be to intervene in the 
global metropolitan networks of the emerging West Coast Metropolitan Region. 

Secondly, territorial planning highly relates to the recent institutional reform of, “elevation of status,” 
which refers to the financial resources gained from the central government on the one hand, and highly 
relates to the political gain and loss of the numbers of seats in the local election, on the other hand.  This is 
a real struggle for local political power and local notables and the restructuring process between the 
central-local power blocs of the state power structure.  President Ma regained the regime in 2008, and it is 
highly politically sensitive for the Kuomintang (KMT) Party.   

In addition, it also needs smart design to express the historical relationship between the state and society.  
Regarding the restriction of the existing scale of the local state in Taiwan, it is too small for global 
competition, but too big for grassroots communities, especially concerning their desire for local participation 
in the democratisation process.  This reveals the urgent need for state rescaling in the challenge of 
globalisation.11 

The first stage of “the elevation of status” had a preliminary answer in the end of June 2009.  In effect, 
five cities were directly under Central (municipality directly under the jurisdiction of the Central 
Government): Taipei City, Taipei County (referring to themselves as “New Taipei City”), Central Taiwan 
(Taichung City and County), Southern Taiwan (Kaohsiung City and County), and Tainan City and County, 
which was accepted as the fifth city through political protest. 

Because the polarisation pressure of territorial development and Taoyuan County will reach the 
population criteria of elevation after just a few months, the schedule for the second stage of “the elevation of 
status” before 2011 was announced by the Minister of Interior.  That was to say, the Taipei metropolitan 
area will merge into one Northern Taiwan City including Keelung City and Ilan County.  It has not yet been 
decided if this will include Taoyuan County and Hsinchu City and County.  Central Taiwan City, 
surrounding Changhua County, Nantou County, and Southern Maioli County will be included.  As for the 
rest of Yunlin County, a decision has not formally been made. 

The most difficult political engineering will be the consolidation of Southern Taiwan.  No one can 
imagine how to integrate Tainan and Kaohsiung into one big Southern Taiwan City for global competition, 
even with all governors supportive of the DPP.  Eastern Taiwan, the Aboriginal Autonomy, and three islands 
such as Penhu County, Kinmen, and Matzu also will be considered at the same time, before 2011. 

The Minister of Interior also declared a consolidation idea for the third-level governments, the city and 
county elevation, to meet the expectation of participation from grass-roots communities.  That is, more than 
a hundred new cities and counties will be merged by townships.  However this leads to unfortunate results, 
with the Minister of Interior changed his position in the new cabinet.  Furthermore, the Premier resigned in 

                                                
11 Borja, Jordi and Manuel Castells (1997) Local and Global: The Management of Cities in the Information 
Age, London: Earthscan. 
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September, 2009, taking responsibility for the landslides triggered by the floods brought by Typhoon 
Morakot in August, 2009.  The reform ideas for “the elevation of status” combined with territorial planning 
make it hard to succeed.  This result, combined with a social exclusionary syndrome, will make the 
territorial governance worse in Taiwan.  

Generally speaking, the urban reality one must face is that West Coast Metropolitan Regions and 
dominant activities are being carried out in the global interaction process between the complementary 
metropolitan nodes.  A society structured by networks and nodes now exists.  The global city emerges on 
the basis of achieving technological upgrades to the manufacturing industry in the world market.  This is 
the significant character of the Taipei-Hsinchu technological corridor.  It urgently needs to break out of the 
institutional bottleneck of creative industries. 

The dynamics of the citizen’s city in Taiwan are noticed in East Asian cities, of course, since it needs to 
overcome the interference of populism.  The urban mobilisations in Taiwan during the last 20 years have 
been accelerated by the accompanied urban and environmental questions in the rapid economic development 
process.  In the trend of political democratisation, the birth of a citizen’s city has advanced the time for a 
dependent city in a developing country.  One could argue that any significant urban reform must react based 
on the initiative of citizen participation through policy and institutional responses. 

To pursue the liveable city, the sustainable city, the feminist city, the fascinating city, and even to defeat 
the effects of social exclusion incurred by an informational city, such as social fragmentation, spatial 
segregation, and ecological crisis etc., the potential grass-root empowerment of a citizen’s city, that is, urban 
social movements, is the necessary historical power for urban reform.  There is no opportunity to change 
course in the political democratisation process in Taiwan. 

There is an opportunity to match the contesting urban meanings between the “use value” pursuit of a 
citizen’s city and the “innovative value” pursuit of the technological upgrade as an innovative node in a 
learning region.  It relates to the historical role of the city in Taiwan. 

First, the capability of business flow in global networks is critical for competitiveness.  Second, the use 
value of urban space and urban fascination of space would support the function of a node for the milieu of 
innovation. This is one of the conditions of a competitive home base. 
 

This is what the Queen said to Alice in her dream: 
    “Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place.” 
 

Only when you can run do you become capable of remaining in the same place.  This is the experience 
in Alice’s dream, which is hard to understand as the spatial experience in ordinary life.  However, it is the 
logic of spatial flow in the network society. 

What do people experience as the space of places?  On the one hand, the cities of Taiwan must provide 
the fascination of the space of places.  Empowered citizens and cities are major attractions to reconstitute 
the urbanity towards dialogue with the Western urban experience and modernity.  On the other hand, the 
capability of handling the space of flows for the urban function of material condition is necessary.  In 
summary, the cities of Taiwan are the most familiar living places for the citizens.  The match between 
innovative values in global competition and use values in the space of places is exactly the role of the city – 
the citizen’s city.  This fascinating urban form comes from the process of production of urban meaning, 
combined with the constitution of the citizen’s city. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

88 

 





 



 
The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 

 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 
The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

91 

 

STUDIES ON ASIAN MIXED USE URBAN BLOCKS AND THEIR 
APPLICATIONS ON THE MONO-FUNCTIONAL OFFICE DISTRICTS IN 

THE NETHERLANDS 
 

Tsaijer Cheng* & Changfang Luo* 
 

*Boundary Unlimited 
www.boundaryunlimited.com 

198-2V, Govert Flinckstraat, 1073CB, Amsterdam  
Email: tsaijer@boundaryunlimited.com 

 
ABSTRACT: The analysis part of the study scans through mixed use urban areas located in East Asia, 
including East District, Taipei; Mongkok, Hongkong; Kangnam, Seoul, and Omedesedo, Tokyo.  These 
models adopted small scale businesses and grey economy while facilitating the need to attract big businesses 
during urban transformation processes. 

Points those are important in this study: 
- These urban models allowed small scale and informal businesses to change the physical building 

layouts of their urban environments, they were not gentrified, and on the contrary, they reacted strongly 
to the growth of the area. 

- These urban models allow the co-existence of formal and informal economy, offering great range of 
diversity in culture and consuming pricing. 
Design implementation: 
We can extract mixed use design models that lead to the empowerment of small enterprise and grey 

economy. One of the models leads to a proposal that bring in new lives for the mono-functional office towers 
in Amsterdam Sloterdijk. 

The study proposes new models for urban development; we are arguing that these models are able to 
guide the processes of extension and transformation of cities and regions, without erasing the small and the 
informal. They can become so attractive that they appeal to the world of business, fashion and creative 
industry. 
KEYWORDS: mixed use urban area, informal and grey economy, small businesses, East Asian cities, urban 
transformation, vertical mix 
 
1. MIXED USE AREAS IN EAST ASIAN CITIES 
 
1.1 General background 

In East Asia, lively and flexible urban environments exist and function in cities such as the East District, 
Taipei; Kangnam, Seoul; Shibuyan, Tokyo and Mongkok, Hong Kong. Most of these areas emerged after the 
Second World War and experienced an explosive growth of urban development where agriculture lands were 
transformed into industrial and residential land in a very short time. Without sprawling, supply, demand, 
consumption, and production exist all in the same piece of territory. Today, creativity emerges by combining 
former urban functions. 

The Mongkok area in Hong Kong, for example, is a 24-hour city with extreme frequency of human flows 
and embodies various types of settlements, both long term and short term, by the local and international 
residents. After the year 2000,young entrepreneurs started to occupy some of the former immigrant labors’ 
small living units, changing the interior into creative offices. They also connect their design output with the 
remaining manufacturing factories and sell their products to the retails close by. A highly concentrated 
24-hour supply of amenities offers the creative people a time-used variation, from which they can build up 
lifestyles that are connecting to different time zones in the world through the Internet. The re-using of former 
labors’ small living units provides cheap working spaces for starters. 

The possibility to connect to the manufacturers and retailers turns creativity into a creative economy. 
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Different kinds of informal and flexible user contract systems in housings and offices also allow global 
entrepreneurs to re-locate easily.  

There are three important factors why we are looking at East Asian cities: 
1) Mixed use areas in East Asian cities have concentrated their production lines in a close proximity. 

Today, creative entrepreneurs can connect their creative outputs with the former production lines 
(manufacturers and retailers) easily in a concentrated urban area. 

2) Small sized and privatized spatial ownerships allow entrepreneurs to make complete and permanent 
use of their own spaces without worrying about being gentrified after the land value of the urban 
area raises. 

3) Various small sized and temporary spatial ownerships accommodate entrepreneurs and small scale 
investors on the move, therefore attracting international short term entrepreneurs and small investors. 

2. MIXED USE URBAN BLOCKS AND THEIR BUILDING TYPOLOGIES 

2.1 Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong and the Chungking Mensions (CKM) 
Tsim Sha Tsui is an urbanised area in the Yau Tsim Mong District in Southern Kowloon, Hong Kong. 

Geographically, Tsim Sha Tsui is a cape on the tip of the Kowloon Peninsula pointing towards Victoria 
Harbour. Several villages had been established in this location before Kowloon was ceded to the British 
Empire in 1860. Tsim Sha Tsui remains tertiary sector from colonial days to present. In early colonial days, 
transport, tourism and trading are main business of the area. As port and rail facilities moved out of the area, 
the major industry falls on the later two. Tsim Sha Tsui, like Central, contains several centers of finance. 
After Kai Tak Airport closed, the height restrictions on buildings has dropped and now larger taller 
skyscrapers, parallel to those of central are in the beginning stages of development in the area. Different 
ranks of hotels and inns are present in the area. Tourists and traders from six continents stays in the area. 

  

Figure 1  CKM Urban Situation 
 
Chungking Mansions, is a 18 stories building located at 36-44 Nathan Road in Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong 

Kong. The building is well known as nearly the cheapest accommodation in Hong Kong. Though the 
building is supposedly residential, it is made up of many independent low-budget hotels, shops, and other 
services. The strange yet vibrant atmosphere of this building is sometimes called by some "the scent of 
Kowloon's Walled City". Chungking Mansions features a labyrinth of guesthouses, curry restaurants, African 
bistros, clothing shops, sari stores, and foreign exchange offices. It often acts as a large gathering place for 
some of the ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, particularly South Asians (Indians, Nepalese, Pakistanis, 
Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans), Middle Eastern people, Nigerians, Europeans, Americans, and many other 
peoples of the world. The building was completed in 1961, at which time Chinese residents predominated. 
Now, after more than two decades of use, there are an estimated 4,000 people living in the Mansions, the 
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amount remained until now (2009). According to professor Gordon Methews, anthropologist who lived in 
the mansions for 200 nights in the year of 2008, there are a mix of 125 nationalities living in the building. 
Time magazine has reported the mansion on 2007 as “Best of Asia” and “The perfect example of 
globalization”. 

  

Figure 2  CKM Program mix 
 
We see the transformation process of the Chungking mansions the result of situating in its urban location, 

First, it is located in the center of a transport hub, therefore, there area a lot of traders and short-term visitors 
in the area, contributing to the self-initiated hostels to emerge in the building. Second, similar transformation 
exists in other residential towers as well, providing low cost accommodations and daily services to the urban 
visitors, supplementing the price range that the neighbor 5 star hotels can not provide. Therefore, we can 
conclude that the mix – up of high class hotel towers and housing towers can result in the self-initiated 
transformation process of functional change within the residential tower, if there is a sufficient level of 
critical mass. 

 
2.2 East Distirct, Taipei and the Tung Ling Plaza 

The East District Area in Taipei city was developed in the 70s with housing units for middle class 
families mixed with office towers for big companies. After the 1990s, some housing units started to give way 
to working spaces for entrepreneurs, the short term working units suddenly attracted a lot of different retails 
and kiosks into the area, whereas the former office towers were partially transformed into small and short 
term knowledge immigrant workers’ living units, lighting up the night time black-out office buildings into a 
serviced leisure tower. These operations led by small scale entrepreneurs transform the original 
mono-functional area into a vibrant 24-hour economy. 

Tung Ling Plaza is the building located on Chung Shaw East Road, the main street crossing the East 
District. We discovered that the vertical mix typology inter-related with the urban block’s mixed use 
formation. TLP has 14th floors and is currently occupied by commercial programs on the ground floor and 
the first floor, the largest disco in Taipei on the 3rd and the 4th floor, ex-offices still remain to function on part 
of the 7th and the 8th floor, other parts of the middle level floors are occupied by cheap shops, brands retails 
targeted to special target groups (brand users, design buyers, or teenagers) and karaoke rooms, serving 
lower-middle class (ex: truck drivers from other cities who doesn’t live in Taipei and can not afford the 
Taipei’s entertainment price).The top floor is transformed into high class service apartments and hotels, with 
a nice urban view, serving the needs of immigrant workers from other cities. Due to the functional 
transformation, diverse users of different income groups and cultural background are mixed within the same 
tower. 

Hostel 

Residential 

Office 

Restaurant 

Factory 
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Figure 3 & 4  TLP program mix 
 
We can conclude that the block layout of the East District, having office towers along the main 

infrastructure and housing units within the inner urban block encourage a mix of workers and residences in 
the same area. After the 20 years, the office buildings can start to accommodate urban dwellers who can not 
afford the apartments, and the apartments can accommodate creative offices who can not afford an address in 
the office tower along the main infrastructure. 

Vertical mixing within the office tower allows the co-existences of diverse user income groups, age 
groups, and people with different cultural backgrounds. 

3. SLOTERDIJK_A MONO-FUNCTIONAL OFFICE DISTRICT CLOSE BY AMSTERDAM 
CURRENTLY IN NEED OF RE-VITALIZATION 

3.1 Background 
Spaamdammerdijk, the remaining fragment of the old Sloterdijk village, was used to be the only 

connection between Amsterdam and Haarlem. In time, the village and its neighboring areas have undergone 
major restructuring process which transformed the environment drastically into a landscape of infrastructure 
and office buildings. Today, Haarlemmerweg separates Sloterdijk from the residential neighborhood in the 
south, enhancing the scale and the programmatic contrast. The outdoor space is characterized by railway, 
tramline and motorway to programmatic contrast. The outdoor space is characterized by railway, trams lime 
and motorway to serve the transit population. Today there are only 222 residences living in the Sloterdijk 
neighborhood, but there are 15,966 workers commuting everyday from other places to Sloterdijk. The office 
buildings are filled up with influx during the day, but are empty out beyond working hours. The local 
community is missing; the space for pedestrian is absent. Sloterdijk was used to be and still is a node on the 
by-passing route. 

3.2 Economical transformation 
Sloterdijk was a small village situated at the by-passing route between Amsterdam and Haarlem. Before 

the Second World War, the Sloterdijk station, the railway and the tramline have been laid down due to the 
expansion of the city. In the post-war era, there’s fundamental economical shift from the production of goods 
to the production of service. This resulted in the scale enlargements in the service industry, especially in the 
financial service sector. From 1950 onward, a spatial hierarchy has been developed, namely, the historical 
center for small-scale business and the periphery locations for large-scale ones. In 1970s, Amsterdam has 
undergone considerable economic restructuring; the employment in the service sector has countered the 
decline of industry from about 30% of total employment in the 1960s. Another important drive for the 
development of large-scale offices was the discovery of office buildings’ as an investment object. It is 
remarkable that in the end of the 80s, the large-scale office buildings were flourished resulted in many 
homogenous office districts, including Sloterdijk. 
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Figure 5 

 
From the beginning of the 90s, an office vacancy rate was amounted to around 10% in the region of 

Amsterdam. According to DRO, this is a structural problem and even with the economic upturn, the vacancy 
rate will only decrease slightly. According to a recent research on office properties, there’s a rising value of 
the small-scale office space comparing to the large-scale office. One of the main reasons for this is that much 
of the small-scale office space is located in the center of Amsterdam, and the scarcity of these spaces has 
caused the rise of value. Besides, the growth of self-employ individuals, the decrease in office personnel and 
the outsourcing of work have all contributed to a high demand for small-scale office space (smaller than 
250m2) 

3.3 Current urgency  
Sloterdijk has a stock of mainly large-scale space at this moment, and more than 50% of the buildings 

are older than 15 years old. This means that more than 50% of the buildings no longer meet the requirements 
of today’s office users and have no chance to compete in the property market. Concerning the types of 
economy, the business service and financial service is the major sector in Sloterdijk, and the activity of 
starters is quite absent here. This might be due to the homogeneous typology of office space, the lack of 
urban amenity and the disconnection to the city center. 

The planning document from DRO (Dienst Ruimtelijk Ordening) “Herziening stedenbouwkundig 
programma van eisen Teleport AmsterdamDeel1 “ from 2005, shows the government’s interest in boosting 
the skyline of the Sloterdijk station area, however, due to current economical crisis, one can hardly image 
that the development can attract sufficient business investors. We therefore see the urgency of alternative 
urban planning strategy being recognized. 

3.4 Design implementation 
Urban zoning 

By applying mixed use design guidelines extracted from East Asian urban areas, we suggest to density 
the area close to the train station area for a mix of high rise hotels, housings, schools, educational functions 
to increase the critical mass of the area. The targeted market will be conference tourists, international 
students, and international middle and small scale enterprises. We suggest each office buildings to have a 
flexible bestemmingplan to allow the buildings to transform into mul-ti functional mixed-use buildings and 
allow small scale businesses to emerge by paying affordable rent. For further eastern area, we suggest to mix 
office buildings with low rise housings, to increase the amount of local residences. The development will 
provide job opportunities to the people living in the southern Bos en lommer area. 
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Figure 6 

Building Typology 
We suggest two kinds of building mixed use typology:  1) Office building tower typology that allows 

further program transformations.  2) Short-term housing tower typology that allows self-initiated program 
transformations by the property owners 

 

 Section A 

Figure 7  Section A_Sloterdijk as mono-functional office district 
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4. CONCLUSION 
 

Short-term apartment accommodating  
self-initiated program transformations 

Existing office tower transformed into a mixed use 
tower, accommodating diverse user groups 

Figure 8 
 

Figure 9 

Figure 7  Section A_Sloterdijk as mixed use urban area 

Section A 
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By observing how successful mixed use areas in East Asian cities are transformed from mono-functional 
areas we can extract block typologies and building typologies that can accommodate the mix, generating 
even more cultural diversity and the empowerment of small enterprises and grey economy. We suggest 
vertical mixing building typologies for Amsterdam Sloterdijk area, in order to transform the current vacant 
and mono-functional area into a successful mixed- use area; we are arguing that these models are able to 
guide the processes of extension and transformation of cities and regions, without erasing the small and the 
informal. They can become so attractive that they appeal to the world of business, fashion and creative 
industry. 
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ABSTRACT:  Mega-event strategies and their impact on host cities have drawn increasing interest, as 
organising large-scale urban events has become part of a deliberate urban policy strategy to promote local 
economic growth and put the host city on the world agenda. Thus far, the research addressing what strategies 
can be adopted and to what extent the strategies can produce a catalyst effect has been limited. Furthermore, 
while most mega-event studies have addressed the impact in a specific economic, spatial or environmental 
perspective, little research has been done on the extent to which mega-event strategies may lead to 
sustainable development, balancing economic, social and environmental perspectives in the long term. Using 
Sydney as a case study, this paper examines how the host city of the Summer Olympics in 2000 explored the 
mega-event strategy concept to create a catalyst for its urban regeneration programme.  
KEYWORDS:  mega-event strategy, Olympic city, place marketing, sustainable development 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Mega-events – such as the Olympics or a World Fair – are large-scale undertakings which are intended 
to encourage local and regional economic development by attracting investment, tourism and media attention 
for the host city. Host cities generally attach great importance to factors such as the event’s economic 
implications, event-related income and the development of tourism. Consequently, many studies have looked 
at the economic implications of staging mega-events for host cities. Most studies attempt to identify the 
economic benefits, measuring either the extent to which such benefits offset the costs or the extent to which 
such benefits can be sustained in the long term (Preuss 2004; Kasimati 2003; Gratton et al. 2006). 
Meanwhile, others focus on the development of event tourism (Higham 2004; Gotham 2005; Weed 2008; 
Van den Berg et al. 2002). In addition to the economic implications, a number of studies have drawn 
attention to the event’s likely sociocultural and environmental impact, such as the local community’s sense of 
self-worth. However, there may also be negative social effects, particularly on housing and tenants’ rights 
and processes of social gentrification (Jones 2001; Olds 1998; Waitt 2003). 

Among various mega-events, the Olympic Games are perhaps the most spectacular. The Games’ 
five-ring symbol alone can be recognised by approximately 90 percent of the world’s population. Given the 
event’s significance and mass involvement of capital, land, construction and actors, studies have paid 
increasing attention to the Olympics in recent years. Although the Olympic Games usually have a huge 
impact on a host city’s spatial structure due to the IOC’s requirements regarding the construction of 
enormous sports venues and facilities, studies of the Games have been largely concerned with a city’s 
economic or social motives for hosting the event. In recent years, the Olympic Games have increasingly been 
viewed as a means to stimulate urban development processes, as new landmarks, infrastructure and urban 
renewal processes frequently transform an urban space (Chalkley and Essex 1999; Roche 2000; Gold and 
Gold 2006). The Olympics’ role as a catalyst for urban development and regeneration was first identified in 
Barcelona’s bid. Owing to its use of the Olympic legacy, increased capital flows and its improved 
attractiveness as a city, Barcelona was able to boost its economic growth, enhance its image and transform 
itself into a globally competitive city. Barcelona’s success is one indication of the significance that the 
Olympic Games can have for urban development practices and urban policy in host cities, and, equally, the 
importance of understanding the Olympic Games from an urban development perspective. 
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With this success in mind, the objective of this paper is to understand how Sydney, the host city for the 
2000 Summer Olympic Games, explored the mega-event strategy concept to create a catalyst for its urban 
regeneration programme. In doing so, we attempt to draw links between the Olympic Games and urban 
development practices. Olympic-related urban development in host cities will be examined in terms of the 
motives behind applying to become an Olympic city, the urban development strategies designed to achieve 
the goals which were set and the impact of these strategies. The remainder of the article is structured as 
follows: in Section 2 we will explain the context of the Summer Olympic Games and outline our research 
model. We will then turn to the empirical case study of Sydney in Section 3 and ask: What motivated Sydney 
to submit its bid to host the Games? What were the various urban development strategies that were used to 
translate the host city’s visions and goals into reality? and What was the expected impact of the Games and 
what has been the reality? In Section 4 we will summarise the findings of our empirical case study and relate 
them to our research model. We conclude this paper by highlighting the catalyst effect of the mega-event 
strategy which promotes urban transformation, but we will also reflect on the potential challenges that a 
mega-event strategy may introduce in relation to the ultimate goal of the sustainable development of 
Olympic cities. 

2 THE RESEARCH MODEL 

The relationship between the Olympic Games and urban development in host cities is often addressed 
from two distinct angles: the Games as a global and a local phenomenon. The reason for this is that the 
Games are a global event that unfolds in a particular place (Short 2008). Mega-events such as the Olympic 
Games have often been described as one of the primary expressions of globalisation, especially with regard 
to their social and cultural significance and role in global society or, as Roche puts it, as “large-scale cultural 
(including commercial and sporting) events, which have a dramatic character, mass popular appeal and 
international significance” (Roche 2000). Roche (2003: 102, 119) also argues that the continuity of a 
mega-event has the potential “to exert a popular appeal as temporal markers throughout the history of 
modernity”, and that such an event’s ability to support and adapt to the time structure imposed helps “to 
coordinate intergenerational cultural, political and economic flows and networks” at the global level.  

Moreover, the unique feeling of being in a ‘global village’ and the ‘one world awareness’ that is 
provoked by the Games has been further strengthened by the emergence of globally mediated television 
broadcasting and advances in communications technology. Horne and Manzenreiter (2006) for example, 
suggest that new developments in mass communications technology, especially satellite television, have 
created unprecedented global audiences for mega-events. They also argue that the formation of a 
sport-media-business alliance has transformed professional sports through the idea of packaging “via the 
tri-partite model of sponsorship rights, exclusive broadcasting rights and merchandising”. In their view, 
exposure to vast global audiences allows this alliance to benefit from the promotion and association of 
business with sport. In such circumstances, sports and the Olympic culture “provide a special and arguably 
unique sphere and system of social organisation and of cultural events and exchanges in which some of the 
international, transnational and universal dimensions of human society in the contemporary period can be 
experienced in dramatic, memorable and significantly translinguistic forms of communication both by 
performers and by media spectators” (2006: 31). In this way, as Roche (2006: 30) argues, the Olympic 
Games have become “an element in the development of global culture” on local soil.  

For host cities, the Games provide an incentive and opportunity for city elites to restructure their cities in 
an increasingly competitive environment. The Olympic Games have often been described as a lucrative tool 
for place promotion and marketing and as a key link between the local and the global (Surborg et al. 2008; 
Short 2008). Since the Games are tightly interwoven with urban economies and urban development or 
redevelopment schemes, the ways in which cities harness the Games and create their own Olympic legacy 
can best be understood by looking at their motives, the type of Olympic legacy that they anticipate and the 
implementation processes that connect the vision with the expected results. As one would expect, there is a 
wide range of literature on the Olympic Games and this is even the case if one narrows the criteria to motives 
for hosting the Games and their effects. In general, the literature distinguishes between motives for hosting 
the Games, strategies for implementing the various objectives and the impact of these strategies (the 
Olympic legacy). We conducted a thorough review of a significant number of studies on the Olympic Games, 
so as to identify the factors proposed in the research model as shown in  Fig. 1. All of the motives, 
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strategies and effects mentioned above were grouped into one of four perspectives: economic, spatial and 
environmental, social and governance-related perspectives. As we are interested in the balance between 
different perspectives and sustainable development, we distinguish between the widely accepted 
three-dimensional nature of sustainable development in economic, social and environmental terms and 
governance which relates to the implementation of these perspectives. 

 
Figure 1 Research model 

2.1 Motives 
A number of factors can shape a city’s motives for hosting the Games, including its circumstances prior 

to the Olympics, the key challenges that it faces and its vision of how the Games will contribute to urban 
regeneration. With a view to this, studies have often positioned host cities – especially Western industrial 
cities – in the context of deindustrialisation (Gratton and Henry 2001; Surborg et al. 2008). Prior to hosting 
the Olympics, many of the cities in question had ceded their involvement in traditional industries to newly 
industrialised countries and were facing significant challenges in the form of local economic depression, 
unemployment and urban decay. Recognising the growing importance of the service sector and the creation 
of new leisure and consumption spaces in the post-Fordist urban economy, these cities chose to host the 
Olympic Games as a strategy to facilitate urban restructuring and transformation processes (Surborg et al. 
2008; Hannigan 1998). Furthermore, Hiller (2000), Hall (2006) and Surborg et al. (2008) explain the host 
cities’ motives in terms of concepts such as the urban growth machine, urban boosterism, urban 
entrepreneurship and neo-liberalism. In doing so, they highlight a coalition between two kinds of local elites 
– local government officials and interest groups, in particular the private sector – both of whom wish to use 
the institutional apparatus to pursue material goals. In this way, the Olympic Games can be used as an 
instrument to facilitate the development of alliances. 

2.2 Urban development strategies  
Perhaps the most significant urban development strategies to appear in the literature are those related to 

spatial development and environmental upgrading within host cities. They are concerned, in particular, with 
how to combine preparation for the Olympics with urban restructuring programmes designed to meet 
long-term demand. Chalkley and Essex (1999) identify a general transition in urban development strategies 
from an early emphasis on constructing massive sports facilities and urban infrastructure, to a much broader 
notion of urban regeneration and restructuring programmes that sees the Olympic Games as a catalyst. In the 
case of Berlin (1936), Rome (1960) and Tokyo (1964), for example, the host cities reconstructed and 
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expanded existing facilities, constructed landmark buildings and generally improved existing infrastructure 
in order to achieve urban upgrading. In the case of Montreal (1976) and Seoul (1988), Chalkley and Essex 
explored the role of the Olympics as a vehicle for urban change via the development of the Olympic venue. 
In these two cases, the sports facilities and Olympic villages were developed in combination with urban 
renewal and schemes for “improved traffic management, the enhancement of cultural facilities, an 
environmental beautification program and actions to ensure health and hygiene standards throughout the 
city” (Chalkley and Essex 1999). Furthermore, the development of Olympic sites has been increasingly 
integrated into host cities’ larger-scale urban development plans, enabling such sites to become sports and 
recreation complexes, harbour developments, or housing and tourist accommodation after the Olympics. 
Barcelona (1992) perhaps offers the most expansive example of how the Olympics can function as a catalyst 
for urban development. Not only was Barcelona’s urban structure modified through the development of four 
Olympic sites in different types of location (such as a low-income neighbourhood, a declining industrial site 
and a waterfront area), but many programmes that had already been proposed, such as the creation of public 
open spaces, the general improvement of public transportation, the opening of the city to the sea, the 
renovation of the city’s cultural infrastructure, the landscaping of squares and the commissioning of new 
sculptures, could finally be realised. These programmes might otherwise have suffered long delays, or might 
have been cancelled altogether (Chalkley and Essex 1999; Marshall 2000, 2004; Monclú 2007; Coaffee 
2007). 

2.3 Expected effects  
Despite the important economic impact that sport events can have on their host cities, evaluating this 

impact remains a complex undertaking (Owen 2005). Poynter (2006) suggests that it is perhaps useful to 
distinguish the financial costs and benefits derived from staging the event (the ‘one-time’, primary 
Games-related impact) from an evaluation of the longer-term structural economic changes that are derived 
from investing in transport infrastructure, telecommunications, the environment, social and sports facilities, 
and housing (the secondary impact). Ingerson (2001) also suggests that studies of the economic impact of 
sporting events should take two key elements into account: the costs and revenues for the event’s organisers, 
and the event’s impact on the area in question. Increased community pride and self-esteem, increasing levels 
of cultural interaction, boosting a city’s profile and making a place more interesting to live in, are among the 
positive social outcomes of hosting the Games. While the Games can have a positive social legacy, there is 
no compelling evidence to suggest that individuals and groups in local communities of host cities receive a 
fair share of the rewards. Some analyses suggest that city elites tend to steer the Games towards corporate 
rather than social goals, thus undermining the potential positive social impact on local communities. 
Moreover, “which social groups actually benefit, which are excluded, what scope is there for contestation of 
these developments, and how can social equality be measured are three important questions that are often 
ignored” (Horne and Manzenreiter 2006: 8). 

3 SYDNEY: AN EMPIRICAL CASE STUDY 

3.1 Motives for hosting the Games 
The motive behind Sydney’s bid for the Olympic Games in 2000 was to contribute to Australia’s 

internationalisation and to promote the city as a global city (Cashman 2002; Hollway 2001), as the 
preoccupation of many Australian cities was that they were isolated from the world. Defenders of the 
Olympic Games foresaw that the event could bring long-term promotional benefits for the whole of Australia, 
a significant increase in its international profile and lift Sydney’s profile as a Pacific Rim and Asian business 
centre and tourist destination (Berlin 2003). With intense publicity and a positive image projected from the 
event, the Australian organisers aimed to increase the city’s international profile, attract inward investment, 
promote tourism and create temporary and permanent jobs (Yu 2004). Various studies estimated around 
AU$3,500 million for the host city,1 AU$1 billion business for the State of New South Wales (NSW) and 
AU$6.5 billion in business for Australia as a whole. The Australian Tourist Commission also predicted the 
arrival of an additional 2.1 million overseas visitors between 1995 and 2004 due to the Sydney Olympics, 

                                                           
1 At the time of writing AU$1.00 was equivalent to €0.58. 
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generating an estimated AU$16 billion in tourism and creating 150,000 new jobs (Hall 2001). 
Along with commercial, economic and political legacy, Sydney also aimed to pursue a tangible legacy, 

including spectacular Olympic venues, an upgraded infrastructure system and impetus for its urban 
regeneration programme. When the IOC signalled its desire to apply the concept of sustainable development 
to the Olympic movement as a means to raise global awareness of environmental and resource issues, 
Sydney appealed to this concept in its bid and sought to become the first city to adopt the IOC’s 
environmental agenda and produce a ‘Green Olympics’. To ensure a net regeneration and environmental gain, 
Sydney chose to regenerate Homebush, a derelict 760 hectare former industrial site that had housed the city 
abattoir and a rubbish dump, located on the Parramatta River, some 19 kilometres from the city centre.  

3.2 Urban development strategies 
The Homebush Bay development zone was an area of contaminated wasteland used for dumping 

household and industrial waste. In the early 1990s, soil and water tests estimated there were 9 million square 
metres of domestic, commercial and industrial waste spread over 160 of the 760 hectares of the site. The 
Sydney bid included a total clean-up – or remediation – of the previously contaminated industrial site, so that 
Homebush would qualify for the Olympic event (Sydney Organising Committee for the Olympic Games 
[SOCOG] 2001). The master plan, developed by the Olympic Co-ordination Authority (OCA), provided a 
coherent vision that would advance all three complex planning aspects, creating a successful centre for the 
Sydney 2000 Games, addressing the environmental requirements and ensuring development would create 
assets for the future. In addition, the master plan also “determined the mixed uses of the site and the 
relationships between the various precincts” (SOCOG 2001: 55). As stated in the official report, the master 
plan was the cornerstone for the development of Homebush Bay, setting out the location of each of the 
Olympic and Paralympic sporting venues, the location of roads and other essential infrastructure and design 
principles to guide construction. The new Athletics Stadium, warm-up track and Aquatic Centre, together 
with the Olympic Village, would create a multi-use centre for Western Sydney.  

The master plan concept divided the site into four distinct precincts: (1) an urban core with sporting, 
entertainment, exhibition and commercial facilities, (2) an Olympic village which would become a 
residential suburb for some 5,000 people, (3) a major metropolitan park and (4) a waterfront development to 
provide public access to the Homebush Bay shores. The establishment of a central sports complex and 
additional recreational facilities was an integral part of Sydney’s bid for a successful 2000 Olympic Games 
( Fig. 2). Furthermore, the master plan was supported by a public transport strategy which integrated heavy 
rail, bus, coach and ferry facilities and an extensive pedestrian and cycle network. The plans for a 
transportation and construction included AU$2 billion for the upgrade of Sydney airport, AU$700 million for 
an Eastern Distributor (road network) in Sydney and AU$320 million for the beautification of Sydney’s 
Central Business District. Public transport to the Olympic site was further enhanced by a new rail link 
capable of delivering up to 50,000 passengers an hour, the construction of Homebush Bay Wharf, allowing 

 
Figure 2 Sydney Olympic Park (Source: www.sydneyolympicpark.com.au) 
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people to access Sydney Olympic Park by ferry, and the provision of bus parking bays (SOCOG 2001). The 
existence of the public transportation system provided long-term benefits for Sydney, allowing easy access to 
Olympic Park Station from both the east and west sides. Furthermore, the Olympic village was intended to 
be a model of ecosensitive design, which was undertaken jointly with Greenpeace, incorporating solar power, 
water recycling and passive heating and cooling. A detailed set of ‘green’ guidelines that were intended to 
govern the design, layout and construction of Olympic facilities was published by the Sydney Organizing 
Committee. Some 90 ecologically sustainable development (ESD) principles were included, with statements 
on recycling, renewable energy sources, public transport, derelict land and protection of threatened 
environments and endangered species. The theme of sustainability was also addressed by situating many 
Olympic facilities within walking distance of each other, reducing the dependence on motor vehicles.  

The process of staging the Sydney Games and providing the facilities saw the creation of two new state 
government agencies: the Sydney Organising Committee for the Olympic Games (SOCOG) and the Olympic 
Coordination Authority (OCA). While SOCOG was responsible for undertaking the bid with regard to the 
organisation and staging of the Games, OCA was entrusted with the task of delivering venues and facilities 
for use during the Olympic and Paralympic Games. To create efficiency in terms of implementation and 
operation, Sydney’s organisational structure ensured high-level government involvement and financial 
backing, but also a leading decision-making role in Australia’s sporting community (SOCOG 2001). By the 
same token, the Olympic Roads and Transport Authority (ORTA) was established by the New South Wales 
Government to coordinate all ground transport services for the Games. Special Olympic legislation effected 
significant changes to the usual planning and consultative process, aiming to provide certainty in the 
development procedure and meet the deadlines for the Olympic planning process, “[t]he relaxing of the 
planning process, for example not requiring environmental impact statements for Olympic development, 
enabled organising authorities to have most Olympic facilities ready nearly twelve months in advance of the 
opening ceremony” (Owen 2002: 332). However, these changes reduced the levels of accountability to the 
community at large and provided insufficient information to the local community. 

The main goal of place marketing was to attract business and investment through the Olympic event and 
strategically seek to maximise long-term benefits. Sydney invested heavily in the regeneration and 
construction of landmark Olympic venues and various beautification programmes in order to promote 
Sydney and Australia in general as an attractive destination for tourism and business investment. The 
opening and closing ceremonies and the extensive media attention during the Games all played their parts in 
projecting an image of Australia and Sydney in particular to the global audience. To maximise the benefit to 
the tourism industry, a series of promotional programmes were launched to target the various potential 
groups before, during and after the Games. In 1995, the Olympic Business Roundtable (OBRT) was 
established as an umbrella organisation with representatives from government, Olympic sponsors, SOCOG 
and industry groups. OBRT launched a series of business promotion programmes which aimed to present a 
high-profile business image of Australia, one example being Investment 2000, which was designed to attract 
companies to invest in and establish branches in Australia, and another being Business Club Australia (BCA), 
which would provide a business-matching service between Australian and overseas companies (Yu 2004).  

Despite the increasing concerns and attention given to the social impact of a mega-event such as the 
Olympics (Olds 1998), the sociocultural dimension of the Sydney Games was somewhat forgotten during the 
bidding process and the following period. Except “to the extent in which the different cultures of Australia 
could be used to promote an image which might see the bid attempt succeed” (Hall 2001), no social impact 
study was undertaken by the Sydney bid team during the bidding process. After the bid was won, a 
comprehensive housing and social impact study was carried out by Cox et al. (1994), which presented a 
number of recommendations that would lead to positive social development. However, the low-income 
housing recommended in Cox’s study did not interest the NSW State Government or the Sydney Olympic 
organisation, which was more interested in higher-income housing, benefiting commercial interests and local 
revenues. Lenskyj (2002) reveals the harsh realities of the most vulnerable members of the community 
contrary to the ‘best-ever Olympic Games’ claimed by IOC president Samaranch. 

3.3 Effects 
Hosting the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games undoubtedly generated certain positive benefits. Sandy 

Hollway, the Chief Executive Officer of the 2000 Sydney Olympics, has spoken of the tangible legacy in 
terms of three categories: (1) the presence of international standard sport facilities in Sydney due to the 
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Games, (2) the improvement of urban quality due to the rehabilitation of the Homebush Bay area and (3) the 
development of economic infrastructure as an impulse of the Games, such as the airport upgrade, rail links 
and the Eastern Distributor motorway (Hollway 2001). It was a public-private partnership that saw the 
Homebush site created, with exceptional transport connections to the Sydney city region and Games “that 
captured the imagination of the nation, as a direct route to performance on a world economic stage” (Tibbott 
2001). Without the Olympics it is highly doubtful, for example, whether the regeneration of Homebush Bay 
would have been achieved within the time frame or on such a scale, or whether a new railway would have 
been built: “The win skewed the regeneration towards construction of Olympic venues, a large housing area 
and a regional park which helped Sydney’s claim of a Green Games” (Searle 2002: 850). The significant 
urban development consequences of the Green Games promise were the adoption of strong ESD principles in 
building the Athletes’ Village and the creation of Sydney’s largest urban park, Millennium Parklands, on 450 
hectares of formerly derelict land between Olympic Park and the Parramatta River. However, the impressive 
tangible spatial outcome may have been undermined by the difficulties that the two Olympic stadiums – 
Stadium Australia and the Sydney Superdome – have faced in the post-Olympic period. Since the Olympic 
Games they have experienced major financial shortfalls which threaten their viability. Despite being a 
continuous attraction to 9 million tourists annually, the two large stadiums are having difficulties in attracting 
large events or a large audience for sporting events after accommodating the huge Olympic Games crowds. 
After 2000, Homebush has been host to a handful of rugby and cricket internationals, but the attendance at 
these events hardly compares with the Olympic crowds (Searle 2002; Berlin 2003). Sue Holliday, the former 
chief planner for the Sydney Games, told a conference recently that the host city should have focused more 
broadly on a legacy programme for the Olympic site: “Sydney is paying the price”, she said (The 
Independent 2008). The Sydney Olympic Park became yet another white elephant after the Games closed 
and a long-term plan for its redevelopment, turning the site over to residential and commercial use, did not 
appear until 2005 (Lochhead 2005).  

The same dilemma is apparent in relation to the environmental legacy. As mentioned above, an 
innovative action taken by Sydney’s organisers was to develop a partnership with the NGO Greenpeace to 
outline ESD principles and bring them into practice. However, the ‘green’ credentials of the Games were 
challenged during the process (Lenskyj 1998), with a number of environmental organisations and pressure 
groups questioning whether the various commitments set out in the Environmental Guidelines would actually 
be delivered. Measures to increase the city’s airport capacity, an integral part of the Olympic development, 
were opposed by local residents, who argued that there would be adverse environmental consequences in 
terms of noise and pollution. There were media allegations that not enough work was being undertaken to 
clean up areas on the Homebush Bay site from toxic contamination, with suspected dioxin contamination 
arousing particular concern. The ‘Green’ Olympics remained, therefore, the subject of considerable 
controversy (Chalkley and Essex 1999). 

Before the Games started, several projections on the economic impact of the Sydney 2000 Olympic 
Games appeared, among which were reports by KPMG in 1993 and Arthur Anderson in 1999, both of which 
presented positive economic impact predictions. After the Games, however, doubts were raised about the 
positive legacy claim. According to Haynes (2001), the total cost of staging the Olympic Games as 
announced by NSW Treasurer Michael Egan was AU$6.5 billion. The Federal Government contributed 
AU$194 million and the private sector AU$1.3 billion, while the NSW State Government contributed 
AU$2.3 billion. Haynes believes that the Sydney Olympic Games were not the money-maker that the 1984 
Los Angeles Games were, but neither have they been a financial burden on the NSW State Government. With 
respect to the post-Olympic economic impact, Price Waterhouse Coopers (2001, in Clark 2008), a major 
source for a positive evaluation, concluded that the Sydney Olympic Games delivered substantial benefits to 
Sydney, NSW and Australia, including some AU$3 billion in business outcomes, over AU$6 billion injected 
into infrastructure in NSW, over AU$1.2 billion worth of convention business for NSW between 1993 and 
2007, over AU$6 billion in inbound tourism spending during 2001, greatly enhanced business profiles for 
Sydney, NSW and Australia through the equivalent of up to AU$6.1 billion worth of international exposure, 
and great expertise and confidence in tendering, both domestically and overseas, for large-scale projects. 
This economic impact analysis was echoed by research from Yu (2004) and Hill (2009). 

Madden (2002) extended the assessment of the economic impact of Sydney 2000, suggesting that the 
economic activity in NSW was 0.3 percent higher over the 12-year period due to the Games. Another report 
about economic legacy of Sydney 2000 pointed to the fact that the Olympics helped to create a more 
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competitive economic attitude in Australia, also pointing to the catalyst effect the Olympics have had on 
economic, cultural and social change (SOCOG 2001; Tibbott 2001). They considered that there were 
undoubtedly clear and lasting rewards for the substantial investments made with respect to many interest 
groups in the city, region and even country as a whole. However, other researchers doubt the direct link 
between the two. Weed (2008: 149) questions the accuracy of the impact measurement since “little research 
to specifically examine this issue has been conducted”, suggesting that in some cases there was “evidence of 
duplication”. Preuss (2004) reported that the long-term increase in tourism cannot be proven due to the 
drastic change after 11 September 2001. He also pointed to some miscalculation during the Games, such as 
the overbooking of hotel rooms by SOCOG and the phenomenon whereby the Olympic attraction adversely 
affected local trade during the Games. He further reminds us of the price increases suffered by the local 
community after the Games. Impact research on the Sydney Olympics undertaken by Giesecke and Madden 
(2007) seven years later actually confronted us with a net consumption loss of approximately AU$2.1 billion. 

Much research has touched upon Sydney’s impressive urban imaging process and place marketing 
strategy to promote Sydney through the Games (Hall 2001). There was widespread agreement that the 
greatest opportunities would arise due to the increased media exposure that Australia would gain as a result 
of the Games. Australia would thus become “the first Olympic host nation to take full advantage of the 
Games to vigorously pursue tourism for the benefit of the whole country”, stated Michael Payne, IOC 
Director of Marketing (Brown 2001: 15). It is interesting to highlight that the AU$12 million four-year 
Olympic strategy launched by the Australian Tourist Commission (ATC) in 1996 was a combination of 
short-term advertising campaigns, a marketing campaign and research and strategy on long-term 
image-building measures (Brown 2001). Clear indications of the positive impact of place marketing was the 
large influx of overseas visitors to Sydney during the Games and that 50-60 percent of the economic impact 
was generated by Olympic-related tourist visits and tourist spending over the ten year period between 
1994-2004 (Chalip 2000). 

The social effects of the Sydney Olympics are noticeably absent from the urban development strategy. 
Despite the event contributing to a sense of community and national spirit (Waitt 2003), the Olympics 
downplayed “community and social interests, particularly those of inner city residents”, while being 
narrowly concerned with “commercial, economic and political interests” (Hall 2001). Research by Blunden 
(2007) shows that the staging of the Olympic Games brought forward an escalation in housing costs in 
Sydney and some loss of low-income housing stock. With higher-income households the target of housing 
development, low-income earners who suffered from rental increases in traditionally cheap housing areas, 
moved away. The lack of a low-income housing programme, together with an increase in commercial 
housing development aimed at white-collar professionals, indicates a movement towards gentrification in 
many of the inner Western suburbs of Sydney near Homebush Bay. 

The contrast between the overemphasis on place marketing and economic calculation and the largely 
absent social concerns simply reveals the current context of staging a mega-event. The Sydney Olympics are 
a classic case of what Hall has claimed to be “a representative of the growth of corporatist politics in 
Australia” and the subsequent treatment of a city as a product to be packaged, marketed and sold, in which 
opinion polls substitute for public participation in the decision-making process (Hall 2001). In fact, Owen 
even argues that mega-events such as the Sydney Olympics are important redevelopment tools to be utilised 
by entrepreneurial government. His research provides sufficient examples of entrepreneurism, including “the 
centralisation of planning powers, the increasing involvement in government activities, and the relaxation of 
planning processes, result[ing] in reduced openness, accountability and public participation” (Owen 2002: 
323). Perhaps a more positive result of entrepreneurialism would be greater private investment and the 
establishment of a closer partnership between the public and private sectors to share the risks and benefits of 
the Olympic Games, with a direct consequence being the reduction of the burden placed on taxpayers. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Urban development strategies generally address challenges in both the global and local contexts. The 
intensification of global competition and capital mobility have undoubtedly resulted in national, regional and 
local governments becoming increasingly concerned with promoting local economic development through 
place marketing. A mega-event strategy such as hosting the Olympic Games is seen by host cities as a 
strategic opportunity to gain regional, national and international media exposure at low cost and a leverage 
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for generating future growth and waging a competitive struggle to attract investment capital (Andranovich et 
al. 2001). Cities have related the staging of the Olympic Games to a broader and more strategic urban 
development agenda, using the Games to “boost the urban economy, permanently reposition the city in the 
global tourist market, promote regeneration, allow the revamping of transport and service infrastructures, 
create vibrant cultural quarters, and establish a network of high-grade facilities that could serve as the basis 
for future bids” (Gold and Gold 2008: 301). The research model we introduced in this article has helped to 
depict the main factors that a host city will have to deal with in using a mega-event strategy such as the 
Olympic Games as a catalyst to stimulate its urban development process. It is evident that different cities 
have adjusted their approaches to fit particular circumstances, particularly with a view to temporal demand, 
purpose, political agendas and the locality in question. Thus, while the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, the 1992 
Barcelona Olympics and the 2000 Sydney Olympics have all been viewed as ‘successful’, each city had 
fundamentally different aims and objectives and took different approaches. Unlike Barcelona, Sydney was 
not facing an economic crisis, but it still had to find a niche in order to beat its stronger competitor in the 
bidding process, Beijing. Sydney thus appealed to the IOC’s concerns about sustainable development and 
aimed to achieve an environmental legacy. An impressive achievement, despite some controversy, Sydney 
succeeded in creating a balance between economic and environmental objectives, providing a good example 
to other potential host cities.  

In Sydney’s experience we detected an enthusiasm that many host cities share with respect to the 
long-term impact the Olympics may have on the city. The Games have become a metaphor for the pursuit of 
excellence in the world economy and for Australia in taking an international role. Sydney has made 
particular efforts in the urban imaging process to promote Australia and pursue the place marketing of 
Sydney as a new business and tourist destination. Various urban development strategies that Sydney explored 
actually addressed the same place marketing goals.  

Perhaps one of the most important concepts to have emerged from impact studies is that of the ‘legacy 
momentum’, that is, a host city’s capacity to continue to grow in the wake of the immediate post-Games 
downturn in economic activities and drive the transformation of the host city (London East Research Institute 
2007). Various studies of Sydney’s experience in staging the 2000 Olympic Games acknowledge the 
complex challenges associated with bidding for and staging the Olympic Games. However, the greatest 
challenge faced by a host city is not so much how to fast-track Olympic venue development under extreme 
time pressure, but rather what longer-term goals can be achieved and sustained after the Games leave town. 
Indeed, when IOC president Samaranch declared to the world at the closing ceremony that the Games had 
been the best ever, Sydney 2000 was seen by many as a success in engineering, communications technology, 
marketing, finance, operations management and organisational capacity. Yet, when changing the focus from 
the sixteen days of the Games to the post-Olympic period, the answer to the question concerning the legacy 
that the Olympics left Sydney is somewhat mixed. This issue has much in common with the IOC’s concerns 
about sustainable development (Furrer 2002). City leaders may well view the Olympic Games in strategic 
terms, as an opportunity to gain regional, national and international exposure at a relatively low cost. 
However, they also face a huge and complex task in addressing financial, spatial and temporal challenges 
prior to and during the Games, not to mention the enormous investment in resources needed, and the large 
number of actors involved in the development process. Subject to time pressure and without careful 
consideration of the long-term impact, Olympic venues may become ‘white elephants’ after the Games have 
taken place, isolated in their city landscapes (Furrer 2002; Cashman 2002). In such situations, rather than 
economic benefits, the host city may be left with huge debts that take many years to repay. Moreover, the 
promises of social benefits made to local communities may well prove to be empty, with the circumstances 
of vulnerable groups potentially worsening, rather than improving. The contradictions and controversies 
surrounding the Summer Olympic Games may thus have significant implications for the lives of people 
living in host cities, and are therefore worthy of increased attention on the part of policymakers and planners. 
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ABSTRACT : In the first decade of this century, cities have again become meeting points and market places 
that form the basis for urban innovation and new economic developments. Sun and shadow are essential 
conditions for innovation. Most innovations are born in the 'shadow' of attention and policy. The 'sunny side' 
offers opportunities for growth and harvesting of success. Between the sun and shadow side are 
organizations that create conditions for innovation: innovation engines. We will argue that innovating cities 
must create conditions for meeting between the sun-side and shadow.  
 
KEYWORDS : Innovation, creative industries, urban economy, governance strategies, flexible 
organizations, entrepreneurs, connectivity 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
  

Since early 2009 the media reports about a new virus, the Mexican flu has not been out of the news. 
Virologists from around the world warned from day one of a global outbreak. And indeed, the virus spread 
all over the world, first within North America spreading from Mexico to the United States, before moving on 
to Western countries and finally moving to all continents from country to country and city to city. Since June 
6th 2009, there is officially a global flu pandemic. In the Netherlands, the National Institute for Health and 
Environment (RIVM) warned that within the Netherlands residents of the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area are 
most likely to be infected by the Mexican flu. The logical explanation is that Amsterdam is not only the 
largest city in the country, but also a place where millions of people – Dutch and foreign – meet and thus can 
be infected.  

Fortunately as a global meeting point and marketplace Amsterdam offers more than the high risk of 
catching Mexican flu. It also provides opportunities for many other, more pleasant forms of 'infection' for 
example innovative ideas. This is a feature that certainly goes back to the 17th century. Initially, commercial 
fleets sailed the oceans with Amsterdam as home harbor. Later the tolerant climate of the city attracted new 
populations of Huguenots and Sephardic Jews and in the 1960’s the hippies. Today Amsterdam is a global 
marketplace, for by example aviation, finance, Internet, but (unfortunately) also criminals, and drug 
trafficking. And as a rule for a marketplace, viruses like the Mexican flu spread around easily.  

 Cities are meeting points and market places which experience economic and social developments 
and are constantly changing. Urban areas are characterized by a high degree of social and economic 
complexity, coupled with multiple management issues, where new forms of cooperation (governance) 
emerge. Since the 90s of the last century, many cities have experienced a revival. After decades of 
suburbanization, cities are again becoming popular. Hereby, creative industries play an important role 
because they bring back economic activity and vibrancy into the heart of the city. The creative city is the 
opposite of the industrial city. New development also raises new questions (new urban questions). In which 
parts of the city will creative industries establish? Does displacement happen? Who are the representatives of 
creative industries? 

Worldwide there is a lot of insight into these questions, also with regards to the Amsterdam 
Metropolitan Area. Creative industries are the focal point of spatial-economic policy in this region. 
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Amsterdam is looking for opportunities to become a global meeting point and marketplace for creative 
industries. The underlying idea behind this policy is that competition with other European regions is 
becoming increasingly important. Amsterdam is part of the sub top of European regions. In Europe, the 
differences between the ‘sub top’ urban regions are very small. The challenge is to maintain this position and 
improve growing economic clusters. In this regard creative industries offer a good opportunity. The sector 
has a high profile in the region and is also a global growth industry. In fashion, the gaming industry, 
architecture, graphic design, Amsterdam plays an important role.  

Economic growth depends on many factors, the price of oil, birth waves and catastrophes on a global 
scale to the opening of a new highway and nice summer weather at the local level. In this article we will 
focus on creative industries. For economic growth in this economic cluster innovation is above all else the 
crucial factor. Creativity is innovation. Worldwide cities are struggling with the question how innovations in 
creative industries are born and how creative entrepreneurs can be encouraged and supported. In this light it 
is interesting that in Amsterdam creative industries have grown even during the recessioni. It's in the DNA of 
Amsterdam that the city is attractive for innovation and a global meeting point and marketplace for creative 
industries. This is remarkable because creative industries - in contrast to traditional economic sectors like 
industry – receive almost no financial support from the government. Many innovation programs are based on 
government involvement and significant financial support. In creative industries this is not the case. It raises 
the question if creative industries are growing despite or because of government support and involvement?  

In this paper we address the question of innovation in creative industries. In spring 2009, research 
was done into the strength of connectivity of Creative Amsterdam through surveys, interviews and 
workshops. This paper is based on the result of this research. We will show that in this sector innovation 
occurs in an entirely different setting, where networking and new coalitions play an important role. It creates 
a context for new organizations, so called innovation engines. Case studies in Amsterdam show that quarrels, 
love and jealousy also lead to innovations. Emotional relationships have a positive effect on innovation. It 
does not mean that innovations in creative industries emerge spontaneously. As in traditional economic 
sectors, the development of an innovative idea is a matter of hard work, and investment in time and money. 
But creative entrepreneurs require different conditions for an urban working environment than technical whiz 
kids and professors. Casual encounters play an important role, as in the case of the spread of the Mexican flu. 
It leads to the (eternal) question how to stimulate luck (of innovation in the creative sector)? If connectivity 
between people and organizations is a precondition for innovation, how can connectivity be stimulated? 

Before answering this question, we will first discuss new ways of innovation in creative industries. 
We will then go on to give an insight into the features (DNA) of the Amsterdam creative industries. In 
particular, we will focus on the contribution of an innovation engine to the creative industries. Finally we 
turn back to the question how innovation in creative industries can contribute to the new urban economy.  

 
2 INNOVATION IN KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY 

 
In a traditional (industrial) approach, innovation is an intellectual task performed by technical 

specialists in a laboratory-like setting. Innovation in this context is the result of clever whiz kids or brilliant 
professors. In the knowledge economy, other factors lead to innovationii. Of course, whiz kids and professors 
are still important, but far more relevant for innovation are people who are making connections and creating 
new coalitions. Innovators in the knowledge economy have extensive networks from various disciplines. 
Innovations are often, the result of new, spontaneous coalitions and cooperation between people. The biggest 
threat to innovation is that parties only make contact with their existing network. This will not lead to new 
ideas, because many as yet unseen solutions and original ideas will not be thought of. People remain within 
their own group or network. In city development it leads to the situation where by a once original idea is 
copied all around the world, despite the unique features of every urban area. See for example the concepts of 
Central Business Districts or waterfront city. They can be found everywhere in the same appearance. How to 
think about so called Brain Clusters and Science Parks? In little more than a decade, these concepts have 
spread all over the world in almost identical form. The reproduction of best practices is usually the maximum 
achievable for many cities. Higher quality, more original ideas, remains out of sight.  

Innovation is essentially developing a good idea (invention, discovery, performance), and drawing 
together a network that could help the idea to grow. For innovation, networks and new alliances are of great 
importance. Innovation requires new connections, crossovers of private corporations, government and 
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research institutions. There are many examples of successful innovation of border crossing behavior. A well-
known success is the alliance between Philips and Douwe Egberts, which resulted in a totally different 
concept for coffee, the Senseo. The Connection between McDonalds and Disney cartoon characters gave us 
‘Happy Meals’. It proved to be a very profitable combination. More recently, cooperation between Heineken 
and Krups, has led to the beer tender. But also in the public domain examples can be found of innovation 
being generated through new connections. In the Netherlands, a meeting between a real estate developer and 
a waste processor led to the concept of skiing on waste. In a similar way a kindergarten was founded in an 
old elderly persons home by a smart teacher looking for a new location. Another example is the combination 
of education and neighborhood development by restaurants that are run by students. The English cook Jamie 
Oliver had even molded it in a format: ‘Fifteen’. The success of innovation in the knowledge economy 
comes not from regular processes and repeatable project management, but from sudden ideas and creative 
chaos. The challenge is to search for new concepts, new organizations that can facilitate this kind of 
innovation. On the one hand these new organizations need to offer space for innovation and new allies whilst 
at the same time they also protect public interest and offer a framework to avoid abuse of public funds.  

The creation of innovation engines is a recent development in response to this need. In the 
Netherlands, in 2003, the national government established the national Innovation Platform, a think tank of 
directors in public administration, top scientists and captains of industry. The most remarkable and 
(sometimes painful) experience in the first years of the Innovation Platform was the organizational and 
political struggle surrounding innovationiii . It led to a series of lessons for conditions for innovations. One of 
which is to have a common purpose or vision on which to fall back on. Another is the creation of a cluster of 
businesses, educational and research institutes and government. Cooperation within such a cluster can launch 
a flywheel. Modern history shows various examples of flywheels, such as the chip industry in Taiwan, wind 
energy in Denmark and mobile telephone technology in Finland. In the United States, Silicon Valley would 
never have become a world leading IT-district without the presence of Stanford University and the 
continuous flux of contracts (money) from the Pentagon. 

Innovation systems arise not only by chance, but may actually be stimulated by the creation of 
‘fertile ground’. Components are physical proximity, the development of 'same language' and the availability 
of funds and venture capital. Also with these conditions innovation depends to a large extent on 'luck' and 
spontaneous development of meaningful relationships between peopleiv. To increase the likelihood of luck, 
organizations can be created that foster innovation. 

  
2.1 Innovation between sunlight and shadow 

“Let’s put a little Van Dijck brown where this small tree is growing.” Bob Ross painted his mystical 
landscapes in front of millions of viewers. He had exceptional talent. Most artworks are created in cluttered 
workshops on remote locations. Most art is born in ‘the shade'; places outside the immediate focus of 
decision makers, businesses, media and regulation. It is the on the edge of policy and the unknown. The 
shadow side of policy is a fertile place for new ideas and innovations. Usually they occur by accident, it is 
almost always a conscious decision to seek the shade.  

But innovation can not remain in the shadow forever. Outside the shade and in the sun, new ideas get 
attention and they can find a commercial market. With the help of others, innovations can also be enriched 
into interesting products. At the same time ideas in the sun get confronted with issues that may undermine 
their innovative character, such as subsidy-dependence, regulation, bureaucracy, and such like. Take for 
example Amy Winehouse: too much fame, money and attention has harmed her talent as singer-songwriter. 
The challenge is to find a balance between the shadow where innovations can be born and the sun side where 
ideas can grow further.  

The area where sunlight and shadow find their balance can be referred to as the ‘in-between-land’, 
see figure 1. It offers space where new connections can be made, which usually do not pop up in everyday 
life. ‘In-between-land’ is not closely regulated so new forms of collaboration and innovation can grow. It 
gives space to form new connections and try new things, regardless of daily obligations and corporate 
obligations. It gives freedom and is a place to share ideas and knowledge. In-between-land offers a humus 
layer where new products and services grow. It consists of networks that can produce unexpected 
opportunities. Failures are part of the game and should be accepted and even cherished.  
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Figure 1          innovation in between shadow and sun side 

  
2.2       Innovation engines and the strength of connections 

An important feature of ‘in-between-land’ is that it has no center of power. The organizer of such a 
network is a facilitator and does not impose his will on to the participantsv. Innovation engines are ideally 
suited for this role. They form a link between different parties, each with its own characteristics, needs and 
background. To describe the way these intermediary organizations promote cooperation and interaction we 
talk about the ‘strength of connections’. This goes further than crossovers between parties. Strength of 
connections is a strategy aimed at connecting the shadow and sun side of innovation. On one hand, 
innovation engines must create conditions for bottom-up innovation. On the other hand they have to pay 
attention to securing visible results. Expertise, independence and integrity are essential preconditions for an 
innovation engine. Other requirements are persuasionvi and the ability to connect to parties (Teisman, 2005). 
In the next section we will look how an innovation engine in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area has fulfilled 
this role.  

  
3 INNOVATION ENGINE ‘CREATIVE AMSTERDAM’  
 

The emergence of creative industries illustrates the transformation of the industrial age into a 
knowledge economy. In this economy production and thinking are increasingly separated. Apple (iMac, 
IPod) has shown that a large proportion of the value of products is no longer the product itself, but the 
symbolic meaning and design of it. The importance of this symbolism is increasing in a society where people 
are searching for identity. Creative entrepreneurs are the producers of these symbolic goods. In the 
knowledge economy they take a more prominent position.  

However, creative industries are not an isolated economy. They are part of larger value chains. For 
example, the fashion industry is dependent on textile producers, distribution centers, sewing workshops, 
retail etc. These sub-sectors are not covered by the definition of creative industries, but are indispensable to 
it. The gaming industry, a booming industry, is not even referred to in the current definition of creative 
industries in the Netherlands.  

Creative industries are probably the most distinct form of the knowledge economy. Traditional 
growth patterns are hardly applicable, because employment is not a good indicator of success. Creative 
entrepreneurs are often not interested in quantitative growth, because it brings bureaucracy and managerial 
issues. More often increasing production is outsourced, so entrepreneurs can focus on creativity. The number 
of start-ups is a better indicator. The problem here is that independent entrepreneurs are poorly registered and 
their role in traditional economic terms is constantly changing. For example, a person who is graphic 
designer during the day can become an artist at night when performing as a VJ to earn some more money. 
Another problem with pinpointing creative entrepreneurs is that their market can not be unequivocally linked 
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to one region. In the Netherlands cities compete with each other for their creative identity. Amsterdam is the 
centre; other cities with a creative cluster are Eindhoven, Arnhem, Utrecht and Rotterdam. For creative 
entrepreneurs the hierarchy of creative cities is a theoretical discussion. They continually switch between a 
daily urban system and (inter)national networks. Creative entrepreneurs are thus typical examples of 
'glocalization': think global, act local. 

Creative industries bring economic development back into the heart of the city, and there they leave 
their traces. Compared with the externally oriented industrial sector, creative entrepreneurs are literally and 
figuratively standing in the center of urban society. They give new perspectives on urban areas that were 
long hidden: old working class neighborhoods, abandoned docks, vacant offices and other fringes of the city. 
In places where the creative industries locate, they create dynamic environments for both businesses and 
residents. The added value in property or social attraction by this type of development is still insufficiently 
recognized.  

 
3.1 The DNA of creative industries Amsterdam  
 On a global level, Amsterdam is known for its 17th century canals. For creative entrepreneurs the 
city centre as business-location is much too expensive. Start-ups and small businesses are looking for the 
fringes of the city. On a local scale it leads to new meeting points and marketplaces for creative industries. 
For example in the 80s and 90s, the 19th century neighborhood ‘De Pijp’ has underwent a metamorphosis 
into a yuppie district. A more recent development is that of the NDSM shipyard, on the northern IJ-
riverbank. Less than ten years ago this area was a forgotten corner of the city where city nomads, junkies and 
seedy businesses where in charge. Now it is a hotspot for creative industries, including MTV Europe and 
IDTV. The success of the NDSM shipyard is indicative of the DNA of Amsterdam. The tolerant climate, 
history of trading, multilingualism and more make the city attractive to international creative entrepreneurs. 
The presence of the Amsterdam internet exchange (AMS-IX), the financial center and Schiphol Airport 
contribute to a high degree of connectivity. At the same time the authenticity and attractiveness of the 
Amsterdam city centre gives the city the right profile for its further development as a creative global 
marketplace.  

The dynamics of the creative industries and the relatively new nature of them, means that there are 
no proven instruments for development and innovation. Copying a concept like ‘Waterfront city’ or ‘Science 
Park’ is not possible. New concepts, new ideas had to be found. In 2007, this led to the establishment of 
Creative Amsterdam, a program office for creative industries in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area. In 
general, the center offers support to young and developing creative entrepreneurs. The sixteen founders 
consist off seven local councils, three provinces, three development companies, two chambers of commerce 
and the national government. The Amsterdam Innovation Motor, Task Force Innovation Utrecht and the 
development corporation Flevoland are responsible for implementing the programs. Today Creative 
Amsterdam is working for 14 different (sub) sectors in creative industries. The organization has an almost 
impossible task: each sub sector has its own dynamics, development, characteristics and entrepreneurial 
climate. A ‘handbook for the creative industries’ does not exist.  

 
3.2 Innovation engine Creative Amsterdam   

Creative Amsterdam has focused on three activities: the pooling of knowledge, services and 
promotion of the region. In figure 2, the estimation by entrepreneurs and institutions of these activities is 
scored in twelve measurable indicators. It provides some interesting insights. 

 First, there is a mismatch between the measurement by entrepreneurs of the virtual office (web 
portal) and the focus on it by Creative Amsterdam. Since its foundation in 2007 Creative Amsterdam has 
invested a lot of time in building a website and a knowledge portal. With 9000 hits a month the website 
attracts a lot of users. The website is also a good communication tool for the 16 partners. However, creative 
entrepreneurs are critical about the commercial opportunities of the site. In an interview one entrepreneur 
had the following comment to make: A beautiful website alone does not generate revenue.  

Another interesting insight is the difference between creative entrepreneurs and institutions on 
services.  Institutions (government and education) highly measure activities as the delivery of services and 
the coaching of starting and growing businesses. It’s their daily work. But unfortunately it does not match the 
need of creative entrepreneurs. Interviews showed that these activities fulfill a need, especially for smaller 
companies. 
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The need and desire of creative industries centers on creating meeting points for networking and 
business-to-business activity. Providing opportunities for connecting ideas, people and practices in an open 
environment, is essential to being able to discover and take advantage of new opportunities. This is the 
strength of the innovation engine Creative Amsterdam. Above all, creative entrepreneurs want meeting 
points and market places in a non-committal way. The range of meeting activities for creative industries -
whether or not organized by Creative Amsterdam - is great. The challenge is to continue to monitor whether 
the diversity meets the actual needs of creative entrepreneurs. Innovation in the kind of meeting activities 
and commercial possibilities is an absolute must. The Amsterdam Fashion Week is a prime example. This 
annual festival of Amsterdam fashion gets a lot of media attention, but commercial partners do hardly 
participate. For creative entrepreneurs the Amsterdam Fashion Week is commercially of little interest.  

Creative Amsterdam can stimulate innovation if the organization pays attention to the need of 
creative entrepreneurs. They can do it this by creating an in-between-land, a humus layer of information and 
services, where creative entrepreneurs can engage with each connection. This increases the chances of the 
emergence of interesting crossovers and innovation.  
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Figure 2 Measurement Creative Entrepreneurs and Institutions of Innovation engine 

Creative Amsterdam 
 

3.3 Added value and coincidence 
The use of economic models to measure the added value of creative industries is subject of fierce 

debate. It is not for nothing that Richard Florida’s book ‘The Rise of the Creative Class’ attracted so much 
attention. Florida showed a crucial link between urban growth and the presence of a creative class. In 
general, government authorities as sponsors and financers need economic models for measuring added value 
of creative industries. The problem is that simple economic models do not exist.  As we described before, is 
not possible to put creative industries into current frameworks with simple models. Small businesses and 
start-ups are a particular blind spot. The social value gets underestimated and although increased values are 
more often being established in locations where creative industries locate they don’t get taken account when 
calculating the added value in economic terms.   

Our point is that discussions on economic models distract from the question how innovation can be 
stimulated. Curiosity must come from both sides: creative entrepreneurs are stimulated to visit industry and 
traditional business in search of business, but established economic clusters don’t seek out the creative 
industries. Captains of industry stay in their offices and factories. More or less the same can be said about 
government organizations and knowledge institutions. They expect creative entrepreneurs to visit them and 
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on their terms. In this situation lots of opportunities to add economic value will be missed because all worlds 
(business, government and knowledge) are of importance for innovation.  

Innovation engines, such as Creative Amsterdam, have as part of their assignment the task of 
bringing these different worlds together. An interesting initiative of Creative Amsterdam are the so called 
'black box' projects. You won’t find these projects in any program as they emerged spontaneously (by 
chance). These activities have been very successful. The black box projects have demonstrated that 
innovation depends on drawing together different worlds. A particularly good example of this is the Business 
of Design Week in Hong Kong. In December 2008 more than 300 Dutch creative entrepreneurs attended the 
Business of Design Week in Hong Kong. This largest trade delegation in Dutch history was an 
unprecedented success. Not only a new market could be tapped, at least as important were the meetings 
between the creative entrepreneurs themselves. As a direct result, architects and game designers have 
invented new forms of 3D visualization in architecture. Another black box –project was the ‘Do-not-do-it -
yourself gatherings’. These where meetings where start-up entrepreneurs got to meet informally and were 
able to gather basic information for their start-up. Since its launch, the meetings are very busy and popular. 

It is important to make innovation tangible. Creative industries ask for new ways of looking and 
measuring added value, compared to traditional economic models. Knowledge institutions can play a role in 
finding these new models. In the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area, universities and knowledge institutions do 
not participate the innovation engine. The creation of a triple helix of government, industry and education 
and knowledge institutions can be the next step. Brainport Eindhoven and Innovation Taskforce Utrecht are 
examples in the Netherlands of innovation engines that are based on the concept of triple helix. 

Finally, the case study of Creative Amsterdam has showed that a small office and limited budget 
contribute to the general goal of innovation. Creative Amsterdam is bounded by the government but operated 
independently. Out of sight of politics, Creative Amsterdam was able to work on building up the confidence 
of business partners. A small organization offers flexibility and strength.  

 
3.4 Innovating between branches and scales 

Creative Amsterdam is active in a field of innovation engines, branch organizations, governments 
and local institutions. There is much overlap in activities between these organizations. This raises the 
question about the distinctive character of Creative Amsterdam. So far, Creative Amsterdam has showed that 
it can create new networks and new connections between partners in creative industries, traditional industries 
and institutions. They are more easily accessible than their counterparts which means that for start-ups and 
small businesses it can fulfill a useful role by serving as a service counter for different organizations.  

Creative Amsterdam has the Metropolitan Area as principal sponsor. The network approach implies 
that innovation is not bounded by any geographical demarcation. The innovation engine Creative Amsterdam 
does not stop at the border of the Metropolitan Area. In the interest of economic growth, Creative 
Amsterdam must have space to move along the borders of the region. Even if as a result, it indirectly 
stimulates creative industries in other regions in the Netherlands. It is logical that a young fashion designer 
from Arnhem, a city near the German border, presents himself in foreign countries as ‘an inhabitant of a city 
near Amsterdam’. On a global scale Amsterdam is by far the most important meeting point and marketplace 
for creative industries in the Netherlands. This is deeply rooted in the DNA of the city. Creative Amsterdam 
should not be bounded by any geographical border to stimulate innovation in creative industries in 
Amsterdam. In fact the organization is an innovation engine for the whole sector in The Netherlands. 
Therefore overlap between Creative Amsterdam with other organizations is inevitable. Making restrictions 
for innovation would harm the effectiveness of the organization.  

 
4 MEETING POINTS AND MARKETPLACES FOR INNOVATION IN  CREATIVE 

INDUSTRIES 
 
In the first decade of the 21st century, cities are again a basis for economic development, not at least 

because of the rise of the creative industries. For the first time in decades, cities are growing in importance as 
a location for people and businesses. Creative industries and its representatives, creative entrepreneurs and 
start-ups are carriers of these exciting developments. The economic cluster is ‘young’, undefined and not 
fixed in patterns. It also means that there are no standard concepts and patterns how innovation in creative 
industries can be encouraged. Although the language in the creative industries suggests a predictable way of 
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working, in the use of terms like urban factories and city labs, innovations in creative industries seldom 
come about in laboratories and factories.  

For creative entrepreneurs, innovation is much more a social and interactive process. An idea or 
prototype that is born in the shadow of an atelier or studio can grow through interaction in the sun. To 
describe the space between the shadow and sun side we have introduced the idea of ‘in-between-land’: a 
difficult definable playing field of creative entrepreneurs, financiers, governments and research institutions.  

Innovation engines operate between extremes: between the sun-side and shadow side of policy 
between business and government, between commerce and innovation. They function between organizations 
with different aspirations, expectations, language, cultures and objectives. Innovation engines can help by 
building new networks and promising coalitions. Nobody denies that government, business, knowledge 
institutions and creative entrepreneurs have different work methods and operating instructions. An 
organization that can create connections, translate and mediate between these different worlds has a distinct 
value. It is the task of innovation to bridge the gap between the different blood groups without removing the 
differences.  

 
Creative Amsterdam is an innovation engine for the creative sector in the Amsterdam Metropolitan 

Area. A comprehensive exploration of other innovation engines in the Netherlands has shown that they work 
towards innovation in a similar manner as Creative Amsterdam. They facilitate members, promote the sector 
and organize meetings. They also work in in-between-land: between shadow and sun-side of policy and 
attention. We will conclude this paper with ten factors that should determine the work of innovation engines 
in creative industries:  
1. The organization should have a clear vision of how to strengthen the creative economy in a sustainable 

way. Founding an innovation engine is one possible instrument for achieving this vision but is never a 
goal in itself.  

2. Innovation engines should have a broad mission which leaves space for new ideas and flexibility. Strict 
definitions of objectives and focus on economic added value prevent the spontaneity of the innovation 
process.  

3. An innovation engine is a small, flexible and temporary organization, which functions outside 
bureaucracy and line-management. Once innovation engines feel the need to organize and manage and/or 
become part of an existing (bureaucratic) structure, they lose their value.  

4. Innovation engines need to operate in the shadow. The objective (innovation) and the target audience 
(creative entrepreneurs) are supposed to shine in the sun. The innovation engine should be secondary to 
the goal.  

5. Innovation engines in creative industries should focus on start-ups and small businesses. Large and 
established companies find their own way and are often facilitated by other branch organizations.  

6. It is impossible to define geographical boundaries for innovation engines. Accept blind spots and overlap 
of activities and organizations. 

7. The most important instruments for innovation engines are creating space for meeting and making 
coalitions and networks which enable entrepreneurs to do business, build new coalitions and enlarge 
their network.  

8. For innovation engines ‘trust’ between partners is of great value. They should invest a lot of time and 
energy into building up trust. This can take time.  

9. As a basic condition for innovation, innovation engines must create a humus layer. Components of this 
are practical everyday services, judicial and financial know-how and (the way to) housing and 
workspace.  

10. Innovation engines are the link between natural partners of innovation: entrepreneurs, government and 
education and knowledge institution.  

 
Innovation doesn’t only depend on ‘luck’. It is possible to create conditions, which increase the 

likelihood of spontaneous innovations. In this paper we have examined the role of innovation engines in 
creating meeting points and market places for innovation in creative industries. These meeting places most 
often don’t arise in upper class areas or Central Business Districts, but on the fringes of the city: in former 
port areas, warehouses and old city districts. These spots are hidden gems for creative industries. The tragedy 
of the sector is that once these breeding grounds come to stand in the spotlight, it is extremely difficult to 
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maintain the innovative climate. If the masses discover the location, the prices rise at the expense of the 
innovative character.  

So, where ever you are in the world, if you know an exciting meeting point and marketplace for 
creative industries, keep it a secret within your local area. In that way you will be able to prolong its appeal.  
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ABSTRACT: The competitiveness of particular cities in cultural industries, one of the mainstays of 
post-industrial urban economies, is often thought to depend on historically-evolved local production systems 
and thick localized institutional webs. By examining employment trends from 1899 onwards in cultural 
industries in the four largest cities of polycentric the Netherlands, this paper aims to ascertain whether or not 
particular cities maintain long-term advantages in this sector as a whole or in particular branches of cultural 
production. As such, the endurance of local specialization in these network- and knowledge-dependent 
sectors will become apparent. This paper also examines the long-term geographical dynamics of different 
cultural industries to explore the specific factors that make cultural industries prone to path-dependent 
embedding in particular urban contexts (geographical path reproduction) or, conversely, to periodical 
diffusion and new path creation. Quantitative employment data presented will be complemented with 
qualitative information about the evolution of the industries and cities examined to provide better insight into 
these factors, as well as into the influence of policy interventions on these industries’ geographical dynamic 
in the Netherlands during the twentieth century.   
KEYWORDS: Urban Economy, Cultural Industries, Path Dependency, Competitiveness, The Netherlands 
 
 
1   INTRODUCTION 
 
Presently, the so-called ‘cultural industries’, the producers of aesthetic or symbolic commodities, are often 
assigned a pivotal role in aligning post-industrial urban societies with the new economic realities of 
globalization. Consequently, many national and city government try to stimulate cultural production, such as 
architectural design, publishing, or media broadcasting, in their cities. But much remains unclear about the 
geographical dynamic of cultural industries. Most scholars agree that cultural industries thrive primarily in 
vibrant urban settings, but the origins of local competitiveness in these industries and the potential role of 
policy intervention in stimulating such competitiveness have been the subject of much debate. Broadly 
speaking, two conflicting perspectives have emerged within the academic, mostly economic geographical, 
literature that deals with the particular urban characteristics and spatial contexts that nurture competitiveness 
in cultural industries. Taking a voluntarist and interventionist perspective, one influential strain of thought 
has posited that local policies may stimulate local creative production and creative economic activity by 
establishing and encouraging particular types of urban amenities that attract members of a supposedly 
highly-mobile creative class (Landry, 2000; Florida, 2002). In this view, local competitiveness in cultural 
production is mainly a function of the presence of a particular type of talented individuals that can be 
attracted through policy interventions. Others, adopting an evolutionary approach to the development of 
cultural industries, locate competitiveness in complex local webs of specialized institutions, social networks 
and practices that take a relatively long time to develop rather than in atomistic talented creatives that freely 
move around, arguing that processes of historical local industry evolution weigh more heavily than 
short-term policy projects in shaping the cultural industry potential of a city (Amin and Thrift, 1995; Scott, 
2000, Kloosterman, 2004).       
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While the voluntarist argument has been defended largely on the basis of sketchy and doubtful data 
(Peck, 2005), the evolutionary view has so far also largely lacked systematic empirical backing with its 
proponents basing themselves mainly on a fairly loose collection of instances in which particular cultural 
industries evolve for long spans of time around specific hotspots, such as in the case of Hollywood film 
production, Broadway theater or Milan fashion (Scott, 2005; Wenting, 2008). This paper seeks to test the 
implication of the evolutionary view that local advantages in (particular forms of) cultural production 
generally do not emerge, or are created, instantaneously but develop gradually and are maintained over long 
spans of time, by geographically mapping employment trends in several cultural industries in the 
Netherlands for a period of over a century. This quantitative analysis focuses in particular on the country’s 
four major cities, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, and the degree to which employment in 
cultural industries was over- or underrepresented there at different times during the period 1899-2005. 
Overrepresentation implies local specialization and is expressed in a location quotient (LQ), the share of an 
industry in a city’s overall local employment divided by the industry’s share in the nation’s overall 
employment, that exceeds 1.1 These LQs are constructed on the basis of occupational census data available 
through the national Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) and allow an (albeit preliminary) analysis pertaining 
to two important questions in urban, historical and economic geographical research. The first relates to the 
cultural, creative and economic attractiveness of cities as the cultural industries are not only (increasingly 
important) sources of direct employment, they may, through their creative production of symbolism and 
aesthetic forms, also indirectly stimulate economic activity (by attracting tourists for example) and generally 
contribute to a stimulating living and working environment that draws people to (large) cities. The degree to 
which the four major cities of the Netherlands have consistently exhibited concentrations of cultural 
production activity may thus shed some light on the general attractiveness of these urban centers throughout 
the twentieth century and into the present millennium. 

Exploring the extent to which the mutual positioning of the four cities has changed or remained 
stable in terms of cultural industries LQs allows us to assess the importance of long local historical 
trajectories in shaping competitiveness in these industries. Long-term stability of particular cities’ 
performance in this sense suggests that competitiveness in cultural industries depends not merely on general 
urban mass and character, but on well-established local ‘art worlds’ (Becker, 1982) which may be hard to 
copy elsewhere, especially in the short term. In the Netherlands in particular, the geographical dynamic of 
cultural industries provides a good window unto the weight of local history in determining the strength of 
local cultural industries. The Netherlands, a highly polycentric country, lacks a single, ‘natural’ metropolitan 
and cultural center. All four cities examined are part of the Randstad conurbation, a paradigmatic example of 
a multi-nuclear urban region (Hoyler et al., 2008; Lambregts, 2008; Kloosterman and Lambregts, 2001, 
2007). They are relatively close together and interconnected so that mobility between them is fairly easy, for 
producers as well as consumers of cultural industries. Nevertheless, each city has its own historically formed 
and distinct local character. This case thus enables an assessment of the importance of differences in local 
characteristics under conditions of strong interrelatedness that make the potential for inter-urban 
redistributions of activities relatively high. 

Studies that systematically map the long-term geographical dynamic of cultural industries are scarce 
(cf. Wenting, 2008) and the quantitative data provided here may thus provide valuable insights into the 
importance of local industry evolution and path dependence. Employment data can only reveal part of an 
evolutionary dynamic of cultural industries, however, as such the evolutionary perspective emphasizes the 
importance of slowly built-up local social networks, institutions, expertise and reputations in forming the 
complex local production systems, or clusters (Porter, 2000), that underpin competitive cultural production. 
Such clusters are characterized by sophisticated internal divisions of labor and complex patterns of mutual 
competition and collaboration between different co-located actors and institutions engaged in related 
productive practices. These actors and institutions are interdependent in different ways and their interactions 
collectively resemble highly-developed ‘ecologies’ in which much specialized knowledge is exchanged and 
mutual services are provided (Grabher, 2001). Such mechanisms that root cultural production in a particular 

                                                           
1 For the calculation of all LQs we have excluded employment in agriculture, fishing and game hunting from 
employment totals to remove a strong bias towards high cultural industries LQs in the major cities, because 
these rural forms of employment obviously had little impact there, whereas they did (at least during the first 
half of the twentieth century) account for a substantial share of Dutch national employment.  
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place remain invisible in a purely quantitative analysis. This is why we will tentatively complement the 
employment data with some qualitative information on the organization and histories of the different cultural 
industries in the Netherlands in order to gain at least a preliminary understanding of the factors that 
contributed to the reproduction or change of the industries’ geographical patterns of employment.  

In what follows, we will first present the historical geographical dynamic in the Netherlands of five 
separate cultural industries, the arts, broadcasting media, the publishing industry, architectural design, and 
the advertising industry. These different branches of cultural production are all sizeable and emblematic 
cultural industries drawn from the three main categories into which the cultural sector is often divided: arts, 
media and entertainment, and creative business services (Pratt, 2004; Stam et al., 2008). These industries 
differ in terms of their relations to space (e.g. the mobility of their products), their age (the arts and 
publishing are much older industries than broadcasting and advertising), and their degree of artistic 
autonomy or, conversely, their market dependence, all of which may impact their geographical dynamic. 
After that, the long-term cultural performance and specialization of the four different cities will be analyzed. 
In conclusion, the long-term relation between large Dutch cities in general and cultural industries will be 
discussed, as well as the importance of path-dependent specialization. Furthermore, some factors and 
processes that reproduce local competitiveness in cultural industries over extended periods of time, or change 
that competitiveness in positive or negative ways, will be identified.         
 
2   SEPARATE CULTURAL INDUSTRIES 
 
The cultural industries include a wide array of fields of production, ranging from publishing and the graphic 
industry to theater. What these industries have in common is that they dictate styles, need to innovate 
continually, and produce as commodities the beauty or symbolism that we refer to as cultural. In all cultural 
industries, value is created mainly through the appearance, presentation and aesthetic impact of products and 
services rather than through their functionality. However, when it comes to their geographical dynamics and 
relations to places (and place-specific historical trajectories), important differences exist between these 
industries and distinctions can be made between them along different dimensions. The degree of product 
mobility, for example, differs per industry: books are more easily transported than theater performances. The 
height of entry barriers also differs per industry. Activities such as film production generally require 
relatively high initial investments whereas the production of paintings often does not.  
 Differences such as these may influence the degree to which production in a specific cultural 
industry is place-bound or amenable to local policy intervention. To gain a fuller understanding of the 
rootedness of cultural economic activity in particular Dutch cities, the geographical distribution and 
long-term geographical dynamics of separate cultural industries in the Netherlands will be compared here. 
This comparison may also contribute to discussions regarding the breadth of economically-productive 
‘creativity’, as it will show to what extent, within the Dutch context, local creative prowess spills over from 
one cultural industry to another. If all cultural industries concentrate equally in the same cities, then a general 
artistic atmosphere is a valuable asset in a city’s economy and efforts should be made to enhance such an 
atmosphere and attract and retain ‘creative’ people. If, on the other hand, separate industries are distributed 
differently across cities and display fairly autonomous dynamics, that would indicate that cultural industries 
thrive on local specialization and on industry-specific practices, expertise and institutions that presumably 
take time to evolve. Table 1 summarizes the historical development of the location quotients of Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht in employment in the five separate cultural industries discussed below.  
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Table 1 City LQ’s and rankings in five different cultural industries, 1899-2005 
 
   1899  1920  1930  1947  1960  1993  2000  2005 
Advertising  Amsterdam  -  -  3.52 (1)  2.99 (1)  3.38 (1)  2.75 (1)  2.50 (1)  2.47 (1) 
  Rotterdam  -  -  2.06 (2)  1.99 (2)  1.68 (3)  1.00 (2)  0.99 (2)  1.03 (3) 
  The Hague  -  -  1.61 (3)  1.42 (3)  1.87 (2)  0.81 (3)  0.89 (3)  0.84 (4) 
  Utrecht  -  -  0.86 (4)  1.00 (4)  -  0.49 (4)  0.73 (4)  1.29 (2) 
Architecture  Amsterdam  1.43 (2)  1.64 (2)  1.16 (2)   1.32 (2)  1.38 (2)  1.01 (3)  0.75 (4)  0.69 (4) 
  Rotterdam  1.37 (3)  1.04 (4)  0.86 (4)   1.04 (4)  1.14 (3)  1.20 (2)  1.34 (3)  1.41 (1) 
  The Hague  1.82 (1)  2.01 (1)  2.17 (1)   1.87 (1)  1.96 (1)  2.14 (1)  1.49 (1)  1.04 (3) 
  Utrecht  0.91 (4)  1.29 (3)  1.08 (3)   1.11 (3)  -  0.60 (4)  1.41 (2)  1.17 (2) 
Arts  Amsterdam  2.42 (1)  2.19 (2)  2.10 (2)   2.30 (1)  3.15 (1)  3.53 (1)  4.43 (1)  4.63 (1) 
  Rotterdam  1.53 (3)  1.33 (3)  1.13 (3)  0.88 (4)  1.06 (3)  1.08 (3)  1.08 (4)  1.21 (4) 
  The Hague  1.92 (2)  2.72 (1)  2.40 (1)   2.17 (2)  2.22 (2)   2.47 (2)  2.11 (2)  1.60 (2) 
  Utrecht  1.19 (4)  1.05 (4)  1.11 (3)   1.18 (3)  -  0.83 (4)  1.30 (3)  1.70 (3) 
Broadcasting  Amsterdam  -  -  -  -  0.64 (1)  1.00 (1)  1.06 (1)  1.43 (1) 
  Rotterdam  -  -  -  -  0.04 (3)  0.28 (2)  0.43 (2)  0.49 (3) 
  The Hague  -  -  -  -  0.15 (2)  0.17 (3)  0.19 (3)  0.40 (4) 
  Utrecht  -  -  -  -  -  0.12 (4)  0.10 (4)  0.58 (2) 
Publishing  Amsterdam  2.11 (1)  -  1.98 (2)  1.89 (1)  3.04 (1)  4.02 (1)  3.16 (1)   3.69 (1) 
  Rotterdam  0.71 (4)  -  0.67 (4)   0.98 (4)  0.55 (3)  1.29 (2)  0.69 (3)   0.82 (3) 
  The Hague  1.04 (3)  -  2.96 (1)   1.13 (3)  2.03 (2)  0.44 (3)  0.89 (2)  1.42 (2) 
  Utrecht  1.60 (2)  -  1.08 (3)   1.25 (2)  -  0.42 (4)  -  0.49 (4) 
 

The five industries examined cover all three main categories of the cultural sector. The arts include 
the performing and fine arts, and are variably bound to specific venues of performance or exhibition. 
Whereas some elements of the arts, such as popular musical creation and performance, have been 
commercialized to a great extent, this category of cultural production has remained most resistant to 
commercialization, valuing artistic integrity to a strong extent. The media sector on the other hand, of which 
broadcasting and publishing will be analyzed, favors a relatively business-like, rather than predominantly 
artistic attitude. This is partly due to the fact that media cater to all layers of society whereas the arts only 
rarely manage to do so. The geographical market reach of media industries is also relatively wide. Contrary 
to what is the case with the performing arts, production and consumption in the media sector usually do not 
occur simultaneously or within the same venue. Broadcasters and publishers more easily attain a national or 
even international market reach so that competition more often takes place on an extra-local level. 
Furthermore, the production processes of media companies often require large-scale investments, and the 
extensive use of technologies in this sector has made it sensitive to technological changes. For these reasons 
the media sector has grown expansively in the course of the twentieth century and has become increasingly 
concentrated, now largely dominated by a limited number of large organizations on which many smaller 
specialized firms are dependent. The last category, that of creative business services, here represented by 
architecture and the advertising industry, adds symbolic or aesthetic value to the products of other industries 
and is therefore intimately linked to other, more utilitarian industries. The professionalization of creative 
business services, by architects, fashion designers and advertising agencies, is mostly a twentieth-century 
phenomenon. Many of the services rendered by these professions were originally tasks performed by 
craftsmen or firms that produced the designed or advertised commodities themselves. Only over the course 
of the twentieth century did Dutch firms increasingly turn to external experts to fulfill these functions. 
Creative business services therefore generally cannot bow on such eminent long histories as some other 
cultural industries and cannot look back on centuries-long trajectories of development in specific cities, 
although they may have emerged from older established local industries. Consequently, creative business 
services achieved tempestuous growth rates with employment for architectural and technical design agencies 
increasing fifteen-fold since 1930 while employment in the advertising industry has multiplied by a factor 30 
since that same year.  
 
2.1   The arts 
The arts take up a special position within the cultural industries. They are often seen as the ‘creative core’ of 
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the cultural sector, and considered the most experimental and authentic, as well as the least 
commercially-oriented, of the cultural industries (Pratt, 2004; Throsby, 2008). This is why the arts have been 
extensively subsidized by European national governments following World War II and why they take up a 
central position in Dutch cultural policy. During the postwar heyday of the Dutch welfare state, state 
subsidies for the arts were distributed through centrally-led national organizations. From the 1980s onwards, 
national art policies became largely decentralized and market-driven (Department of Education, Culture and 
Science, 2006). Ever since then, the Dutch art sector has expanded rapidly, where growth in this sector had 
lagged behind total employment growth between 1930 and 1993. Financial emancipation and 
commercialization has clearly boosted the arts sector in the Netherlands. The number of persons employed in 
the arts and art-related activities grew fifty percent more rapidly than total employment between 1993 and 
2005. Despite this recent strong expansion, the arts’ share in national non-agrarian employment was still 
slightly smaller in 2005 than it had been during the first decades of the twentieth century. Apparently, this 
cultural industry, which lacks easily reproducible products and is therefore prone to the so-called ‘Baumol’s 
cost disease’ of relatively stagnant labor productivity (Pratt, 2004), profited little from strong postwar growth 
in mass-consumption and from a standardized national system of subsidies.  
 The arts’ expansion over the past two decades has been accompanied by a growing role for 
Amsterdam. The Dutch world of theater, hardly regarded a true art form before World War II, has 
traditionally centered on Amsterdam, partly due to the presence there of prestigious theaters and music 
venues. Amsterdam’s domination in this field especially has been retained and strengthened. In general, the 
arts and related services increasingly agglomerate here. Amsterdam is by far the country’s most important 
center of the art trade and for museums, although further growth in these fields has lagged behind that in the 
three other cities since 1993. Especially the Utrecht art scene has slowly started to catch up since then. 
Rotterdam on the other hand was unable during the entire period under study to establish itself as an arts city 
and has even lost some ground since 1900. More striking than Rotterdam’s continuous artistic mediocrity, is 
the strong decline of The Hague’s position within the Dutch art world. The city holds the oldest arts academy 
in the Netherlands and in 1930 The Hague was still the most artistic city of the country. Especially the visual 
arts flourished there. At the start of the 21st century, however, little more than half of this strong degree of 
arts concentration is left. The art scene in The Hague has not managed to profit from the recent 
commercialization of the arts sector, perhaps due to a slightly elitist mentality. Nevertheless, the city remains 
an important arts center. Overall, it appears that the arts, the central core of cultural production, display high 
degrees of geographical concentration and are bound to specific cities on a long-term basis. 
 
2.3   Broadcasting 
As the sole exception among the cultural industries examined here, the Dutch broadcasting industry has 
mainly been concentrated outside the country’s four major urban centers since its emergence in the 1920s. 
Unlike most cultural industries in the Netherlands, broadcasters have historically been subject to extensive 
state regulation. After a short period of private experiments, several public radio stations developed around a 
Philips transmitter factory in the small town of Hilversum during the 1920s. While the first regular 
radio-broadcasting station in the world was operated by an engineer from a house in The Hague (Scientific 
Council for Government Policy, 2006; see also Van der Groep, forthcoming), the economies of scale created 
by the Philips-backed factory in Hilversum enabled cost cuts that allowed broadcasting companies there to 
survive, unlike the station of the pioneer in The Hague that had to discontinue its broadcasts in 1924 for lack 
of funds. Because of their political significance and the influence of radio and television on public opinion, 
broadcasters were strictly regulated to conform to a Dutch political system that was strictly pillarized until 
the 1960s. Commercial stations were prohibited until the late 1980s and the state determined that all public 
broadcasters had to be based in Hilversum so that economies of scale would limit costs. Because of this 
history, at present 71 percent of all people employed in broadcasting in the Netherlands work in Hilversum 
(Bontje and Sleutjes, 2007: 66). The broadcasting industry now employs over 11,000 people and has become 
exceptionally rooted in a minor city due to (former) conditions of production and a long period of strict 
regulation.    
 Ever since government media policies have been liberalized and technological breakthroughs in 
telecommunication have lowered the costs of broadcasting, Amsterdam has been on the advance in this 
industry. At the start of the 1990s Amsterdam already possessed many film- and video-production companies 
as well as many advertising agencies, and these seem to have created a welcoming climate for new 
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broadcasting companies setting up in Amsterdam (Kloosterman, 2004; Van der Groep, 2006). In fact, all four 
major cities have strengthened their positions in the broadcasting industry over the past 15 years, although 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht have not yet come close to challenging Amsterdam in this regard. The 
industry appears to be growing especially rapidly in Utrecht, a city in which also the film- and 
video-production industry is doing well. This confirms the impression engendered by the developments in 
Amsterdam that these related, but nominally separate cultural industries benefit strongly from each others 
presence in a city. 
 
2.4   Publishing 
The age-old societal position and strength of the publishing industry in the Netherlands precluded the kind of 
twentieth-century regulation that newer broadcasting media were subject to. Already in the seventeenth 
century, Amsterdam was one of the hotspots of European book production and a cradle of journalism and the 
newspaper press. During the twentieth century, the city remained at the heart of the printed word in the 
Netherlands, although it faced stiff competition from especially The Hague for a long time. The graphic 
sector, including both publishing and printing companies, grew steadily until the turn of the millennium and 
more than kept up with general employment growth. Publishers, rather than printers, accounted for the lion’s 
share of this increase. The number of people acting as publishers or working for publishing companies rose 
from 567 around 1900 to 37,500 a century later. This amounts to an increase of no less than 6,600 percent, 
twelve times as high as the total growth of employment in the Netherlands over the twentieth century. This 
tremendous growth was mainly the result of skyrocketing demand for published works among a Dutch 
population that became ever better educated and richer. While the fortunes of publishers rose spectacularly, 
employment in printing firms stagnated and dropped due to increasing mechanization. A stricter division of 
labor emerged between publishers and printers. Competition between cities for production of the printed 
word thus revolved more around the establishment or expansion of publishing companies than around 
printers. During the first half of the twentieth century, The Hague slightly outperformed Amsterdam in this 
respect, although Amsterdam always housed more publishers in terms of absolute numbers. The Hague’s 
prowess in this industry was due in part to the strong concentration of literary authors there and partly due to 
the city’s publishers of legal works and official state documents. Throughout this time, Amsterdam did 
remain the unchallenged center of the Dutch newspaper press and of journalism.  
 In the 1930s, Amsterdam as well as The Hague attracted so-called Exil publishers: Jews and 
socialists fleeing Nazi Germany. In Amsterdam, this influx contributed to the development of academic 
publishers and the publishing of international academic books and journals. In the postwar period 
Amsterdam became a global leader in this field as the company Elsevier became the largest publisher of 
academic work in the world. Amsterdam publishers also started to outperform their colleagues in The Hague 
in the fields of fiction and literature, probably responding to the trend that saw authors and poets along with 
other artists move to Amsterdam (as described above) – although it is difficult to distinguish cause and effect 
in this case. Amsterdam was also the city where during the second half of the century the country’s most 
important training facilities for publishers were established (the Frederik Müller Academy, founded in 
Amsterdam in the 1960s, was even the first academy for publishers in the world) and around the year 2000 
some organizations related to the book trade moved their headquarters from The Hague to the capital 
(Deinema, 2008). For these reasons among others, Amsterdam was elected UNESCO World Book Capital for 
the year 2008. 
 
2.6   Architecture 
Until several years ago, The Hague possessed the highest concentration of architects in the Netherlands. 
Amsterdam always trailed behind the court city in this respect and has even experienced a relative slump 
during the past fifteen years. This mediocre performance comes in spite of the fact that the capital city was 
once a hotbed of architectural creativity; in the 1920s and 1930s ‘Amsterdam School’ architects were 
heralded internationally as innovators of architecture and urban planning. The architectural sector in The 
Hague long benefited from a rich and elite local clientele and from commissions for public projects of great 
prestige such as new national government buildings. Presently, however, The Hague plays a much more 
modest role within the Dutch architectural scene. Since the 1990s, it has become an international trend that 
prestigious iconic projects are designed by global ‘starchitects’. This trend robbed architects in The Hague of 
their formerly privileged position, but has stimulated the exponential growth of a new architecture cluster in 
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Rotterdam containing globally renowned agencies such as Erick van Egeraat, MVRDV and Rem Koolhaas’ 
OMA.  
 The growth of the number of architects in Rotterdam, their successes, and the emergence of 
related activities in the city such as two publishers (NAi and 010) that specialize in books on architecture for 
a global market, is the result of a fortunate coincidence. At the start of the 1980s, the national government 
sought to strengthen the city’s cultural infrastructure by establishing the new National Architecture Institute 
and the (also architecture-related) Berlage Institute there. Almost simultaneously, the Dutch (but 
England-based) architect Rem Koolhaas, already well-known in international architectural circles, moved to 
Rotterdam in 1981 because he was attracted to Rotterdam’s cheap office space and ‘empty’ cultural 
environment (Kloosterman, 2008). Partly due to Koolhaas, the Dutch architectural scene was reinvigorated 
and gained a strong international orientation. A local institutional infrastructure of specialized training 
facilities, funding agencies, meeting places, and publishers, combined with the charisma and international 
appeal of Koolhaas, spurred the emergence of an internationally competitive architectural cluster in 
Rotterdam. OMA functions as an important breeding ground for architectural talent, with young Dutch and 
foreign designers gaining experience there for several years before starting their own independent agencies, 
often in Rotterdam (Kloosterman and Stegmeijer, 2005). 
 
2.7   Advertising 
Dutch advertising agencies generally prefer Amsterdam as their base of operations. This was already the case 
in 1930 and remains so today. The advertising industry is 2,5 times as important to Amsterdam’s local labor 
market as it is on average in the country as a whole. Interestingly, Turkish immigrants have started to enter 
the advertising industry in Amsterdam and have contributed to its growth and diversity. The capital’s 
advertising agencies are held in high international regard and produce global advertising campaigns for 
multinational companies (Röling, 2008, forthcoming). However, the industry still focuses largely on the 
national market. During the first half of the twentieth century it even revolved mostly around local markets. 
This explains why Rotterdam and The Hague –together with Amsterdam the most sizeable and 
well-developed consumer markets in the Netherlands – still accounted for a substantial share of Dutch 
commercial advertising activity in 1930. Since then the industry has devolved and has become more spread 
out throughout the country as consumer markets outside of the four major cities have grown and developed 
to a great extent. The devolution of an important share of advertising activity away from the major urban 
center has been further enabled by the increased market reach of advertising agencies that no longer need to 
be located in the same locality as their main customers, and can now cater to the national market as a whole 
rather than just to their own local market (Cf. Lambregts et al., 2005; Lambregts, 2008). However, the fact 
that this market reach has expanded has had yet another effect. It made inter-urban competition possible in 
this industry, allowing Amsterdam’s advertising industry to outcompete its smaller and less-developed 
counterparts in Rotterdam and The Hague even in their own local markets. Therefore, while the share of the 
four cities in the industry nationally has decreased, advertising in Amsterdam has become more important 
relative to that in Rotterdam and The Hague. 
 The ability of advertisers to reach large audiences, either locally or nationally, is partly dependent 
on collaborations with the media sector. Indeed, specialists in advertising can hardly do without a strong 
sense of media-affinity. As Amsterdam has traditionally formed the heart of the national daily press (and has 
recently attained a fairly strong position in broadcasting and film- and video-production as well) it is not 
surprising that the capital’s advertising agencies have managed to hold on to their dominant position. The 
benefits of this relationship have been mutual, as advertisements are an important source of revenue for 
media-companies. A similar symbiosis has occurred in Utrecht. In that city, the rising fortunes of the 
advertising industry and of the broadcasting industry have gone hand in hand. Over recent years, both sectors 
grew in Utrecht to a similar extent. 
 
 
3   THE FOUR CITIES CONSIDERED SEPARATELY 
 
3.1   Utrecht 
Utrecht, the city that during the twentieth century grew the fastest of the main four in terms of its population, 
experienced a strong decline of its graphic sector and publishing industry. However, at the start of the 21st 
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century, Utrecht has attained a strong position in the realms of advertising, architecture, the arts and 
broadcasting. Some of these reinforce each other through symbiotic connections. Which conditions have 
enabled this upward march? To start, Utrecht has finally attained a metropolitan character. Whereas around 
1900 the city’s number of inhabitants was less than a fifth of Amsterdam’s (and a third of Rotterdam’s), 
today Utrecht has grown to almost half of Amsterdam’s size. Perhaps a more important advantage lies in the 
fact that Utrecht’s university is the largest of the country. Its students refresh the city’s population every year 
and form a large supply of highly-educated consumers, employees and entrepreneurs. The share of the 
creative class in the local labor market is higher here than in any other town or city in the Netherlands, and 
this has been the case since at least 1995 (Marlet and Van Woerkens, 2007). These highly-educated 
inhabitants create greater demand for the arts as well as an atmosphere in which creative endeavors flourish. 
Utrecht’s particularly strong IT sector, especially, probably benefits the city’s cultural entrepreneurs as 
production as well as distribution in cultural industries is increasingly digitized.        
 
3.2   The Hague 
After 1930, and especially during the last decades of the twentieth century, The Hague’s share of Dutch 
cultural production has gone through an extended period of steady decline. While this city formed an 
important centre for the arts, architecture and the printed word in the past, it has now become a mediocre 
player in these fields - despite the fact that its publishing scene has exhibited a minor revival over recent 
years. The city has a rich tradition in cultural industries, but has lost its grip on this sector. The art world in 
The Hague has been bled dry partly by Amsterdam’s even greater power of attraction on artists. But one 
specific weakness in The Hague’s own cultural tradition has rendered it especially vulnerable to stagnation: 
its cultural producers specialized historically in catering to the elites. The city owed its former position as 
prominent centre for the arts and architecture to the presence of a rich, partly aristocratic, clientele, and to the 
patronage of the national government. 

The Hague’s printers serviced the national government by printing official documents, while its 
publishers published the country’s jurisprudence. Local architects designed the state buildings and foreign 
embassies in the city, and the many fine artists in The Hague appealed mainly to distinctly elite tastes. But 
cultural production aimed mainly at state commissions and a rich upper class has proven partly unsustainable 
in this case. When the consumption of culture – especially of the written word – became largely 
democratized after World War II, and the state started to liberalize after 1980, The Hague’s traditions 
impeded the shift in focus required to take advantage of these developments. The contrast between the 
traditions of cultural production in The Hague and Amsterdam are telling in this respect. While The Hague 
has historically produced many prominent painters, such as Jan Toorop, Hendrik Mesdag and Isaac Israels 
who together formed the ‘The Hague School’, Amsterdam has always been the country’s theatre Mecca. 
Although the latter cultural form was hardly counted among the arts prior to World War II, it drew larger 
audiences, and was more strongly bound to specific places and venues than the highly-mobile and 
lightly-packed visual artists were.  

Besides the strong orientation on a (relatively small) elite consumer base, another factor may account 
for the declining trend that has threatened to eliminate, over the last twenty years especially, The Hague’s 
prominence in cultural industries. As the sole exception among the four main cities, The Hague lacks a 
university. It therefore cannot boast a large group of young and highly-educated consumers with a penchant 
for innovative cultural forms. Despite the cultural heritage of the city, and the fact that The Hague remains 
the Netherlands’ political centre, the share of the creative class in its population hardly exceeds the national 
average (Marlet and Van Woerkens, 2007). Apparently, this exerts a fairly strong negative influence on The 
Hague’s cultural industries.     
 
3.3   Rotterdam 
Throughout the twentieth century Rotterdam lagged behind when it came to cultural production. It is bound 
by an industrial character which underrates adornment and the arts, and places a premium on functionality. 
Nevertheless, Rotterdam’s skyline forms the clearest indication that the city hardly lacks aesthetics or a sense 
of symbolism. Its lively architectural scene, shows clearly how a local cultural industry may emerge. A 
combination of physical emptiness, an institutional infrastructure for architectural design that was partly 
planned and created by the national government, and the fairly incidental arrival of a practitioner of Rem 
Koolhaas’ prominence, has resulted in an internationally renowned cluster. 
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 It remains to be seen if these successes in the field of architecture will form the prelude to 
Rotterdam’s advance along a broader cultural front. The architectural profession requires formal training and 
its designs can only be realized through large pecuniary investments. Barriers to entering the ranks of either 
producers or (formal) consumers of architecture are therefore quite high, limiting the prospects for easy 
spillover of the architects’ skills. However, the architects beautify their own city as well which can create 
strong aesthetic impulses for Rotterdam’s inhabitants. Furthermore, the architectural cluster may expand into 
several related cultural fields such as interior design, installation art and perhaps computer art as well as the 
use of digital design programming is widespread among architects. 
 
3.4   Amsterdam 
Without a doubt, Amsterdam should be seen as the Netherlands’ cultural capital (Kloosterman, 2004; Marlet 
and Van Woerkens, 2004). Direct interaction between specific cultural industries and a general artistic 
atmosphere has turned the city into a source and catalyst of creativity, as well as a magnet for Dutch and 
foreign talent. Not only tourists are attracted to the countless cultural amenities in Amsterdam; it has been 
demonstrated, for example, that the city’s theatre scene has a significant positive effect on Amsterdam’s 
desirability as place of residence. No other city holds such appeal to people seeking to relocate within the 
Netherlands. This appeal has naturally led to an expansion of Amsterdam’s already sizeable creative class 
that is the country’s largest in absolute terms and third largest (after Utrecht and Delft) when considered as a 
percentage of the total local population (Marlet and Van Woerkens, 2007: 14, 232 and 235). Several factors 
are at the root of this cultural prowess. The specific local trajectories of particular cultural industries have 
played a role in this respect, but so has the great degree of local tolerance shown historically toward 
immigrant groups. Amsterdam houses more different nationalities (177) than any other city in the world 
(Trouw, 2007). Like the Jewish refugees that provided new impulses to the city’s publishing industry during 
the 1930s, other groups of newcomers can play innovative roles in Amsterdam’s cultural industries. 
 The industries presently flourishing in the country’s capital did not all develop in the same way or 
arise at the same time. Academic publishers operating out of Amsterdam have profited from the institutional 
infrastructures and reputation that they inherited from their seventeenth century predecessors who had made 
the city into the early-modern ‘bookstore of the world’ (Berkvens-Stevelinck et al., 1992; Deinema, 2008). 
Combined with the impulses delivered by their colleagues who fled to Amsterdam from Nazi Germany, these 
legacies gave the city’s publishers a strong head start in the newly emerging market for international 
academic journals. The plethora of visual artists and galleries also attests to the lingering effects of 
Amsterdam’s early modern position as one of Europe’s main centers for arts and culture. The city’s theatre 
scene, on the other hand, is more likely to have originated in a similarly enduring aspect of Amsterdam’s 
distinct traditions and local atmosphere. The same taste for frivolous entertainment that during the second 
half of the twentieth century produced the infamous Red Light District and coffeeshops that have come to 
symbolize the city, probably found its expression in the city’s many theatre halls and performance venues 
during the first half of the century.     
    Amsterdam’s early lead in the newer advertising industry was probably spurred by the size of 
its local consumer market, as well as by its well-developed printed media sector. The recent expansion of the 
broadcasting industry in Amsterdam is strengthened in turn by the city’s advertising agencies. These rising 
fortunes can also be attributed in part to the concentration of film and video producers in the city that has 
developed around the national film academy. In general, most cultural industries in Amsterdam continually 
benefit from the city’s two universities, its vocational colleges and art-related academies. Not only do these 
produce highly-skilled entrepreneurs and specialized labor pools in the city that enhance the industries’ 
performance, they also serve to attract, retain and create a wide base of local consumers with a general taste 
for culture. The symbiotic effects of all these industries, and the stimulants and incentives provided 
by the presence of such a wide range of culturally-engaged or culturally-interested inhabitants, appear to be 
so strong that rapid and ongoing processes of gentrification have not yet repelled artists and small 
entrepreneurs in the cultural sector.  
 
4   CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Throughout the twentieth century, the Netherlands’ four largest cities have collectively been overrepresented 
in the geographical distribution of employment in most of the cultural industries analyzed above. With the 
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sole exception of the broadcasting industry that concentrated in Hilversum by virtue of strict state regulation, 
the cultural industries concentrated disproportionally in the country’s main cities, demonstrating the positive 
effects of urbanity on cultural production. Although the cities’ level of specialization vis-à-vis the rest of the 
country has fallen somewhat in most cultural industries (probably as a result of strong nationwide 
urbanization) the main cities and especially the largest city, Amsterdam, are still very important and 
well-developed focal points for these industries. Although fairly insignificant within the architectural 
industry, Amsterdam now has a more commanding position in the arts and publishing than ever before, and is 
slowly but surely starting to catch up with pesky Hilversum in broadcasting. The other three cities lag far 
behind and seem to be converging towards a similar respectable, but somewhat unimpressive, secondary 
position in cultural production. For Utrecht and Rotterdam, this represents an improvement over their 
performance throughout most of the century, but for The Hague, which long rivaled and at times even 
trumped Amsterdam as cultural capital, it is the result of an extended process of stagnation and even decline.    

The cultural industries have grown fast since 1899 and are taking up an ever increasing place in 
national employment and local urban economies and are thus of increasing importance, even to cities that 
have seen their privileged positions in these industries lag off. The analysis of the weight of 
historically-determined local profiles of cultural production, and the identification of options to spur 
(particular) local cultural industries, is therefore becoming an increasingly critical component in the analysis 
of the economic prospects of specific cities. The data presented reveal fairly strong historical continuities in 
the distribution of cultural industries activities among the four cities. It therefore seems that important local 
assets and infrastructures that support cultural production in a city are historically formed. Such assets may 
therefore be difficult to create in the short term. This survey has also shown that cultural industries often 
thrive on industry-specific local specialization as the geographical distribution of different industries has 
followed different historical trajectories. While immigrant entrepreneurs have in some cases delivered new 
impulses to these trajectories, their successes have generally occurred in local contexts of pre-existing and 
already well-developed cultural industries. 

Local specialization is thus important to particular cultural industries, but evidence has also been 
presented of symbiotic relations between several different forms of local cultural production. In some cases, 
successes in one cultural industry have gone hand in hand with successes in another. The local fortunes of the 
advertising industry seem to be connected to that of the local media sector, and vice versa. The implied 
interdependence of some cultural industries on the one hand strengthens the position of already 
well-developed centers of cultural production. On the other hand, mutually positive spillovers and symbiotic 
relations between different industries imply potentially positive multiplier effects to successful targeted 
interventions. The (albeit bounded) transferability of expertise, creativity, and success across (some) cultural 
industries also enables a dynamism in this sector that suggests that the cultural fortunes of cities may shift, as 
cross-fertilization often produces innovations and new possibilities.  

It seems that especially with the development of local knowledge infrastructures, government 
intervention may influence the geographical dynamic of cultural industries. The presence of large 
universities has a seemingly positive effect on cultural industries in Amsterdam and Utrecht, while the lack 
thereof has handicapped The Hague’s cultural sector. While cultural industries largely thrive on their own 
local networks and institutions, the importance of a well-educated local ‘creative class’ should therefore 
presumably not be underestimated either. In two instances, more industry-specific government intervention 
has clearly played a role in the creation of a local cluster, shaping the further trajectory of a specific cultural 
industry. In Rotterdam, the establishment of institutions specialized in architecture have been instrumental in 
spurring the growth of Rotterdam’s architecture industry, although it seems unlike that they would have had 
the same positive effect without the fortuitous arrival of Rem Koolhaas in the city. In the other case, that of 
the broadcasting cluster in Hilversum, strict long-term regulation and the restriction of broadcasting activities 
elsewhere assured that this cultural industry became rooted in a small town. Architectural design and 
broadcasting share a characteristic that perhaps makes their geographical distribution more amenable to 
policy manipulation than is the case in other cultural industries. Both are high-cost industries. In 
broadcasting costs are relatively high on the supply side. In architecture costs are relatively high on the 
demand side, so that architects are dependent on large commissions. Large organizations such as the state 
may therefore exert more influence on these industries than on video-production for example, either as 
supply-side investors, or as commissioning customers. 

Increasingly, however, cultural industries depend on the breadth, rather than the wealth, of their 
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consumer base. As the decline of The Hague’s position within Dutch cultural production shows, 
complacency and elitism do not help local cultural industries. An elitist orientation of cultural producers may 
have provided a powerful stimulus to cultural industries in the past, but sustained economic growth in the 
Netherlands over the twentieth century has democratized cultural consumption. Demand for cultural products 
is income elastic. Rising general incomes may quickly increase the cultural industries’ potential pool of 
consumers, including poorer immigrant groups. The continued importance of elitist cultural centers is thus 
not assured and this may hold powerful implications for the shape that the distribution of cultural products 
industries may assume in other countries, and on a global scale, over the course of the 21st century. 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
The research reported in this paper forms part of the research project Places and their Culture: the Evolution 
of Dutch Cultural Industries from an International Perspective, 1600-2000 which is funded by the 
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) and conducted in collaboration with dr. Mariangela 
Lavanga of the University of Amsterdam, and with prof. Maarten Prak and drs. Claartje Rasterhoff of the 
economic history department of Utrecht University. 
 

REFERENCES 
 
[1]     Amin, A. and N. Thrift (1995), ‘Globalisation, institutional “thickness” and the local economy’, in: 

Patsy Healey et al. (eds),  Managing Cities The New Urban Context, pp. 91-109. Chicester: John Wiley 
1995. 

[2]      Becker, H.S. (1982), Art Worlds, University of California Press: Berkeley. 
[3]      Berkvens-Stevelinck, C., H. Bots, P.G. Hoftijzer and O.S. Lankhorst (eds) (1992), Le Magasin de 

l’Univers, the Dutch Republic as the Centre of the European Book trade, E.J. Brill: Leiden. 
[4]   Bontje, M. en B. Sleutjes (2007), Amsterdam: History Meets Modernity. Pathways to Creative and 

Knowledge-Based Regions (ACRE Report 2.1). Amsterdam, s.n. 
[5]      CBS (2007), Statistisch Jaarboek 2007 (Voorburg/Heerlen: CBS). 
[6]     Deinema, M. (2008), ‘Amsterdam’s re-emergence as a major publishing hub in a changing 

international context’, paper presented at the IXth International Conference of the European Association 
for Urban History, Lyon, August 29, 2008. 

[7]     Department of Education, Culture and Science (2006), Cultural policy in the Netherlands, edition 
2006. Den Haag: Ministerie van OC&W en Amsterdam: Boekmanstudies. 

[8]      Grabher, G. (2001), ‘Ecologies of creativity: the Village, the Group, and the heterarchic 
organization of the British advertising industry’, Environment and Planning A, 33, 351-374. 

[9]      Florida, R. (2002), The Rise of the Creative Class: and How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, 
Community and Everyday Life, Basic Books: New York. 

[10]   Hoyler, M., R.C. Kloosterman and M. Sokol (2008), ‘Polycentric puzzles – emerging mega-city 
regions seen through the lens of advanced producer services’, Regional Studies, 42 (8), 1055-1064. 

[11]    Kloosterman, R.C. (2004), ‘Recent employment trends in the cultural industries in Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht: a first exploration’, Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale 
Geografie, 95 (2), 243-252. 

[12]   Kloosterman, R.C. (2008), ‘Walls and bridges: knowledge spillovers between ‘superdutch’ 
architectural firms’, Journal of Economic Geography, 8 (4), 545-563.  

[13]   Kloosterman, R.C. and B. Lambregts (2001), ‘Clustering of economic activities in polycentric urban 
regions: the case of the Randstad’, Urban Studies, 38 (4), 717-732. 

[14]    Kloosterman, R.C. and B. Lambregts (2007), ‘Between accumulation and concentration of capital: 
toward a framework for comparing long-term trajectories of urban systems’, Urban Geography, 28 (1), 
54-73.  

[15]    Kloosterman, R.C. and E. Stegmeijer (2005), ‘Delirious Rotterdam: the formation of an innovative 
cluster of architectural firms’, in R.A. Boschma and R.C. Kloosterman (eds), Learning from Clusters; a 
Critical Assessment from an Economic-Geographical Perspective, Springer Verlag: Berlin, pp. 203-224. 

[16]     Lambregts, B. (2008) ‘Geographies of knowledge formation in mega-city regions: some evidence 
from the Dutch Randstad’, Regional Studies 42 (8), 1173-1186. 



 
 

132 

[17]    Lambregts, B., R. Röling, M. van der Werff (2005) ‘De stad als décor voor kennisontwikkeling in 
de zakelijke dienstverlening’, Agora, nr. 3 2005, 24-27.   

[18]     Landry, C. (2000), The Creative City: a Toolkit for Urban Innovators, London: Earthscan. 
[19]    Marlet, G. en C. van Woerkens (2004), Atlas voor Nederlandse gemeenten. Utrecht: Stichting Atlas 

voor gemeenten. 
[20]    Marlet, G. en C. van Woerkens (2007), Atlas voor Nederlandse gemeenten. Utrecht: Stichting Atlas 

voor gemeenten. 
[21]    Peck, J. (2005), ‘Struggling with the creative class’, International Journal of Urban and Regional 

Research, 29 (4), 740-770. 
[22]    Porter, M.E. (2000), ‘Location, competition, and economic development: local clusters in a global 

economy’, Economic Development Quarterly, 14 (1), 15-34. 
[23]   Pratt, A. (2004), ‘Creative clusters: towards the governance of the creative industries production 

system?’, Media International Australia, 112, 50-66. 
[24]    Röling, R. (2007), ‘Multiple faces of the international advertising industry in the Amsterdam 

region’, paper presented at the Second Global Conference on Economic Geography, gehouden 25-28 juni 
2007 te Beijing. 

[25]   Scientific Council for Government Policy (2006), Media policy for the digital age. Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press. 

[26]  Scott, Allen J. (2000), The Cultural Economy of Cities; Essays on the Geography of Image-Producing 
Industries. London/Thousand Oaks/New Delhi: Sage Publications. 

[27]    Scott, A. (2005), On Hollywood: the Place, the Industry, Princeton University Press: Princeton.  
[27]   Stam, E., J.P.J. de Jong en G. Marlet (2008), ‘Creative industries in the Netherlands: structure, 

development, innovativeness and effects on urban growth’, Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human 
Geography, 90 (2), 119-132.  

[28]   Throsby, D. (2008), ‘Modelling the cultural industries’, International Journal of Cultural Policy, 14 
(3), 217-232. 

[29]    Trouw (2007), ‘Amsterdam stad met meeste nationaliteiten (177) ter wereld’, August 22nd, 2007. 
[30]    Van der Groep, R. (2008), ‘L’audiovisuel aux Pays-Bas, trajectories divergentes et flexibilité’, 

159-172 in F. Leriche, S. Daviet, M. Sibertin-Blanc en J.-M. Zuliani (red), Les industries culturelles  et 
ses territories. Toulouse: Presses Universitaires du Mirail.  

[31]    Van der Groep, R. (forthcoming), ‘‘Breaking out’ and ‘breaking in’: changing firm strategies in the 
Dutch audiovisual industry’, Regional Studies. 

[32]   Wenting, R. (2008), ‘Spinoff dynamics and the spatial formation of the fashion design industry, 
1858-2005’, Journal of Economic Geography, 8, 593-614. 

 



The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 
 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 

The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

 

133 

 

TOURISM AND URBAN ECONOMY: BRANDING CITIES AND 
PRODUCING CONTRADICTORY SPACES OF CONSUMPTION 

 
L. Girardi* e P. F. Meliani** 

 
* University of Venice, Italy, ludgirardi@gmail.com 

** Federal University of Pernambuco; University of Santa Cruz, Brazil, paulomeliani@hotmail.com 
 
ABSTRACT: Tourism is constituted as an important economic activity of cities that today seek to attract 
other investments and consumers in a context of increasing global competitiveness. Cities make use of 
communication to be promoted by creating brands or forging positive images of themselves, and thus 
elaborate strategies directing tourists to consumption. Here we present preliminary results of an analysis of 
some communication elements present in touristic advertisement websites of Amsterdam (Netherlands) and 
Venice (Italy), as well as an analysis of some well-known touristic spaces of these cities. With the 
advancement of techniques, communication assumes an increasingly important part in promoting an urban 
tourism, a trend of trivialization of the symbolic images of the city and the standardized reproduction of 
exclusive spaces targeted for consumption, which derives a socio-spatial segregation, often in traditional 
public spaces. 
KEYWORDS: urban tourism; city branding; production of space; tourism communication; Amsterdam; 
Venice;  
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 The contemporary production of tourism transforms spaces in the whole world, in terms of 
valuations that result from scientific and technological development and innovations in communication. With 
the advancement of contemporary communication techniques, there is an expansion of tourism in the world 
that, by annexing new spaces to activity, becomes a kind of alternative to the economic development of cities 
and regions. To Moesch (2000, p. 12), the advancement of the tourism phenomenon allows economists to 
glimpse, by it, the growth of the rates of economic development of different regions, in a context that 
supports a pragmatic source, in which tourism is taken as an activity with strong economic growth. From this 
perspective, tourism is understood as a possibility for economic development, at a local level, through 
investments in services that support the activity, such as transportation, accomodation, food and leisure. 
 However, places are distinguished by the different ability to offer profitable investment, since each 
has a combination of attractive factors, and therefore are not equally capable to monetize a tourist 
production. This yield varies from one place to another depending on the conditions of technical (equipment, 
infrastructure, accessibility) and organizational order (local laws, taxes, relationships and traditions of work). 
Considering these aspects, it is possible to speak of a "spatial productivity" or "geographical productivity", 
according to Santos (2002, p. 248), a concept that is applied to a place depending of a particular activity or 
set of activities. Without minimizing the importance of natural conditions, Santos said that this category 
relates more to the productive space, ie the 'work' of the space, highlighting that are the artificially conditions 
created which emerge as an expression of technical processes and support of geographic information. 

The spatial or geographical productivity of a touristic destination can not be lasting, from the 
moment that other place offers the same type of product with better comparative advantages of localization. 
To remain attractive, the cities make use of material resources (such as structures and equipment) and 
intangible (such as services), seeking to enhance its virtues through their symbols inherited or developed 
recently, using the image of the place as "magnet" (SANTOS, 2002, p. 269). Thus, there is a specialization of 
places, established on its natural and techniques conditions, as well as its advantages of political and social 
order. This specialization meets the business interests, responding to safety and profitability requirements in 
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a context of increasing economic competitiveness. There is a pursuit not only by businesses for the best cities 
to settle, but also a demand by the proper cities for the best businesses. 

In the case of tourism, there is also the quest for consumer attraction to the city through the 
rehabilitation of public spaces, the implementation of urban projects, the incentive to leisure, entertainment 
and commerce as well as the preparation of communication plans that disclose the city. By the appropriation 
of symbolic images, “city brands” are created and propagated with the purpose to divulge the cities as 
products, which makes communication a key factor for tourist production, when transmits by the media a 
shaped reality of spaces that we do not see. Beyond advertising, tourism depends on communication for 
procurement, distribution and dissemination of information for the business transactions, especially those 
services consumed in advance, which happen in the organization of the trip, when booking airfare and hotels 
are held by the proper tourist at websites in the internet. Thus, by means of communication, the city's 
touristic consumption begins to occur even before the tourist arrives at the destination, in an anticipation of 
the service to be consumed.  

The very physical space of the city is organized to favour consumption, such as trade attached to 
museums and squares, where is continuous the director omnipresence of communication that informs, guides 
displacements and choices, in a sort of a consumption planning, throughout signs, posters, maps, guides, 
pamphlets, menus, ecc. However, beyond boosting the economy through the services, the touristic 
production brings social contradictions, as the production of "director” spaces of consumption that are, at the 
same time, exclusive and "liminals", according to Sharon Zukin, favoring spatial segregation. The spaces 
produced by tourism are directors in the sense that are organized physically and through communication in 
line with consumption, which sometimes presents a trivialization of the city’s images, as they are indefinitely 
reproduced and propagated in many commercial products. Besides directed to consumption, the touristic 
spaces are "liminals" because they are spaces of distinct coexistences among tourists who consume it and the 
workers who provide touristic services, in a kind of discrimination of the spatial living experience. 

Here we present preliminary results of a research on the production of touristic spaces of 
consumption, virtual and real, in Venice (Italy) and Amsterdam (Netherlands), highlighting the role of 
communication in the production process, notably the creation and management of brands and images of 
cities. At first, we analyze the virtual production for tourism through the websites, selected by us because 
they are considered official, ie, being developed by government agencies linked to the cities. In Amsterdam, 
we selected a single website wich has different interaction features, the www.iamsterdam.com, administered 
by the "Amsterdam Tourism & Convention Board” (ATCB), which calls itself the official tourism organ of 
the city. For Venice, we selected two websites that complement each other by their different characteristics: 
the www.hellovenezia.com, by "Azienda del Consorzio Trasporti Veneziano” (ACTV), a local public 
transport company and www.veniceconnected.com, appointed by the government of Venice (Municipality of 
Venice) as the official website for tourism in the city. 

In the analysis of websites, we seek to recognize the way the virtual space reproduces the real space, 
becoming a "director" guide in which the tourist gets information about where to go, what to do, what to eat, 
how to move ecc.., and the manner in which the spaces are consumed even before the tourist arrives at the 
destination. In the field, in real space, we investigate how the imaginary elaborated by the brand and the 
information previously collected on the websites are arranged in physical space of cities. Ribeiro (1991) cited 
by Santos (2002, p. 256) includes the modern system of communication "as part of the institutional 
framework established for the development of strategies for control of territory and, on its economic face, as 
a link to articule and expedite markets". This idea of control produced by communication becomes the 
conductor line of this study, insofar as the communication produces, leads, organizes and disseminates the 
spaces, turning it crucial to understand the socio-spatial dynamics. 

2  BRANDING CITIES  

 The nature of contemporary tourism is linked to the mass media, as people get around based on 
information transmitted by the communication of tourism, as well by the imagery produced by the media. 
Who decide to travel seek information, both at technical level (accommodation, transport, food) and 
symbolic level over the place, to choose one that can satisfy the aspirations. Tourism communication 
provides the technical and symbolic informations desired by tourists, which were previously selected for the 
purpose of consumption in the touristic space. More than that, by the filters of communication, the processes 
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of touristic production have support to build a collective imaginary relying on myths, symbols, 
representations and discourses about a place. 

In the process of imaginary construction there is a refined predisposition of tourism communication 
that, adhering to the logic of market, uses marketing strategies. Thus, the contemporary city gains a product 
status and in some cases receives a brand that influences the urban economy, including the planning 
processes of the city. The idea of creating a brand is part of the conception that the product becomes more 
valuable, because it is tied to a recognized name and the promise of authenticity. According to Levitt (1980, 
p.86), brands are essentially extensions of the product, allowing not only to identify it, but also incorporate a 
set of values and intangible attributes that are relevant to the consumer and contribute to motivate the 
purchase. In the process of creating a brand to a city, there is an appropriation of the tangible and intangible 
goods that become, through communication, possible images to be explored and administered towards the 
development of a commercial product. For tourism, the creation of a brand allows the city to differentiate 
itself from others, in an attempt to become a unique product and thus, be inserted in a particular way in the 
international tourism market.  

Whereas the creation of a brand is part of a strategic plan for integration, maintenance and growth of 
a city on the international tourism market, distribution and purchase of the touristic products are essential for 
success. Given the opportunities arising from the internet, these two actions (dissemination and purchase) are 
intertwined as the tourist can, at the same time, obtain information and acquire the necessary services for 
their future travel. However, a positive experience lived by the tourist in the place itself during the trip, it is 
crucial to the survival and reinforcement of a brand created for the city, making the management of spaces 
also a factor of tourism communication. Thus, the websites and the city spaces are considered in a branding 
city process. 

The city of Amsterdam, the Netherlands, has a marketing initiative developed in 2005, when the 
brand “Iamsterdam” has been created, as a means to profile itself assertively on the international arena, due 
to the increasing competition among european cities to attract desired visitors, businesses and residents. 
According to the website of the brand “Iamsterdam”, the campaign aims to demonstrate the pride, the 
confidence and dedication to the city. About the brand identity, the website says that Amsterdam and region 
intend to showcase its enterprising, innovative and creative qualities, because “these have been the city’s 
strengths for centuries already, making it distinctive on a global level”. Some interesting features of the 
city’s communication plan indicate the development of creative strategies, such as the use of the brand to 
name the website (www.iamsterdam.com), which is the gateway to the produced virtual space of 
Amsterdam. 

Among the technological interaction resources, we found a video called "Eye on Amsterdam", which 
presents, at first, the selected elements that characterize the town, distinguishing it and developing it not only 
as a tourist destination but also as a place of business and investment: "Science Park"; "multiculturalism"; 
"dynamic"; "meeting place"; "airport and seaport"; "design"; "spirit of commerce"; "innovation" are the 
words used in the video. Next, the video features over seven shares targeted to different audiences, showing 
some images and sounds characteristic of the city, selected for the establishment and strengthening of the 
imaginary about Amsterdam, and are thus entitled: (1) city of water; (2 ) culture; (3) hidden treasures; (4) 
business city; (5) creative; (6) people city; (7) events. 

Besides information at a symbolic level about the brand, the website www.iamsterdam.com provides 
information on a technical and strategic level as the provision of the "Iamsterdam card”, a discount card to 
transportation, attractions and restaurants, which is accompanied by a pocket guide. According to Kotler 
(1998, p. 619), discount cards are used in the logic of "relationship marketing", a set of techniques and sales 
processes, communication and customer care, which aims to identify them individually and by name, in 
order to create lasting and director relationships. In the city, is perceived the intentions of extending the 
branding strategies to real space, where tourists can interact physically with the products they saw and 
bought virtually, as the "Iamsterdam letters”, large deployments in the city's sights, which tourists go after to 
pose for photographs and make videos, including climbing on them, as we see on “Fig. 1”.  

The city of Venice, Italy, has a communication project expressed in the website 
www.hellovenezia.com, which seeks to symbolize it as a "fish", due to the map of the city resemble the 
shape of this animal. According to the website, the fish is "both root word and project as it transcribes the 
unique nature of the place, not as a fossil imprint, but as a living, moving, changing organism". However, we 
did not identify a connection of this brand with the tourism products offered on the website or even in 
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touristic spaces themselves. Without ties with the fish brand, the website www.hellovenezia.com 
disseminates and sells a special card to tourists, the "Venice Card" which offers discounts on transportation, 
tickets to museums, churches and cultural shows, including transfers between the airport and city, as well as 
the use of public toilets and baby changing facilities.  

In another website, www.veniceconnected.com, that also don’t use that brand, has online marketing 
initiatives such as the possibility of viewing images captured by a webcam from “Piazza San Marco” and 
"Ponte di Rialto" in real time. Apparently, on both websites and in the touristic products, are the lyrical, 
artistic and natural elements – not a brand – that identify Venice, being even them used to interact with the 
imaginary of the city, as what happens in “Fig. 1” when tourists stroll along the canals by gondolas. 

 

 
Figure 1   Interaction with the imaginaries of the cities: “Iamsterdam letters” (Museumplein, Amsterdam) 

and the gondolas of Venice. (Photos by Girardi, L. on May 2009 and Meliani, P. F. on June 2009). 

3  THE PRODUCTION OF TOURISTIC SPACES OF CONSUMPTION 

The development of marketing strategies is a central element in driving tourism, including the 
transformation of the places’s images into symbols that circulate in the informations networks, and are able 
to attract consuming tourists by inserting the places in the circuit of consumption through packages and 
similar products characteristic of tourism. Nowadays, the information flow and consumption of tourism 
products happen notably through the internet, which has created other forms of interaction between agents, 
suppliers and consumers, allowing a greater fluidity to business. A communicative complex composed by 
organized messages about the touristic destination, both virtually and in the very physical space, establishing 
relations between the sender and receiver, creating bonds not only by what is said, but how it is said, 
directing tourists to consumption. Inserted into the capitalism logic, the contemporary tourism appears to be 
limited by the experience of the produced spaces for consumption, where tourists will find the elements 
contained in the information previously collected about the place before the visit. 

The consumption of touristic spaces is done in situ in its final stages, but begins to occur even before 
the tourist arrives at the destination, in anticipation of service to be consumed, as occurs in the preparation of 
travel packages and tourism advertising. The website www.iamsterdam.com (accessed on 19/08/2009) has a 
link for tourists called "visiting", in which there is the section "About Amsterdam", which has ten links with 
informations of how to plan a trip to Amsterdam. Among them, we highlight the links titled "book your 
hotel” and “book your excursion”, which direct us to a page, showed in “Fig. 2”,  to purchase the hotel 
booking and tours, previously selected by the website, and that also gives the possibility to acquire the 
discount "I Amsterdam card". Another link analysed was the "sights and attractions”, which suggests a stroll 
through the Amsterdam city center, and indicates fifty-three places on that category that tourists can visit. 

Each attraction suggested has its own page, which can be accessed from "attractions and sights” 
page, which presents a location map and the indication of a few shops and services located near the 
attraction. It is possible to extend the location map of each suggested attraction and choose among others 
seventeen categories of trade, services and attractions, in order to expand the opportunities of consumption 
around the attraction that is chosen. “Figure 2” shows us an example, when we accessed (on 19/08/2009) the 
attraction "Royal Palace" and expanded the location map, by choosing the category “shops”, fifty-four 
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establishments have been indicated, all located within a radius of five hundred meters from the “Royal 
Palace”, among them are liquor stores, flowers, furniture, books, clothing, cigarettes, etc. 

 

 
Figure 2   Virtual spaces of consumption of Amsterdam: website www.traveldna.net for purchase and 

reservations of hotels and tours, as well as the "I Amsterdam Card" (on 18/08/2009) and the spatial 
distribution of stores (shops) near the Royal Palace in Amsterdam indicated by www.iamsterdam.com (on 

18/09/2009). 
 

At the website www.veniceconnected.com there is an online system for the acquisition of public 
services, available when accessing the link "my shopping cart”, which directs us to a page where there’s a 
timetable with an indicative prices subtitle, according to the holiday season: average prices and more 
convenient prices are for low and medium season (between November and March) as well as higher prices 
and full prices for the top season (between April and October). When selecting the day on which it’s 
intended to use the services in Venice, the website leads us to a page which contains five options of possible 
products to be acquired,  as we see in “Fig. 3”, and are thus entitled: (1) "transport", with options to local 
transport (waterbus or regular bus) and airport transfers, (2) "car parking", (3) "culture", which is tickets for 
museums; (4) "services" for the use of public toilets, (5) "leisure", with option for internet access and 
entrance to the casino of Venice. 

The same website also indicates, when accessing the link "culture and shopping”, another website 
entitled "Venice Selection" (www.veniceselection.it), which proposes to "identify the best of Venetian 
production according to a quality criteria, relationship to tradition, availability to the client and 
personalization", included in six product categories: (1) food, (2) glass, (3) gondola, (4) masks and costumes; 
(5) furniture and objects, (6) clothing and accessories. By choosing one of the categories, we are directed to a 
page reproduced in “Fig. 3” that describes details of the chosen category and, pointing in a map, indicates the 
location of the store or service suggested. This is the only section of the website about shopping. 

In real space, the communication has the same sense of that applied in the virtual space, ie to provide 
information to visitors, directing them to consumption areas destined to visitation. In Amsterdam and 
Venice, for example, the touristic information media, while guiding tourists to locations of interest, lead 
them to positions that are organized for consumption. The signs and maps deployed in the cities’ sights bring 
more than obvious orientation of  geographic localization to tourists, they also give indications of where to 
go, or what to see, eat, shop, ecc.., as demonstrated in “Fig. 4”, which makes communication a strong tool to 
support the production of "directors" touristic spaces of consumption. These spaces are physically arranged 
in a productive conception that directs people to consumption, not only of services geared to basic 
anthropological needs, as eating and sleeping, but also the consumption of a range of other products that 
reproduce, only for commercial purposes, works of art, images of people and places that feature the touristic 
destination. At the Museumplein in Amsterdam, for example on “Fig. 4”, there are outlets selling souvenirs 
of all kinds: postcards, fridge magnets, mugs, pens, shirts, books, ecc., reproducing images carried by the 
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media for the development of the city as a tourist product. Nearby, as we see in “Fig. 4”, in front of "Van 
Gogh Museum" a bar suggests tourists to “taste the Van Gogh Starry Night cocktail". 
 

 
Figure 3  Virtual spaces of consumption of Venice: website www.veniceconnected.it page, to purchase and 

book transportation, parking, culture, leisure and services (on 20/08/2009) and website 
www.venicesellection.it page, indicating the localization of a masks and costumes store in the city of Venice 

(on 20/08/2009). 

 
Figure 4   Elements of the real spaces of consumption in Amsterdam: touristic map installed in the 

Museumplein, in Amsterdam (Photo and edition by Girardi Alves, L. in May 2009). Souveniers varied 
reproducing works of art and images of Van Gogh (Photo by Girardi for Alves, L. in May 2009). 

Commercial establishment inviting people to taste the "Van Gogh starry night cocktail" (Photo by Girardi, L. 
in May 2009). 
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In Venice, the communication destined to geographical orientation of tourists seems to direct, in a 
particular way, tourists to meet consumption spaces. For much of the city, signs show the direction of the 
two main attractions of Venice, "Piazza San Marco" and "Rialto Bridge", though, some of the signs indicates 
opposite directions to the same destination as we see in “Fig. 5”, leaving tourists at first perplexed, not 
knowing which way to go. It seems that this actually happens because of Venice’s city urban plan that is a 
maze of ancient alleyways, where are the commercial establishments that cater tourists. We observed that 
this duplicity of routes to the same destination causes some distribution of the flow of passers-by, directing 
the movement of tourists through shops in the many alleys of the city, especially around major tourist 
destination. This concern about indicating alternative paths happens even by deliberate paintings in some of 
the signs already installed, showed in “Fig. 5”, suggesting a kind of protest or violation of merchants or 
residents who, probably, want to confuse people or move them to other streets. Just like in Amsterdam, “Fig. 
5” shows that the products offered in Venice go far beyond the basic needs of people, they are a multitude of 
stuff that reproduces the representatives images of the city, notably the famous Venetian masks. 
 

 
Figure 5   Elements of the real spaces of consumption in Venice: sign indicating two directions to the same 

destination. (Photo by Girardi, L. on June 2009). Deliberate paintings in some of the signs (Photo by 
Meliani, P.F. on June 2009). Reproduction of miniature Venetian masks in a souvenir shop near the Rialto 

Bridge in Venice (Photo by Meliani, P.F. on June 2009). 

4 CONSIDERATIONS 

 Analysing some touristic spaces of consumption in the cities of Amsterdam and Venice, we 
recognize the role of communication in the selection of representative images and the creation of brands to 
the cities, as well the elaboration of strategies directing tourists to consumption. The communication is part 
of the process of production of turistic space, participating as an instrument of transformation of the 
symbolic dimensions, causing in some cases, a kind of artificiality of places. In this perspective, Augé (1994) 
atributes an extreme meaning to the space artificialized by tourism, considering it as a "non-place", that 
would be, if not the antithesis, at least a place other than the "anthropological place", that is characterized as 
being identitary, relational and historical. In order to attract tourists, many cities transfigure their own 
symbolic images, causing a feeling of strangeness on the people of the place that has become a touristic 
destination, where spaces become a spectacle for tourists and viewers-consumers. 
 In Amsterdam, it is possible to perceive the role of communication in promoting tourism through its 
brand (Iamsterdam), which establishes a clear connection between the images of the city transmitted with the 
different types of tourists that the city wants to receive. A number of products offered to tourists can virtually 
be selected and pre-consumed (as events, visits and tours), in a variety of suggestions that guide and direct us 
to consumption in the city. The expectation generated by the diffusion of images and the possibility of 
consumption that is sold virtually, actually takes place at the organized touristic spaces of the city that are 
also full of indications of consumption possibilities for visitors. The communication for tourism takes place 
in different means, even in the public transportation "tram" that indicates through visual and sound 
communication the stops near the main touristic attractions and hotels in the city, sometimes even identifying 
the selected function given to the space, like the Leidsenplein, indicated as an “entertainment area” by the 
sound message. Together, we could say that the touristic spaces of Amsterdam are configured as an 
organized "playground-shopping”, replete of entertainment services and products related to a standarlized 
spectacle of nature, history and culture of the city. 
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 The promotion of tourism in Venice counts, decisively, with the image formed by a worldwilde 
imaginary: the "most romantic city in the world", as well as its historical reputation as a touristic destination, 
considering that since the 19th century, the Venetians adapted their own holidays to the expectatations and 
desires of visitors (DAVIS and MARVIN, 2004, p. 01-03). The spectacle embodies, in its way, the tourism 
in Venice, giving us the impression that tourists seek it in order to visit a "relic-city", where they could be 
sent back to a time that no longer exists. However, of this "relic-city" only exists a kind of "crust", because 
the buildings shape are still there, but only as a facade for shops and services that support tourism. Walking 
through the maze of streets that sets up the plan of the city, looking for the famous sights of Venice, visitors 
are faced with the offer of a multitude of products to tourists, as objects of glass and Venetian masks. In 
Venice, and the same in Amsterdam and probably in many other touristic spots, the countless broadcast and 
advertising of a variety of commercial products for tourists cause a trivialization of symbolic and 
representative images of the cities. 

Trade activities and services geared to tourism in Venice are the contemporary content of the "relic- 
city", where even the physiological needs of the people must be paid, since it´s charged for using the public 
toilets, under the argument of the increased maintenance costs caused by the flow of visitors. Actually, the 
maintenance costs of the city are paid by its residents, those individuals that tourists do not seem to realize 
they exist, except when they interact with workers who provide tourism services. In addition of paying for 
the maintenance of the city, which is much more enjoyed by tourists, residents pay for oversized touristic 
prices when purchasing the products for the day to day, like rent or food. The city government has some 
awareness of this situation, since there are different prices for residents and tourists in some services and 
products, such as public transport, submitting the resident, sometimes a person who was born and raised in 
Venice, to the obligatoriness of proving that is actually a resident of the city. 
 In our view, the production of touristic spaces of consumption implies in a distortion of genuine 
identity of cities, and sometimes resulting difficulties for its residents, within a market logic which 
reproduces a trend of homogenization of the activity. A pattern of modernization, imposed by the 
international market, consolidates tourism products as less and less unique, giving the tourists something 
they can find anywhere, and thus contradicting the very essence of tourism, which is the possibility of 
emerging in different places and cultures. In order to attract tourists and investments, cities transfigure its 
own identities and transform its spaces, believing that tourism can promote social and economic 
development based on desired internalization of the profits generated by tourism. However, considering the 
contemporary forms of economic internationalization, through technical networks, can be said that the 
internalization of profits from tourism is only relative, because there are mechanisms for retention and 
transfer of incomes in the places where the control of economic activity is. Part of the income on the sale of 
touristic products, which happens in the places of tourists’ issuance, is retained in those places, being sent to 
the touristic locality itself only the portion of the services costs provided there.  
 By boosting only relatively the local economy through the services, the touristic production brings 
other contradictions, such as the reproduction of standardized spaces "directors" of consumption that, as they 
are for the exclusive use of those who can consume, establish a spatial segregation, often in traditional public 
spaces of cities. According to Steven Flusty (quoted in Bauman, 1999, p. 28), traditional public spaces are 
increasingly being supplanted by private spaces of private production (often with public subsidies) of private 
ownership and management, for public reunion, that is, "spaces of consumption”. In this sense, we can 
consider that, in addition of being directors, many of the touristic spaces of consumption are "liminals", 
according to Zukin (1993, p. 41) insofar as they establish distinct spatial experiences to its users, notably 
among tourists (consumers), workers (service providers) and residents. Thus, mixing consumption, work and 
leisure, there is an overlap of functions in the same space, implying other issues involving the public 
administration, which has historically conceived zones of rigid use and of inflexible limits to the cities. 

The traditional public spaces of the cities have adequate characteristics for the production of spaces 
dedicated to consumption, because they have an inherent power of touritic attraction, established by its 
historical function of public reunion, as well because they have, often, the historical-symbolic elements of 
the city, such as palaces, castles, gardens, ecc. A productive conception is applied to these spaces, organizing 
it in order to target tourists to consumption, making many of the old buildings of the cities become places of 
paid visitation like museums, exhibitions and events, or even shopping centers. Santos (2002, p. 43) makes 
use of the metaphor "rugosity" of space to explain the dynamics of forms inherited from the past that assume 
other functions to attend the needs of present, and thus serve as a precondition for the production. 
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However, tourism does more than designate other functions for forms inherited from the past, it also 
uses the most modern techniques to produce a space destinated to consumption, especially in urban areas, 
because in them there is a greater density of the technical, scientific and informational elements. According 
to Lefebvre (2000, p. 93), social space is produced and reproduced in connection with the productive forces 
that, in their development, do not settle in "neutral" or "empty" spaces, but in spaces that contain a diversity 
of natural and social objects, including networks and pathways that facilitate the exchange of information 
and materials. Nowadays, with the exchange of information establishing hegemony by telematic networks, 
the production of space is increasingly determined by who has access to information and, more importantly, 
for those who produce and distribute information. 

In the case of tourism, production and distribution of information turn ruthlessly for market, using 
network communication system to target tourists to consumption in cities. Far beyond the use of websites 
promoting and selling products, the production of tourism turns to the use of digital communication 
technologies, such as distribution of information by mobile phone messages that are sent to the user when he 
goes through somewhere in the city. By combining technologies such as GPS (Global Position System) and 
mobile telephony, people can be "screened" in their ways and according to their geographical location, can 
search and receive information about points of interest (and also where to consume) in the area where they 
are in the moment. Thus, communication can influence people's mobility, making the city set up more and 
more as a territory, where some use and control space, while others are used and controlled by him. 

These contemporary forms of communication emerge from other mechanisms of control and social 
surveillance, organizing people's lives in order to establish a conduct for them. According to Zukin (2005, p. 
28-29), the spaces of consumption, beyond delineate a corporate landscape of power, discipline our bodies 
and our minds, "putting us in our place", because we are limited by automatic services and immobilized by 
reward gifts of credit cards companies or frequent buyers cards. This mode of discipline is also a strategy of 
turistic production that, even suggesting the use of custom guides prepared by the tourists themselves in the 
virtual space of the websites, are nothing more than a personal choice of attractions previously selected by 
the tour promoters. Despite the discourse of interactivity and free-will (“you choose what to do”), there is no 
room for imagination and spontaneity, because the development of a personal guide is like a multiple choice 
questionnaire, ie who fills it are limited to a very precise and fixed alternatives. 

The tour promoters select, produce and communicate the information interesting to corporations and, 
thus, make tourism an increasingly important subsystem of our society of controlled consumption, which has 
the every day life in the domain of organizations, and is the space-time of voluntary programed self-
regulation, in the sense of a satisfaction of needs that can be paid (LEFEBVRE, 1978, p. 96). To the author, 
advertising provides an ideology of consumption based on the imaginary existence of things, what implies 
the overlapped rhetoric and poetry in the act of consuming, covering and dissimulating the relations of 
production. 

In contemporary tourism, the intended disruption with everyday life by traveling is nothing but a 
schedule of consumption driven by communications and advertising in controlled spaces of exclusive use 
that challenge the political and technical order, in the sense of dealing with alienation and socio-spatial 
segregation. A challenge that passes, in the understanding of Lefebvre, through the criticism and rejection of 
the “quotidianness” and the proposition of urban models that conceive a social appropriation of time, space, 
physiological life and desire, moving us away from the “misery of the habitat” that the organized everyday 
life submits us.  
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Abstract: The current crisis of capitalist economy has raised significant doubts regarding the mechanisms of 
urban development of the last decades. In contrast to the regeneration of cities such as New York, 
Manchester, Amsterdam or London in recent decades, the decline of some Western cities has never been 
reversed by neoliberal policies: their trajectory of decline, beginning in the 1950s if not earlier, continues, 
unabated, to this day. These cities, and particularly Detroit, Newark, Buffalo and Baltimore, were mostly 
industrial powerhouses which began their decline with the dissipation of industry. They never succeeded in 
reinventing their role in society and, in effect, never benefited from the economic upturn of the 1990s, did 
not experience the practices of urban regeneration revolving around the creative industries, gentrification and 
city branding, and did not become playgrounds for a new class of white collar workers. This paper studies 
the condition of Newark, a city in continuous decline. 
Keywords: The industrial city, gentrification, urban decline, urban renewal, neoliberalism. 
 
 

The de-industrialisation and fast growth of suburbia in the West in the 1950s and 60s brought about the 
decline of inner-cities, a decline which was manifested in a fall in population, in the flight of the middle 
class, in the decline of real-estate values, in the growth of inner-city ghettos, in the rise in poverty and crime, 
and in the dilapidation of the physical environment. The malign of western cities, and particularly of the 
American cities, was expressed in social unrest and riots in the late 1960s and early 1970s. By the end of the 
1970s most cities seemed doomed, populated primarily by the very poor and very rich, an amalgam of decay 
and poverty. 

The malign of cities in this era was related to the dissipation of industrial production. Peter Marcuse has 
written that ‘decentralization came about because efficient production, particularly of heavy capital goods – 
steel, automobile, machinery – could, by the first decades of the twentieth century, be undertaken in large, 
single-story, space-consuming buildings, in which assembly lines and automatic movements of pieces of 
work and machinery were easier’.1 Cheap land necessary for erecting large industrial structures was found 
outside the cities, enabling the relocation of production to the suburban periphery. The malign was 
exacerbated by the later passage from an industrial to a post-industrial society and from a Keynesian planned 
economy to laissez faire capitalism. The collapse of the Keynesian order meant an erosion of the limitations 
to and controls of the forces of free market capitalism, which could increasingly pursue the accumulation of 
capital unhindered, eliminating unprofitable sectors of the economy. These transitions rendered the industrial 
city obsolete.  

While the 1929 crisis was sparked by unregulated speculation, the crisis of the Keynesian plan was 
expressed by ‘stagflation’ – the combined effects of stagnation and inflation rather than a speculative 
‘bubble’. Jürgen Habermas identified the internal contradiction of the Keynesian system as the conflation of 
the often opposing interests of capitalist economy and of citizens.2 The urban crisis reflected the loss of the 
city’s role as industrial producer, but also enabled a restructuring of the city by bringing real estate values 
and city administrations down on their knees. The new role of cities in post-industrial society was directly 
defined by the new forms and organisation of production. The rise of information industries and of the 
service sector, accompanied by the relocation of industrial production to evermore distant places and the 
need for specific types of concentrated office work, including sales, distribution, contracts, marketing, and 
accounting, meant that the post-industrial city functioned as an international hub for these functions. The 
motivation for the white collar employees of this new order was found in ‘lifestyle’, which, in turn, was 
provided by gentrified urban districts. The post-industrial city needed to provide not only the high-end 
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headquarters for international corporations, but also the playing field for the white collar employees of these 
companies.   

The restructuring of cities was a process which required a number of steps, beginning with crisis as a 
means of starving the city for funds and credit and making it susceptible to investment, followed by 
gentrification. Gentrification, meaning the replacement of a weak social group by a stronger social group 
within a defined territory, is usually understood as a negative phenomenon which includes a process of 
expulsion of working class, urban poor and immigrants from desirable neighbourhoods with a potential for 
high real estate value. Since the early 1990s, gentrification has become a staple of urban renewal 
programmes and widely implemented as part of urban policies of local councils in European and American 
cities.3 Gentrification was made possible by the crisis of cities and resulted in the new urban order demanded 
by post-industrial society. Unskilled labour and urban poor, less vital to the new economy, were banished to 
peripheral areas, whereas the city’s real estate market, which not long beforehand suffered from the urban 
decline, could enjoy unprecedented growth. 

Not all western cities which declined in the postwar years have been ‘rescued’ via gentrification. In the 
era of globalisation and neo-liberalism the idea of a centre inferred an international rather than local hub, 
meaning that fewer centres were needed than in the industrial age, and consequently that not all cities could 
be remodelled as post-Fordist global centres. Located a mere twenty two minutes train ride from the most 
spectacular of ‘urban reversals’, Manhattan, is Newark, a city which has suffered a constant decline since the 
Great Depression. The case of Newark demonstrates some of the ambiguities and difficulties of finding 
alternatives to the urban remedies prescribed by neo-liberalism such as gentrification. Newark is New 
Jersey’s largest city, and while New Jersey has become in the last decades the epitome of urban sprawl – the 
densest state of the United States, but with no cities of more than 300000 inhabitants - Newark has suffered 
from a decline which has never been brought to a complete halt.  

In the late nineteenth century, Newark, nicknamed ‘Brick City’, was a centre of industrial production 
which rivalled New York, with a huge leather industry and one of the largest ports of the United States [fig. 
1]. However, the twentieth century brought about the gradual decline of industrial production in the city, and, 
in the postwar years, the transposition of the middle class to the new suburbs. Whereas New York expanded 
and incorporated some of the new suburbs in its administrative area – meaning that it could continue 
benefiting from the taxes of the middle class – Newark was unable to expand. Several attempts to annex 
neighbouring territories failed after they were met with a strong resistance of locals. This meant that Newark 
– not only its centre, but the entire territory controlled by the city council - lost much of its industries and 
middle-class tax revenues. The city became a locus of tension between black migrants escaping segregation 
and poverty in the south and unionised white – and predominantly Italian - harbour workers who were 
prepared to defend the decreasing number of jobs by whatever means necessary. The downturn and tension 
led to the 1967 riots which included looting and severe damage to property, and left twenty six people dead. 
The riots came to symbolise the city’s decline, and while an amalgam of organisations and initiatives were 
created in response, the symbolic affect of the riots only made Newark even less attractive to the white 
middle class. The crisis of Newark is thus a familiar phenomenon which could be dated back, excluding the 
war years, to the Great Depression, an ongoing crisis of sorts which persists as long as Newark remains 
obsolete from the perspective of capitalism, as long as Newark fails to finds itself a new role.4  
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Figure 1  Newark and the New York region in the 1920s (map by NSG). 

 
 

There has been no absence of development in the city, though much of it is highly questionable from the 
perspective of the interests of the local inhabitants and Newark. The development of infrastructure such as 
the 1932 Pulaski Skyway and especially the Interstate 78 and the Interstate 280 highways, constructed in the 
1960s and 1970s, dissected the city, physically carving it into detached areas. The highway system offered 
suburbanites and arrivals at the Newark Airport easy access to New York, with the city of Newark serving, 
in effect, as the pedestal for the infrastructure. The passage from an industrial to a post-industrial society 
beginning in the 1960s only increased the city’s difficulties, leaving its previously industrial waterfront 
derelict and highly polluted. The downtown area was designated in 1984 an enterprise zone of tax 
exemptions in order to lure investors, whereas educational institutions have been given land and benefits. 
The landmark projects of the last decades, however, perfectly express the shortcomings of the form of 
piecemeal development encouraged and supported by the city administration. 

The Gateway commerce and office buildings developed in four stages by the local Prudential insurance 
company in the 1970s and 1980s represent perhaps the major attempt to ‘rescue’ Newark by investment. 
Envisioned as a statement of confidence in the city’s future following the riots, a majority of the employees 
at the Gateway remained commuters, with few of the white collar workers relocating to Newark itself. The 
towers, meant to create a corporate-friendly image for the city by emulating the architecture of mid-Western 



 
 

146 

city centres, were brutally implanted in downtown according to the opportunities of real estate at the moment 
of their realisation. Their detachment from the city fabric and city life was enhanced by skywalks connecting 
the towers to each other and directly to Newark’s Penn Station, allowing commuters to avoid the city’s 
streets altogether [fig. 2]. Security and monitoring as a means of preventing unwarranted visitors completed 
the total detachment of the Gateway buildings from the city, rendering them a fortress rather than participant 
in Newark’s life.5 More recently, the New Jersey Performing Arts Center (NJPAC) and the hockey arena 
have been major projects which required a large investment of public funds, projects which called attention 
to the disparity between their public cost and their limited benefit to Newark itself. All these projects also 
represent the fragmented and partial solutions sought by city government in recent decades which did little to 
help the city.  
 

 
 

Figure 2  A skywalk connecting Penn Station and the Gateway project (image by NSG). 
 

Newark, in the early twentieth century, resembled other East Coast cities, with strong urban fabric and 
vibrant downtown. In the decades which have elapsed since the Great Depression, this original urban fabric 
has eroded, destroyed by lack of care and piecemeal development which directed the city’s transformation 
towards a typical mid-sized American town, with a downtown central business district of high-rise office 
towers surrounded by neighbourhoods mostly comprised of stand-alone villas (pavillion) and dotted with 
1950s and 1960s public housing blocks. The physical erosion of the once strong urban fabric and the death of 
the once vibrant downtown, echoed in the many empty plots in both centre and periphery, are the physical 
embodiment of the city’s decay.  

The memory of the 1967 riots, marking an important moment in the development of black identity and 
power, has become, from the perspective of the city administration, a hurdle to Newark’s revitalisation. 
Whereas their memory is central to black history in Newark and in the United States, and the riots quickened 
the assent to power of a first black administration in the city in 1970, their strong presence in collective 
consciousness is mostly seen as a detriment to attracting investors and middle-class residents. The landmark 
developments such as the Gateway project, the NJPAC or the hockey arena can all be understood as attempts 
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to create a better image for the city by investing and encouraging investment in large-scale, attention-
grabbing landmark projects which would demonstrate the city’s vibrancy, relevance, and potential.  

More recently, the 2000 census showed that the number of inhabitants had stopped its decrease, and city 
administrators, emulating other regenerated cities, rushed to name Newark ‘Renaissance City’. However, the 
‘Renaissance City’ label demonstrates the questionable belief that the city’s difficulties are caused by the bad 
image of Newark rather than by real problems, and that the solution therefore is within the realm of the mind 
and could be addressed by city branding. In any case, the election in 2006 of the Obama-clone Cory Booker 
as Mayor further encouraged certain optimism. The rise of real estate prices in Manhattan, the spillage of 
Manhattan into Jersey City and Hoboken, raised hopes that Newark would finally benefit from the prowess 
of Manhattan’s real estate market. These hopes were scuttled by the recent crisis, with Newark hard-hit by 
foreclosures [fig. 3].6  
 

 
 

Figure 3  Newark is hard hit by foreclosures (images by NSG). 
 

A constant in the last decades has been Newark’s desire to attract middle-class residents and private 
investment to the city. Whereas such goals are shared by many city administrations, and are perfectly tuned 
to the demands of the post-industrial city, the need for both middle-class residents and private capital in 
Newark is very evident and acute. The decline of industry meant a lack of available jobs for the unqualified 
labour available within Newark. With unemployment well-surpassing national averages in many of the city’s 
neighbourhoods, the city is evidently starved for employment opportunities. In addition, attracting white 
collar business to the city could bring with it the desired middle class and their taxes – though, as the 
Gateway project demonstrated, a large majority of white collar workers prefer to commute from suburbia 
rather than live in the city, a choice based not only on lifestyle desires but also on education opportunities for 
children and fear of crime. 

Considering the lack of interest of business in Newark, the city administration finds itself, quite literally, 
on its knees, begging for investment. The mayor and his administration have little more than negotiating 
power at present, with limited incentives to offer investors, mostly in the form of tax breaks which are 
already taken for granted. It is little wonder therefore that local organisations, such as the New Community 
Corporation (NCC), have filled the void left by weak government. The NCC, a non-profit, is the most visible 
of the organisations which were created after and in reaction to the 1967 riots. The corporation builds public 
housing, runs old age homes and day care centres, provides counselling services, offers homes for homeless 
families and professional training, and runs businesses which provide some of the organisation’s income. It 
has become a vast organisation, stepping in to provide for locals where city and state are absent. In effect, 
Newark has splintered into fiefdoms, each of which functions as a city within a city; not only the NCC, but 
also the Gateway project acts as an independent entity, as do some of the neighbourhoods, or the harbour and 
airport, ran by Port Authority. Therefore the physical erosion and the piecemeal development of Newark are 
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echoed also in the institutional and administrative fragmentation of the city. The once bustling ‘Brick City’ 
can now only be described as a dismembered, fragmented city. Within such harsh conditions, the pressure on 
the city government to find investment, to offer jobs and to attract middle-class residents is clear enough. 
There seem to be no alternative solutions in the current conditions, and gentrification appears, in Newark’s 
case, a warranted rather than negative phenomenon. Presumably, the taxes of incoming middle-class 
residents could enable the city government to offer the needy more assistance, the presence of middle-class 
residents would provide a solid base for the regeneration of the city. 

However, the crisis of cities in the 1970s, especially in the United States, created very similar conditions 
to those found in Newark today. Whereas some of the ex-industrial cities in crisis in those years – such as 
Baltimore or Detroit – have similarly continued their decline, others, most prominently Manhattan, have 
completely reversed their downward spiral, reaching unprecedented levels of affluence. Contemporary 
Manhattan, as a gentrified neo-liberal city, was ‘made’ in the years of crisis, being reduced to such a pitiful 
existence that it yearned for any investment under any conditions, badly craving for the return of the middle 
class. In other words, Newark’s need for middle-class residents and for investment resembles the condition 
of Manhattan in the 1970s, a condition of crisis which later allowed the usurping of the city and its residents 
by forces of real estate and capitalist reorganisation and development.  

The chances of Newark bringing about a similar reversal of fortunes seems slim; the geographical 
distance from Manhattan, on the one hand, and the relative proximity to Manhattan, on the other hand, 
position it in the unfortunate position of neither being able to be completely autonomous of New York – and 
hence also a rival in terms of production – nor being able to benefit from the proximity – it is too distant to 
enjoy the effects of Manhattan’s real estate market. ‘Stuck’ between New York and Philadelphia, the 
arguments for Newark’s rebirth as a global centre are nil, meaning that its position as a city is under direct 
threat; New Jersey and the entire region would simply prefer Newark to disappear, to integrate into the urban 
sprawl between the two big cities. And, of course, the example of Manhattan’s reversal is a special case of a 
city with powerful and committed financiers, of a city which directly taps into people’s imagination and 
desires. Manhattan was, in current political jargon, ‘too big to fail’. In contrast, Newark’s failure has had 
little consequences for New Jersey, let alone the rest of the United States.  

Rather than attempt to apply in Newark the same remedies which reversed Manhattan’s decline, it is 
necessary to question whether following Manhattan’s footsteps is desirable, whether the crisis is not an 
opportunity to discover a different trajectory, whether there are alternatives to integrating Newark into the 
current political economy at the moment in which the status quo is crumbling. After all, it is the globalised, 
corporate neo-liberal status quo which has made Newark obsolete and offers little hope of finding a new role 
for the city. 

The discussion of the current international economic crisis has raised the possibility that society is 
experiencing a restructuring, both economically and socially, a possibility raised not only by ever-optimist 
Marxists but also by politicians and economists who have previously embraced the neo-liberal order.7 
Presuming that this assessment is correct, and in the context of a retreat into the safety of policies previously 
associated with Keynesian economics, a contemporary restructuring would mean a move in the opposite 
direction than the one taken in the 1980s. It is precisely this counter-trajectory which could mean that 
salvation to cities like Newark could avoid the prescriptions of the 1980s and 90s, could avoid the cleansing 
of cities from their underclass: accompanying the so-called ‘death of neo-liberalism’ is also, possibly, the 
end of its particular remedy for urban malign: gentrification.  

The precise form the new prescription will take is no more lucid at the moment than the course economy 
and society are about to follow; it is merely reasonable to imagine that the involvement of the federal 
government, whether via superfunds, stimulus package capital or new mechanisms, may be the solution to 
Newark’s ills in the forthcoming future. Whether via direct federal intervention or by empowering the city 
government, a comprehensive plan which will bring new unity and consistency to the city, both physically, 
administratively, and socially, will, possibly, express a new Keynesian approach rather than the discredited 
neo-liberal solutions sought in the last decades.  
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ABSTRACT: This study is focused on the evolution of massive retail architecture as polyvalent container 
and consistent public space no longer located in the periphery, but as generic spaces within inner cities. Its 
aim is also to reflect on the adaptation of these large commercial complexes as they are affected by the new 
digital market and their impact on the urban design concerning public interiors in European cities. Some 
exemplary types of shopping malls: L’Illa in Barcelona, Spain; Almere Stad shopping centre in Almere, 
Holland and St David’s in Cardiff, UK, have been critically compared by analysing their urban, formal and 
functional transformations. 
KEYWORDS: Urban Design, Public Spaces, Retail Shopping, Malls, Web-shopping

1. SHOPPING AND THE NEW PUBLIC REALMS 
 

Nowadays, massive retail architecture appears uncategorised and cannot yet be treated as public nor 
private domains. They perform as polyvalent containers and paradigms of the public spaces in European 
cities. Generally, the academic notion of public space is perceived only as outdoor place while the shopping 
malls are sadly defined as non-places; merely indoor private buildings.  

These chosen cases show the mutation of the notion of public space, creating new types of public 
interiors, as containers of leisure and also they demonstrate how an increasing amount of these public 
buildings have been incorporated by users as part of the network of public spaces in our cities. The effect of 
e-commerce has gradually switched the initial role of the shopping malls. Items are displayed in malls and 
boutiques first and then are bought online. Nowadays the interiors of malls are perceived as showrooms 
rather than stores in the traditional sense and hence consumers are considering them as scenery inserted 
within a larger system of urban public amenities.  

By connecting urban history, sociology, business theory and architecture, this study reveals new 
conceptualisations for an operative analysis of the phenomenon of shopping places as part of the culture of 
spectacle, governed by the principles of genericness, compactness and speed. 
 
2. EVOLUTION OF THE SHOPPING CENTRE 
 

Since societies emerged, the trading of goods and knowledge has been the primary activity shaping 
settlements. Trading is and has been in constant change throughout history due to diverse factors1 and this 
has been reflected in the morphology of cities, typology of public spaces and building types. The forum in 
the roman cities, market towns and bazaars in Arabic cities are some examples where trading modes have 
affected the morphology of settlements, defining how the different elements and parts of the city are 
interrelated and therefore the way people live and socialise. 

Within the history of trading it is relevant to highlight the notion of “Arcade” that developed during the 
XIX century in Europe, since this established a novel trading mode that introduced a new form of public 
space for trading.  

The notion of arcade was influenced by the idea of the baazar. Geist in his book “Arcades. The 
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History of a Building Type” exhaustively studied the arcades and indeed established a typology of arcades 
(figure 1) and hence an understanding of their formation and evolution. He defines the arcade as “….a 
glass-covered passageway which connects two busy streets and is lined on both sides with shops. Stores, 
offices, workshops or dwellings may be located in the upper stories. The arcade is the organizing force of 
retail trade. It offers public space on private property as well as an easing of traffic congestion, a short cut, 
protection from the weather, and an area accessible only to pedestrians…The arcade is, therefore, an object 
of building speculation. Its prosperity depends to a considerable extent on the urban context in which it is 
located.”(Geist, 1936, p4) 

It is the first time in Europe where public space is created in private property, creating an exclusive 
environment protected from the weather for trading. Arcades are described as mixed use developments that 
relate to some extent to how the guilds were organised in its section providing shops, accommodation and 
storage.  

 
Figure 1 Selection of different qualities of arcades in Europe. Left side image: Galerie Colbert Rotunda, 
litograph by Billaurd (1828); Mid-image: arcade façade, Korte Hoogstraat in Rotterdam and right side image, 
cross section of arcade. Source: Geist, J. F.,“Arcades. The History of a Building Type”, The MIT Press, 1936, 
pp342, 501, 551 
 

On one hand the arcade is a public space due to how it shares the physical characteristics with the street. 
What differentiates it is the glass roof. On the other hand the arcade –the space between the buildings- is set 
up such that the considerable freedoms allowed on the street are removed. Nowadays most arcades have 
physical control devices of some kind at each end, managing public access and also people’s behavior. 
Therefore the arcade is a public space in private property with attributes from both; called by some 
pseudo-public  space2. 

In 1852 the first department store, Bon Marché, was opened in Paris. A new retail model was introduced 
containing a series of shops in the same building stacked vertically3. This model was adopted in Europe and 
also in America and later on was displaced to the periphery of cities instigating the phenomenon of shopping 
centres. 

Shopping centres after World War II appeared in the United States and occurred thanks to two significant 
reasons: Firstly, it was a response to the new production systems and secondly because the United States’ 
government, industry, business community and financial system encouraged the populace to consume in 
great amounts. In 1947 the Marshall Plan was implemented in Germany, which also favoured the 
construction of shopping centres4.  

Initially shopping centres in the United States were built outside city centres with easy accessibility by 
private transport. They consisted of a big box sitting on a large piece of land allowing for vast amounts of car 

                                                           
2 Davis, M., City of Quartz. Excavating the future in Las Angeles, Vintage, 1990, p 226 
3 Mitchell, W. J., City of Bits. Space, Place and Infobahn, The MIT Press, 1995, pp 88-89 
4 Pimlott, M., Boutiques and Other Retail Spaces. Edited by Vernet, D., Wit, L de, Routledge, 2007, pp 03, 
04 



 
 

153 

parking (figure 2). People visited these places to shop, socialise and get information in this order. The box 
contained two main types of spaces: Storage plus servicing and retail plus mall. Visitors only had access to 

the second type of spaces: Retail and mall, which was just above 50 % of the total space5. 

 
Figure 2 American shopping mall in postcards. Source: Boring Postcards USA, Phaidon 2004 

 
Generally 40% of the shopping centre retail space was dedicated to large units for department stores or 

large shops and 60% to small units. All the shopping centres contained an anchor store as attractor. The 
centre area and mall occupied about 10% of the total shopping centre space6. 

Shopping malls were mass oriented encouraging people to shop. Shops were generous in ensuring that 
there was sufficient space to keep several items of the same model meaning that there were significant levels 
of stock on display. Consumers visited the centre with two objectives: to shop and to have a collective 
experience. They would be very disappointed if they left the centre without purchases or not having felt part 
of a collective. 

The success of the shopping mall was measured by sales in the shops. The shopping mall needed to be 
attractive enough for consumers to spend a substantial amount of time there, thereby guaranteeing 
expenditure of money. 

In Europe in the middle of the 60s, shopping malls were introduced into city centres and due to this new 
location, their modus operandi changed slightly. Car parking was provided but in multi-story car parking 
buildings placed less than 200m from the shopping centre itself7. The footprint of the shopping centres 
became smaller due to the higher land values and restrictions on available space. Instead the same 
programme was accommodated by increased height. The consumers still wanted to experience the collective 
space, shop and take the shopping home preferably by car even if public transport, in this case, was an 
option. 

Until this point the trips to the shopping centre were necessary to shop, experience the sense of 
belonging to a society, socialise and keep updated with information about new products and fashions. Things 
stated changing with the introduction of TV in the 70s into most households. Hence the masses had the need 
to visit the shopping centre for similar reasons as before; to shop, have the collective experience, socialise 
and also to satisfy their curiosity about new products and fashions announced on TV. 

In the 90s with the introduction of computers not just in the work environment but also in the household, 
the digital era started bringing fast and radical changes affecting the way we socialise, work, receive 
information and shop. Everything now goes much quicker than before; news, gossip, fashion and so on is 
received by society the moment it is created with no delay. The effect of bringing the computer into the 
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private domain has materially affected the way we shop. 
 
3. NEW SHOPPING CONDITIONS TAILORED BY ONLINE SHOPP ING 
 

In the last fifteen years sociologists, philosophers, anthropologists and others like W. Mitchell, 1999, M. 
Castells, 1996, T. Horan, 2000 have questioned the influence of the digital age. Back in the 90s it was 
difficult to understand to what extend our cities, even more our everyday life, would mutate due to the 
introduction of the computer in the working environment and domestic domain. 

Since the end of the 90s, with the introduction of search engines like Google, people have been able to 
find information about everything from everywhere. We have all become familiar users of the internet to the 
extent that most businesses and individuals can no longer operate without it.  

The term Webshop refers to a place of business where web development, web hosting and other types of 
web related activities take place. Buying online has introduced new ways of reducing costs by reducing the 
number of staff needed and also the space required. It is a more effective way of getting products to people 
and spreading into different demographics. 

From a sociological perspective, online shopping is arguably the most predictable way to shop8. 
Shoppers know exactly what website to visit, how much the product will cost, and how long it will take for 
the product to be shipped and delivered. Online shopping has become particularly routine and predictable, 
which is one of its great advantages to the consumer.  
 

 
 
Figure 3 Diagram shows the fast growth of online sales (left hand side) and the progressive mutation of the 
mall, from suburban to urban display. Source: authors. 

 
Why does electronic shopping exist? For customers it is not only because of the high level of 

convenience, but also because of the wider selection; competitive pricing and greater access to information9. 
For organisations it increases their customer value and the building of sustainable capabilities, in addition to 
the increased profits. 

If we compare this with the traditional way of shopping, the main benefits of online shopping are as 
follows:  
- Online stores are usually available 24 hours a day, and many consumers have Internet access both at work 
and at home. 
- Searching or browsing an online catalogue can be faster than browsing the boutiques of a physical store.  
- Compared with conventional retail shopping, computer shopping enriches the information environment of 
virtual shopping by providing additional product information, such as comparative products and services, as 
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well as various alternatives, attributes and user generated reviews. 
- Good dealing power of consumers. E-buyers can enjoy a broader choice. 
- Internet increases commoditisation10. 
- Increasing numbers of new competitors. Online shopping means that it is easier to introduce new services 
with lower overheads  
- Variety among competitors. It is easier to introduce products and services to different markets  

It is habitual nowadays that people do their research before going shopping, reading instructions and 
reviews or even doing their shopping on-line. This is influencing the shopping trends and defining what we 
want when we go shopping. The consumer has become a potential customer who uses the shopping centre as 
an exhibition centre displaying goods. 

The success of shopping malls is no longer measured by store-sales. Instead it is measured by foot fall. It 
is still crucial that the shopping centre attracts lots of customers to visit the shops because they are potential 
on-line shoppers, but the sales may occur elsewhere (on-line). 

We do not go shopping any longer, in the traditional sense. We go browsing. We want a personal and 
unique experience that takes little time but lasts long in our memories. We want entertainment. We want to 
see, touch and smell a product that we plan to purchase. We are open to customised, tailored and 
individualised products. 

Nevertheless some consumers prefer interacting with people rather than computers, perhaps they find 
computers hard to use. Even now, not all online retailers have succeeded in making their ‘webshops’ easy to 
be used or reliable. In addition, online stores must describe products for sale with text, photos, and so on, 
whereas in a physical retail store, the actual product and the manufacturer's packaging will be available for 
direct inspection. In a conventional retail store, assistants are generally available to answer questions. Most 
of the online stores rely on e-mail or phone calls to handle customer queries. 

The new retail shopping has learnt from the effect of the information load. There are two factors that rule 
shopping: Complexity and Novelty. Complexity refers to the number of different elements or features of a 
site, which can be the result of increased information diversity. Novelty involves the unexpected, surprising, 
odd, or unfamiliar aspects of the act of shopping. In the structure of new shopping malls the novelty 
dimension keeps customers exploring the stores, while the complexity dimension has the potential to induce 
impulse purchases through events or the like. 

 
Figure 4 Comparative study of programmes in the following chosen case studies. Source: authors. 

 
All these pro and cons are rapidly shaping the definitions of contemporary physical stores11. The new 
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shopping malls are being conceived as places for the customer rather than places for the consumer. They are 
being re-branded as exhibition spaces or showrooms rather than mere stores. It implies that these large stores 
must provide high spatial adaptability being, as they are, located in congested urban sites. They are no longer 
mono-functional entities but polyvalent containers of mixed uses, ensuring quick adaptation over time.  
 
4. CASE STUDIES 
 

The analysis of the following case studies aims to highlight the similarities and differences between 
them and what makes them more adaptable to overcome the continuously changeable market. The three case 
studies are from different European countries and contrasting cultures. The three shopping centres have 
emerged for different reasons and under different circumstances. 
 

 
Figure 5 Comparative scale study of the chosen case studies in cities according to FAR. Source: authors. 

 
4.1. L’Illa shopping centre, Diagonal, Barcelona, Spain  

This shopping centre was opened to the public in 1993. It gives a response to its context by recomposing 
the urban area. It acts as a parasite in the sense that it absorbs from its surroundings. It has a strategic 
location in relation to public transport and infrastructure. It is a centraliser and sits within a relatively high 
density urban area. The building does not have the vocation to become an icon; it does not want to be 
different. 

The building deals with different scales: the large scale to the North and the medium to small scales to 
the South. This opens the opportunity for the building to be read from the skyline, as postcard. The project 
started with an open programme by creating a generic frame and ensuring that the interior spaces are 
adaptable. The programme has been compressed if it is compared with a traditional shopping centre and a 
large part of the programme takes place underground. 

The façade of the building is neutral enabling the building to support varied uses. This can be understood 
by the size and detail of the openings. 

The building is designed to create an experience of surprise and enchantment for the visitor when they 
pass through the façade and arrive in the shopping centre. It is unpredictable. This pseudo-public space is 
used mainly for circulation and some areas strategically placed in relation to accesses have been designed as 
generic inner spaces for novelty to be presented to the customer; promotions, exhibitions, informal concerts 
and so on. These are places within the shopping centre where have great degree of surprise and a place for 
socialising.  

The shopping areas can be accessed from different points and levels which are all located in relation to 
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the urban context and link with the generic inner spaces mentioned previously. A series of spaces have been 
designed establishing a game of scales to link the street with the generic spaces inviting the customer in 
ensuring they won’t miss the spectacle. Accesses to less public uses have been solved by creating a clear 
distinction between inside and outside, public and private. 

By studying this case we discover that this building can be interpreted as an “urban chameleon” capable 
of adapting to new situations by obeying economic changes, fashion trends, new technologies and so on. 
 

 
 
Figure 6 L’Illa shopping centre. Left side: Inner and street views of the complex. Right side: commercial 
floors with main services. Sources: authors and official website L’Illa: http://www.lilla.com 
 
4.2. Almere Shopping Centre, Almere, The Netherlands 

This shopping centre is situated in Almere, a suburban city of 180.000 inhabitants, 35 km east of 
Amsterdam. The shopping centre is the core of the new master plan. The Office for Metropolitan Architecture 
(OMA) won an entry competition (1994) and was commissioned to develop a master plan with a strong 
urbanity by creating density and identity. The main idea as Floris Alkermade, ex-partner OMA, states was to 
“(…) take the entire program we needed and concentrated everything in two zones, one at the station and one 
at the lake to create a much denser city. Of course, we could have kept on copying whatever we found 
anywhere but in order to get a recognizable identity we created density first of all. The zone at the lake was a 
kind of programmatic sandwich of housing, shops and parking on top of each other, with a size of 300m x 
300m”12. 

The initial idea was for central shopping was a massive volume. It was conceived as an ‘artificial hill’ in 
order to bridge the cross road. Afterwards it was fragmented into pieces. The additional advantage of OMA’s 
scheme was that their proposal did not devour all the empty spaces allowing future programmatic infills. 

Thus this shopping centre emerged as a formation generated by the juxtaposition of uses assuring front 
façades to every commercial plot. Its fold creates continuity between two suburban parts of a city 
reconstituting the flows of movements. It has a strategic location. 

In consequence, the resultant urban sequence is: street, shop, loading area, parking and the back street 
where trucks can drive. It is clear here as urban design strategy that the animation of streets is given by not 
having service fronts. In this shopping centre 100% of the loading is done from beneath, so Alkermade affirms 
“the density is not only a density of masses, but more important also a density of functions”13, and “for 

                                                           
12 Upmeyer U. & Ramo B., Dumped in Almere (Interview with Floris Alkermade), Monu magazine issue 7, 
Rotterdam. Link: http://www.monu.org/monu7/Interview.pdf, accessed on 13/09/2009. 
13 Ibid 
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instance, the cinema block and mega-stores were only possible because of the huge amount of parking area, 
which we integrated in the basement. The cinema has 2,500 seats, which means that twice a day 2,500 people 
are not driving to the periphery, but 2,500 people enter the centre. So we are creating conditions in the centre 
that you would normally only find in the periphery”14. 

The shopping mall’s programme has been compressed if compared with a traditional shopping centre. It 
is a ‘Big Mac’. Considerable amount of servant uses occurs underground. The underground has a generic 
frame and the upper ground hold variable volumes. 

The Almere Stad effect follows this logic: If a city becomes bigger, it requires a gravity point. Alkermade 
says that “when a city becomes bigger and bigger, it is like when a star is born. From a certain moment on an 
own gravity field is being constructed. It happened that although Almere-Stad had the same shops and prices 
like Almere-Haven, people from Almere-Haven preferred to go to Almere-Stad to do their shopping or 
entertainment”15.  

By studying this case we find out that the branding was from the beginning an essential factor of this 
shopping centre by creating a new polarity. This mega container of mixed-use was treated as a sort of scenic 
postcard visible from the highway and the lake.  
 

 
 
Figure 7 Original master plan (1994): Mixed-use model of housing, shops and parking; cross section and 
layout size of 300m x 300m. Sources: Monu magazine issue 7 & OMA online publications. 
 
4.3. St David’s 2 shopping centre, city centre, Cardiff, UK 

This shopping centre is due to open in October 2009. It creates centrality due to its size and strategic 
location in relation to the city centre and the train station. It is the prolongation of an existing shopping 
centre built in the 80s with around 60 stores and with the new addition it becomes one of the biggest 
shopping centres in the UK16. It wants to evoke the old arcades that are present in the surroundings built 
during the XIX century. It is a monolithic building, an exploded mall. 

Most of the programme is developed above ground with just some car parking and part of the servicing 
allocated underground. The different parts of the building and the facades announce the programme. A 
podium contains the shopping centre which is the base to the residential above. On one hand the 
pseudo-public space belonging to the shopping centre contains generic space for a wide variety of activities 
to take place. The entrances to it are conventional and clearly defined. On the other hand the residential 
above contains specific space in accordance to conventional housing scale, structure and layout. This 
building has been design with a closed programme for a permanent programme. 

This development is responsible for the renovation of a large part of the city centre of Cardiff, including 

                                                           
14 Ibid 
15 Ibid 
16 http://www.stdavids2.com, accessed on 13/09/09 
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the construction of the city’s central library. This is a stand-alone container with generic space separated 
from the shopping centre. This shopping centre shows the effect of the British development systems and 
perhaps the heritage to some extent of the zoning planning techniques used in the 70s and 80s. 

By studying this case it becomes evident that the building is prescriptive, evident, predictable and 
explicit. 
 

 
 

Figure 8 Inner/outer views of St David II. Source: http://www.stdavids2.com. 
 
5. FINALE 

 
Nowadays, shopping centres are especially affected by the internet and the widespread availability of 

on-line shopping. The shopping centre has become a place where different brands must advertise themselves. 
The shop in the shopping centre is an extension of and complementary to the on-line portal. Consequently 
the shopping centre is the exhibition space where brands present their products and where customers expect 
an intense sensory experience where they can browse, touch and smell the products. 

The consumers have been replaced by demanding customers. The shopping centre is no longer a place 
for the masses. On the contrary, it is a place for the individual; customised and tailored. The customer 
continually browses in the shopping centre and on-line for new things, ideas, experiences, for surprises, for 
the rare. The customer who visits the shopping centre does not feel the need to buy anything. Therefore the 
success of shopping centres is measured by foot fall rather than sales. 

The shopping centre must be generic and flexible to enable mobility and adaptability of spaces available 
for different brands. A brand one month may need 300 sqm to present a new product but the following month 
just 3 linear meters plus some complementary space. These demands will be placed on the managerial team 
of the shopping centre and the shopping mall must be able to accommodate them. The versatility of spaces 
provided will be a parameter measured to assess the success of the shopping centre. 

This new trend affects the compactness of the programme, aiming to save space but also to intensify the 
sensorial experiences. Whether this trend continues to change the morphology of the shopping centre 
remains to be seen, but future developments could result in retail shopping starting to resemble exhibition 
spaces or theatre stages. 
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ABSTRACT:  Macau is one example of a rapidly transforming city in Asia. In competition with other cities 
in the region, it capitalizes on its role as the only place in China where casino gambling is legalised. Since 
the handover of the former Portuguese enclave to the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Macau has 
experienced various deregulations ranging from the end of its gambling monopoly, and the liberalisation  of 
planning regulations, to the easing of travel restrictions. These liberalisation s were followed by an inflow of 
foreign direct investments (FDI) and visitors, and eventually led to a significant change of Macau’s urban 
landscape. Macau’s urban image construction can be discussed in the context of neo-liberalism under 
consideration of its specific characteristics as a free port, offshore haven and “free market” which however is 
manipulated by casino corporations, a small local elite, and the Chinese government in Beijing. The paper 
investigates how changes of Macau’s urban image are related to these characteristics and if the urban 
development after the credit crunch can have a more sustainable direction. 
KEYWORDS:  Neo-liberalism, urban image, urban transformation, offshore-urbanism, Macau, China. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Macau’s skyline in 2007: in the centre the Bank of China Tower (left)  
and the casino Grand Lisboa (right) 

 (Photo: H. Tieben) 

1  INTRODUCTION 

    In the 2005 book, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, urban geographer David Harvey observed the 
parallel appearance of neo-liberalist policies in countries as different as the United States of America and the 
People’s Republic of China. With his comparison he also suggested an interrelation between development in 
these countries whilst underlining the unique characters of neo-liberalism in each of them (Harvey, 2005). 
The rapid transformation of the urban image of the former Portuguese enclave, Macau, analysed in this paper, 
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is seen in the context of the international discussion on neo-liberalism, and occurred simultaneously with the 
rapid growth of other Chinese coastal cities and Dubai in the United Arab Emirates. The boom of these cities 
began, after the Asian Crisis, in the new millennium and culminated in the biggest meltdown of the global 
economy since the Great Depression. The character of the boom of Macau and Dubai recalls observations 
made by Susan Strange in the book Casino Capitalism in the 1980s, when neo-liberalism had become the 
dominant political ideology of governments in the USA, UK and PRC. Strange compared the behaviour of 
stockbrokers with that of casino gamblers (Strange, 1986). Much of the projects discussed below – gigantic 
casino resorts and property developments – have a similar character to the games played for maximal gains. 
Preconditions for the rapid growth of these cities was the availability of large sums of flexible capital from 
USA, Europe, Hong Kong and China; a set of facilitating legal frameworks and policies; and the willingness 
of investors at the top level of international banks and corporations to gamble on the success of cities which 
invested almost exclusively on luxurious residential properties, tourist infrastructure, and, in the case of 
Macau, casinos. These preconditions together with facilitating local conditions, which will be discussed 
below, resulted in the transformation of the tiny offshore enclave of Macau into the new World Capital of 
casino gambling.  
    This paper addresses following questions: 

- How was the urban image of Macau restructured to attract international capital? 
- Was the transformation of Macau related to neo-liberalist policies, which were they, and did they differ 

from policies in other places? 
- How did the transformation affect the life of Macau’s urban spaces? 
- What can we expect for Macau’s future after the current financial meltdown and the growing critique of 

neo-liberalist policies?    
    Macau is located at the southern coast of the People’s Republic of China, around 29km west of Hong 
Kong. Its territory consists of the main Macau peninsula and the islands Taipa and Coloane. The two islands 
have, since the late 1990s, been connected by extensive land reclamation. This reclamation is today marketed 
as the “Cotai Strip™”. The territory of Macau SAR is connected with the Chinese mainland by a northern 
border gate located on an old isthmus and by the new Lotus Bridge which connects the Cotai Strip with 
Hengqin Island, again an area of two islands connected by land reclamations. After the vast land 
reclamations at the end of the 1990s, Macau has a size of 29.2 sq km. On this territory live 544,200 
registered residents (2nd Quarter/2009, MSAR DSEC, 2009) 
    In 1999, the former Portuguese enclave was handed over to the PRC, two years after Hong Kong’s hand 
over, and became China’s second Special Administrative Region (SAR). Its political status, like Hong 
Kong’s, was organised according to the “One Country, Two Systems” policy formulated by the Chinese 
government.  
    With the introduction of the “Open Door” policy (1979) and the creation of the Zhuhai Special 
Economic Zones (1984), Macau’s economical and political significance increased after long stagnation. For 
the new China, under Deng Xiaoping, it became attractive as a place through which it could absorb foreign 
direct investments (FDI) and international expertise, and which could become a model for unification with 
Taiwan. This political role influences the specific character of Macau’s neo-liberalism. The pro-growth 
policy of its government in the new millennium was able to produce, in a short time, a recognisable financial 
success. However with growing negative social and environmental impact of the casino industry, the Chinese 
government has, since 2005, begun to pressure Macau’s Chief Executive, Edmund Ho, to implement stronger 
economic diversification. This push for change had already happened before the global financial crisis, and is 
seen as a reaction to the amount of money lost by mainland gamblers in foreign casinos as well as the 
critique of Macau as a future model for unification with Taiwan (Lo, 2009).        
    When analyzing Macau’s development in the context of neo-liberalist policies, foreign direct 
investments and city competition, it is helpful to be reminded by Peter Sloterdijk that globalisation is not a 
new phenomenon (Sloterdijk, 2006). Macau’s recent history can be understood not only through the sudden 
impact of globalisation, but also by the continuously changing fortunes of a networked, centuries old, 
maritime city. 
    Macau was founded in 1557, just a few decades after the first circumnavigation in 1522. It was an early 
product and tool of what Sloterdijk calls the second phase of globalisation, which followed a cosmological 
globalisation during the time of ancient Greece. Sloterdijk defines this second phase, which began in the late 
15th century, as the “nautical phase of globalisation”. The competiveness of the Western Europe compared 
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with other nations, was based on their high risk, debt financed, sea expeditions.  
    The evolving maritime trade that followed these expeditions was risky, as its success often depended on 
luck which could suddenly change for the worst on an unpredictable sea. On the other hand, if successful, it 
could bring immediate, exceptional, wealth. The notion of this early, highly fluctuating investment 
environment thus becomes comparable with the risks and opportunities of the billion dollar bids by casino 
corporations and their stock holders on Macau’s future as the only city in China with a legal casino industry.  
    Similarly to other Asian cities, Macau’s urban image has played an important role in attracting both 
investment and visitors (Wu, 2003; Gaubatz, 2005). However, due to the complex economical and political 
goals of the actors involved, and Macau’s topographical, historical, and cultural preconditions, the results of 
the transformation process has gained unique characteristics.   

2 CONSTRUCTION OF MACAU’S URBAN IMAGE BEFORE CASINO  LIBERALISATION 

    After the handover in 1999, the formulation of Macau’s urban image took a sudden turn when in 2002 
the government decided not to renew the expiring gambling franchise of casino tycoon Stanley Ho. In the 
1990s, the dominant trend of Macau’s urban image construction was to build museums, revitalize public 
spaces, and erect public monuments, which underlined the continuity of Portuguese and Macanese culture 
under the new political condition as a Chinese Special Administrative Region. These projects aimed to 
establish an image of Macau as a “City of Culture” (Cheng 1999). This ideal was occasionally disturbed by 
shootouts between competing triad gangs, especially in the year before the handover. The investment of 
capital and expertise in cultural projects set the foundation for Macau’s bid for the UNESCO listing of its 
historic centre in 2001. After revision of the application by integrating recently revitalized public spaces, the 
bid became successful in 2005.  
    While the main attention of these years was focused on cultural projects, in parallel large amounts of 
residential units were constructed, in a boom which peaked in 1996 just before the Asian financial crisis. 
During this crisis the number of new built units declined and many of them remained vacant for several years. 
The decline continued after the handover and reached a low in 2002 after the September 11 terrorist attacks 
in the United States. The turning point came in the year of gambling liberalisation. Building activities began 
to increase – only interrupted in 2003 by the SARS outbreak – and continued to rise until the world financial 
crisis in 2008.    
    During the UNESCO application process, the decision to liberalize the local gambling franchise shifted 
the main effort of urban image construction from the “City of Culture” to an “Asian Las Vegas” (Tieben, 
2009), with heritage taking a backseat and used as an additional “feature” to promote property and casino 
projects.  
    Generally, the Macau Government’s idea to bring in professional casino corporations from the United 
States and Australia was supported by Central Government. The two governments wished to end the 
problematic monopoly after gambling sub-licenses appeared in the hands of triad gangs. The liberalisation 
was also meant to help develop a more competitive international tourism industry. These aims corresponded 
well with China’s membership to the World Trade Organization in 2001, the same year when the new 
gambling laws for Macau were formulated.   
    Previously in 1999, the Macau Government had presented a study for Macau 1999-2020 which aimed 
for more balanced socio-economic development (Lan, 2009). An important part of this study was a new town 
to be built on the newly created land reclamation, Cotai, between the islands Taipa and Coloane. With the 
liberalisation and the government’s consequential plan for a new gambling and entertainment centre in Cotai, 
the plans for a new town for Macau’s residents disappeared from the agenda.     
    Since Deng Xiaoping’s introduction of the “Open Door Policy” and his leitmotiv of “getting rich is 
glorious”, the strong linkage between politics and business found its way into official terminology. With 
names such as the “Shenzhen and Zhuhai Economic Zones” for the new cities of millions, or the title “Chief 
Executive” for the government heads of Hong Kong and Macau, there was an indication of the political goals 
of an efficient government striving for maximised economic growth.  
    In the years leading up to the handover in Macau and Hong Kong, projects were constructed which 
underlined the Chinese commitment to keeping a stable and growing investment environment. In both 
territories, the towers for the Bank of China became the most important landmarks. Due to their heights they 
deliberately dominated the skylines of both SAR’s. In Hong Kong, the tower of the Bank of China was 
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designed by American Chinese I.M. Pei with a shape composed of rising triangles highlighted by flashing 
white light beams, creating an image of dynamic growth. The tower of Macau’s Bank of China followed a 
symmetrical design. Its mirror glass façades were framed by large corner stones, thus giving the bank a more 
heavy and solid outlook. The new tower was positioned just near the Casino Lisboa, the then aging centre of 
Macau’s casino industry. With a height of 38 storeys the Bank of China clearly surpassed the casino and the 
other buildings in the city, implementing a new spatial hierarchy. 
    In 1996, Portuguese architect Manuel Vicente, added another tower at Macau’s skyline: the tower of the 
World Trade Centre. The design followed the 19-storey height limitation and thus was significantly lower 
than the Bank of China tower. However, it caught attention with its red façade grid and the large letters 
“WTC” at its top. The WTC opened one year after the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
which Macau joined as a founding member from January 1995. According to the Director General Pascal 
Lamy “The World Trade Organization – the WTO – is the international organization whose primary purpose 
is to open trade for the benefit of all.” (www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/wto_dg_stat_e.htm, Sept 10, 
2009). Macau’s World Trade Center is an example how the local promotion of the free market ideology in 
Asian countries can differ from the idealised views in the West (Stiglitz, 2002). In Macau, the business circle 
who officially promoted “free trade” was the same which long controlled Macau’s economy. The General 
Assembly of Macau’s WTC is still chaired today by the former gambling monopolist Stanley Ho Hung Sun. 
The mission statement of the local World Trade Centre also differs in a significant detail from the broader 
ideals of the World Trade Organization. It aims are: “To encourage the development of World Trade Centres 
and provide high quality services, products and programs for our global network of members.” 
(www.wtc-macau.com/introduction/index.htm, Sept 10, 2009).  
    Since 1999, Macau has set up different policies for increased economic liberalisation and the attraction 
of FDI. In October 1999, just before the handover, the last Portuguese Governor, Vasco Rocha Vieira, 
approved an Offshore Law for Macau (Decree-Law No. 58/99M) which provided for the regulation of 
offshore institutions, and authorisation to conduct business activities. In 2002, the Macau Trade and 
Investment Promotion Institute (IPIM) established the Macau Business Support Centre (MBSC) reducing 
start-up costs for foreign investors, enabling them to familiarise themselves with Macau's business 
environment and the administrative procedures (from 2001 to 2005 the number of FDI enterprises in Macau 
grew from 560 to 1,314). The strongest increase of FDI however, came only after the end of the 40-year 
casino franchise, and more precisely between 2004 and 2005, after the introduction of the Individual Visit 
Scheme for mainland visitors as a reaction to the SARS epidemic in 2003, and the successful opening of the 
first American casino, The Sands, in 2004.  

3 CHANGE OF MACAU’S URBAN IMAGE AFTER CASINO LIBERA LISATION 

    Soon after the introduction of the previously mentioned policies to liberalise Macau’s market and 
promote economic growth, planning rules were also changed. This further boosted economic growth, and led 
to fundamental changes in Macau’s urban image. The Bank of China Building, as the landmark of a stable 
economy in the region, was soon surpassed by new casino constructions. Since its establishment in 1991, the 
adjacent NAPE district of Macau had a height limitation of 19 storeys. This limitation was repealed at the 
occasion of the casino project Star World Galaxy. On its site in 1992, a 19 storey project had been approved 
and was then sold. The change of ownership was approved under the condition that the site would be 
developed within 42 months. However, after nine years nothing had happened. Then in 2001, when the Law 
16/2001 for the liberalisation of the gaming industry was submitted to the Legislative Assembly, the project 
suddenly went ahead. The new plan for a casino with 50-storeys was directly supported by Macau's Chief 
Executive Edmund Ho. It was reported that for undefined reasons the 1991 height limitation had not been 
renewed. After protests from neighbours and problems with the foundation works on the reclaimed land, the 
Star World Galaxy Casino was completed in 2006 with 39-storeys, setting the stage for all further casino 
developments (Azevedo, 2006). The soon to follow casinos – The Wynn, Grand Lisboa, MGM Grand Macau, 
and Ponte 16 – were all placed on prime locations of the Macau peninsula, all in highly visible positions 
relative to the axes of San Ma Lo (Macau’s main street) and on waterfronts. Thus this relatively small 
number of, albeit large, projects had a massive impact on Macau’s urban image (Fig. 1/5).  
    Initially, the Las Vegas casino corporations LVS and Wynn tested the Asian market in Macau with two 
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medium scale casinos. In 2000, due to the overly ambitious scope of his projects, Steve Wynn had lost his 
flagship casinos, Mirage and Bellagio, to his Las Vegas competitor MGM. In Macau, in contrast, he chose to 
start with a copy of his recent “come back” casino, The Wynn, which aimed to create a more intimate scale 
targeting the elite of the casino gamblers (Binkley, 2008). The Wynn Macau project left the option for further 
extension. The first phase opened in 2006, and the second phase with a higher tower, is now almost complete. 
An earlier envisioned project on the Cotai Strip has not yet began. Wynn’s local American competitor, the 
Las Vegas Sands Corporation (LVS), was the first foreign casino corporation which engaged Macau’s casino 
market. Highly visible, the golden glass façade of The Sands symbolised the beginning of a new era for 
anybody arriving at the Hong Kong-Macau Ferry Pier. With this casino, LVS made such high profits that the 
corporation risked a huge leap for its next step, the construction of The Venetian Macau, which at once 
became the world’s biggest casino. The design followed the 1999 inaugurated The Venetian in Las Vegas. 
Macau’s Venetian opened in August 2007 as the first operating casino on the Cotai Strip.  
    The Macau Government, after abolishing plans for a new town in Cotai, aimed to develop this area as 
the new entertainment and leisure centre. The government was attracted by the type of Las Vegas casinos, 
which offered space for a broad range of activities such as conventions, concerts, recreation and shopping, 
and were themselves major tourist destinations due to their spectacular scale and historical themes. 
According to the recommendations of a Task Force Study by the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) and 
the Macau Government in 1994, theme parks should help to support Macau’s economy and channel some 
visitors away from the historic centre, helping to preserve its local heritage and life (PATA, 1994).  
 

 
Figure 2 Gross floor area of buildings completed and extended (1990-2008) 

(Source: MSAR DSEC, 2009) 

 
Figure 3 Number of units in buildings completed and extended (1990-2008) 

(Source: MSAR DSEC, 2009) 
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Figure 4: Macau’s total population (1990-2008) 
(Source: MSAR DSEC, 2009) 

    The construction boom in Macau was boosted (as in Singapore and Dubai), by an increasing supply of 
cheap labour by migrant workers. Many of whom stayed only temporarily in Macau. At the same time the 
number of Macau’s registered residents also increased from 425,200 at the end of 1998 to 544,200 in the 
second quarter of 2009 (MSAR DSEC, 2009). One could expect that the construction of housing would have 
increased at the same time to accommodate the around 120,000 new residents, but the opposite occurred. 
While construction in Gross Floor Area (GFA) increased rapidly, the number of completed housing units 
remained low (Fig. 2-4). The construction boom brought new large casino resorts but only a few residential 
buildings, which mostly targeted the highest price segment. With the increase of the number of residents and 
less apartments built, the profits of property owners soared (from 2000 to 2007, prices per square meter 
doubled to US$2490). In 1996, the Macau Government implemented a new immigration policy, to increase 
the demand of luxurious properties by starting a Realty Investment Residency Scheme. Until 2007, when the 
scheme was suspended, citizenship was offered to investors purchasing properties worth US$250,000 (this 
figure was lowered in 2000 to US$125,000). The new property projects after 2002, although few in number, 
made a stronger impact on Macau’s urban image than the many units constructed before. Like the new 
casinos, they were placed in key positions and their completion was orchestrated with regional media 
campaigns. Thus they contributed to the change of the internationally perceived image of Macau as a 
dynamic and modern place, with standards and amenities quickly catching up with Hong Kong. As most free 
land was reserved for the construction of casino resorts, the situation in Macau’s residential districts in the 
northern part of the peninsula became increasingly congested and expensive. Additionally, it is here where 
the new Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau Bridge will connect. Investors understood quickly the future potential of 
the area and several condominium towers are already completed.  
    In the six years between the liberalisation of the gambling monopoly and the financial crisis, Macau 
became a global tourist destination offering the most prestigious retail, hotel and casino brands. Additional 
promotion came in January 2007, with New York Times and Bloomberg devoting headlines to the growth of 
Macau’s gambling revenue of US$6.95 billion exceeding that of Las Vegas with US$6.6 billion. Until the 
end of 2007, the stock of Macau's inward FDI increased by 21% to US$7,858 million, with the major 
investor countries being Hong Kong (US$4,645 million or 59% of total, up by 22%), the USA (US$ 1,584 
million or 20% of total, up by 33%), China (US$829 million or 11% of total, up by 41%) and the EU 
(US$580 million or 7.4% of total, up by 22%). These FDI were mainly in the gaming (US$4.7 billion) and 
financial sectors (US$1.6 billion). FDI for the construction industry was US$430 million, while industrial 
production received US$349 million, (MSAR DSEC, 2009).  
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Figure 5 Plan and section showing the scale of the new casino constructions on both sides of San Ma Lo and 

the historical centre; in light grey: Completed casino constructions after 2002 
 
    Before the news of the American credit crunch, and of dramatic losses on the international stock 
markets, Chief Executive Edmund Ho had already made attempts to slow down the casino developments by 
announcing that no new casino licenses would be granted. Since 2005, the Chinese Government has 
recommended Macau diversify its economy. In 2006, the Macau Government experienced a serious blow, 
when the corruption case of the Secretary for Transport and Public Works Ao Man Long became public. The 
scandal showed how strongly the fast boom was related to highly corrupt land policies.  It also confirmed 
that precious public land assets were given for the lowest prices to casino and property developers, while 
receiving personal bribes, and that projects had been approved which did not comply with Macau’s building 
regulations and the general public interest in sustainable development. The case added to the anger of local 
workers over increasing competition from migrant workers. The anger and frustration was aired at the 
Labour Day demonstration in 2007 (Lo, 2008, Lo, 2009). Another blow came, when in October 2008, 
concerned about the amount of money spent by Chinese residents in Macau’s casinos, Guangzhou’s 
government restricted the number of visits allowed by the Individual Visit Scheme and visitor arrivals 
declined by 11.8 per cent from March 2008 to March 2009 (MSAR DSEC, 2009). 
 
 

 
Figure 6 Idle construction site at the Cotai Strip in 2009.  

(Photo H. Tieben) 
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4 REACTIONS TO THE WORLD FINANCIAL CRISIS  

    In Macau, the world financial crisis arrived with full force in November 2008, after the international 
stock value of casino corporations had already drastically decreased. Especially vulnerable was LVS, the 
fastest expanding casino corporation, with its parallel mega projects in Macau, Singapore and the United 
States. It halted further construction phases on the Cotai Strip adjacent to the Venetian Macau and the Four 
Seasons, and focussed on the completion of its Marina Bay Project in Singapore. To avoid bankruptcy, LVS 
had to be recapitalised by US$2.1 billion, including US$1 billion from its Chairman Sheldon Adelson. To cut 
costs, it laid off, in a single day, around 10,000 construction workers, including 4,000 from Hong Kong, 
4,000 from the mainland, and 2,000 from Macau (Lo, 2008). From January 2007, the number of officially 
registered non-resident workers had increased from 66,769 to a peak of 104,281 in September 2008 and 
decreased then to 83,616 in June 2009. Migrant workers who had lost their jobs had to return home at a time 
when there were few job opportunities to return to. Many of Macau’s upscale property projects were tailored 
to attract well paid expatriates in the management of the new casino resorts, however with the crisis many 
expatriates had to leave Macau. Those who were fired were forced to leave the territory within days despite 
the challenge of searching not only for a new job but also schools for their children, and buyers for their 
newly acquired homes. Dreams of a career in the boom town Macau turned into a nightmare. Attracted by 
Macau’s new dynamic image and slogans such as “In a world of difference, the difference is Macau”, foreign 
workers realised that in the moment of crisis the Macau Government concentrated on its long neglected 
residents fearing an boiling over of their frustration. To calm local sentiments the government reacted with 
investments in its social security net by providing more housing subsidies, by distributing “candies” to all 
members of the society, and by offering better loans to small and medium enterprises hurt by the global 
downturn (Lo, 2009).  
    In parallel, it promised to extend infrastructure projects such as the LRT (light rail transport system). A 
second line was proposed which finally reached into the areas where local residents live. The first proposed 
line will connect mainly the northern border gate, the casinos, and the international airport. However, the 
planning of infrastructure projects to cope with the fast increasing traffic were long promised but not 
executed, in contrast to Hong Kong where an efficient mass transport system has operated for more than 
three decades. Macau, instead, had invested during the 1990s in bridges and streets encouraging individual 
car traffic. Seeing its model for the unification with Taiwan at stake, the Chinese government pushed forward 
several initiatives. The project of the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau Bridge, which already was proposed by 
developer & engineer Gordon Wu in the 1980s (Sayer, 2006), now seems close to realisation. The Chinese 
government also encouraged better collaboration among the cities in the region with: (1) the Regional 
Cooperation Conference (PPRD) aiming to provide exchange and co-operation for local and global venture 
capital, and (2) the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA) between the PRC and the Special 
Administrative Regions Hong Kong and Macau. Both platforms were already established, but due to the new 
scale of challenges the willingness of the cities to cooperate on these platforms increased.  
    In January 2009, Chinese Vice President Xi Jinping visited Macau. Instead of promising an end to the 
new restrictions of the Individual Visitor Scheme, he reiterated the importance for Macau to diversify its 
economy.  
    In June 2009, the Standing Committee of the eleventh National People’s Congress (NPC) passed a bill 
to give Macau jurisdiction over a new campus for the University of Macau on Hengqin Island. This campus 
will cover approximately one square kilometre and will be connected with Macau via tunnel, enabling 24 
hour commuting without crossing the border checkpoint (um2.umac.mo/apps/pr/press-release.nsf/ 
press-releases/20090627-001-3).  
    This gift from the Chinese government is an important opportunity for a new direction in Macau’s 
development. Since the casino boom, students opted to quit their university education to work in one of the 
many Western casinos, or worked full-time in the casinos with study in their free time. The new investment 
in education will help to change Macau’s image again and create new job opportunities. The decision was 
also a clear signal against the extension of the casino industry at Cotai on the adjacent territory of Hengqin 
Island. Over the past few years, several casino developers have unsuccessfully made such proposals. The 
plans for the new campus on Chinese territory will not be made in Macau but, under supervision of the 
Chinese government, in Beijing.    
    While Macau’s economy after the crisis is on the way to recovery, the future of the Cotai Strip still 
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remains unclear. Most investors are reluctant to start projects here. The development is further slowed as all 
projects approved under Ex-Secretary for Transport and Public Works Ao Man Long are being scrutinised by 
corruption investigations. This delay makes operation more difficult for The Venetian Macau and Cities of 
Dreams which have already opened at the Cotai Strip and find themselves surrounded by vast deserted 
construction sites (Fig. 6). The completion of the promised light rail is still along way off, and as of writing it 
has not yet been started.  
    However, other voices, such as Macau’s Cultural Institute see the crisis as a good opportunity at the 
right time. After the region was caught by surprise over the vast impact of the construction boom, and 
following the casino liberalisation, it now sees an opportunity to update Macau’s legal and planning 
framework to cope in the future. In this context, a new heritage law is currently under way which will 
introduce, among other things, impact assessments for large scale developments and a platform for 
cooperation between different governmental departments. 

5  NEOLIBERALISM WITH ‘MACANESE CHARACTERISTICS’  

    The idea to open Macau’s market to American and Australian casino corporations was initially 
considered by the Central Government as an option to clean up the local casino industry as well as develop 
an internationally competitive tourism industry. This aim was partly successful as the new generation of 
casinos introduced new professional standards in design and management, and created new international 
tourist attractions. However, “liberalisation” meant mainly to invite a small number of the world’s biggest 
casino corporations.  
    The economic and urban development of Macau continues to remain strongly influenced by the 
gambling industry, even although there are now several competitors. Political influence surfaces in situations 
of important decisions such as regarding the controversial Article 23 or the election of the new Chief 
Executive. In these situations, local casino tycoons discourage humble steps towards democratisation with 
the arguments that they could endanger economic growth and the relationship to the Mainland. A typical 
example of the this political culture is the comment of Stanley Ho Hung-sung on the election of the new 
Chief Executive Fernando Chui Sai, who will take office in December 19, 2009: “More than 280 people 
believe he should be the chief executive. Those who made the mistake [of voting blank] won’t be able to 
sleep. They won’t feel comfortable with what they did” (Ian & Nunes, 2009). These 14 voters had made 
blank votes in an election with a single candidate.  
    Currently, Macau’s newspapers is printing stories on the family relations of the elected Chief Executive. 
Through his marriage with Winnie Fok, Chui is closely related to the family of Hong Kong’s tycoon Henry 
Fok. Before his dead in 2006, the tycoon served as Vice-Chairman of the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference National Committee and was one of the first Hong Kong investors who used the 
“Open Door” into the Chinese market. In 1962, he was the key figure behind the successful bid for Macau’s 
gambling franchise, which he made together with Stanley Ho, Yip Hon, and Teddy Yip.  
    During the boom years, Chief Executive Edmund Ho concentrated his effort on the promotion of 
economic growth, allowing tycoons and casino corporations to make exceptional profits. At the same time, 
his government profited from higher tax revenues paid by the casino industry. These profits were made by 
selling precious land resources at bargain prices. This is in a city which, according to a comparison of the 
American magazine Forbes in 2006, is one of the ten most congested cities of the world. With these low land 
prices, Macau could compete, particularly with Hong Kong, where the revenue of the government depends 
on land auctions leading to exorbitant land prices. The Macau Government could adopt this strategy as it 
could increase the tax revenue through record gains in the casino industry. Between 2004 to 2007, tax 
revenue paid by the gambling industry increased from US$1.908 billion to US$3.877 billion. This gave the 
government a solid financial base to cushion the impacts of the world financial crisis while LVS (and its 
stock holders) had to take the high risks of its ambitious projects on its own. The other side of this economic 
growth was: (1) a continuous dependence of the government on the casino industry; (2) the problematic 
social impact of casino gambling such as gambling addiction or organized crime; (3) the loss of valuable 
land resources; (4) the impact on local residents through increased congestion, pollution, and a reduced, 
more costly living space; and (5) the problematic situation of migrant workers which fuelled the fast growth, 
but due to Macau’s strict border regime can be easily dismissed at any time.   
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6  A VIEW INTO THE FUTURE 

    As previously mentioned, an important factor for Macau’s specific character of neo-liberalism comes 
from Macau’s role as model for unification with Taiwan. Despite the official policy of “One Country, Two 
Systems,” the Chinese government has repeatedly intervened in Macau’s affairs, especially when it feared 
that the rapid development and growing influence of the American casino industry could endanger its 
political goals. However, these interventions, together with pushing for the acceptance of Article 23 and the 
denials of entry of international scholars and journalists to Macau, raise questions about the success of the 
model, especially if it comes with unsustainable growth and reduced civil rights. The gift of new land for a 
University Campus is made to improve the image of the role of the Chinese government. The position of 
Macau as the gambling capital will require the constant upgrading of its facilities. It will need to cope with 
rising competitors such as Singapore, Malaysia and possibly Taiwan. A view to Las Vegas shows the short 
life span of its casinos, which often close after a few years and have to make way for new construction. In 
continuation with its maritime colonial past, Macau will remain dependant on an unpredictable fortune and 
decisions made beyond its borders.  
    In July 2009, Taiwan officials in the outlying archipelago of Penghu County announced a massive 
resort-casino with investment of at least $910 million if local voters approve a gambling referendum (Reuters, 
July 22, 2009). Over the last few years most casino corporations have already sent representatives to the 
archipelago to consider it as a viable alternative to Macau and Singapore. In July 2009, Penghu began a 
four-month programme with the former Chinese capital Nanjing, allowing Chinese visitors to receive landing 
visas on arrival (Hirsch, 2009). The only obstacle for the start of construction is the right of the local 
residents to vote about the introduction of a casino industry in their neighbourhood. This case also shows the 
ambivalent role of the Chinese government which criticises Macau’s focus on casino gambling, while 
approving flights from Nanjing to Taiwan in the interests of improving its image.          
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ABSTRACT: Since the final decade of the twentieth century, a new reality has arisen regarding the 
increasing role of the globalised real estate markets in structuring urban space. International capital is 
necessary for the development and management of contemporary cities. However, financial capital is 
notoriously volatile and governed by the short-term vision of economic profit. It is therefore not necessarily 
a willing partner in any cooperation towards achieving the global goals of urban policies and planning, 
which are necessarily long-term and aim at durable spatial, social, and economic benefits. This phenomenon 
has resulted in increasing difficulty with regard to achieving the goal of sustainable cities.  
KEYWORDS: globalisation, real estate markets, urban planning 
 
 
1  INTRODUCTION 

During recent decades, market globalisation has resulted in the deregulation of capital flows and in the 
minimisation of state control over financial activities. Local characteristics of the real estate markets have 
gradually lost a great part of their significance, while globalised real estate markets have pursued the 
incorporation of the enormous wealth of real estate into the global economic circuit. These developments 
have encouraged those involved in the real estate sector to pursue the new opportunities arising in the 
international arena. The amount of capital invested in real estate is extremely large and has been continually 
increasing, at least until the outbreak of the recent economic crisis1. 

Urban development and management depend not only on local and national factors, but also on forces 
emanating from the globalised economic environment. However, the effects of international financial 
development on urban policies have not been fully appreciated to date. The territorial loci of cities shift 
towards the financial sector. In the globalised economy, cities need and compete for international capital 
flows, which they succeed in attracting in a number of ways. In parallel, they have to satisfy the increasing 
roles required of them, both as local and global capital (Taşan-Kok and Weesep, 2007), that are particularly 
related to real estate investments. Urban infrastructure is increasingly costly and public bodies continually 
need to secure the necessary resources. They seek to establish partnerships with the private sector and 
markets, which have always held an important role in urban development process. Thus, urban planning and 
management become biased towards globalised capital. The result of this bias is that the private sector seek 
to play an increasing role in urban policies, governance and planning (Budd, 1995; Nil Uzun, 2007). 

The deregulation of the global financial environment occurred simultaneously with the gradual 
deregulation of urban planning, which faces many problems and has many critics. It is often considered that 
governments and planning bodies are inflexible, that they act too slowly and do not adequately respond to 
what citizens require; thus their role in urban planning could reasonably be questioned. It is also open to 
question how it is possible to retain and achieve urban planning objectives with less involvement on the part 

                                                           
1 It was estimated by Jones Lang Lasalle (“Global Real Estate Capital, More Markets, More Competition,” 
March 2006) that global real estate direct investments completed in 2005 amounted to approximately 
US$475bn; see also Price Waterhouse Coopers, “Real estate investment – a global market emerges,” in 
Global Real Estate Now, June 2006, and the annual reports Emerging Trends in Real Estate: Europe, 2007, 
2008 and 2009 (Chap. 2). 
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of the state and accommodating the increased market needs (Buitelaar and Needham, 2007).     
This work aims at investigating some issues surrounding the relationships between the globalised real 

estate market and urban planning. The paper is organised around the following hypothesis/observation: 
During the last two decades, the role of global financial capital in structuring urban space and development 
has been continually increasing, but the rationale of short-term profit for financial capital is often 
incompatible with the long-term objectives of urban policies and planning, which aim for spatial, social and 
economic sustainability. 
 
2  SECURITISATION AND VOLATILITY  

With regard to real estate, we consider that two factors have influenced urban development decisively, 
either in the medium- or the long-term, since the beginning of the century. The first refers to the fact that real 
estate - either buildings or land - has become a financial product, through the securitisation of property rights. 
Urban development and planning policies deal with real estate to a high degree, and they are directly 
associated with the new financial mechanisms. The second factor relates to the increasing volatility of the 
real estate market at a global level, which intensifies the already serious problems of urban development 
regulation.  

Through the practices of securitisation, real estate assets become financial assets, titles and securities. 
Securitisation has led to the expansion of the real estate market and to the development of a great variety of 
investment products, and has contributed to the increase in global capital liquidity and mobility. Aided by a 
technological imperative, financial assets based on real estate are traded around the world, irrespective of 
time and space, through banking and stock exchange markets. 

In the contemporary investment environment, the aims of the production and appropriation of surplus 
values from direct real estate investments are often substituted by arbitrage. Real estate markets attract 
different types of international capital: hedge funds, Collective Investments Schemes2, and recently, 
Sovereign Wealth Funds3. Thus, freely-flowing capital is invested and arbitraged in areas where high surplus 
values and returns are expected to occur: indirect investments in local real estate markets, financial products 
or secured property rights, usually managed by Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs), which finance 
high-risk real estate development programmes - mainly commercial - with high leverage4, in cities where the 
cycle of the real estate market is in a down-turn (Renard, 2008). These speculative funds expect important 
returns, and they have the potential to be withdrawn from these markets and then to be re-invested in other 
markets, wherever new opportunities for profit occur. The indices of the self-characteristics of the REITs 
(Net Asset Value, Adjusted Funds from Operations, Cash Available for Distribution) do not have always 
great significance for global capital. Conversely, its interest is focused on the indices concerning their shares 

                                                           
2 It is a method of investment in collective private capitals. At present, these capitals are called UCITS and 
their development is high, as is their variety. To date since 1985 (Council Directive 85/611/EEC), the 
European Economic Community has published guidelines aimed at clarifying the legal framework for the 
flow of these capitals in the EU (Undertakings for Collective Investment in Transferable Securities – UCITS) 
and since then they have been re-adjusted as required. The ultimate goal is the creation of a single European 
market for those capitals invested mainly in Europe, Asia and North America. The recent directives 
2001/107/ΕC and 2001/108/EC had been incorporated into UCITS III, while on June 19, 2009, the Council 
of the European Union adopted the UCITS IV Directive that recasts the existing UCITS Directive 
85/611/EE. 
3 Recently, state investment products, the Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWF), are also being invested in the real 
estate markets. Their entities and their methods of management are different from those of the state reserve 
funds (i.e. SWF can be established from the reserve funds of the insurance institutions or partly from those of 
the central bank of a state). For the present and the prospects of SWF in the real estate markets, see, for 
example, Simon P. in PWC, Investment Management and Real Estate perspectives, December 2008, and the 
Report of CBRE (Global View Point), autumn 2008. For the width and the importance of the investments on 
real estate of the SWF, see “Major Sovereign Wealth Fund Real Estate Transactions 2000-2008”, published 
by the SWF Institute in 2009. 
4 See reviews published in “Quarterly Reports on European non-listed Vehicles” of INREV (European 
Association for Investors in Non-listed Real Estate Vehicles). 
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(indices EPRA/NAREIT, or INREV). Special indices of the derivatives markets (IPD derivatives index) have 
been created in many countries5, aimed at informing prospective investors regarding the accomplishment of 
increased returns from their investments and their risk exposure to the various real estate markets6. 

Through securitisation processes, real estate property which is by definition immobile and represents 
capital investment in concrete fixed assets is now transformed into capital, which is not directly associated 
with specific real estates, countries or cities, can freely flow in the globalised market, and may be determined 
by forces beyond the city’s boundaries. Thus, as Charney (2001) points out, ‘there is a “duality”, or an 
inherent contradiction, between immobile properties and “elusive” and “nomadic capital”. On the abstract 
level, real estate has now become restless and intangible, a fictitious element of the global financial markets.’  

The impersonal and in-perpetual-mobility international capital has no particular reason to be concerned 
with the cities around the world in which it is invested. Instead, national and local authorities are entrusted 
with the extremely complex and difficult task of attracting the capital, useful for the urban development, and 
at the same time, with the regulation and organisation of economic and social activities in space.  

Under high financial liquidity, real estate markets now present an increasingly cyclical character, with 
coordination trends and high international interdependence and effects (Dehesh and Pugh, 1999; Wilson et al., 
2007)7, as confirmed by the recent American “subprime crisis”, which has expanded worldwide. However, 
the convergence of the various real estate markets (Worzala et al., 1996) seems to be restricting the 
possibilities of creating a diversified portfolio of real estate assets (Sirmans and Worzala, 2003; Worzala and 
Sirmans, 2003; Wilson and Zurbruegg, 2003).  

It has been proved that the development of the real estate markets is not usually due to their 
fundamental characteristics, but rather to the collective psychology of the investors, which is characterised 
by irrationality and mimicry. This results in the enhancement of cyclical patterns regarding trends in real 
estate, or in the creation of “bubbles” (Renaud, 1997; Shiller, 2001, 2006). The recent worldwide property 
bubble and crisis led to the bankruptcy of many banks and construction companies, and the abandonment of 
numerous building development programmes, parts of which had already been accomplished. The 
abandonment of recently-built clusters of dwellings on the outskirts of various US cities, after the high-risk 
housing loans crisis (subprime crisis) and the dramatic increase in the numbers of homeless, constitute a 
particularly painful situation. Is it the case that the subprime loans of the predatory financial system have 
created subprime cities?  

The problems implied by the onset of such phenomena in the structure and the organisation of urban 
space (i.e. development and management of urban networks) are that the new trend does not facilitate public 
policies on cohesion, which constitute the main political choice of the European Commission (European 
Commission, 2006), and the problems of containment of urban sprawl, as well as urban regeneration. 
 
3  PUBLIC POLICIES 

In this section, it is suggested that the mechanisms of a globalised real estate market are not adequately 
taken into account in contemporary state policies related to cities, with regard to the elaboration of policies, 
since the investment rationale more often prevails than that of public interest.  

For over a decade, urban policies, both at national and European Union levels, have focused on the 
promotion of urban regeneration programmes and the control of urban expansion.  

In 1999, in Great Britain the report “Towards an Urban Renaissance” was publicised; the report was 
drawn up by the Urban Task Force chaired by Lord Richard Rogers. The corollary of this report was the 
Planning Policy Guidance Note 3, which was issued in March, 2000, prompting Town Planning Authorities 
to avoid the approval of building clusters of residences in out-of-town space, and to encourage urban 
regeneration.  

                                                           
5 For the mechanisms of derivatives’ market operation in real estate market see: Barling M., “Property 
derivatives in the UK,” Price Waterhouse Coopers, Global Real Estate Now, 10(3).  
6 The development of real estate investment derivatives is continuous, although the risk management of 
these products has become extremely difficult (see PWC, Investment Management and Real Estate 
Perspectives, June 2008).  
7 See Laposa S. et al. in PWC, “Global real estate funds – trends and issues,” 2008, and the quarterly reports 
of the “European Office Clock”, published by Jones Lang LaSalle, especially after 2004. 
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In France, Law 2000-1208 on “Urban Regeneration and Solidarity” was implemented in 2000; it 
induced important modifications to the institutional framework of urban planning in the country (Booth, 
2003). Included among the goals of this law were the advancement of urban regeneration programmes, the 
increase of urban densities where possible, and the control of the social and economic division of space 
through the increase of social mixing. 

Urban sprawl control and urban renewal is also encouraged by the EU Report on Political Cohesion and 
Cities [COM(2006)385 final], as well as the EU Directive on Community Strategies for Cohesion 
[2006/702/EC]. Urban projects and regeneration programmes are now forwarded through the new EU 
initiative JESSICA, which is jointly developed by the European Committee and The European Investment 
Bank (EIB), in cooperation with the Development Bank of the European Council, and promotes funding 
methods based on Public-Private Partnerships. 

However, in the cases of both France and Britain, as well as most other European countries, urban 
sprawl has not been satisfactorily kept back (Berger, 2003, 2006; European Commission, 2006; Roux and 
Vanier, 2008)8.  

Given that national governments and the national central banks have lost their possibility to intervene in 
the globalised financial system, tax measures are almost the only way to influence the real estate market in 
the short-term. However, any increase in construction activity and real estate prices favour not only private 
interests, but also some specific economic goals of the state, which profit by the production, the conveyances, 
the ownership, and the use of real estate. In order to strengthen real estate demand and the construction sector, 
various measures are often promoted by governments. 

When the real estate market thrives, the economic advantage that tax measures can offer to real estate 
investors is perhaps so important that investors feel that they do not need to carefully examine their decision 
to buy a property.  

Contemporary real estate private equity funds have become structurally complex. This structural 
complexity is caused primarily by the tax and legal issues encountered when funds expand their spatial 
footprint and the diversity of the investor mix is increased. The great success of REITs is mainly due to their 
tax advantages everywhere. In the USA, 100% of the housing loan installments were exempted from taxable 
income. Also, the causes of the subprime crisis in USA might not have assumed its present dimensions if the 
globalised capital market had not been deregulated and the national tax systems had not facilitated high 
capital leverage and mobility. To put it concisely, we quote that for tax purposes, commercial or investment 
banks that granted mortgaged housing loans used to create tax exempted offshore companies (Structured 
Ιnvestment Vehicles - SIVs). These companies, after buying and securitising loans from credit institutions, 
turned them into marketable “toxic” structured titles (Colaterized Debt Obligations). 

In Greece, the tax measures introduced have resulted in the invigoration of construction activity, and a 
temporary increase in State revenue. In particular, two tax measures were announced at adequate respectable 
time intervals before their enforcement, which were expected to cause a real estate price increase: the 
imposition of Value Added Tax to new building constructions (Law 3427/2005), as well as the drastic 
increase in taxes on property conveyances. In this way, artificial pressure was exercised on potential buyers, 
rushing them into purchasing dwellings. Given the high liquidity for bank financing, housing supply was 
substantially increased and this led to the housing “bubble” of the real estate market in the country (Kandyla 
and Triantafyllopoulos, 2008). 

The declared objective of the French Law 2003-590 was an increase in the housing supply, and rent 
control. According to the provisions of the law, those buying a new residence and then renting it for a period 
of at least nine years to someone using it as a main residence, took advantage of significant tax reductions. 
The result of this law being enforced was an important increase in the construction of new residences, since 
the tax payers had the opportunity to capitalise on taxes to real estate, which they would otherwise have paid 
to the State. This, however, resulted in the inadequate expansion of many cities, in contradiction to the goals 
of the Law 2000-1208 previously cited.  
 

                                                           
8 In 2002, the German government targeted the reduction of the "consumption" of free land in the country to 
30 hectares per day until year 2020. However, a small reduction was registered only in late 2004, when 
virgin land utilised for new purposes was 120 hectrares per day, still much higher than the target set 
(Liberation newspaper, 19/4/2008).  
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4  PLANNING AND THE MARKETS  

The liberalisation and deregulation of the global financial system were accompanied by the increasing 
involvement of market mechanisms in urban planning in many countries.  

The theoretical support of these processes is detected in the political/economic theories that have been 
developed since the early twentieth century. The conflict between the radical and the neo-liberal views 
towards town planning are almost as old as the respective political theories (Klosterman, 1985; Sanyal, 2007). 
In contrast to Pigovian (Pigou, 1932) considerations for the “failure of the market” and the necessity of state 
interventionism in economic activities, Coase (1960) founded the Property Rights theory by investigating the 
“problem of social cost” and “transaction costs”. New political theories, like the Public Choice Theory and 
the Rent-seeking Theory, were developed, supporting limited State interventionism in both the market and 
planning (Webster, 1998). These theories privileged views against state interventionism in the economy, as 
well as against spatial planning, initially in the USA and later in Europe. Gradually, various economic and 
political approaches about the “failure of the state” and the “non-failure of the market” (Wolf, 1987) also 
started to take hold, supporting liberalisation, deregulation and privatisation in the areas of urban planning 
and management (Lai, 1994; Freire and Stren, 2001; Webster and Lai, 2003).  

One of the manifestations of this tendency is the gradual change of the property rights concept, 
especially in many Roman-law countries. Property rights regulation is a major issue for real estate 
investments, and at the same time, it is at the core of discussions concerning the flexibility of urban planning. 
The decomposition of property rights is proposed, in order to achieve the most efficient use of the associated 
development rights (Micelli, 2002; Priemus and Louw, 2003; Geuting, 2007; Renard, 2007), and develop 
mechanisms of transfer of development rights, as well as the intervention in urban areas following 
negotiation processes with the private sector (negotiated development and development agreements) either 
for large urban projects or for large real estate developments. 

On one hand, the quality of the built environment, the provision of infrastructure and social cohesion 
are almost always the main goals of urban planning, but they are not always directly capitalised on in real 
estate values; thus, they do not constitute imperatives for real estate capital investments. On the other hand, 
the continuous increase in the cost of creating urban infrastructure, the necessity of its viability and at the 
same time the tightness of public resources, has led to the development of Public-Private Partnerships that 
promise to ensure benefits for both the public and private sectors.  

The urban development processes of planning by contract or by development agreements have been 
simultaneously strongly approved and criticised (Healey et al., 1995; Bersanni, 1995; Ennis, 2003; Lai and 
Lorne, 2006). In France, for example, the urban interventions and developments through the Zones 
d’Aménagement Concerté (ZAC), which is a form of development agreement, were considered to be 
responsible for intensive speculative real estate developments, because these zones were created by the 
dispensation of the provisions of the approved urban plans. For this reason, after the Law 2000-1208, a ZAC 
should be incorporated in the Land Use Plan (POS), otherwise this plan has to be modified. On the contrary, 
in Greece, the subject of introducing of a “parallel” planning system for real estate investments and 
development programmes, which could circumvent the applied spatial planning system (Institute of Local 
Government, 2006), has been proposed in a rather unclear and somewhat problematic conceptual framework. 

In combination with the institutional frameworks of Public-Private Partnerships which have already 
been established during the last five years in all European countries, and the new initiative JESSICA, the 
process of urban planning by contract agreements, renders urban planning directly dependent on the 
globalised financial system. In the last decade, however, it has become an increasingly common practice to 
find ad hoc interventions instituted in urban plans, in order to allow large-scale real estate investment. 
Delladetsima (2006) underlines that this is a new model of “town planning” in Greece. He remarks that all 
investments that have been realised in this way are large scale and have been brought into effect by big 
institutional investment schemes, including financial institutions. 

The private sector, from a mere advisor, to a contractor or financer of the projects, now becomes the 
crucial partner in planning. This would not have been a problem at an operational level if there had not been 
conflicting interests between the parties, if the real estate markets had not been so unstable, and if the 
institutional environment had not been so volatile and opaque. Private capital involvement in large scale PPP 
urban planning projects, such as urban regeneration programmes, requires expectations of significant 
economic profits. Specifically, the basic requirement for the success of an urban intervention is not only 
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sophisticated planning. More, it is the quantifiable gain prospects of the capital investments in many real 
estate sub-markets, which in combination with the public equipment, constitute the integrated product of an 
urban planning programme that will be proposed to the capital market for financing. The financial profits 
cannot be exclusively long-term, since there are investors representing “nomadic” global funds who seek for 
short-term gains (Nappi-Choulet, 2006). Even during the planning phase, the accurate appraisal of the project 
and the risk allocation among the collaborators/partners is necessary. However, the assessment of both the 
expected return and the contractual risk undertaken by the partners is difficult because of the complexity of 
the projects and the volatility of real estate markets. Under an uncertain environment, negotiation in public 
procurement contracts, such as large urban intervention projects, is an extremely difficult and skilful task, 
most particularly for public authorities9. 
 
5  CONCLUSION 

Contemporary cities increasingly need international capital and investment. The financial system is 
increasingly involved in urban development and management, through the real estate market. Capital, 
however, is characterised by the pursuit of short-term profit, and the globalised market by high instability; as 
a result, their goals rarely tend to be compatible with long-term urban policies. 

Back in the 1980s, Harvey (1985) had proposed a theoretical framework of political economy for the 
study of the circuits of capital motility and the role of investments in the production of the built environment, 
that focuses on the supply of capital as the driving force of real estate development, and which has now 
become timely in many respects. He supports that in the long-term, and especially when there are no 
opportunities for profitable investments in the primary investment cycle, capital is channeled into the 
secondary cycle and especially towards the construction of built environment. Investments in the real estate 
sector are currently realised not because there are no opportunities in any other sector of production, but 
probably because real estate attracts investments for the following reasons: because it facilitates the 
diversification of global assets portfolios and the risk undertaken, allows high leverage of capital, and 
ensures high profits, since tax regulations favour investments in derivative financial real estate products. 
Securitised real estate, as a financial product, is independent from the primary cycle of capital accumulation. 
Therefore, the capital, instead of flowing between the first and second investment cycle, takes advantage of 
the new financial mechanisms of the globalised economy and seeks high profits, among different investment 
products and different locations all over the world.    

Public policies regarding the built environment are often disorientated from their main goals, which 
include the improvement of the urban environment, better living conditions for human beings, and social 
cohesion. Furthermore, public policies have not yet found the ways to create effective incentives and 
disincentives, using their own means, in order to treat some weaknesses of urban planning and to regulate the 
new globalised real estate market.  

Finally, questions of major importance are posed: Does the globalised real estate market, in the way that 
it has operated up to now, contribute to the struggle in accomplishing of the aims of sustainable cities, their 
healthy economic development, reinforce the struggle for social cohesion and against urban sprawl, or on the 
contrary, boost the counter-forces leading to the destructuration of urban space? 
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ABSTRACT: In the first decade of the 21st century Croatia enters international real estate market 
principally through offering its coastal territory to the tourism sector which, more than any other industry, 
proportionally with its success, destroys its basic substance. The paper addresses present conditions and 
trends in the Croatian coastal development, which is at the moment witnessing accelerated growth of Foreign 
direct investment (FDI) in tourism sector, response to it by Pilot projects best practices example(s) carried 
out under the umbrella of the Croatian Archipelago New Lighthouses (CANL) project, compared to reality 
scenarios of Pilot project’s locations,  and conclusively delineate set of guiding principles and strategies for 
the New! Coastal Ecologies as sights of conversation, debate and more effective moving around of locals and 
visitors to coastal landscapes. 
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1 ON THE NOTION OF TOURISM 

 
1.1 Why tourism? 

Tourism has become one of the major international trade categories. Worldwide, tourism is one of the 
fastest growing economies; it has realized an average yearly growth of 8 % in the period 1950-2000 [Vereczi, 
WTO 2004], and despite the crisis, previous ones such as 9/11 and SARS as well as current global economic 
downturn, tourism shows a reduced but sustained growth [Figure 1]. It produces directly 5% of European 
GDP and indirectly 10% of European GDP [Mintel 2006]. 

 
Figure 1 Tourism: Actual growth (1950-2004) and forecast 

: http://www.world-tourism.org/facts/menu.html 

Whilst the uncertain economic situation influences the spending affordable for travel, the desire to travel 
remains unchanged. To be a tourist is one of the characteristics of the ‘modern’ experience, travel is the 
marker of status. A tourist travels for pleasure or necessity to change his daily routine, with emphasized 
intention to get some new experience. As John Urry argues “ tourism results from a basic binary division 
between the ordinary/everyday and extraordinary” [1]  

First massive movement of organized groups of people facilitated by the revolution of easy accessible 
railway network in nineteenth century, have been further democratized in twentieth century with the car and 
the airplane. Nowadays, in the age of great mobility and commercial flights the world becomes smaller, and 
the farthest so far hidden places of undeveloped world, become easily accessible. Despite the desirability of  
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tourism to be taken as a main strategy for economic development in so-called developing societies, effects of 
tourism are highly complex and contradictory, depending on the range of considerations. As much as it 
creates much needed employment, the economic benefits from tourism are often less then anticipated – much 
tourist investment in the developing world has in fact being undertaken by large scale companies based in 
north America or western Europe, and the bulk of such tourist expenditure is retained by the transnational 
companies involved.  At the 2nd Rotterdam Architecture Biennale in Rotterdam Supersudaca group presented 
its research into the relation of cruisers and the local economy of the West Indies, showing that for each 
dollar spent by tourists, only 14 cents remained in Caribbean.   

Next doubt about the benefits of tourism is related to the question for whom is that development? Many 
of the facilities that result from tourism (airports, golf courses, marinas, luxury hotels) will be of little benefit 
to the mass of the local population. There is growing awareness of the way tourism is affecting the physical 
environment and local culture. Concentration of services specifically organised for the provision of pleasure 
serves the needs of the tourist mass which seek the escape from established routines and behavioural codes 
that rule their daily lives, is shedding part of local’s identity and behaviour. Coastal landscape is more and 
more privatized themetized and “sliced” into the entertainment zones barely living the space for non 
commercial activities - causing fragmentation, segregation, and social exclusion. 

However, it is to be asked wheatear the developing countries have much alternative to tourism as a 
development strategy, as it is case in Croatia which Croatia enters international real estate market principally 
through offering its coastal territory to the tourism sector? By an additional pressure of the neo-liberal capital 
and real-estate market, the life costs are set at the level that is unreachable for the locals. Moreover, by the 
realization of large scale investments in tourism, the sector of small privet apartments is vanishing. If the 
building prohibitions are added to the expulsion of decision-making, inability of additional income, 
overcharges of real estate and national actions of illegal building demolition, the new colonization of vast 
coastal zones is ready to start, and the local inhabitants could start emigrating.  

 

1.1 Coast+mass tourism 
Throughout the centuries the relationship of mankind with its coastal landscapes was based on the  

apprehension of the sea which was perceived as a dark unfathomable force hosting the sea monsters, 
voracious whales and catastrophic floods, inspiring horror rather then attraction[2] Gradually, attitude 
towards the sea and a coast changed into the popular view of the shore resulting in a concept of beach as 
known today and rise of the coastal resort as place of recreation and rest.  

One of the first places which offered the enjoyment of the seaside was English fishing village of 
Brighton. In the mid-nineteenth century Brighton developed from medical spa into recreational zone, a built-
in escape from patterns and rhythms of everyday life– becoming the pattern for a development of numerous 
resorts where the beach became constructed as a site for pleasure, social mixing and status reversals. 
Organization of the coastal recreation in the form of gigantic seaside resort near Prora in Germany under the 
fascist regime in 1930s served as an example for new models of coastal recreation that were realized with 
varying levels of success in post-war Europe; an unbroken wall of apartments blocks , designed to host 
20.000 holidaymakers extended for some kilometres along the coast. However, emergence, development and 
finally the “costs” of mass coast tourism at the Mediterranean is the best illustrated trough the example is the 
Spanish coast [3] which started to expand in the late 50s and finally consolidated in 1970s and 1980s, 
whereas the transformation of the coasts from a desolate coastline dotted here and there with fishing villages 
nestling in sheltered harbours into a symbol of mass tourism came about without any government planning 
or interference.  Speculators and private initiative had a free rain.  The natural resources which have 
guaranteed the success of the leisure landscape in the past are now undergoing privatisation to intensively 
used “entertainment zones”. Driven by the goals of short term profit, market is urbanising coastal landscape 
by the means of gated fragments inhabited for the limited periods.   

Unlike its western counterparts Spain, Italy or Greece whereas expansion of mass tourism start to expand 
in 1950s and gradually colonized and exploited kilometre after kilometre of the coastline, developing densely 
built urban strips, for more then 40 years, during the socialism, Croatia was avoiding dramatic emergence 
and development of mass coastal tourism.  However, the question is does Croatia still have a chance to avoid 
unwanted negative experiences or reality is already taking its courses? Even though transformation of the 
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territories colonized by tourism activities are products of specific local conditions, and it is not possible to 
understand them with a single concept, one can see similar phenomena in the coastal transformation 
processes.  To understand a specific situation, it is necessary to understand the underlying processes that 
define a space.  

 

 

Image 001 Airport Ho – Yeol, 2005 

 

2 CROATIAN TOURISM: BACKGROUND AND DEVELOPMENT 

2.1 Socialist Legacy 
The comparison of Croatia with western European coastal countries could result with a conclusion that 

Croatia has a chance to steer its coastal development avoiding some of the of the mistakes that are shown as 
inevitable consequence of progress that comes with application of  market orientated principles,  what 
Stefano Boeri recognizes as a “fertile delay”. [4]Similar views are expressed in the concept of “double 
erasure” by Boris Groys [5]who explains communist experience as the Utopian: now we have a knowledge of 
how to get into and then come out from Utopia that should actually be understood as completing the 
communist experience. We have to ask how we can preserve a memory and re-use the knowledge 
accumulated at that time, related primarily to positive possibility to “create public and aesthetic spaces out 
of objects circulating in our civilisation and media.”    

Coinciding with the appearance of first sea side resorts in  England, Austro-Hungarian monarchy builds 
first luxuries hotels in northern Adriatic for high class travellers of the late 19th century that were discovering 
the peaceful, unknown region of Croatia. Most famous and often mentioned was the occasion in which 
Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson went skinny dipping off the coast of  Rab Island in 1936. However, the 
actual extensive development appeared in the turn from the 1960s to 1970s, a period that was marked by the 
construction of large structuralist hotel complexes.  
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Centrally planned economy regulated the coastal landscape designating the coastal strips into industrial 
and recreational zones, forming large tourist and architectural ensembles in the vicinity of big cities. The 
concepts of these buildings principally remain on the level of fragmentation and recomposition of large 
construction masses, but the stringing together of residential micro cells created complexes whose 
configuration follows the topography, adapting to the ground and turning it into unique terrace-like-mega 
forms. Brutalist architectural expression and the scale of these hotel buildings created an authentic 
iconography of the collectivistic tourism arcadia intended for the working class and lower middle class of 
Western Europe. In the most fruitful era of Yugoslavian coastal tourism, in 70s and 80s hotel complexes 
would accommodate numerous mostly German tourists that flock to the beaches for their single holidays of 
the year. Workers and their families from all Yugoslavian republics had an opportunity to have a holiday by 
the sea using state controlled and financed recreation resorts. At the same time, local population from coastal 
cities and villages would profit hosting the guests on a “room and board” scheme.  

Such a development of tourism infrastructure and construction resulted in controlled density and location 
at the coast, supervising and preventing metastasis-alike expansion ,almost accidentally preserving the 
coastal territory as a valuable natural resource for the decades to come when the resources once known as 
common would become unreachable and serve to singular private-profit.  

   

Image 002       Image 003 
Village of Mimice in 1960s    Village of Mimice in 1990s 

2.2 Unrevealed Reality 
The relatively non-exciding exploitation of the Croatian coast during the socialist era resulted in 

preservation the landscape: for the time being around 80% of the coast remains non-built. However, recent 
figures reveal new trends in the occupation of the coastal territory: until 1960s about 120 to 150 km of 
6000km long coast was urbanised; as a consequence of more intensive building year 2000 marks 837 km of 
occupied territory and a forecasts , according to existing development plans envisage further expansion of 
cities and villages to additional 716km, in total leaving 30% of the un-built territory [6].  

“Virginal” costal landscape becomes a main “trade value” when the country enters turbulent decade of 
the 90s. Government as well as the new forces entering the Croatian economic and social realm when 
country entered a transition from the socialist, one-party, state-controlled market system, into a capitalist, 
parliamentary democracy, free-market system, recognize the economic potentials of the coastal strip. 
Although the Adriatic and the coastal policy moves into the centre of the Croatian government’s policies, as 
“ the starting point in the consideration of development, the economy, culture, tourism and other areas”  , as 
stated in “The Program of the Government of the Republic of Croatia for the 2003-2007 Mandate”, there is 
an absolute lack of long-term development strategies that would gear the counter in the time of the unstable 
conditions of new market economy. Coastal space which came under the marked strain of building, shows 
the clearest manifestation of all the problems of space management. There are numerous of questions to be 
answered without reliance on previous experiences to which the country can look: How to protect the coast 
while at the same time direct, curb, and occasionally redefine it so as not to lose the financial benefits 
accompanying large projects which are being spurred by foreign capital? How to prevent the islands from 
becoming tourist theme parks and retain the complex diversity of their functioning and way of life? How to 
accept offered investment plans in a way that the development coming together with investment brings to an 
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end dull season which lasts for 10 months, increases quality of an urban life in coastal communities without 
devastating cultural landscape values and tradition and at the same time evenly distributes incomes from 
tourism? 

In addressing these issues there is a significant lack of sound concepts for spatial planning and 
management. The key aspects of such unstable conditions are manifested in the absence of a long-term role 
by the state and by towns within a wider geo-political environment; the absence of long-term development 
strategies for individual sectors of the economy with an essential influence on urban changes (industry, 
tourism, transport, agriculture, etc.); the poorly defined public sector role in the policy of urban development 
(public standards and public services); the unreliability of the legal system and political responsibility; lack 
of knowledge with regard to the way the instruments of planning function in conditions of market economy, 
combined with weak political will, in inferior training in professional institutions in acting in conditions of 
instability, and uncertainty and rapidly changing situations (inability to comprehend a situation, a lack of 
preparedness to adjust, and the uncritical adoption of models).  

   

Image 004      Image 005 
Expansion of family houses in the 90s New resorts – Skipper residence in Istria 

 

The first extremely negative spatial phenomena emerging in 90s was a process of wild building along the 
coast: local population is rapidly enlarging existing and building new objects, which accommodate 
“apartments” for low-income tourists . In order to prevent the further spread government launches the act of 
building, which imposes regulations for the building in a zone of 1000m from coast. Extremely strict 
implementation of the regulation indeed stopped the process of wild building and preserves the coast from 
further degradation caused by building. However, at the same time whilst governmental actions are targeted 
more to the domain of preservation then the planning of actual development of the coastal space, new forces 
are shaping the coastal space which is being transformed according to the requests of new travellers, 
shoppers and investors; the question of public and local interest has been erased from all operations in which 
private capital is involved. Regardless of the volume of investment, private capital is, paradoxically, being 
serviced by public institutions – as if public services exist only to meet the demands of private interest. 
Endless and complex legal procedures and documents would finally end up in a monodimensional 
understanding of urbanism with a tourism-only notion of program, resulting in a creation of hotels, resorts 
and other exclusively tourist  facilities.  

In the first phase the foreign capital would first explore the potentials of the social tourism mega - 
structures and its transformation into new tourism facilities as a profitable real-estate investments by the 
means of adaptation to european standards and improvement of organization service. However, the 
transactions and transformation processes are not presented to the public and there are often exposed by 
media which seek to reveal the setting of the “game”: Who buys? Who plans? What kind of building is going 
to happen?  Are the new typologies foreseen by the investor’s plans offering something else than the second 
housing for foreigners?  Where are the revenues from new build tourism infrastructure going?  

2.3 The Development of a Tourist Image for Croatia 
How did the tourist get the idea to go to Croatia? Croatian National Tourist Board sells the image of 

virgin landscapes, summarized by the slogan “Croatia – the Mediterranean as it once was”. These branding 
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and marketing strategies present an Image of Croatia’s as a traditional, summer-only so called “sun and see” 
destination for the mass market. At the same time, global capital is entering the country and Croatian tourism 
industry market is developing rapidly: according to WTO1 market share of the Croatian tourism industry in 
the region of Southern/ Mediterranean Europe has doubled in a first five years of 21 century. The destination 
countries along the Mediterranean littoral have been quick to capitalise on the changing trends in the tourist 
behaviours. Targeting a new customer, they are expanding the promotion of their historical and natural 
assets, often located far from traditional seaside tourist territories; developing new promotional brochures for 
inland itineraries, rural retreats, winter tourism, and nature parks and are building heritage parks and golf 
courses. By offering more varied destinations and activities, national tourist organisations all hope to attract 
more 'quality tourists'.  
 

   
 
Image 006  +  Image 007 
New all-inclusive typology in Croatia: Falkensteiner resort at the island of Krk 
 

In the case of Croatia, development of the tourist image still does not address this “mythical visitor”, 
whom planners think of as more affluent and cultured person. While Croatian tourism lobby is still busy with 
a definition of a clear profile for the tourism industry, international tourist agencies are carrying out 
international sale and marketing of Croatian coast via internet, offering more customized, diversified, and 
flexible forms that reflect new consumer profiles and behaviors. International tour operators are creating a 
new image for a destination that would become attractive for foreign urban population, exercising strong and 
conflicting pressures on local socio-economic development viewed as the key to liberating destination 
communities from enervating dependence on hordes of low-spending package tourists. Mass tourism is 
coming to Croatian coast in a new form, developing new typologies for a global traveller -  not any more 
attracted by the sun, sea, good fish and wine – he is pursuing a different kind of lifestyle, wishing to be a 
discrete owner of the up market residence, and meet his friends and business partners in clubs situated within 
proximity of gulf clubs, marinas, and leisure parks – secured and entertained in monofunctional and gated 
community, inhabited for the limited periods.  

   

3 TESTING REALITY  

3.1 Mediterranean as it could be 
Responding to the conditions in which architecture and urban practise in Croatia demonstrate its 

incapacity to act under the new conditions dictated by the neo-liberalism Berlage Institute launches the 
project Croatian Archipelago New Lighthouses(CANL)2. The project had an objective to introduce a strategy 
the coastal development capable to articulate concepts of new urban spaces in the times of social transition, 
anticipating the potentials of participating processes in urban management. Seven paradigmatic examples 
located from Northern to Southern Adriatic presented different strategies of interventions imagining Croatia 
as Mediterranean as it could be. 

                                                           
1 World Trade Organization, Tourism Market Trends, 2006 Edition - www. unwto.org 
2 Croatian Archipelago New lighthouses project is collaborative project of Berlage Institute and Croatian 
Architects Association, funded by the Matra Program for the Social Transformation of the Countries of 
Central and Eastern European of the Dutch Ministry for Foreign Affairs, www.croatianarchipelago.com, PhD 
thesis basis some of its conclusions in the experiences from a project, since Sasha Zanko (author) was 
involved in a project design and management 
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Image 008       Image 009 
            Abandoned factory in Dugi rat    Site in Dugi rat after demolition of the factory 

 
Probably the most obvious choice, considering the transitional context of Croatia is the example of small 

village Dugi rat in the middle Adriatic, where the local community for decades is trying to find a solution for 
the reconstruction of abandoned heavily polluted industrial complex situated in the most attractive natural 
area. How architecture and urban design can participate in transitional processes and how much they can 
affect those processes – was the focus of the research undertaken under the umbrella of CANL project at the 
location of Dugi rat. Dugi rat looks like the ideal laboratory for testing different scenarios and valuating them 
in relation to economic, ecological and social contexts. In fact, the potential of architecture lies in the 
possibility to show a vision of development that can motivate imaginations of the political or economic kind.  

Pilot project for the abounded factory in Dugi rat illustrate two substantial weaknesses of the Croatian 
coastal development policy that found itself under the first blow of the neoliberal economy and real estate 
market. It epitomizes all the environmental stigmas of the Croatian industrial age and witness the main 
weaknesses of the insufficiency of the system to  react with appropriate approach to territorial and spatial 
regulation in the planning of space which is rapidly being privatized, frequently changing its ownership 
structure, and involving more and more actors along with theirs particular interest.  

 

   

Image 010      Image 011 

URBOTANSCAPE© project at the 2nd IABR  URBOTANSCAPE© integrates the botanical 
as part of Croatian Archipelago New Lighthouses              landscape and the urban structure 
 

In the inception period of the CANL project development, in year 2004, specific site of Dugi rat was 
burdened with all the complexities of the space management in transitional Croatia. Factory that was for 
more then 50 years main provider of employment for the whole region proclaimed a bankruptcy in 1995 
leaving behind unclear and unsolved ownership situation. Since that moment local authorities were captured 
in a loop of unsuccessful attempts to realize area’s potentials for further development and ensure the 
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desperate need for the creation of employment. Alongside with the appearance of numerous foreign 
investments in the newly liberated Croatian market, the peninsula of Dugi rat records a series of potential 
buyers, demonstrating great speculative value of the site. Finally, in 2006, the buyer prepared to undertake 
the risks of the investment the development of property ambiguous in the terms of ownership appeared and 
the factory was sold to international investment fund Landmark property Management.     

Spatial setting of Dugi rat evokes the rapid change of physical condition of the Croatian coast: in the 
densely urbanised narrow coastal strip of middle Adriatic pine trees crowns are exchanging with concrete 
blocks. Powerful image of the landscape is formed in a relation between the two strong borders; on one side 
is the mountain of Kozjak which streams with a steep incline towards the seashore bordered  by the sand 
beaches of the extreme natural beauty. Though territory is occupied by non ending linear growth of 
settlements whereas areas between the old villages and the coastline are encountering the process of rapid 
building and the space between the sea and the road is formed as the area of high density which ignores 
public services and infrastructure, tourism still recognize the value of landscape as an attraction.  

Within the objectives of CANL project, Architectural office Ante Kuzmanic from Split develops a 
strategy named URBOTANSCAPE© which anticipates development of a tourist-urban leisure field 
incorporated in the contrast of nature and urbanization along the„Split-Riviera“. Concept  “mellows” or 
defines more precisely the urban planning rules in some parts, stressing and preserving the main concept 
rules: Respecting the industry matrix and its most valuable industry monuments; Providing a maximum of 
open public space in form of one huge botanical garden; Achieving well mixed population, disperse program 
mix, all over 24 hour activity. Proposed model anticipate the uncertainties of the future programmes, whereas 
the network of streets and division of fields generate the potentials for the variations of urban tissue within 
open model matrix. The density is determined by the relation between the horizontal botanical element and 
the dense urban structure revealing the inherited industrial character. The program of the local quarter has to 
be able to function from within has been complemented with elements of great gravitational power (business, 
entertainment, culture etc.) of the regional level, avoiding the creation of an island of social exclusion caused 
by fragmented land speculation with little infrastructure investment beyond the immediate project area.   

 

   

Image 012      Image 013 

            Concept rules of Dugi rat’s plan Project generates a 24hours/365 days vivid urban – 
botanic - landscape 

Referring to the incapacity of the local municipality to stand up to the pressure of the development it has 
been exposed,  URBOTANSCAPE© argues that a model that will ensure that the revenues from the new 
economic activities would stay in a local community and not to be displaced to multinational funds, could be 
achieved with a precondition of existence of the political will of the state to actively involves in a 
management of the site. On a first glance complicated ownership structure could be taken as an advantage 
since the owner of the every lot of the peninsula space is the state in some form (local government, county, 
state-owned company for real estate, companies in majority state ownership, etc.) Prior to entering the real 
estate trade procedure government and municipality should agree on a concept which develops the site. Next 
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step would be the preparation of the land (infrastructure, improvement, cleaning) to determine the real estate 
price. The joint investment into infrastructure should be prepared and added to the price. Only after all those 
steps the borders of intervention of the new location according to the new plan could be determined and sale 
to the interested parties could start.  

Instead of the route delineated by this action plan presented by URBOTANSCAPE© reality scenario 
undertook opposite direction in which state is instead of governing selling its territory. For the moment it is 
known that Landmark Property Management will build the high quality tourism resort – “Korenat Point 
Resort” – which includes Five star hotel and spa, 50 berth international marina, the Peninsula Club – 
members only Retail, leisure and entertainment facilities, offering to its guests “second homes under the 
warm climate”. Is this a kind of autonomous tourism development that will create ghettoization and isolation, 
as proved in developed tourist countries that practise the model for longer period, instead of openness and 
dynamism, as argued by CANL and URBOTANSCAPE will be revealed in a very near future. Slow down of 
the global market has big influence on the flow of foreign investment in Croatia, which are significantly 
reduced, causing  the structural changes within the Landmark Property group too and postponing the further 
development of the resort.  For the moment only factory is demolished, but for the rest local population 
remains in a resignation and disbelief that positive change is ever going to happen.  Apart from commercial 
slogans, detailed plans are not visible, and in legal spatial planning documents that are in the procedures, the 
issue of public programmes and interests of the local population is not high at the agenda.  Municipality still 
see its chance to advocate the public interest only through its role of the (hypothetic) owner of the maritime 
property which is still in the property of state that, so far is not willing to transfer that right to the 
Municipality. Local population of Dugi rat live in a territory that appears to be more and more far away from 
them, a territory on which the “others”, the “outers”, or an “unknown transcendental force” is in control.  

 

4 ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS / NEW! COASTAL ECOLOGIES 

Croatian Archipelago New Lighthouses put forward a set of strategic directions, but real implementation 
is depended on a set of factors and powers that influence the process of decision-making. The project was 
completed with the conclusion that rudimentary development of civic society and not transformed 
institutions characterized Croatian transitional society today. Politics and market are two dominant forces 
that decide upon the future of the territory in an interchange, which is not based, on developed long-term 
strategies but more as an immediate response to the market requests.  

 However, overlapping of the conclusions generated by the implementation of hypothetical models for 
chosen sites, additionally tested through real developments, breeds a new kind of knowledge which 
illustrates some main characteristics of the social, cultural and spatial practices related to (Croatian) coastal 
development. This knowledge is a starting point for a further exploration on a range on themes and 
observations that are waiting to be developed. In one way or another, all coastal destination communities are 
affected by some general features of tourism; the transient nature of tourism and the unequal relations 
between tourists and locals is causing economical and political fragmentation as well as social alienation. 
How then do individuals and communities dependent on the presence of tourists cope with the 
commoditisation of their culture and the constant attention of outsiders? This question is positioned in a 
focus of a research that brings in a parameters and logic that will determine intelligent use of our main 
resource, the coast – resulting in a development of strategies for the New! Coastal Ecologies as sights of 
conversation, debate and more effective moving around of locals and visitors to coastal landscapes. This 
strategy proposes an opposite approach with a capacity to negotiate and develop inclusive conditions where 
tourists and inhabitants can co-exist. In this inclusive condition, the tourist no longer consumes the place as a 
pure leisure condition, but becomes part of the place for the time of its stay – a temporary local.  

New! Coastal Ecologies refer to alternative typologies and new social reality which seeks for more 
productive relationship between locals and visitors, developing a new kind of landscapes that would spatially 
and conceptually overlap with the vision of new urban life in the Mediterranean. Instead of sightless run after 
the market rules that results in a creation of autonomous resorts only for tourists, it introduces new 
typologies for daily life of both citizens and tourists. New programs in the cities would form additional 
tourism offer, whereas city (life) represent a tourist attraction.  
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ABSTRACT:  This paper will investigate new economies of landscape as a “critical new model of urban 
form and development practice for urban design and planning” as being applied in post-disaster 
reconstruction in Sichuan province.  Specifically, ecological urbanism through the lense of the reconstruction 
of resettlement villages and master planning will be investigated through two precedent studies, in addition 
to design research from the outcome of a collaborative studio between USF SACD and Tongji Urban 
Planning students held in July 2009. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The earthquake that occurred in Sichuan province in China, May 2008, in many instances permanently 
transformed the physical landscapes of the affected areas. 

Both natural landscapes and ecological systems were impacted, as were the urban and physical 
infrastructure systems.  One of the cities located closest to the earthquake, Dujianyan City, has part of the 
region’s sophisticated system irrigation works and dykes running right into its center. Many of the Dujianyan 
Irrigation Works’ buildings resemble the traditional Chinese wood temples that occupy a significant part of 
the cultural landscape. Their presence is particularly symbolic of the cultural landscape and identity of the 
region, since the irrigation system was built 2,300 years ago during the era of the Warring States. The system 
made Sichuan the richest agricultural area in China. Although declared a World Heritage City for tourism in 
2000 by the Chinese government, the region up until the earthquake remained primarily agricultural.1   

Aspects of the current design strategies being implemented in the post-disaster reconstruction area are 
ones of the changing of the area’s economies of landscape, and thus generating a new urban form, one that is 
generated by the valorization of the environment and integration of ecological urbanism principles.  This 
new urban form, based on a new urban economy which integrates ecology, is sympathetic with a pre-Mao 
feng-shui consciousness and a symbiotic relationship between man and the environment implicit in 
traditional Chinese planning practices.  This is in opposition to Mao’s focus on economic development 
through the industrialization of cities and rural landscapes. 

In Sichuan’s post-disaster reconstruction, previous land use patterns have shifted from those of 
predominantly agricultural ones, into those based on eco-tourism and the valorization of cultural and 
vernacular landscapes.  As part of the larger New Social Village policy of the Chinese government, farmer’s 
land is being re-designated in use as farmers are relocated and re-housed in the city.  As they transition from 
rural to urban dwellers, their jobs also change to the new eco-tourism industry from farming.  More 
sustainable land use patterns are being implemented, such as those of compact cities and urban aggregation 
models.  Additionally, ecological and landscape systems are preserved and not allowed to be redeveloped 

                                                
1 The body of the discussion is adopted from an article written by the author featured in Topos International 

Landscape and Urbanism Magazine 66-Landscape Strategies, March 2009, “The Wolong Masterplan”.  
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upon.  How might this strategy of shifting the economies of landscape serve as a new model of urbanism for 
other new cities in China and the world where urbanization is rapidly occurring as she continues to urbanize 
at an unprecedented rate?  What strategies might be employed in order to recalibrate the redevelopment of 
these areas which minimizes the urban footprint on the landscape within the framework of ecological 
urbanism?  How can ecological tourism and, subsequently, urbanism and infrastructure, manage precious 
natural resources through land use patterns that minimize the disruption to larger landscape systems and 
ecologies? How might ecological systems be implemented across a spectrum of scales of urbanism and 
economies of scale in the landscape from the scale of the master planning and infrastructure to the design of 
the housing in these resettlement villages and new cities? 

This paper will investigate the new economies of landscape as a “critical new model of urban form and 
development and practice for urban design and planning”2 as being applied in post-disaster reconstruction in 
Sichuan province.  Specifically, this new economy and new urban form will be examined through two case 
studies.  Finally, design research leading to the development of a new model of urbanism will be discussed.  
The first two case studies are urban strategies that are currently underway in Sichuan, in different states of 
implementation.  All three examples share the common thread of employing a new approach towards 
redevelopment which is based on the changing of the economies of landscape, as well as being models for a 
new urban form and new urban economy.  Eco-tourism and its alternative form of urbanism can be adopted 
by both China at large and in other parts of the world currently undergoing the massive pressure of 
urbanization.  First, the Wolong Masterplan strategy will be discussed within the framework of ecological 
infrastructure applied in master planning strategies for reconstruction.  Secondly, the planning and 
development of an entire new city, “New Beichuan” will be examined.  A model sustainable city or “New 
Harmonious (Green) Social Village”, the construction and design of Beichuan is currently being overseen by 
the Chinese Academy of Urban Planning and Design (CAUPD).  Here, ecological infrastructure takes on the 
new urban form as ecology and the environment are prioritized as part of the new urban economy.  Finally, 
the paper will examine the outcomes of a collaborative studio held between the University of South Florida 
(USF) School of Architecture and Community Design (SACD) in collaboration with Tongji University 
planning students from the College of Architecture, Urban Design and Planning, and the director for the 
Dujiangyan Studio for the Wenchuan Earthquake Relief and Reconstruction plan held in the early part of 
July 2009.  Three schemes by three teams of students propose the development of a new model for urbanism 
that is a rural-urban integration which valorizes ecology and the environment. 
 
1. WOLONG MASTER PLAN –A “NEGATIVE APPROACH” 3 

 
The Wolong area was one of the most impacted by the earthquake with its close proximity to the 

earthquake’s epicenter.  The term “wo-long” means “crouching dragon”, which is an allusion to the sacred 
Dragon Hills that provided security for numerous villages in China.  The villages in the area were 
permanently erased by the land and mudslides that occurred after the quake.  The Wolong Nature Reserve 
for Giant Pandas, established in 1963 by the Chinese government, was also heavily impacted by the 
earthquake.  The nature reserve houses more than 150 highly endangered giant pandas.  Much of their 
habitat, bamboo, was destroyed by mud and landslides.  Currently, the master planning for a large 
resettlement project for the Wolong villages is being implemented underway.  Additionally, the giant pandas 
in the nature reserve have been temporarily relocated with strategies planned for the restoration of their 
habitat. 

Each province has been charged by the Central Chinese government with the financial responsibility to 
fund the redevelopment and the rebuilding of a particular affected area.  The Wolong area redevelopment 
and the Giant Panda Nature Reserve restoration are being funded by Hong Kong.  The master plan is being 
planned by Peking University and the Chanan Academy and Center for Ecological Research and the private 
firm of Turrenscape.  The redevelopment takes an ecological urbanism or a “negative approach”  to urban 
growth and form by identifying and designating space for ecological infrastructure and natural systems first, 
an inversion of current urbanization practices in China which put the projection of population and the 
planning of civil infrastructure, roads and gray systems first and the planning for landscape and ecological 

                                                
2 Paraphrased from Charles Waldheim in the Landscape Urbanism reader. 
3 The phrase “negative approach” has been coined by the firm Turrenscape and Kongjian Yu. 
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systems last.  The scheme ascribes value to ecological remediation and landscape as a placeholder as a new 
urban form, resultant from a new form of economy.   The negative approach has its roots in the pre-scientific 
planning practices of feng-shui which “gives priority to the natural patterns and processes of Qi (breath).  
This is a significant inversion to the planning and urban schemes put forth and instilled in national 
consciousness during the Mao Zedong Era.  Mao declared the pre-scientific feng- shui and the more spiritual 
and symbiotic relationship of nature over man as counterrevolutionary and backward thinking.  Much of the 
Soviet-style planning conducted during Mao’s era was linked the industrialization of cities and rural 
landscapes and included no development of ecological infrastructure or sustainability.  In the context of post-
disaster reconstruction, the scheme takes the opportunity to re-assess and, ultimately, to retool and 
reconfigure prior development patterns in the area, including the unplanned and informal urbanization in the 
mountains.  The strategy mitigates the impact of the building footprint on, and valorizing economies of 
ecology as a redevelopment and reconstruction strategy.  The master plan scheme aggregates urbanization by 
designating core areas that are not allowed to be rebuilt upon, thus permitting natural processes to occur that, 
in turn, remediate damaged ecologies and landscape, specifically for the Giant Panda habitat.  This aggregate 
approach consolidates several of the villages into larger resettlement areas, relocating farmers into larger 
housing blocks.  The economies of landscape shift as the area transitions from one of agriculture to eco-
tourism focused on the Giant Panda habitat.  Re-urbanization is focused on protecting the local culture and 
vernacular landscape, including reconstruction that uses local materials.  The redevelopment of the urban and 
natural landscape is divided into three zones: 

• Core Area – the primary habitats for the giant pandas. 
• Buffer Zones – the areas around the core, which are potentially important for protecting the core 

habitat and creating linkages that connect two or more of the sources. 
• Eco-tourism and resettlement areas – the most urbanized areas, which will house the region’s 

human population. 
Core Area. The Wolong Nature Reserve itself and its associated giant panda habitat and travel corridors 

have been identified as the Core area and has now been designated as an ecological recovery area. Its 
restoration will be the first phase of the overall landscape master plan. The area will be returned to its natural 
ecological processes, enabling the restoration of the forest, natural vegetation, and bamboo that are critical to 
giant panda survival.  In this core area, human intervention will be eliminated and vegetation restoration will 
occur. Villagers will not be permitted to be re-build in this core area. Only those with special permits for 
giant panda research will be allowed to travel into it. The current research facility and clinic within the core 
area will be moved to the city of Dujianyan. 

Buffer Zone. A buffer zone will be placed between the urbanized resettlement area and the core area. 
While the main Giant Panda Protection Research Center and Disease Control Clinic will be relocated to 
Dujianyan city, seven smaller centers will be rebuilt within this buffer zone, in addition to new observation 
centers.  

Eco-Tourism and Resettlement Area. The area outside the buffer zone will be used for resettlement of 
local villagers. An aggregate approach to urbanization will consolidate several of the villages into larger 
urban resettlement areas. Villagers who were previously farmers (particularly those living in the upper 
mountain villages) will have their farming lands reclaimed by the government and will be relocated into 
apartment blocks in the new resettlement.  Such land reclamation and aggregation and farmer relocation is in 
keeping with the Chinese government’s larger “New Harmonious Social Village” policy.  Corridors where 
mud and landslides would be likely to occur during a future earthquake will be set aside as no-development 
areas. A Nature and Earthquake Museum, with a major component dedicated to the giant pandas will also be 
built.  By laying down ecological infrastructure as the fundamental building block of the master plan, natural 
processes are allowed to occur which remediate, in addition to acting as placeholders that can have an 
alternative use as evacuation corridors in case another earthquake is to occur.  The scheme likewise begins to 
re-establish the interdependent relationship between man and nature implicit in traditional Chinese planning 
practices. 
 
2. NEW BEICHUAN-THE “NEW HARMONIOUS (GREEN) SOCIAL VIL LAGE” AND ECO-

TOURISM 
 
Background 
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The former city of Beichuan, capital and the seat of government of Beichuan County, was the city 
located in the earthquake epicenter and thus completely decimated and permanently erased by the May 2008 
earthquake that occurred there.  Yuli was the former capital of Beichuan county before the 1950ies and the 
launching of the People’s Republic of China.  The area is a historic one which has historically suffered from 
a lack of land due to its mountainous location.  Beichuan consisted of scattered urbanization and informal 
settlement in its mountainous regions.  Planning and accelerated implementation are currently underway for 
the construction of the new and relocated city of New Beichuan.  The population and city of old Beichuan is 
being relocated to a location further removed from the mountain where there is more land.  The previous 
model of old Beichuan’s urbanism was decentralized and scattered across the landscape and of lower 
density.  Farmers lost their farming land and houses after the earthquake.  Loss of housing numbers between 
1000-5000 which included peasant’s land.  The whole county of Beichuan is trying to resettle as a whole 
area.   The resettlement village is agglomerating their land in a compact centralized scheme similar to the 
strategy being employed in Wolong.   The new city will be for 50,000 inhabitants and proposes a compact 
city scheme that is an urban agglomeration of the several destroyed villages, into a compact city scheme with 
greater intensity of density.  The province of Shandong is funding the project.  Construction of the city is 
occurring and its accelerated implementation has a completion date slated for two years time.  Additionally, 
an international competition for a new government building, library and earthquake memorial park is 
currently underway which is transformative to the region and that contributes to the shifts to the new urban 
form being driven by the new urban economy of tourism which necessitates the prioritization, valorization, 
and subsequent remediation of  the environment. 
 
Chinese Government Policy the “New Harmonious (Green) Social Village” 
“Green Leap Forward” 4 

The predominant focus has been on the reconstruction of the area and of homes with a shift from on an 
economy driven by industrialization and degradation of the environment to one which valorizes the 
environment and whose master plan seeks to remediate it.  Head of State and Chairman of the Peoples 
Republic, Hu Jintao, has proclaimed that Beichuan, as the city worst impacted by the earthquake, will be 
rebuilt as a model city of sustainability, serving as a precedent for the rest of China.  The implications of this 
policy shift towards the environment are particularly significant if one considers the impact of effective 
implementation of large scale urbanization by the power of a top down, centralist communist authoritative 
government can have as can be evidenced across China in light of its rapid urbanization.  This beginning of a 
shift in Chinese policy and urbanization strategies towards a new urban form and thinking is coined by 
Tsinghua Fullbright scholar Julian Wong as the “Green Leap Forward” or the” Chinese Green Revolution”.  
As Wong describes on his blog, the term is a play on the Great Leap Forward, the “economic and social plan 
used from 1958 to 1960 which aimed to use China's vast population to rapidly transform mainland China 
from a primarily agrarian economy dominated by peasant farmers into a modern, industrialized communist 
society, now widely seen, both within and outside of China, as an major economic (and environmental) 
disaster”.5  He contrasts the Green Leap Forward as “an emerging movement to harness and combine the 
powerful forces of smart policy, sustainable finance and green technologies to steer China's red-hot economy 
onto a more ecologically and socially sustainable path.”6  Eco-cities have a relatively short history in China 
beginning with Dongtan and Huangbaiyu.  Dongtan, a city for 500,000 people, lying to the north of Shanghai 
on the island of Chongning, was designed by Arup and spearheaded by the Shanghai Industrial Investment 
Corporation and Huangbaiyu designed by William McDonough have both been perceived as unsuccessful 
urban models and failures. While construction on Dongtan was halted due to the arrest of the mayor of 
Shanghai on corruption charges, Huangbaiyu has been perceived as a failure as it is not integrative into the 
daily lives of the end users, additionally, the existing ecological structure and urban form that has been 
imposed upon it does not address the local economies of the area.  There are other more promising eco-cities 
such as the Sino-Signaporian collaboration for Tianjin City eco-city for 300,000 people. 
 
Green Design Strategies across a spectrum of scales and Green Systems 

                                                
4 This term has been coined by Tsinghua Fullbright scholar Julian Wong. 
5 Julian Wong 
6 IBID 
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Beichuan’s urban form is organized around ecological urbanism principles across a spectrum of scales.  
The policy towards redevelopment of urban form which preserves the local cultural and vernacular 
landscapes, in addition to valorizing and subsequent remediation of the environment, is the basis of its new 
urban economy.  Other cities are reconstructing “heritage areas” or vernacular urban form modeled after the 
Qing vernacular- an ethnic minority indigenous to the area.  Current economies of industry are transitioning 
to those of light industry, agglomerated and centralized, as opposed to their current decentralization across 
the landscape.  The new urban form and economy are interconnected and transformative as the new urban 
form valorizes the economies of landscape.  The master plan integrates a dedicated green system located on 
the principle river spine which travels through the city and that interconnects to a network of green corridors 
or “green fingers”  to a system of park systems which run north-south throughout the city in provide 
corridors for wind cross ventilation, a tenet of traditional Chinese planning principles.  Housing is 5 stories 
high with an FAR of 1.4.  Houses share common yards and have access to green fingers which connect them 
to park systems that are within walking distance and accessible as opposed to private yards.  Several of these 
green systems have the dual ability and purpose of acting as dedicated evacuation corridors and open space 
place-holders in the event of another earthquake.  Strong green transportation policies are being 
implemented, including green buses as well as dedicated bike infrastructure. While car ownership is a status 
symbol of the emergent Chinese middle class, there will be some limitation made on using cars in Beichuan.  
The new city is built further from the mountains on a new site which is deemed safer in the event of another 
earthquake.  
 
Deindustrialization and “Green Branding”  

Historically, Sichuan was part of the so-called “Third Front”, a designated division given by Mao 
Zedong in the 1960ies to the rural hinterland and interior of southwest of China.  China at this time was 
divided into three fronts which ascribed a massive Chinese development of industrial bases and military 
complexes in the rural southwestern hinterland due to its strategic interiorized condition.  The “First Front” 
was located along the eastern coastline and was the frontline with the Soviet Union who the Chinese feared 
attack from and possibility of.  The current implications for this are the presence of a number of these 
complexes in the area which are to be addressed in the new urban form and the new urban economy.  As part 
of the long-term master plan, the existing heavy industry will be de-industrialized and effectively de-
commissioned as the region has been determined as not suitable for polluting as it is being retooled as a 
tourist site.  The master plan valorizes the economies of ecology-valorized due to tourist potential.  The 
scheme looks at the implementation of a zero carbon neutral footprint with the energy that is expended being 
100% renewable.  The idea of a “carbon neutral footprint” serves as a “branding” for the entire county of 
Beichuan, and the concept that each county will have a different “green character” or “green brand” is seen 
to have a huge potential for generating income from tourism.  Current reform to energy strategies include 
forbidding the use of coal and the harnessing of hydro power generated from the river which now comes 
through the city.  In the case where hydro power does not generate enough energy, heating will be generated 
using biomass through the use of crop residue and of forest waste.  The cleaning up of water systems is 
deemed critical as is the treatment of current wastewater systems and the disposal of solid wastes.  
Significant to this project, and unlike the Wolong master plan, the Beichuan scheme begins to integrate the 
“negative approach” across a spectrum of scales, including that of housing.  Houses are to be built to Green 
Building  standards.  A number of traditional materials are used such as bamboo, rocks, and local bricks.  
While the province has a staple of natural resources of bamboo, it is deemed not an appropriate material to 
use for more than two stories. Architects such as Japanese architect Shigeru Ban and his colleague, Beijing 
based Japanese architect Hironari Matsubara, initially researched and made some proposals for housing 
using reclaimed paper tubing disposes of by the Sichuan factories making cloth.  Several vernacular 
prototypes of housing are being integrated albeit with greater density, such as that of the courtyard which has 
a natural cooling quality to it. 
 
3.  REDEVELOPMENT OF DUJIANGYAN AND JUYUAN DISTRICT-TH E LINPAN AS A NEW 

MODEL OF URBANISM 
 

The final precedent examines the design research on an integrated urban-rural urbanism model and 
outcome of a collaborative studio held between USF SACD and Tongji CAUPD held during July 2009.  The  
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 studio was a Sino-American collaboration between urban design and 
planning students from both schools.  Three teams composed of both 
American and Chinese students were asked to design a new model of 
urbanism for the proposed new city, Juyuan District, south of Dujiangyan 
City.  The objectives of the studio were to prepare an analysis of the 
current conditions, as well as to provided a new vision by creating a new 
rural-urban model of urbanism and provide a new vision by creating a 
new model, the “Dujiangyan model” as a viable new urban spatial model 
that could possibly be adopted by the Chinese Government.  This new 
urban model could possibly be implemented in the same spirit as various 
other alternative urban models that have been implemented by the 
Chinese governments with unique spatial conditions and new urban 
forms such as the “Village in the City-Shenzhen” (VIC) urban model 
where the farmland is maintained at the center of the city due to the 
farmers’ land rights and the high density of the towers that surround the 
city.   

 Tongji University Design Institute is currently charged with the 
master planning for the redevelopment of Dujianyan City and a new city 
to the south of this, Juyuan district, which is to be connected to Chengdu 
by a high-speed rail infrastructure currently under construction which 
will link the two locations in a strategic corridor development.  The 
design strategy for its new urban form prioritizes ecology and the 
environment as its new urban economy and a generator of new urban 
form.  Tongji Institute held an invited ideas competition last year for the 
design and redevelopment of the area which included entries from 9 
international teams plus one team from Tongji.  The schemes focused on 
post-disaster reconstruction through a range of lenses including: urban-
rural integration; urban agglomeration strategies; compact and 
centralized city planning; water systems and disaster prevention through 
ecological planning. 

 
Ecological unit-the linpan urbanism model 
Students were briefly introduced to the body of work regarding the 
earthquake and its impact on the area, in addition to the general situation 
of disaster relief work and reconstruction plan of Dujiangyan City.  
Students examined an ecological urbanism approach as applied to the 
model of urbanization in the 11 day workshop that they participated in.  
Students were asked to consider their intervention across a spectrum of 
scales, including creating a new regional identity of the new city, in 
addition to its “green branding” as a strategic eco-tourism node eco-
tourists visit the protected giant panda reserves and panda breeding 
research base, in addition to the UNESCO world heritage site of 
Dujiangyan and its Irrigation System Works.  Students also understood 
the scales of landscapes and territories of the province and, historically, 
its interdependent relationship to the pattern of the individual settlements 
and spatial relations.  Sichuan is a province whose staple was 
traditionally that of agriculture based on the integration of a sophisticated 
system of irrigation channels.      

  The landscape plain is dotted by irrigation canals and small 
settlements.  Settlements occur in an aggregated “linpan” form which is dotted across a patchwork and 
forested landscape.   The “linpan model” is an agglomeration of 4-5 vernacular farmhouses per ecological 
unit.  The linpan unit has its landscape and territory is delineated by irrigation channels cut around the urban 
agglomeration that delineates land tenure and land use.     One single stalk row of corn delineates a fence 
around this territory.  The workshop began from the premise of developing a new urban model for possible 

 

 

 

Figure1 Reg. map of 
Dujiangyan City and Juyuan 
District 
Figure2 Linpan distribution. 
Figure3 Vertical Linpan 
integrated with vertical urban 
agriculture 
Figure 4 Linpan patchwork 
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implementation by the Chinese government, one which addressed the design of a new urban-rural integration 
model of urbanism. The linpan was introduced to students as a viable spatial organizing unit for a new urban 
model for the city, an urban ecological unit directly derived from the local vernacular land use, 
interconnected together through an interdependent relationship between the economic and ecologic 
conditions.   Students were encouraged to look at more efficient land-use typologies in their new 
development. They began from the linpan as the basic organizing unit for the city.  Linpans as an urban 
model, lend themselves to centralized urban agglomeration and the creation and managing of a buffer zone 
between the linpan with transportation, including a dedicated bike infrastructure linking the linpan or urban 
clusters together.  In China, the division between rural and urban was historically 80-20%, government 
policies during the Mao period maintaining it as such.  In what is being called largest migration in world’s 
history, it is projected that by the year 2020 that figure will have flipped to be 80%-20% urban-rural.  It is 
significant that, up until a few years ago, China was self-sufficient in its food production.  With its 
unprecedented urbanization and the eating up of valuable agricultural land, China was forced to begin 
importing food for the first time in its history.   
   
Students Schemes 

All three teams schemes’ proposed a new way of living that provided a continuum and that was 
integrative between ecology, environment and habitat, and in opposition to the current dialectic of rural vs. 
urban, proposing, instead, a rural-urban model.  The new economic model and urban model, would be one of 
agri and eco-tourism.  The linpan was proposed as a basic ecologic unit and urban model intrinsically linked 
to the local economy, related to the area’s agricultural spatial history.  

All three schemes seek to minimize the urban impact of the new development on the site through the 
development of a new rural-urban model based on maintaining the structural and ecological unit of the 
linpan, which is to integrate it into the strategic economic development of the new city.  Students looked at 
local landscape economies which could be integrated into the master planning such as dedicated bamboo 
reserves (providing food to the giant panda eco-tourism economy), as well as other landscapes of local 
economies. 
The new urban-rural model is derived from that of the linpan unit, integrated efficiency, in addition to 
compact, centralized planning with green buffers that are maintained between the linpan and which are based 
on its inherent vernacular model.  It is hoped that this new form of urbanism can provide a new model and an 
effective integration between the rural-urban model, serving as a precedent for efficiency, compact planning 
and productive landscapes. 
 
The Vertical Linpan 

One scheme investigated the concept of the “vertical linpan”, which integrated the concept of urban 
agriculture into a vertical urbanism, with an intensity of concentrated, compact density in towers located on 
the footprint of the linpan, separated by the natural order of green buffers provided by the linpan model.  
Another scheme integrates the concept of “habitat”, one which seeks to blur the line between architecture, 
urbanism and landscape.  The urban ecological unit of the linpan combines the space of living, working and 
relaxing. 
 
Conclusions from the Workshop 

In conclusion, based on the findings presented by the three different teams at the termination of the 
workshop, it was determined that a new urbanism model for China can emerge- the “Dujianyan model” or 
“ru-buranism”, one which is an integrated urban rural model and one  that put puts landscape and ecology 
first.  Integrated is the concept of the environment and ecology as a new currency and new economy and new 
urban model. The urban model and new urban form is informed by the unique regional, rural and cultural 
landscapes of the area, including the irrigation works and local traditions that still speak of the local and 
regional identity.  Productive vernacular landscapes are to be integrated into the urban design, as are local 
economies and economies of landscape.  The linpan functions as an urban or ecological unit which offers the 
ability for urban clusters that have concentrated land uses and functions, which are connected together by a 
series of networks of transportation separated by green spaces acting as buffer zones for possible urban 
agriculture.  These green buffers or corridors can also serve a dual purpose of evacuation routes in the case 
of future earthquakes, as they can also serve as corridors for animal habitats. 
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OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 
 

In conclusion, it is believed that within the context of the rapidly urbanizing China, that a new urban 
form can be interdependent on the new economies of landscape which valorize the environment as "a critical 
new model of urban form and development and practice for urban design and planning”.  The case studies 
examined in this paper are being applied in post-disaster reconstruction in Sichuan province and serve as 
useful precedents towards this implementation across a spectrum of scales.  It is hoped that the new urban 
economy of eco-tourism, and thus ecological urbanism, will serve as a useful precedent and model for the 
development of an alternative urban form that can be adopted both by China at large and in other parts of the 
world currently undergoing massive pressures of urbanization at unprecedented scales which are 
predominantly unsustainable and whose design strategies do not yet address its impact on natural landscapes 
and ecological systems.  The new policy shift towards the “Green Leap Forward” can be both top down and 
bottom up.  The implementation of the New Social (Green) Harmonious Village can retool local economies 
into new economies and new urban form that valorize the environment its remediation and preservation.  
New urban models such as the integration of the rural-urban dichotomy, in addition to looking at alternate 
models of urbanism or prototypes such as the vernacular linpan model and the integration of eco-tourism are 
useful precedents.  These models begin to address the critical issues such as maintaining local identity and 
traditions with the new needs of urbanization in a new spatial form which mitigates the impact of the urban 
footprint on the environment. 
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ABSTRACT: The modern town planning was born to solve, or at least alleviate, the urban issues in the late 
19th century. Today, although some problems have been solved or alleviated, we still have the same or new 
urban problems in many parts of the world. Recently, the New Urbanism and relevant activities have found 
that society and community, once considered as a myth, are thought of an essential component of urbanity 
and a potential force to solve the issues. Urban coding is used, as an alternative to or addition to urban 
planning, to empower those communities. In this paper, I will attempt to postulate a hypothesis of urban 
communities and coding as a possible means to bringing back the lost urbanity and solving urban problems, 
with a brief introduction of practices in US, UK and Japan. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

“They’re casting their problem on society. And, you know, there is no such thing as society. There  
are individual men and women, and there are families. And no government can do anything except  
through people, and people must look to themselves first. It’s out duty to look after ourselves and  
then, also to look after our neighbour.” (Prime Minister Margaret Thactcher, talking to Women’s  
Own magazine, 31 October 1987)  
 
The modern town planning was born to solve, or at least alleviate, the urban issues in the late 19th 

century. Today, although we have less hygienic problems and larger housing in developed countries, in many 
other areas, we still have the same issues we had in the 19th century. In addition, we now have regional or 
global environmental problems that have arisen from the urban areas. 

It is thus necessary to reset a proper question to ourselves. To begin, we should revise the questions 
already made. Manuel Castells denied the ‘urban society’ because it is based on a myth (Castells, 1977, p.83). 
This is true, as he criticises, we tended to develop a semiological analysis of urban space (see Lynch 1960). 
Castells continues, ‘such an analysis is possible only if one reduces social action to a language and social 
relations to systems of communication’ (Castells, 1977, p.216 emphasis original). He did not deny local 
communities, saying “local communities, constructed through collective action and preserved through 
collective memory, are specific sources of identities” (Castells, 1997, p.68). As Thatcher mentioned, the way 
we can affect our cities is only through individuals. Urban society may be a mirage, yet people and 
community are the foundation of our cities. 

Our goal is to find an alternative way to planning to solve these urban issues and to generate rich 
urbanity. In order to do so, we need to understand the potential of communities. Our methodology is to 
“discover the language of forms” (Castells, 1977, p.221). This reminds me of Pattern Language, in which 
people are given the words to describe their cities. A pattern is a description of an invariant solution to a 
recurrent problem, and a set of patterns empower ordinary people to talk to professionals. Interestingly, the 
idea has been adopted in other design related industries, most notable software design. 

This short essay is an attempt to answer the new urban questions and to postulate a hypothesis of design 
theory from the recent best practices. Such theories are characterised by several keywords, including 
networked society, participation and bottom-up. It does not only draw practices from urban design, but also 
from various design and development projects. Among them, software design is one of the largest sources of 
design theories and practices. 
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The title of this paper comes from a recent buzzword ‘web 2.0’ in computer science, which refers to the 
second generation of web development and design like wiki, YouTube, and social networking sites. The term 
was coined by DiNucci (1999) but became popular among the software developers by O’Reilly Media Web 
2.0 Conference in 2004. The characteristics of ‘web 2.0’ include rich user experience, user participation, and 
standards and scalability (O’Reilly, 2005). Just like ‘web 2.0’ is about web design and development, the term 
‘urban 2.0’ is coined in this paper to refer to the recent design and development aspects of New Urbanism. 

2 REEVALUATING COMMUNITIES 

2.1 Community generate the urban 
When we talk about historical towns as preferred in the context of neo-traditionalism, what we have in 

our minds may be medieval European towns. It is usually medieval age, between the 5th century through the 
16th century. However, we also have interesting heritages in 19th century. So, just like Alexander showed 
some ‘good’ examples in A City is Not a Tree, let’s see some examples of community-based developments. 

 

 
Figure 1. The National Theatre, Prague 

 
The National Theatre of Prague (constructed in 1881, reconstructed in 1883) is a good example of 

landmark buildings developed by and for the community. During German-dominated period of the city, the 
community of Czech speaking people donated on the project to build a theatre of their own language 
(Kimball, 1964). 

Similarly, many museums, such as Museum of Fine Arts Boston and New York Metropolitan Museum, 
are built and maintained by local citizens. These ‘community-based museums’ and other facilities are pretty 
much in common. 

 

 
Figure 2. The Statue of Liberty, New York 

 
The Statue of Liberty (dedicated in 1886) is an interesting case because it was not built only by the 

Americans, but in collaboration with the French. The idea for the commemorative gift was originally a 
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political decision, but soon grew out of the political turmoil which was shaking France at the time. The 
French Third Republic was still considered as a temporary arrangement by many, who wished a return to 
monarchism. 

 

 
Figure 3. The Heian Shrine, Kyoto 

 
The Heian Shrine of Kyoto (constructed in 1895), and its Festival of the Ages are another example. The 

shrine was built to commemorate the 1100th anniversary of the founding of the city. The festival is held in 
October every year, which has been maintained by the local communities. In order to maintain the festival, 
the local communities participate in the festival in turn; the city is divided into ten areas; the areas are further 
divided into some 10 subareas, one of which participate in the festival in turn to represent the area. 

These are some examples of how the community affects the urban space. They are landmarks of 
community identities, and, may be ‘defensive reactions against the impositions of global disorder’ (Castells, 
1997, p.68), yet, they did build heavens, but not havens. 

2.2 Lost urbanity in the 20th century 
When Christopher Alexander (1966) discussed that city is not a tree, he saw city as a complex object. 

The urbanity lies, as he discusses, in the complexity of the cities, which cannot be ignored when designing a 
city. On the other hand, in modernism, many architects sought to remove such urbanity from the cities. 
Therefore, Alexander sought the principle of urban design to bring back the urbanity, or quality without a 
name, to the cities (Alexander, 1979). 

The communities have developed their identities. But these identities, in the 20th century, turned to be 
“defensive reactions against the impositions of global disorder and uncontrollable, fast-paced change” 
(Castells, 1997, p.68). In fact, throughout Japan, we see many local communities that oppose to 
developments that might affect their locality. A number of disputes against construction of apartment housing 
are often a defensive action. 

2.3 Bring back urbanity to community 
We have seen some community-based developments in the 19th century. Throughout the medieval ages, 

various kinds of places of worship have played an important role as a community centre. These examples are 
more like a replacement of cathedrals and churches, until the market. Planning has been considered, at least 
among the professionals, as a rational activity until 1960s when the urban theorists, such as Jane Jacobs and 
Christopher Alexander, criticised the planning.  

In modernist thinking, functionality and scientific logic are essential. This may also be true in New 
Urbanism in principle, yet now it is accepted that the theory of design has different framework than that of 
science. Take physics as an example, understanding Newton’s law is essential to study dynamics, yet it is far 
from sufficient to design an aeroplane. Scientific analysis of the cities has advanced us to understand many 
phenomena, yet we still need to develop another set of design theories. Understanding the cities scientifically 
is necessary, but not sufficient to . To do so, our approach is conventional: trial and errors. Alexander, 
therefore, proposed to develop a language based on the best practices from the past architecture and urban 
design experiences (Alexander et al., 1977). 
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3 URBAN CODING: A METHOD of URBAN 2.0? 

3.1 From cathedral to bazaar 
 

 
Figure 4: Bazaar in Istanbul, Photograph by Babak Gholizadeh 

 
A cathedral in this section is not a building in the real world, but it refers to a development style in 

contrast to bazaar. A cathedral style of development is a traditional, well planned way of building a large 
structure. A bazaar style, on the other hand, is a way of making a rough framework, within which each 
individual constructs his space to make a whole. The terms were used by Eric Steven Raymond (1999) to 
contrast how Linux has developed without a detailed plan. 

Christopher Alexander’s Pattern Language has directly and indirectly affected software design. Most 
directly, the design patterns have been developed in 1980s to solve the recurrent software development issues. 
The system of wiki, now popular as in Wikipedia, is a collaborative documenting tool influenced by Pattern 
Language. Unlike a single city plan, Alexander’s ‘pattern language’ consists of multiple approaches to 
problems. The planners who follow Alexander’s methodology are called ‘advocacy’ professionals (Shane, 
2004). Many of the grassroots communities, who are served by the advocacy planners, were instigated by the 
threats of new development. Unlike proactive planning, coding emerged as a reactive approach to 
development. 

While advocacy planners (Davidoff, 1965) remained to see planning as a profession, the importance of 
amateurs emerged in other forms of space and community: computer and the Internet. Computer 
programmers adopted the idea of pattern language as design patterns to share common programming 
techniques. Eric Steven Raymond (1999) contrasted the conventional and new approaches by a metaphor of 
cathedral and bazaar. In the cathedral model, code develops, but between the releases of codes is restricted to 
an exclusive group of developers. On the other hand, in the bazaar model, the code is developed over in view 
of the public. “Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow” is one of the most popular phrases he uses.  

He discusses that when seeing software development, a bazaar-style development to ‘delegate 
everything you can’, whether to professionals or to amateurs, works as well as conventional cathedral-style 
development.  

What he mentioned is about source code of programming, yet is seems applicable to other types of 
development. In fact, these ideas were quickly adopted by non-programming communities on the Internet, 
e.g. Wikipedia, Creative Commons (Lessig, 2005) and online games (Pargman, 2000) as well. Lessig (2005) 
discusses that, in cyberspace, or more generally in Commons, laws may be written by anyone. He continues 
that coding is ‘a collaborative activity to protect values that we believe are fundamental, or in some cases, to 
allow those values to disappear’ (Lessig, 2005, p.6). 

3.2 Bottom-up in a tree structure 
“Alexander presents the Pattern Language as a practical tool, and orders the patterns in roughly 
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decreasing size. That is the correct ordering when one is using them for design, since decisions on the largest 
scale have to be made first. ... I recommend, though, that you photocopy the relevant patterns from A Pattern 
Language (Alexander et al., 1977), and staple them together in the reversed order. Reading them without the 
distractions of all other patterns helps to connect them in the reader’s mind, and the natural progression small 
to large reveals the connections between successively larger scales.” (Salingaros, 2005, p.196)  

Despite the number of applications in software design, Pattern Language is often considered rather as 
unsuccessful in urban planning. Perhaps, the most important critic on Pattern Language from community 
perspective is made by Salingaros (2005), Alexander’s close collaborator. 

Alexander (1966) introduced the graph theory to urbanism. In his discussion, a city was seen as a 
network. The simplest form of a network is a tree, which omits much of the urbanity. When discussing the 
top-down and bottom-up, we need to introduce ‘direction’ to the graph (Figure 5). In principle, top-down and 
bottom up are topologically isometric so long as a city is seen as a tree. What is ‘bottom-up’?  Is 
‘bottom-up’ really the antonym of ‘top-down’?  In very simple models, the two approaches contrast. 
However, in other bottom-up approaches, there are many variations. As the structure becomes more complex, 
the number of variations grows. 

 

 
 

Figure 5: A directed tree graph 
 
It seems that most ‘bottom-up’ are not truly bottom-up (Figure 5 top and middle). In this exclusive 

approach, although information goes up from one child to its parent, the other child is excluded. When 
community control “supports separatism”, the bottom just becomes another top, resulting in another 
top-down structure Arnstein (1969). It is thus essential, for community design, to make sure that the 
members are well involved (Figure 5 bottom). 

And, to implement the genuine bottom-up, it is important that all the members be well networked, 
although the paths among the child nodes are not explicitly shown in the graphs. In other word, this is a shift 
from ‘vertical’ thinking to ‘horizontal’ thinking. 
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Figure 6: Variations of Bottom-Up 

3.3 Urban code and community 
Like Alexander, Nakane (1970) has discussed two different structures of organisations. A vertical 

organisation, as she discusses, is difficult to join because there may not be no clear rule, while a horizontal 
organisation has a clear rule, or a code, of the membership. She claims that horizontal organisations are more 
open to new and potential members. Castells supports this idea: “what gives an ideological discourse its 
power is that it always constitutes a code on the basis of which communication between subjects become 
possible” (Castells, 1977, p.218 emphasis added). 

4 RECENT PRACTICES OF URBAN CODING 

Currently, several groups have adopted the coding approach. Some code templates, empirical practices 
and real developments are somehow jumbled in Table 1. 

 
Table 1    List of Urban Codes in Practice 

 
Country / 
State 

City / Organization Title Version / 
Date 

US Center for Environmental 
Structure 

Generative Code v.14 2005 

  DPZ SmartCode v.9.2 2003 
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Florida Seaside Seaside Urban Code 1986 

  Winter Springs Winter Springs Town Center District Code   
  Dade County Miami/Dade County TND Distric   

  St. Lucie County Towns, Villages, Countryside Land Development 
Regulations 

  

Arkansas Conway Planning Commission Staff Report 2006 

Miami South Miami South Miami Hometown Overlay District   

Virginia Arlington County Columbia Pike Form Based Code (Section 20. Appendix A 
of the Zoning Ordinance) 

  

Texas Farmers Branch Farmers Branch Station Area Form-Based Code   
    Truman Heights Revitalization Code 2007 
  Leander Leander SmartCode 2005 
  El Paso The SmartCode: A new option for El Paso 2008 
California Petaluma Central Petaluma Specific Plan and SmartCode   
Alabama Pike Road Pike Road SmartCode   
  Montgomery Montgomery SmartCode   
Arizona Flaggstaff Traditional Neighborhood District Ordinance   
Louisiana Abbeville   2006 
Mississippi Pass Christian Pass Christian SmartCode   

  Gulfport SmartCode v.1 2007 

  Flowood Flowood SmartCode   

Kentucky Jefferson County Land Development Code for Jefferson County   
UK The Princes Foundation Urban Codes & Pattern Books 2008 
  CABE Preparing Design Code 2006 

England Essex A Design Guide for Residential Areas 1973 

  Walker Riverside, Newcasle 
upon Tyne 

Walker Riverside Design Code: Supplementary planning 
document 

v.1.2 5/17/2007 

  Upton, Northampton Upton Design Code v.2, March 2005 
  Sherford     

  Crewkerne, South Somerset Crewkerne Key Site 1: Easthams Architectural & Design 
Code 

October 2005 

  Cotswold Cotswold Design Code March 2000 
  Taunton, Somerset Taunton Town Centre Design Code: Adopted 

Supplementary Planning Document 
October 2008 

  Rotherham, South 
Yorkshire 

Design Code for the Rotherham Town Centre River 
Corridor 

September 2005 

  Anfield / Breckfield, 
Liverpool 

    

  Poundbury, Dorset     
  Fairford Leys, Aylesbury     
  Fairfield Park, Letchworth     

  Ashford Barracks, Ashford Ashford Barracks Design Codes March 2007 

  Aldershot Military Estate     

  Cirenster     
  Hastings, Ore Valley     
Wales Coed Darcy (Llandarcy), 

Swansea, South West Wales 
Code Darcy Masterplan Area 1 Design Statement A4946 June 

2006 

Japan  Machinami Iinkai of 
Kawagoe Ichibangai, 
Saitama 

Kawagoe Machizukuri Kihan 24 April S62 

  Gionmachi Minamigawa 
District Council, Kyoto 

Rekishiteki Keikan wo Mamori Hatten saseru Shoseidoshu August H18 
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Australia West Australia Liveable Neighbourhoods Community Design Code 
(LNCDC) 

1997 

 
Generative Code is a project that has evolved from pattern languages by Center for Environmental 

Structure, of which Christopher Alexander is a member. According to their website1, a generative code is ‘a 
system of unfolding steps that enable people in a community to create a wholesome and healthy 
neighborhood’. Just like the theoretical background of Pattern Language is in a separate book (Timeless Way 
of Building), its theoretical background is elaborated in the four-volume book The Nature of Order. 

Duany and Plater-Zyberk (DPZ) has been developing an urban code template called SmartCode, the 
version of which has gone up to 9.2. The use of term ‘version’ instead of ‘edition’ reflects the influence of 
software development. SmartCode is ‘a model transect-based development code available for all scales of 
planning, from the region to the community to the block and building’. The code is intended for local 
calibration. The first version of SmartCode was developed as early as in 1993, based DPZ’s earlier works, 
including widely known Seaside, Florida. 

The Prince of Wales hired Christopher Alexander and Leon Krier for Urban Design Task Force (UDTF) 
in 1980s and 1990s, now succeeded to the Prince’s Foundation for the Built Environment (PFBE). The 
Prince’s Foundation has worked on the development of codes for Coed Darcy (Llandarcy), Upton, Sherford 
and Crewkerne, and most notably, for Pundbury. 

The Centre for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) is another organisation in UK that 
explores how urban design codes can help to increase property values, reduce crime, contribute to public 
health and ease transport problems.. 

Japanese cases are different to these organisation-led developments. Although some developments, such 
as Makuhari Bay Town, which was developed with strict design guidelines, the cases shown in Table 1 were 
not supported by code developers. In a word, they are still at its infancy. However, it is very interested 
because the codes have been developed by the local communities. Kawagoe and Kyoto are both historical 
towns with strong sense of communities. 

5 CONCLUSION 

In this essay, I attempted to throw several questions. Some explicitly, but many others implicitly. Let’s 
sum up these questions. First, if urban planning does not solve our problems, what are possible measures? 
Are there communities that are able to solve their problems by themselves? As a possible approach, we have 
seen several successful cases. However, are these applicable to other communities, especially those with 
complicated issues? How about new development without any existing community? 

Urban coding may be a solution to these questions. If so, development of template codes and the 
techniques to adopt them according to the local context will need to be developed. 
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ABSTRACT: In this paper I argue the new urban question to be an old one for three reasons. First, urban 
development patterns may have changed over of time but the major question remains: how is urban space 
(best) used? In this line, I explore contrasting ideological agendas for the use of urban space: black and white 
vis á vis anti-squat and squatting. Second, the (new) urban question is explicitly an urban question, which 
conflicts with global capital and national state politics. Third, the proposed new bill to illegalize squatting 
serves as good example to demonstrate that Dutch future urbanism is likely to be an old, regressive 
restoration of the past. 
KEYWORDS : neoliberal urbanism, affordable housing, urban movements, right to the city, squatting, 
institutionalization, radicalization 
 
1   INTRODUCTION 
 

After the great depression and the world wars, capitalist city development is in severe crisis, again. 
Although Mike Davis proclaimed a “Planet of Slums” – and one billion squatters – in 2006, the current 
global credit crisis is about to excel this stage. The crisis has reached the Western world affecting not only 
labor- but housing markets whilst leading to (re-)migration of cheap labor and forced evictions at big scale. 
Here, it is important to note that it was precisely the neoliberal working mode of the capitalist housing 
market to start the overall crisis. The real estate market has produced prices ordinary people can no longer 
meet dedicating their labor power only. According to US real estate agents that have specialized in 
foreclosure management (e.g. Housing Predictor or RealtyTrac) ten millions of US households are expected 
to be foreclosed until 2012 (2,3 million in 2008), facing eviction and tent city life. While these estimations 
are still subject to speculation and further analysis, the US Mortgage Bankers Association states in June 2009 
that “5.4 million mortgages are presently delinquent or in the formal stages of foreclosure, which equates to 
12% of all U.S. mortgages. An estimated 16-million borrowers are under-water or owe more on their homes 
than what they could fetch in today’s market” (http://www.housingpredictor.com/foreclosureforecast.html, 
August 23rd 2009). Due to the association’s own survey one out of three Americans says that “if home values 
continue to fall they'll walk away from their mortgages, which could set up a worst case scenario for the U.S. 
economy, triggering an economic calamity” (ibid.). 

In this line, the crisis may count as homemade. It has been actively produced by neoliberal urban politics 
and planning to promote privatization and transform people’s homes (formerly known as social goods) into 
commodities leaving the distribution to the free world market. “[T]he trigger of the crisis was the crumbling 
of the housing mortgage market as a result of the high risk lending practices, the so-called subprime loans … 
[W]hen the real estate bubble burst and mortgage market started to default the crisis in housing finance 
spread to the entire financial system because of the over-exposure of lending institutions and their insurers. 
With the largest financial institutions in a state of technical bankruptcy that forced massive government 
intervention to bail them out, lending stopped for all practical purposes. And this is the root of the crisis 
because consumer demand has largely been fueled by easy credit, and consumer demand accounts, both in 
the U.S. and in Europe, for over two thirds of GDP growth” (Burkhalter, Castells 2009). This in mind, it was 
not a market failure or failure of regulation to trigger the urban crisis, the market has worked freely and 
properly. The failure, as Peter Marcuse put it, “is not the failure of regulation … it is a failure of that which 
needs to be regulated” (Marcuse 2008).  

While this is alarming and some democratic US senators encouraged residents to resist evictions (and 
partly promoted squatting) in the Netherlands the Zeitgeist is quite the contrary. In a recent public hearing in 
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May 2009 conservative members of the Dutch national parliament argued the right to squatting (when the 
house is vacant for more than one year) to be outdated, aiming to abolish the squatting policy (kraakverbod) 
by the end of 2009. Regardless of scientific research to prove the social reason and function of squatting, 
police statistics to demonstrate that violence is not the issue at evictions, and the major concern of the big 
four Dutch cities, how to deal with real estate speculation and the provision of affordable housing on the 
urban level, national policy makers push the anti-squat bill (kraakverbod) forward. Attempting to finally 
establish full state protection of private property rights, conservative parties rally against the injustice of 
“gratis” living to end “the romance of squatting”. This is remarkable. If squatting and/ or social housing is 
romantic, what does this reveal about capitalist urban reality and neoliberal market justice then?  

 In this sense, the new urban question is an old one: how is urban space (best) used? How? Where? Why? 
By Whom? The consensual Dutch approach to urban politics and planning has served the right to housing for 
a long time now and can be viewed as internationally exceptional or socially progressive. Nowhere else in 
the world is vacancy a valid argument vs. the violation of property rights. The continuous neoliberalization, 
which is also framed as urban progress, however, is rather in line with what Bourdieu (1998) coined a 
“regressive restoration of the past”. Drawing on the Dutch housing market and squatting policy, I argue to re-
think the crucial relationship between the use (value) of space and the (exchange) interest of the real estate 
market. Thus, the urban question is about the flexibility of neoliberal capitalism and the responsivity of its 
urban institutions to adapt to existing social needs – e.g. as Right to the City (Lefebvre 1996) – and search 
for attempts of (further) institutionalization, or to expect radicalization. 
 
2   THE URBAN QUESTION 
 

The urban question is a social question, it is a political, economic, juridical and beyond this an 
ideological question. Although Manuel Castells may reframe the urban question in a less structuralist 
Marxist language today, it describes past, present and (very likely) future urban developments very well. 
“Space, as a social product, is always specified by a definite relation between the different instances of a 
social structure, the economic, the political, the ideological, and the conjuncture of social relations that result 
from them. Space, therefore, is always a historical conjuncture and a social form that derives its meaning 
from the social processes that are expressed through it” (Castells 1977: 430). In times of increasing 
neoliberalization, privatization and the aspired commodification of all social relations this can be illustrated 
by examples of privatizing basic social goods (land, water, healthcare, education etc.). In this logic a house is 
not a house but a commodity. It may not simply be used by (local) people in need for housing but is a traded 
on the (global) housing market searching for customers who can afford the price. The use (value) of urban 
space therefore is once again contested. 

This being said, it is quite interesting to focus on the Dutch urban question and to find conservative 
members of the Dutch national parliament arguing the world to stand upside down. It is true that Dutch urban 
policy is internationally exceptional but upside down? If people living in houses, instead of streets – while 
houses are vacant – is upside down, we may want to inquire into the foundational principles for the upper 
side and then focus on the consequences what this implies for local people on the ground. By international 
standards the Dutch legal structure – to use urban space – does not differ in kind but in degree. It grants 
rights to property owners and residents but has bound this to specific conditions. „In 1971, the Dutch 
Supreme Court decided that the ‚house right’, which protects homes from being entered against the will of 
the occupants, applies to squatters. From that moment, it became illegal for landlords to evict squatters and 
squatting was no longer considered to be illegal, provided that the building was neither in use nor being 
worked on“ (Pruijt 2003: 146). This policy is embedded in an old tradition of Dutch regulation and relations 
to private property, which were never valued and persecuted as strict as in other nation states (ibid.). The 
sanctity of home (§ 138 criminal code) is no longer concerned, if the house is empty for more than one year 
(§ 429 criminal code). The use value therefore dominates the exchange value under certain conditions. In 
times of a strained housing market (when demand exceeds supply), up to ten year long waiting lists for social 
housing the legal system grants people the right for self help: to detect vacant housing and to appropriate it 
for housing purposes. Squatters are seen as users – equal to tenants – and are protected by the basic 
constitutional right to housing (§ 12 basic law). The ownership of the property is not contested as such. As 
soon as the owner has developed a more profitable solution, the state grants full persecution and protection 
of that property right. 
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Though the tense situation on the housing market and shortage of affordable housing has not changed 
significantly over time, conservative members e.g. Christian Democrat, Jan ten Hoopen (CDA) have 
repeatedly tried (2003, 2006) to amend the law for principle purposes and ban the instrument of squatting in 
favor of market and (local) state control. In August 2008 Ten Hoopen is accompanied by members of the 
Liberal Party, Brigitte van der Burg (VVD) and Christian Union’s Arie Slob (CU) to join forces and push the 
anti-squat regulation (kraakverbod) forward. Together they proposed a bill to parliament, which aims to 
criminalize squatting and persecute squatters by criminal law. The major concern is a “matter of the 
principle” (van der Burg, NRC next 10.09.09) and therefore an ideological question: squatting violates 
property rights and therefore is theft. This is contrasted by the squatter’s movement, who are likely to view 
property as theft and claim their right to the city. In the following, therefore the contrasting views are briefly 
portrayed and analyzed for what this urban question is all about: to use or not to use urban space. 
 
The black book – claiming property rights 

The black book starts as follows: Imagine you decide to use public transport for a while. As gas prices 
rise you think of the environment and are fed up with traffic jams. Furthermore, you then go on vacation for 
some time. All this time your car is unused. You come back and note that others have been using your car. 
When calling the police to remove the other user you are told that they cannot do so, since you have not been 
using it for a certain time, so the police cannot intervene by legal means” (van ‘t Wout 2008, translation tb). 
In other words: Imagine your house is a car. This is what the Black book is most concerned about: that 
houses are not treated like any other commodities (cars) and not fully protected by private property rights 
and state power. While such an argument sounds like business as usual from a Non-Dutch perspective, it is 
still worthwhile to follow the rationale to find out more about the very idea and working mode of Dutch state 
interventions in urban developments. 

The description above suggests alternatives to only use one car vis á vis one house. If we now leave out 
the vacation option (and hotel use) alternatives to one house would always imply to own more than one 
house. Rephrased this way, we get a picture about the motivation and clientele the VVD is primarily 
advocating, the upside of society, who feel turned down by the Dutch state (legislative, executive and 
judicative). The black book is an attempt to draw a connection to middle class residents that own their home 
and a car but foremost seeks justice for people with more than one house and most likely also more than one 
car. It is a good example to illustrate the special character of a house (as a home) compared to other 
commodities such as cars. It reveals a crucial difference – and Dutch legal recognition – between basic 
human needs and political interventions to get there. While there are alternatives to satisfy the need for 
mobility (trams, bikes, walking) the alternative for housing would imply a sofa-, tent-, street-life, to leave 
town or stop breathing. On the following 36 pages Bas van ‘t Wout makes primarily 3 points – violence, 
foreigners, disruption – and offers 24 examples against squatters. It reads much like a personal agenda and is 
full of aesthetic dislike and moralist criticism e.g. “riffraff” (tuig) the middle and upper class needs to be 
protected from.  

The proposed bill for re-regulation of “squatting and vacancy” (kraken en leegstand) by the Christian 
Democrats (CDA), Liberals (VVD and Christian Union (CU) aims for just that: the perceived injustice or 
self justice by squatters, which violates the protection of private property rights. According to the bill is 
“squatting in the 21st century no longer an activity that is related to a shortage of housing … Even in urban 
agglomeration areas is housing available” (www.woonbond.nl, September 1st 2009). Though explicit 
research on the range of activism and scale of squatting is not available, the bill insists: “A small group of 
squatters does no longer eschew criminal practices, violence and intimidation” (ibid). According to the bill a 
future violation of property rights (squatting) results in a fine up to 7.500 Euro or/ and up to two years and 
eight months in jail. 
 
The white book as Right to the City 

The white book (Witboek Kraken), on the other hand, seeks to portray squatting activism in an urban 
context and emphasizes on the right to housing as basic right. On 132 pages the white book offers 80 
examples from 20 cities highlighting the interrelations of urban movements and the neighborhood (Redactie 
Witboek 2009). Major subjects of the squatter movement are urban struggles with real estate speculation and 
the conflicting use of space, Uitermark has elsewhere framed as urban injustice: “saving the city” from 
(modernist) urban renewal, the “uncomprising housing shortage”, squatting as “free place” and consequences 
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the breeding place policy for urban (sub-)culture (Uitermark 2004a). Besides many empirical examples to 
demonstrate the benefits of urban activism the last chapter seeks to “break open the discussion” and gathers 
squatter’s advocates and academics to argue for the right to use urban space (Redactie Witboek 2009). 
Among other aspects it predominantly challenges the top-down perspective of the proposed bill to fully 
protect universal property rights (and speculation) when rejecting local needs for affordable housing and 
social cohesion. When addressing social housing and the dis-empowerment of local residents and squatters 
the “speculation research collective” (SPOK) asks: Is the future search for housing solved by state 
paternalism and the philanthropy of real estate speculators (ibid.)? 

The right to housing and squatting comprises close connections to the Lefebvrian concept of the right to 
the city, as it was only recently discussed by in Amsterdam in April 2009. “Right to the City – What could 
this mean?”, a squatter collective (Kraakgroep Oost) asked. The right to the city is like a cry and a demand 
(…) a transformed and renewed right to urban life (Lefebvre 1996: 158). The right to the city contains two 
basic rights: 1) the right to appropriate urban space and 2) the right to participate centrally in the production 
of urban space. In contrast to capitalist city development that is built upon private property rights Lefebvre 
proposes a right to “full and complete usage” (Lefebvre 1996: 179) of urban space on the ground of mere 
inhabitance. Instead of the exchange value of commodities – such as social goods and space, which in 
expectation of the valorization of the commodities (profits) often leave buildings empty – it is the use value 
of urban space that is central here.  

Fully realized, the right to the city would necessitate a profound reorganization of current social relations. 
The loose usage in the literature, however, underestimates the fundamental implications of Lefebvre’s idea. 
The right to the city becomes diluted as it is attached to a variety of movements, while only few are claiming 
a right to the city as Lefebvre presented it (Purcell 2008). Demanding radical changes in city development 
squatter movements appropriate urban space by the means of mere inhabitance and the use value of space 
and thus can be viewed as close to the Lefebvrian approach: contesting the exchange value, the right to real 
estate speculation, the right to vacancy and non-movement in capitalist city development. Squatter 
movements – as urban social movements – may be seen as stimulus and driving force from the inside of civil 
society demanding alternatives and movement in city development. For users, the city is a creative and 
collective human project, one that thrives on social interaction, cooperation and affective relations. For 
capital, the city is a strategic site for accumulation (Castells 1977). It is this challenge that needs to be 
challenged by urban movements and is in line with Castell’s “City and the Grassroots”: „Without social 
movements, no challenge will emerge from civil society able to shake the institutions of the state through 
which norms are enforced, values preached and property preserved“ (Castells 1983). 
 
3   BREAK OPEN THE URBAN (DISCUSSION) 
 

While these two poles represent highly antithetical positions, black and white, upside and downside, a 
possible understatement is very likely to look like the present Dutch urban regulatory framework. Therefore, 
it will be worthwhile to analyze existing data and experiences with respect to conceived ideological frictions 
(capital, state, civil society) and discuss the different perceptions of the conflict. This, however, I will do 
with predominant respect to the urban scale and lived experiences of the local users as well as the urban 
institutions involved. 

Why has the interventionist Dutch model failed? Has it failed? It has not failed, says Staf Depla from the 
governing PvDA: “Violence, disruption and destruction are well covered by the existing legislation”. The 
recent initiative for a new bill he views as “good example of superfluous Den Haag regulations” (Het Parool, 
11.09.09). There is “no necessity” and “no urgency” to amend existing regulations now, researcher Piet 
Renooy (Regioplan) adds in a recent documentary movie on the issue. In the same documentary Amsterdam 
chief police commissioner, Leen Schaap, even speaks of a “win-win” situation: “There is no hardening in the 
squatter’s movement and this may stay so. We are satisfied, no victims on both sides, and we are happy 
about that” (quoted in van Dijk et al. 2009). Though the police commissioner triggered the debate of 
increasing squatter’s resistance and violence in 2007 (use of booby-traps), which serves the conservative bill 
as major argument, today he experiences the situation much eased and would rather want to concentrate on 
“catching real criminals” instead of squatters (see also Het Parool, 10.09.09). Due to research estimations the 
eviction of squatters is being dealt with 50 : 50 by criminal vis á vis civil code. The legislative advisory 
board estimates 300 – 450 civil court cases per year to evict squatters (Regioplan 2008, www.woonbond.nl, 
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September 1st 2009). Meanwhile, it appears to be common sense and practice that squatters are long gone 
when special police forces arrive to clear the space. 

While the critique of the proposed bill and black book primarily derives from urban institutions that deal 
with the issue on local ground harsh criticism was also articulated by the Dutch state advisory board (Raad 
van State), which serves as an expert consultancy body for national policy making – appointed by the Queen. 
The State advisory board asserts that the proposed bill is “not based on valid facts”. Therefore the range and 
“scale of the problem are not clear”. The state advisory board has “no evidence of an increase or hardening 
of the squatting movement and related problems”. Furthermore, the board lacks substantial information that 
existing regulations and instruments are insufficient. The board expresses serious doubts on the efficiency 
and feasibility of proposed alternatives for the municipalities to tackle vacancy (www.woonbond.nl, 
September 1st 2009, translation tb). 

The bill does recognize vacancy as the other problem and acknowledges recent research by Regioplan 
(2008) to list contemporary vacancy rates of office buildings 4,5 million square meters (3,1 million square 
meters vacant for more than 3 years), approximately 350.000 vacant apartments etc. (Regioplan 2008). The 
conclusion, however, is not to let people in need use that space but to delegate the management of increasing 
vacancy to a higher body of the municipality. Major proponent Ten Hoopen (CDA) does not get tired to 
discredit “the instrument of squatting” and to demand bureaucratic state solutions for managing vacant space 
(quoted in van Dijk et al. 2009). It is the (local) state that is responsible for this important public task and 
may not be left to residents, which the bill neglects as arbitrary. In a technocrat manner he therefore revives 
the regressive top-down structures, where experts know best when the common good is concerned and what 
people really need.  

This delegation of the public task – away from direct public access – to city administrations is heavily 
rejected by the respective local city councils. The big cities Amsterdam, Utrecht, Rotterdam and Den Haag 
(G4) as well as Nijmegen and Groningen have argued the existing squatting regulation to be sufficient in 
urban practice. The same may count for a greater coalition of municipalities G 30, the Association of Dutch 
Municipalities (VNG) and the tenants association (woonbond). These institutions are rooted on the urban 
level and are foremost concerned with vacancy and real estate speculation. Squatters, in this respect, are 
often recognized to contribute the social mix, cultural diversity and liveability of a neighborhood. They may 
not always be welcomed but tolerated. Deputy mayor, Maarten van Poelgeest, argues pro existing squatting 
regulation and is deeply skeptical about the offered conservative alternative to tackle vacancy. If squatting is 
criminalized the municipalities have to build up an own bureaucratic structure to research and manage 
vacancy, while this is recently done voluntarily and gratis, he says (Het Parool, 09.09.09). 
 
Anti-Squat 

One question that has been left out so far and which is by far underestimated by all parties is the market 
answer to squatting: anti-squat (anti-kraak). Anti-squat is an interesting and very popular phenomenon to 
demonstrate the use of space. Anti-squat makes sure that space is used, so squatters do not appropriate it. 
Anti-squat offers temporary use contracts but at the same time offers no (tenant) protection or legal rights to 
stay put. Recent estimations suggest that there is a number of 20 anti-squat agencies that manage 20.000 – 
50.000 anti-squatters and a multiple number more people on waiting lists (Heijkamp 2009a, 2009b, 
woonbond.nl). Anti-squat agencies primarily serve the owner of the building and require from users to keep 
the property in representative shape at all times (for potential customers). Therefore inspectors check on the 
personality of potential users and control how the use is carried out on a regular basis (e.g. every three days 
and without prior notice for the user). Anti-squat regulations comprise: no parties, no children, no pets, no 
smoking, no guests overnight, no vacation (permission required to leave the house for more than three days), 
maintenance of house and garden, no contact to the press. After two warnings the contract can be cancelled 
within two weeks. Users do not pay rent but a users allowance, which can be up to 300,- Euro. Compared to 
market rates this amount is fairly low but is good business for the agency, which basically has no expenses at 
all (Priemus 2009, Heijkamp 2009b). 

The user allowance is highly problematic, since basic rights, such as the sanctity of home and personal 
rights, are violated. Director, Ronald Paping, of the tenant’s association “woonbond” states: “Though 
without an explicit solution for the problem, we need to state that we cannot continue the contemporary 
practice. Nothing against anti-squat as such but the recent practice is no such thing. If continued, I 
recommend so-called anti-squatters to make use of their tenants rights” (www.woonbond.nl, 26.08.09). 
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While anti-squat has started to temporarily provide cheap working space for artists in the early 1990ies, it 
has developed into a major alternative for regular housing that is affordable. In this sense, anti-squat is 
demanded by users as alternative to rental contracts but without any tenants rights and legal protection. Anti-
squat advocates speak of a free choice to sign a contract. Users are offered a cheap bargain and are free to 
accept the conditions they are provided with. According to documentary filmmaker Abel Heijkamp (2009a), 
who has done intensive research on the issue, this is utter mockery: “The private housing market serves 
people with a high and stable income. Waiting lists for social housing are even in smaller cities several years 
long and increase up to 10 years in cities like Amsterdam or Utrecht. Waiting lists do not decrease but 
increase, since the provision of social housing declines. Anti-squat agencies capitalize these circumstances 
and the weak position of individual residents” (Heijkamp 2009b, translation tb). 

If the proposed bill passes parliament the significance of anti-squat will increase (Priemus 2009). As a 
solution to the urban question – how to use urban space – anti-squat may not be confused with temporary 
rental contracts, since it centrally aims to undermine tenant’s rights. Designed as an explicit response to the 
squatting option, as a squat-guard (kraakwacht), far more social tension on the future housing market can be 
expected, if the central motivation for anti-squat (squatting) does no longer apply. According to Hugo 
Priemus, the anti-squat controversy has not been dealt with adequately by the proponents of the new bill. 
Substantial research is needed to evaluate the housing options for up to 50.000 anti-squatters. “If one 
considers to illegalize squatting, alternative options to deal with vacancy must be developed” (Priemus 2009). 
The question at stake therefore is: institutionalization or radicalization of anti-squatters vis á vis squatters. 
On national scale the potential for greater homelessness and social unrest is by far underestimated. On the 
movement side the politicization of anti-squatters is welcome and well on the agenda. However, there are 
certainly voices amongst the movement that are tired to substitute the urban question, while the message – 
the struggle for decent housing – does not reach a wider group of residents, anti-squatters and tenants. For 
Amsterdam, squatting agency “KSU Oost” meanwhile states that 50.000 people are on waiting lists for social 
housing and estimates a potential number of 100.000 people in need for decent housing.  

Is the institutionalization inevitable? For squatters the question of institutionalization – posed by Hans 
Pruijt (2003) – may soon be asked anew, if the conservative bill is passed and squatting is illegal. If passed, 
squatters will leave the institutional framework for good, regardless to what extent they have been co-opted 
by neoliberal politics and planning before (Uitermark 2004b). While the core group of squatters is expected 
to continue squatting the attention, however, will shift towards anti-squatters, the many artists, students and 
precarious residents, to deal with the new situation and eventually raise their voice. The substitution of the 
urban question by squatters – to demonstrate the use value of urban space and appropriate it by direct action 
– reveals vital insight into the condition of the urban movement. The current re-politicization of housing 
(squatting and anti-squat) has led to a recovery of a decreasing urban movement and stimulated widespread 
public attention. This recovery, however, is much of a stabilization to stop the process of insignificance. 
According to Eric Duivenvoorden the Dutch squatter movement has decreased from 40.000 squatters in 
1980ies to 5.000 squatters in 2009 (NRC next, 10.09.09).  
 
4   (REVANCHIST) CONCLUSIONS 
 

Dutch urban politics and planning have gained international recognition to be socially progressive, most 
prominently pointed out by Harvard’s Susan Fainstein (2001, 2008). With regard to social justice in capitalist 
city development primarily Amsterdam has served as reference point for the just city. At the same time, 
however, urban developments in Amsterdam do not take place protected from global urban restructuring. 
Consequently, much of what happens in Amsterdam and in the Netherlands today is conform to neoliberal 
market procedures, which gained significance in the course of the 1990s to dismantle the Dutch welfare state. 
Social housing has been increasingly restructered and converted to market-rate housing, welfare measures 
relating to education and social services have decreased, programs and projects geared at attracting high-
income households and business investments, such as the Zuidas, have come to dominate the public policy 
agenda (BAVO 2008, Oudenampsen 2008) – along with the gentrification of inner-city neighborhoods. “The 
story of gentrification in Amsterdam is the story of state involvement in the land and housing markets, the 
relaxation of state controls which precipitated a rush of private investment, and broad, sometimes violent, 
political opposition to state and private designs over housing” (Smith 1996: 172). 
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In the course of neoliberalization Amsterdam has not surrendered all of the qualities for which it has 
been praised. Mayer and Novy therefore are skeptical about too much “just city” enthusiasm and conclude 
that: “(a) the Amsterdam of yesteryear never was an embodiment of utopia in the first place, since present 
conflicts and problems did not emerge overnight; and (b) that Amsterdam is subject to the same political-
economic and social restructuring processes as other cities in the advanced capitalist world and deals with 
them in much the same way. Differences between Amsterdam and other cities are thus of degree and not of 
kind” (Mayer and Novy 2009). With respect to the daily lives of local residents, these differences surely 
matter as the city’s development continues to be mediated through its social-democratic tradition and the still 
evident achievements of the social movements of the 1970s and 1980s, as well as by what remains of the 
Dutch welfare state, and by the ongoing struggles of local activists who claim a “right to the city”.  

The right to the city, as Lefebvre (1996) presented it, sure is the counter-part to the full implementation 
of capital accumulation in the Netherlands. It fundamentally challenges capitalist urban reality and, one 
might argue, would turn the world upside down. This, however, is linked to a continuous struggle for 
democratic rights and urban life and does not take the given hegemony of neoliberalism for granted. In this 
sense property rights are simply “claims, not trumps. They must be continually re-claimed and re-won 
through political struggle. Neoliberalization can be seen thus as a capitalist-class social movement that has 
had great success claiming and codifying property rights” (Purcell 2008: 88). This perspective describes the 
contemporary Dutch situation to ban squatting well. Though the institutional framework has been proven to 
work well in urban practice – and violence and disruption are no serious issues – a conservative alliance in 
national parliament seeks to ban the self-determined appropriation of space for ideological purposes. 
Demanding the full protection of private property rights by all means this can be seen as a revenge for the 
development of worker’s rights, tenant’s rights etc. after the social democratic era. “[R]evanchist 
antiurbanism represents a reaction against the supposed ‘theft’ of the city, a desperate defense of a 
challenged phalanx of privileges, cloaked in the populist language of civic morality, family values and 
neighborhood security. More than anything the revanchist city expresses a race/ class/ gender terror felt by 
middle- and ruling-class whites who are suddenly stuck in place by a ravaged property market, the threat and 
reality of unemployment, the decimation of social services, and the emergence of minority and immigrant 
groups, as well as women, as powerful urban actors” (Smith 1996: 211).  

The tension between the ideological stipulations, masked as rational moral consensus building 
(protection of private property rights), and real life challenges (right to housing for all) is connected to what 
Chantal Mouffe (2000) has identified as “democratic paradox”. Mouffe convincingly argues that the fusion 
of political liberalism and plural democracy – merging into liberal democracy – is much of a paradox, since 
both concepts are highly antithetical to one another and result in quite contrary effects than having proposed 
before. In contrast to neoliberal advocates Mouffe raises substantial doubt on the capability and desirability 
of modern democracy to reach a long lasting moral consensus, especially when it neglects power relations, 
the ideal liberal search for a consensual rational resolution is misguided. “Such a search should be 
recognized for what it really is, another attempt at insulating politics from the effects of pluralism of value, 
this time by trying to fix once and for all the meaning and hierarchy of the central liberal-democratic values” 
(Mouffe 2000: 93). Arguing against rational consensus building (and for radical democracy) leads Mouffe to 
openly acknowledge the conflicts in a plural society that can be conceptualized as “conflictual consensus”or 
“agonistic pluralism” (Mouffe 2000: 103), which in other words is her proposal to meet the needs of a plural, 
real civil society. 

The democratic paradox reflects the Dutch situation well. From an outer perspective it is impressive 
what an empowered civil society effort can look like and what plural urban democracy can be all about. 
Hereby, I think of the manifold discussions, dozens of events, a book (white book squatting), 2 
documentaries, a very interactive media coverage and a petition with close to 17.000 signatures provide a 
good range of what an activist civil society can achieve. The only thing that’s missing is a powerful 
demonstration out in the streets. If the movement had succeeded to only mobilize a quarter of the people who 
signed the petition this could have given the protest street credibility, make clear the very commitment of the 
claim and again reach a wider public. The parliamentary response, on the other hand, is distressing and 
proves to be reluctant to criticism – repeating primarily one argument: squatting is a violation of property 
rights. In this respect, the current debate is much of an ideological issue to be dominated by capital interests 
and state power. It supports Neil Smith’s (1996) revanchist city thesis vis á vis Bourdieu (1998) that the 
neoliberal revolution is a neo-conservative restoration of the past. This new political culture may soon 
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challenge/ change the consensual Dutch approach to urban politics and lead to more attention of an 
increasing division of state affairs and urban reality. What has become clear though is: the urban question is 
an explicitly urban one, it has always been urban and will be in the future – as the global competition of 
cities increases and urbanization continuous. Thus, squatters, as Uitermark (2004a) puts it, have to be either 
legitimate or strong. 
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ABSTRACT: The Dublin Docklands project has proven to be an innovative and flexible model for the 
delivery of urban renewal, social regeneration and cultural transformation. In the current economic climate 
however, an entirely new approach is required otherwise Dublin could be planning for a future that is already 
past. The finding of the paper serves to provide options for the future direction for Irish docklands regeneration 
and elaborate upon the core issues and guiding principles needed to adapt the regeneration model to new 
realities.  
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1   INTRODUCTION 

During the second half of the 20th century many western cities used large-scale urban (re)development 
projects as a strategy to tackle widespread de-industrialisation and looked towards liberal approach of 
regeneration and growth. The evolution of the Dublin Docklands Area Master Plan over the past 20 years has 
arguably followed this global trend of brownfield regeneration through market-led growth strategies. The 
mechanism of this Irish waterfront regeneration project (attracting investment through tax incentives etc) 
differs little with other international experiences. However, the ‘Dublin Docklands regeneration model’ has 
charted its own course of development responding to a unique set of circumstances in local context and 
national urban development culture in Ireland1 [1]. 

The Docklands regeneration model, initially established to create the (Irish) International Financial 
Service Centre (IFSC), was later transformed to focus on the promotion of social regeneration and the creation 
of a ‘community gain’ scheme (public funds through private development). The shift in focus clearly reflects 
changing social-economic context and a maturing urban development philosophy. Notwithstanding 
considerable achievements in economic and physical regeneration, social tensions remain in the Docklands 
area and many civic and infrastructural projects have yet to be delivered. Furthermore, as the Irish economy 
faces up to a period of major readjustment, the momentum for new development in the Docklands will 
diminish from that achieved in the ‘boom’ period and with it the availability of significant funding for 
community gain. 

The paper maps out the evolution of the Docklands regeneration approach from its earlier, more limited 
scope of delivering a base for international financial services to a much more ambitious and complex aim of 
establishing an entirely new and sustainable urban quarter for Dublin City. The paper critically evaluates some 
key issues including the focus on a single driver over the course of the development, the dependency of social 
regeneration on private sector development, and the implications of the limited range of industries, housing 

                                                           
1 (Urban (re)development in Ireland has been pursued in a somewhat unique “adaptive entrepreneurial” 
approach, namely a hybrid of “American style economic policies – promoting competition through the 
availability of a cheap and flexible labour force” and an “EU emphasis on social partnership and social 
policy initiatives designed to secure social inclusion and common basic welfare standards  [1]. 
 



 
 

220 

typologies etc. developed so far. The findings of the paper serve to examine the options for the future direction 
for Irish docklands regeneration and elaborate upon the core issues and guiding principles needed to adapt the 
regeneration model to new realities.  
 
2   DUBLIN DOCKLANDS- A NEW IRISH WATERFRONT URBAN QUARTER and A NEW 
URBAN REGENERATION MODEL 
 

Dublin Docklands is the largest waterfront regeneration project ever undertaken in Ireland. Originally an 
11-hectare plan area (the Custom House Dock Development Area) the current size of the master plan area now 
stretches to over 500 hectares (under the Dublin Docklands Area Master Plan, 1997 to date), covering 10% of 
the entire inner city. Formerly characterised by an ailing port industry and far removed from the commercial 
heart of the city, the present-day Docklands district is as what Moore describes as a new district in inner city 
Dublin:  

“New private sector apartment schemes incorporating 20% social and affordable housing have promoted 
a high density living experience; the roll-out of integrated public infrastructure and a high quality public 
realm strategy have been put in place to allow better connection and accessibility to the Docklands. Moreover, 
there is a clear emphasis on establishing new urban living cultures in association with water rejuvenation and 
social and cultural programmes to reinforce local identity” [2] 

Of all the approaches and models introduced for entrepreneurial urban renewal in Ireland, it is only in 
Dublin Docklands that a ‘fast-track’, plan-led planning process [3] was established by the Irish Government. 
This ‘fast-track’ planning process completely bypasses the normal statutory planning process, including the 
third-party appeal, as provided in the ‘Planning and Development’ legislation. Such a ‘fast-track’ process, 
provides for both development certainty incumbent in a ‘plan-led’ system and, in particular, investment 
certainty for indigenous and foreign investors and firms seeking to locate in the IFSC. Moreover, the 
‘fast-track’ process has allowed the transformation from the promotion and location of primarily financial 
services in Docklands to the co-location of a range of complementary advanced producer services (APS). 

Moore argues that redevelopment projects have been characterised by lack of consultation and little 
community gain, with privatisation of the waterfront and significant displacement of local residents and small 
scale industries as major features internationally [4]. Notwithstanding this, the key to adoption and 
implementation of the Docklands development guidance - Dublin Docklands Area Master Plan 1997, and the 
subsequent 2003 and 2008 Master Plans, was a reconstituted Community Liaison Committee (CLC), 
comprising representatives of local communities within the enlarged area. Swynegedouw et al. [5] have 
further commented that while there were no local social returns in the initial stage” but local social programs 
now well developed and other initiatives coming on stream (including social housing)”. Indeed, they submit 
that the Dublin Docklands is “Now the most democratic model in the URSPIC sample” [6].  

Given the significant number of Master Plan reviews and the fluctuation of Irish Economy, as well as the 
internal reform that took place within the development agency itself (from the Custom House Dock 
Development Agency (CHDDA) to Dublin Docklands Development Agency (DDDA)), the evolution of the 
Docklands regeneration model has followed a trajectory with several strands and phases of distinctly different 
characteristics. It can be seen as an iterative process whereby many of the mistakes from each stage have been 
acknowledged and some improvements made. In order to point towards a future direction for the Docklands 
model in a radically changing economic and social reality, one might look at the evolution of the quarter in 
terms of a number of distinct markers within the phases of this regeneration model. Issues such as 
landownership and the use of special planning tools (in an Irish context) such as the ‘planning scheme’ are 
highlighted to illustrate how the model has been adapted.   
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Figure 1 Dublin Docklands Area and Regeneration Typologies 
 

The first phase of the Docklands project was what as Bannon [7] has referred as the proto-typical first 
model of urban regeneration for Dublin. The national political needs provided the first impetus for a radical 
change in approach to inner city renewal. Under the Urban Renewal Act 1986, a development agency CHDDA 
was established with independent power. It could enter into partnership with private companies to secure its 
objectives. Later on in 1987, the area was boosted the decision of the Department of the Taoiseach (Irish Prime 
Minister) to designate the Custom House Docks Area (CHDA) as the site of an International Financial 
Services Centre (IFSC). 

 
Table 1 Dublin Docklands and Regeneration Typology Comparison 

 

 Mark I: 
Custom House 
Docks/ IFSC I 
( 1987-1997) 

Mark II: IFSC II 
(1997-2005) 
 
 

Mark III : North 
Lotts (2000-present) 
 

Mark IV: Grand Canal 
Docks 
(2002-present) 
 

Major 
aim 

To deliver a 
world class 
financial  

1997 Docklands Master 
Plan with specific 
targets; 

2003 Docklands 
Master Plan with 
specific targets; 

2003 Docklands Master Plan 
with specific targets; 

Land 
ownershi
p 

Public (Dublin 
Port and Docks 
Board)  

Public (DDDA) & 
Private 
 

Primarily private Public (DDDA) & Private 
 

Partners
hip 
 

CHDDA with 
private 
consortium 

DDDA led DDDA led DDDA led 

Inclusion 
of 
Neighbor

No DDDA with local 
community 
representatives on 

As per Mark II As per Mark II; and Killarney 
social regeneration conference 
with wider public audiences 



 
 

222 

hood of 
decision 
making 
 

board; communities are 
included in the decision 
making is reinforced by 
the legislation; 

Integrati
on with 
wider 
city 
 

Limited Limited Planned public 
infrastructure 
including tramline 
extension, planned 
underground rail to 
link the area with 
wider city, however, 
is still not delivered. 

Improved, cultural uses 
including the performance art 
centre, large water front square. 

Social 
return  

limited 
 
 
 

20% social and 
affordable housing 
scheme;  
20% new full-time jobs 
and apprenticeship for 
local residents 

As per Mark II 
 

Mark II + Various community 
programs and employment 
schemes, establishing 
“Community gain” to fund 
community development 

Main 
planning 
tools for 
developm
ent 

 

CHDDA with 
independent 
power 
Section 25 
planning scheme;  
10% corporation 
tax 

DDDA with local 
representatives; 
Section 25 Planning 
scheme; Social 
regeneration 
programme; 
10 % Corporation tax + 
tax incentives 

As per Mark II As per Mark II 

 
 

Despite the original intention of “building a mixed use area of Dublin” outlined in the CHDDA Planning 
scheme 1987, a clear contrast had been seen between the development priorities of those with direct control 
and the 1987 planning scheme. By the mid 1990s, the CHDDA had realized much of the physical and 
economic renewal goal it had set out to achieve. Many of the world’s top financial institutions established 
commercial activity in the Custom House Docks during the early 1990s; however with its emphasis on 
entrepreneurial approaches, very little ancillary development was completed to complement the extensive 
office-based function [8].  

The second phase of the IFSC (Mark II) was developed under the 1997 Dublin Docklands Master Plan 
“and a more mixed use approach to urban form was adopted than on the initial phase of the IFSC, with 
residential development over ground-floor commercial uses mixed in with financial services offices.”[9]. A 
new style of inner-city living began to emerge in the docklands area as a result of this phase of regeneration. 
The new IFSC attract young professionals from Ireland and abroad who have the mainland European 
preferences for living accommodation. The IFSC II was stimulated by an increasing demand for high quality 
private residential units along the waterfront close to the city centre [10]. As a result, new facilities including 
new bars, restaurants, and cultural facilities were developed, signifying the diversification of the Docklands. 
Notably, the ownership of the land by the DDDA was an important element of the delivery of the mixed-use 
and mixed housing tenure project at Clarion Quay in the IFSC II and likewise in the construction of the 
National College of Ireland building nearby.  

The Mark III development of the Docklands incorporates more citywide iconic attractions including the 
recently completed “O2” concert hall, the National Conference Centre and the 32-storey Point Village tower. 
Such developments may help establish the North Lotts as a distinct quarter in the Dubliners’ mental map. 
With a new tramline under construction and under ground ‘Dart Interconnector’ proposed, public 
accessibility in this area will be largely enhanced. At the same time, the approach of “development first, 
infrastructure after” would suggest that this phase of implementing the master plan is still very much 
developer-led. Equally, the weight of land ownership towards the private sector in North Lotts offers the 
DDDA less flexibility and control in ensuring the delivery of social infrastructure and more sustainable built 
forms. 
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The latest phase of Docklands development at Grand Canal Docks area is considered a more successful 
development model to establish a mixed use city quarter, providing a greater variety of uses than in the IFSC 
area; children’s play space, and higher quality design of buildings and spaces, all created on formerly 
contaminated land. It is said to illustrate that “where there is a will and central government support to 
achieve a goal, it is possible to balance environmental and development objectives and can in fact result in 
economic and social returns far beyond the initial investment.”[11]. A broader range of cultural and amenity 
facilities are provided, among which the Performance Art Centre, subsidized by a development levy scheme, 
is expected to attract a wide range of visitors from the Dublin City. Again, the large proportion of land 
owned by DDDA in that area is key to the delivery to this Performance Art Centre as well as the main public 
square - Grand Canal Square.  

There have been considerable achievements in economic, social and physical regeneration. Firstly, 
Dublin Docklands has a number of generic ‘flagship’ projects recently completed on under construction, 
including a convention centre, a large concert venue, and the performing arts centre. Secondly, at a more 
local level, community centres have been completed in established communities, and the National College of 
Ireland (NCI) opened in 2002, providing citywide community education and development programmes. 
However, the construction of two new primary schools has yet to commence. Thirdly, there has been notable 
demand of ‘softer’ social regeneration programmes in the Docklands area, including education and training, 
in which community gain “finds expression in a pride-of-place, a sense of belonging, and … the “capacity 
for self-actualisation”.”[12]. There has been little analysis or discussion of these Authority’s ‘softer’ 
programmes, and the lack of data in the public domain makes evaluation difficult, though one result is a very 
significant increase in pupils completing second level education [13]. On the other hand, many civic and 
infrastructural projects have yet to be delivered, including the Royal Canal Linear Park, while infrastructure 
lags behind development, for example, the local drainage network remains inadequate in many areas [14].  

In essence, the Dublin Docklands project is growth centered and follows key concepts of growth 
machine theory (GMT; as developed by Logan and Molotoch in the 1970s) according to Hogan [15] in his 
research on the politics of urban regeneration in the Docklands. Hogan illustrates how elements of growth 
machine theory apply to Docklands, particularly the undertaking of urban renewal in the CHDA, as well as 
some of the exclusionary features of development in later phases, and the minimal effect on job creation for 
the indigenous community, while the overall rate of employment in the Docklands increased substantially.  

Like many of its kind, this “growth machine” is equipped with social elements to sustain its operation. 
Moore points out that over the last 10 years there a “newfound emphasis on social need”[16], resulting in 
less apparent social polarization and considers that this could be as a result of the power exercised by the 
community representatives on the DDDA Council2. Furthermore, she states, “Social infrastructure has been 
increasingly prioritized, which can perhaps be explained with reference to the opportunities provided by the 
economic boom.”[17].   

Criticism by Hogan (above) and Moore (above), among others, of social segregation, new ‘yuppie’ 
residents and the lack of family living in Docklands is understandable given that more than half of what has 
been built comprises a downtown corporate environment, with a functionally rigid, coarse urban grain and 
similarly large footprint, four to eight storey buildings of apartments over ground floor retail and service 
units. These new apartment building blocks and precincts have introduced new mixed tenure typologies and 
new forms of urban living to Dubliners and others. Nevertheless, while community facilities have been 
provided in the areas of established communities that enable integration, there is no amenity facilities like 
neighbourhood meeting place, public pocket park, library or new school within new community areas that 
provide these residents with a sense of place and allow them to have community activities. This is typical of 
the challenge facing many waterfront projects and the difficulty in reconciling the requirements of an 
over-determined, downtown corporate centre, characteristic of a ‘Brittle City’ [18], with those of a living city 
quarter amenable to a wide range of residential and other users.  

Notably, DDDA has moved to address some of these issues by incorporating a ‘new’ community gain 
scheme in the 2008 Master Plan. In consultation with members of the community and public representatives, 

                                                           
2 The Council of the DDDA is made up of community and other representatives, elected members and 
officials of Dublin City Council, and representatives of national and regional agencies, semi-state bodies, 
unions and local businesses.   
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DDDA is to identify priority community gain needs for future planned areas and “developers will be required 
to deliver from a list of priority community gain projects in the area at each phase of development.”[19]. The 
details of the community gain scheme applicable to developers are to be contained in each planning scheme 
as it comes forward.  Accordingly, the recent Draft Poolbeg Planning Scheme commissioned by DDDA 
incorporates a wider variety of housing types in part of Zone 3 and identifies a number of community gain 
facilities within the new development area “to support the new community and existing communities 
nearby.”[20].     

With the support of the CLC and the DDDA Council, DDDA has introduced a sustainable Community 
Trust in the 2008 Master Plan, as “an independent source of finance to support innovative and creative 
projects in the community sector”[21] overseen trustees from the community and DDDA. A Housing Trust 
has also been established to administer all social and affordable housing in the Docklands area, managed by 
directors comprising representatives from the community, Dublin City Council and DDDA [22].   

As a driver of the Dublin Docklands regeneration, commercial regeneration in the Docklands has two 
distinct profiles “high quality office space accommodating major financial operations at the core of the IFSC 
with less expensive and more extensive space available within the East Point Enterprise Zone.”[23]. It is the 
opinion of the authors that one of the principal challenges facing the Dublin Docklands waterfront 
regeneration project is identified by Moore in her comment (above) that the increasing prioritization of social 
infrastructure can be explained by the opportunities provided by the economic boom. The provision of 
‘community gain’ is leveraged through the completion of physical development, which in turn is spearheaded 
by the key economic driver of the IFSC and associated advanced producer services, with further provision 
through other commercial and residential developments.  

The international financial services sector in Ireland is concentrated in Dublin, largely in the IFSC [24]. 
Its importance to the national and city economies is highlighted by the recent City of London’s Global 
Financial Services Index (GFCI), which ranked Dublin 13th overall in financial services in 2008, 7th in 
insurance and 10th in asset management [25]. The Greater Dublin region is also highly monocentric, with 
about 90 percent of all multi-location APS offices located in Dublin, often in the city centre [26], with 
Docklands providing for the clustering of national and international APS firms in the financial, legal, 
accounting and management sectors, with software and internet service firms situated nearby.  

While the reasons for concentration of APS firms in the city centre can be seen as a process of 
‘cumulative causation’, government policy in the creation of the IFSC is also seen as a significant factor, as 
is its accessibility [27]. The combination of road and rail / tram infrastructure currently in place make the 
core of Docklands, and the IFSC and Grand Canal Docks areas in particular, highly accessible relative to 
other parts of the city. However, the provision of new public transportation infrastructure to further improve 
accessibility to the ‘core area’ is unlikely before 2016.  

International financial services are affected by a series of inter-related international economic, regulatory, 
technological; and customer / product trends identified in the Dublin Docklands Area Master Plan 2008. In 
order to compete with other cities internationally, the 2008 Master Plan identifies a need to develop premium 
office accommodation in areas of high quality urban design, served by cultural attractions and 
complementary uses, whilst shifting from ‘high-volume jobs’ to ‘high-value jobs’, to focus on specialist 
skills and to promote the ‘competitive advantages’ of locating in Docklands [28]. However, the performance 
of financial services and insurance services was “particularly weak” in Ireland in 2008 [29] and the 
indications are that there will be further contraction in financial services in 2010, while employment in 
financial services in Europe are not expected to reach 2007 levels until 2013 at the earliest [30]. Furthermore, 
the IMF indicates, “increased global competition for FDI implies that the task for Ireland is increasingly 
harder.”[31].  

Ireland has lost cost competitiveness relative to EU and other competitor countries over the last 10 years 
[32]. In a recent report, the National Competitiveness Council has highlighted a need to prioritize 
investments that develop the competitiveness of Dublin (as well as other cities), the need for improved city 
governance and the delivery of key urban infrastructure priorities. However, the report is more vague about 
the detail of these proposals, particularly in relation to metropolitan governance, where it recommends, 
“Innovative means of encouraging cooperation between local authorities should be explored.”[33].  

The Economic Development Action Plan for the Dublin City Region, published in July 2009, is aimed at 
developing the capital city as an internationally competitive region, proposes to develop three ‘key economic 
corridors’ [34]. While welcome in terms of regional cooperation, these proposals do not appear to be 
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supported by an analytical framework, particularly in relation to the type of economic investment expected in 
these corridors and the prioritization of investment locations. Furthermore, there are at least a dozen major 
development projects (of 10,000 to 35,000 population and with significant levels of commercial floorspace) 
currently under construction or in very advanced planning stages in the Dublin City Region alone, including 
the development of the Poolbeg peninsula within the Docklands area. So far, there has been no attempt to 
prioritize which development area should be continued or which new area should proceed first, given the 
limited resources for infrastructure and a lower demand for housing and commercial spaces in the short to 
medium-term. Likewise, there has been little attempt to address institutional deficits to provide for greater 
coordination and development prioritization at the regional level.  

The combined effects of the end of the Irish property boom and the global financial crises provide the 
imperative for a new approach to the regeneration of Dublin Docklands from a primary focus on the 
promotion of the IFSC and its high quality, ‘big boxes’ as the key economic driver, with less expensive ‘big 
boxes’ for back-up service companies in East Point, to developing a richer mix of uses, and a broader range 
of enterprise in small and even micro boxes within more multi-functional, adaptable and livable places.  
 
3   EXPLORING THE DOCKLANDS’ FUTURE 

Diversity and innovation are considered two of the key requirements of ‘creative’ and ‘successful’ cities, 
according to many authors on the subject, who tend to focus on the economic benefits of multicultural 
diversity and its potential for innovation, for example [35]. However, the need for diverse and innovative 
places and spaces of all kinds, as described by Jacobs [36] and Sennett’s [37] are equally important. There is 
a need for a planning approach based on ‘place-making’ (rather than ‘place marketing’), aimed at sustaining 
the everyday lives of residents, in which “emphasis is given to public participation, the transfer of skills and 
knowledge and social justice issues of belonging, including sense of community and sense of place.”[38]. 
Furthermore, the ‘typology for developing creative quarters’ described by Montgomery identifies, among 
other things, the need for spaces for artistic production, creative business incubators, public art, café culture, 
street life and community development [39]. This planning approach should promote ‘glocal spaces’, 
“transcultural hybridity and cultural syncretism” [40], the unexpected, uses of public spaces that do not fit 
neatly together and the concept of complexity, diversity and dissonance as advocated by Jacobs [41].  

It is considered likely that financial and other APS will contract further in the short-term, with some 
moderate growth in the medium-term, and that the core area of Docklands will maintain its dominant role in 
the expansion of these services. However, it is likely that even within the medium-term there will not be a 
full build-out of the ‘core lands’ in the North Lotts (Mark III) and Grand Canal Docks Planning Scheme 
areas (Mark IV). It is likely that most development land within the Docklands area will be taken over by the 
National Asset Management Agency (Nama3), with a minimum duration of 5 years and a more likely one of 
15 years [42].  

Against this background, Dublin Docklands will move from a fast-growth and growth-centered model to, 
at most, a slow-growth model in the medium-term, and with obvious implications for the provision of 
community gain. This scenario was considered likely among the experts and guests at a workshop on the 27 
August. The question that needs to be raised in this context is does such a scenario require a change of 
model? This in turn raises further questions in relation to what kinds of Docklands do we want?  

As a pathfinder for a way forward, it was generally agreed there is a need for a greater diversity of:  
• Places and spaces,  
• Uses,  
• Enterprise (wider than the IFSC),  
• Building typologies (allowing adaptability / flexibility), and  
• Community participation.  
While accepting the form and function of the already built-out IFSC and adjacent built-up areas, which 

may be called the ‘core area’, there is a need in the remaining undeveloped areas to create a suitable planning 
methodology to incorporate this greater diversity and to facilitate the evolution of Docklands as an ‘open 
                                                           
3 The National Asset Management Agency (Nama), a so-called ‘bad bank’ to take over and manage what is 
believed to be up to 90 billion Euro of bank loans related to development land and property developments 
across the state. A minimum duration of 5 years is considered likely, with a possible winding-up in 15 years. 
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city’ “which becomes democratic, not in a legal sense, but as physical experience.”[43].  
The Docklands project has already seen the greatest public benefit arising from lands owned by or 

transferred to the Development Authority. Therefore, a key to this new planning methodology would be the 
transfer of undeveloped land assets in the DDDA area (or at least in the non-core areas) from management by 
Nama to management and ownership by a remodeled DDDA, including the acquisition of such lands by the 
DDDA at current prices. In effect, this would be implementing Objectives 4 and 5 of the 1997 Master Plan, 
which provided for the acquisition of lands at Poolbeg and elsewhere [44]. This would require new public 
participation procedures and a review of the plan-making and certification process in Docklands. 
Nevertheless, it would enable the management of these lands by the DDDA for the public benefit, with the 
management and ‘growth’ of the assets (using sustainable urban planning to create real ‘public value’ for the 
lands) through a methodology based on the following key elements:  

I. A long-term, detailed land use strategy for all currently undeveloped lands, using a step-by-step 
approach based on:  
• place-making,  
• the generation of diversity (including new and more flexible building typologies) and  
• the identification of the key roles of ‘core’ and ‘non-core’ lands.  

II.  A short- to medium-term, temporary land use strategy, also using a step-by-step approach based on 
place-making, the generation of diversity and the identification of key roles of lands. This strategy 
could provide a wide range of new temporary uses, facilities, amenities, places and spaces, using 
ideas competitions and other forms of public participation to generate possibilities.  

III.  The ‘up-front’ provision of (a) hard infrastructure, such as public transport, cycling, drainage, 
broadband, etc., and (b) soft infrastructure, such as public parks, pocket parks, sports facilities, 
meeting spaces etc., as well as innovative temporary infrastructure(s) to facilitate the roll-out of the 
temporary land use strategy.  

IV.  The exploration of new housing development models, typologies and tenures, including cooperative 
models, for example the Baugruppen model promoted under the ExWoSt programme in Germany 
[45].  

Ultimately, sites with significant commercial development potential could be returned / sold back to 
private developers to undertake development in accordance with the long-term land use planning strategy 
and an associated Planning Scheme.  

Finally, the aspiration should be to create a model for Dublin Docklands based on the challenge 
presented to us by Richard Sennett:  

“Today’s capitalism imposes on us a specific task: creating complexity and mutual attachment in a city 
which tends to difference rather than alterity, a city in which people withdraw behind the walls of difference. 
We need to discover the craft work which answers to this particular challenge.” [46].   
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ABSTRACT:  Informal urbanism is usually a visual perception about the uncontrollable high-density living 
in the rapidly urbanized world which adjusts quickly to the collective need and wants without paying regard 
to dominant law and order. But the collective ensemble of the informal city consists of a multitude of 
individuals who continue to snatch extra floor areas from the public domain to expand their restricted 
environment through time-dependent modifications. This paper looks into the process of informalization 
from inside singular households’ living spaces out towards the transitional areas where private and public 
mix in Taipei’s iconic South Airport Apartment. The case study indicates that the informal city is a social 
reality and a contested space engendered by plebeians’ everyday-life tactics. 
 
KEYWORDS:  informal urbanism, informal city, generic city, informal construction, transitional space, 
privatizing public space, collective unconscious, everyday-life tactics, South Airport Apartment 
 
 
1. AN OVERVIEW OF TAIPEI’S INFORMALITY 

Taiwan’s urban milieu has been associated with the growth and the raw vitality of the informal sector1; 
partly due to its third-world and dependant-development experiences of the past, and partly due to the 
constantly shifting social ground of its immigrant constitution in demographic pattern which has undergone a 
few times of abrupt population upwelling. Informal urbanism has become Taiwan’s urban reality and identity, 
and to certain degree, reflects the dynamics and the psyche of its immigrant society2. Even in the Capital city 
of Taipei, the informal construction and activities still overwhelm the general urban architecture nowadays 
and overrule the modern urban landscapes in many aspects. The self-help and self-built building additions on 
the built units or the sprawling built forms of squatter villages express the need-based construction logic as 
well as the loose legal execution of the public sector and the futile control of architectural principles.  

Class dichotomy and the uneven geographic development which accentuates the polar differences 
between the center and the periphery are direct contributors to informal urbanism, particularly when the 
process of urbanization vis-à-vis globalization is brought to light3, the internal contradictions of high-density 
cities often incurs implosion of the informal city. Informal city usually refers to the impoverished, self-built 
communities or shanty towns within the cities, and according to Wright (2005), “they are at once ephemeral 
and extensive, irrelevant yet critical, glaringly visible yet seldom observed.” Yet it can go so far to depict 

                                                           
1 The term ‘informal’ is often acknowledged as the downside of ‘formal’ which recognizes and strengthens 
the western idea of the legal, rational, capitalistic (financial), public, and institutional. The use of ‘informal’ 
is therefore controversial that it is subordinate to what is considered ‘formal’ and indicates phenomena 
inappropriate for modern urban planning and management even though they may have been existing long 
before capitalism and state power dictate the world. 
2 The concomitant Taoist religion of the Han-immigrants in Taiwan celebrates worldly affairs and practical 
gains, and the ever-flowing, boundary-fuzzy activities and events (most significantly, make-shift vendors and 
stalls that sometimes sprawl into night markets) in front of the Taoist temples are inseparable from the daily 
living of most Taiwanese towns and cities. Such poly-deity religion spices up the colorful hodgepodge of the 
urban environment and builds up its social subconscious. 
3 Rural condition of the industrial and post-industrial ages impels migration into the city, and the 
acceleration of urbanization propelled by globalization has tripled the urban population worldwide in the last 
three decades. (Harvey, 2000) 



 
 

230 

urban scenes associated with the outreach of informal activities – in another word, class does not set the 
boundary of informality. The political-economy analyses of informal urbanism reveal the structural 
operations behind the wide-spread phenomena in most developing countries and post-colonial cities, but to 
further understand the dynamics of informalization, a closer investigation of the everyday-life of the 
‘in-between’ is inevitable. ‘Informal’ is not necessarily peripheral or illegal, and en route to formalization, 
the transitional, the subterranean, or the border acquires an identity of its own. And even in the richer areas 
of Taipei, traces of informality can hardly escape experiential attentions. One may speculate: what happens to 
zoning control and state intervention in such a city? Is informality the lingering ghost of its third-world-city 
past, a foreseeable consequence of a downright mix-use city, ‘real places’ (Clay, 1994) or bewildering 
landscapes of the ‘generic city’ (Koolhaas, 1994), or an honest mirror of what the city really is?  

On one hand, the appearances of informal urbanism are crudely condemned as a shameful blemish of 
modernization and defiant invasion of public spaces; yet on the other hand, celebrated as an amazing collage 
of complex urbanism which expresses the true nature of city and denounces the rational self-righteousness of 
planning. Informal urbanism unveils a probable mechanism of autonomous city building from bottom up, yet 
it also embodies the daily struggles of common citizens who attempt to filch a short span of living space or 
subsistent ground. The poetics and politics of urban chaos thus engendered are more than a thin layer of 
street spectacle or modern banality - they are at the same time an outcome and a critique of structural forces. 
Such landscapes of collective unconscious are hardly tamable by institutional rules and regulations, but due 
to the retreat of individual agents in the collective mode of mimicry, the conscious act of resistance is 
inevitably missing. In this unpretentious and indocile landscape, time is the true planner. And since it does 
not intend to become certain paradigm, informal urbanism seems to have avoided dominant manipulations 
and mainstream aesthetic models. The sociology of informal urbanism evolves into its own aesthetics, which 
divulges unsettled reality of urban living through its fragile, unrestrained, contradictory, and transitional state 
of being. 

Unsurprisingly, the aesthetics of informality and its concomitant scenes of urban everyday life and 
living in-between infiltrate into contemporary design thinking and artistic conceptualization. “…from a 
design point of view, informality is a condition of complex, non-linear systems in which patterns overlap, 
intersect, and mutate in unexpected ways.” Brillembourg, Feireiss, and Klumpner (2005) argue. Balmond 
(2002) perceives ‘informal’ as “an internalization that moves forward to produce a coherence that is form,” 
which can be further characterized in three dimensions: local, hybrid, and juxtaposition. Morales (2003), 
when describing about ‘in-between’ as a “space permanently on the run; a place in itself, a limit made fringe, 
a border made country,” believes that such project can “attract everything towards itself that it can use to 
make its own space.” Jacobs (2002) reminds us that many art theoreticians “have shown that the predilection 
for the everyday and the immanent already constituted the core of modernist art, which swept away classical 
aesthetic notions of elevation.” 

Informal urbanism subverts the classical perspective of art and design by bringing up forefront the 
mundane and the real. It challenges architectural dictatorship, authorship, and control by expressing 
idiosyncratic individualities in a collective mode. It responds to the earlier call of Dadaism and Guy 
Debord’s situationist concept of detournement (Careri, 2002), and invites non-exclusive albeit unconscious 
participations of collage ensemble of urban readymade by city inhabitants. It is also attractive in the sense of 
organic and piecemeal evolution instead of implementations of imposed plans. It is weathered and lived, and 
here the marks of time inscribe not only the spatial but also the social fabric of the city. The visualization of 
informal urbanism is not to be achieved by a singular author; therefore, it is collaborative, symbiotic, 
unpredictable, and open-end in spirit. 
 The informal city is to more or less degree out of governmental leash, and as a consequence it 
turns to the grassroots network and plebeian power to sustain its operation. It has become a more 
autonomous and flexible city of mutual dependence than its counterpart. The Stealth Group (2001) employs 
the ‘wild city’ to envision new possibilities of design in two conceptual territories: “the metaphorical, which 
describes an urban paradigm of wildness; and the strategic, which proposes dynamic design procedures for 
contemporary environments, shaped by dominant market forces and the decline of institutions.” Evidently, 
learning from the informal city is an academic new trend to explore alternatives of non-eradicative urban 
renewal, urban design (for instance, Columbia University Urban Design Program, 2005), and urban studies. 
Sassen (2005) sees the spaces of intersection in the informal city as ‘analytical borderlands’ since they are 
spaces “constituted in terms of discontinuities and usually conceived of as mutually exclusive” so that 
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“discontinuities are given a terrain of operations rather than being reduced to a dividing line.” What used to 
be reprimanded as visually ruptured and socially blighted is given fresh perspectives as spaces full of 
subtleties and possibilities. 
 Yet, how ‘wild’ can a city become, and what is the limit of chaos? How does conscious design 
intervene in the domain of collective unconscious? These questions do not implore for standard answers, yet 
even more fundamentally, are there any differences between informal cities of different geographic 
constraints and social/cultural contexts, and what may those differences imply? If the autonomy of the 
informal city is congregated by collective ensemble of individual participations, then what is the contribution 
of the basic unit to the urban spectrum of informality? The following case study of the South Airport 
Apartment embodies Taipei’s version of informal urbanism and signifies the role of individual households’ 
living patterns in shaping the informal city. 
 
2. SOUTH AIRPORT APARTMENT 

Erected in 1962 as one of the first housing projects of Taiwan, the extant South Airport Apartment is 
symbolic yet aged. It accommodates all walks of life and a wide variety of immigrant backgrounds within 
small individual units of 26.4m2. Except for the toilet and kitchen, all the other family functions are crammed 
into the same compartment. All together 2972 units in 11 rows of 5-story reinforced-brick blocks (phase I) 
and two courtyard compounds (phase II & III) make up the socially colorful community (including veterans 
families, rural immigrants families, single-parent families, single senile-citizen households, local shrines, 
markets, a huge night market, and so on) at the southwest corner of the city. Connected by spiral and 
‘scissors’ stairways between two adjacent buildings, the appearance of the phase I South Airport Apartment 
still looks unique today (Fig. 1). Local residents nickname the public stairway ‘the flying corkscrew’ as an 
identifiable landmark whose void column also serves ingeniously as a garbage collector.   

 

 
Figure 1 Images of the three-phase developments of the South Airport Apartment 

 
Back in the 1960s and 1970s, an average household often grew into a family of 5-6 members in the 

South Airport Apartment. But the original layout of the apartment unit, according to modern-day standard, is 
best to accommodate one person as a studio suite. Imaginably, as the size of the household expands, the 
interior space can no longer meet the need and standard of a family. Mr. Chen and his family is a typical case 
in the South Airport Apartment which gradually transforms one basic living unit for one into a flexible yet 
awkward condition for five, then, with appropriation and extension, into a semi-duplex for five (Fig. 2). The 



 
 

232 

process of transformation is incremental and subtle, and the accumulation of the floor area is not always on 
solid ground. Via the tacit consent of his neighbors and local police body, Mr. Chen achieves his own version 
of informalization. 

When he first bought one basic unit on the third floor of the South Airport Apartment, he was single, 
young, and poor; and the space was compact and reasonably adjustable. Four years later he got married and 
subdivided the unit to make room for more privacy. Very soon his three children came along, so his bedroom 
was modified again to accommodate five by adding more vertical levels. Then he decided to take the risk by 
‘stealing’ floor area from the half air and the ‘underused’ public area. He was in the business of small-scale 
construction and metal material supplier; logically he started his experiment from his own turf. With light 
steel and metal sheet, he ‘hanged’ an extra bedroom outside the 2nd-phase bedroom and ‘installed’ another 
room at the public verandah. His neighbor considered the verandah as Mr. Chen’s property (similar to the 
concept of arcade space of the shop-house building type – private land for public use) and did not impede or 
report his construction. There was an understated understanding that his neighbor might do the same if the 
illegal expansion was not interfered by the authority, and Mr. Chen would be the ideal hand to hire. 

 
 It was the time (1970s) when the informal construction spread like wildfire in the Capital city due 
to inadequacy of housing policy and provision in the face of rapid urbanization and large-scale rural 
emigration. Citizens with few resources were impelled to solve the housing problems with their own tactics, 
and the government had to turn a blind eye to squatting and illegal constructions concerning the 
consequences and social cost of enforced demolitions. Later when the scale of informal constructions had 
grown out of proportion, the city government could only confront the issue by inventing an embarrassing 
categorization of ‘the old old illegal constructions’ to legalize their status and differentiate them from ‘the old 
new,’ ‘the new old,’ and ‘the new new illegal constructions’ which was regarded as the only illegal mode that 
needed to be dealt with4 (Zhang, 1993). Mr. Chen even made a good fortune by professing informal 

                                                           
4 The non-illegal construction is also non-taxable unless its floor area is registered under the same household 

Figure 2 Evolution of Mr. Chen’s family space on the 3rd floor of the South Airport Apartment 
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construction, and in a few years he was able to purchase his next-door unit for the next-stage expansion5. 
 Mr. Chen’s transformation tactics is practical and economic. He compartmentalizes interior rooms 
with light panel walls and relinquishes the use of wall closet for more interchangeability. Instead, he applies 
hooks and poles to hang items on the walls and under ceiling, which may help to explain why his apartment 
still looks transitional after decades of living (Fig. 3). 
 

 
 

Figure 3 Looking in from the façade of Mr. Chen’s apartment. 
 

The extended room on the street side was suspended by steel cables on metal sheet surface; and when 
the exterior wall was internalized, the defunct window sill was immediately adapted as a bookshelf. A few 
years later when he made enough money to buy the adjacent apartment for further expansion, he tore down 
the party wall to make a more spacious living room for the family. And for the first time, he was able to work 
in an independent space or sit on a balcony fronting the street. When his children grew up, he could afford to 
buy the apartment directly underneath the original unit and another apartment on the 5th floor where he could 
build an access to the rooftop and, like so many urbanites of Taipei who strive to reconnect with even a 
fragment of nature by potting a couple of plants to occupy a piece of public land as a personal green niche, 
create an urban oasis of his own6 (Fig. 4).  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
address which is taxable legal property. 
5 Small contractors and material suppliers such as Mr. Chen are indispensible chains to Taiwan’s small-scale 
industry boom. They are dexterous, versatile, resourceful, and community-based. Their network responds 
quickly to the domestic need yet distinguishes itself from the market dominated by corporate builders and 
developers. 
6 Altogether Mr. Chen has bought eight units in the South Airport Apartment. 
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Figure 4 The vertical integration of Mr. Chen’s informal expansion. 

 
 
The rooftop of the walk-up flat is supposed to be shared by all residents downstairs, but the top-floor 

unit can easily monopolize the space by blocking the stairway or building an extra shelter to prevent 
sub-tropical heat and claim private domain all at once. In the real estate trade of Taipei, the top-floor 
apartment can become more marketable when the rooftop floor area is counted as ‘usable’ space (for instance, 
the agency will specify ‘registered floor area’ and ‘usable floor area’ for such sale items). The phenomenon 
fades out quickly in the elevator high-rises, largely due to a different system of subdivision layout and the 
stationing of a management unit in most high-rises. The continuous skyline of colorful rooftop metal-box 
additions above the 4- or 5-story apartments is an unmistakable image of Taipei, but Mr. Chen demonstrates 
an alternative of privatizing and greening rooftop. Informalization can be innovative. 

The structure which supports Mr. Chen’s extended room on the courtyard side is also inventive - the 
firm light-pole is treated as the first column to bind later-erected steel poles into a clustered trunk which 
branches out boughs to scaffold the hanging metal-sheet boxes (Fig. 5). Once the first steel bough stretched 
into the private room, the rest of the neighborhood followed. Very soon the light shaft of the courtyard was 
overshadowed by the obtrusive boxes above head. As the courtyard got darker, the less likely it would be 
appreciated as a public space; expectedly, it was eventually appropriated as an outdoor kitchen. Such 
privatization of public domain is most common in the informal city; however, the invasion into the public 
should not be understood only as a provocation against state authority. From certain perspective, it might 
manifest a mechanism of ‘private-public mix’ rarely evaluated by general planning discourse and a type of 
silent negotiation between different individuals through the practice of everyday life (de Certeau, 1984).  
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Figure 5 Metal-sheet rooms mounting on the pole trunk at the center of the designated public domain. 

 
In many pre-modern villages before the intervention of planning, the ‘public’ path evolves out of the 

setback of building blocks rather than pre-determines the layout of the physical space. The western concept 
of the public sometimes claims a legitimacy which demarcates spatial hierarchy and order under the 
manipulations of dictating powers while the time-dependent process of collective living induces a negotiated 
order out of chaos through the dynamics of territorialization, de-territorialization, and re-territorialization. 
What is marked as a public building or space is usually operated under strict guidelines and regulations, yet 
the threshold of the public domain is not well respected by the informal city (in this respect, is a public space 
with an administrative threshold truly public?). Though the layouts of phase II and phase III of the South 
Airport Apartment are drastically different from the first phase plan, the public-private contention of space is 
similar. The ‘transitional’ space from private to public or vice versa is therefore most expressive of the 
collective fear and desire of the informal city. 

There is no clear consensus regarding the rules of the collective sphere outside individuals’ private units, 
but the transitional spaces expose the internalized code of acceptance. Porch-corridors facing the central 
court at various levels are the most significant spatial feature of the phase II Apartment, and according to fire 
code and the apartment management act, they ought to be clean and open to all passersby. Yet these 
porch-corridors are perfect settings for laundry and drying clothes in the compact living condition of the 
apartment; and better yet, they fulfill the neighborhood’s collective desire for an extended living room (Fig. 
6). By scattering used benches and chairs along the corridors, the residents solve the problems of shortage of 
storage space as well as gain a few usable square meters for small chats or subcontracted homeworking. The 
dry and bleak atmosphere of the original modernist landscape would suddenly be tinged with an aura of 
‘human flavor’ and colors of individualities whenever the informal activities emerge.  
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Figure 6 Transitional spaces between private sphere and public domain in the phase II and phase III of the 

South Airport Apartment.  
 

Around the edge of the central court at the lower level of the phase III Apartment, small Taoist altars 
mingle with market stalls and grocery stores and exude a low-key plaza ambiance. These ‘apartment shrines’ 
are unregistered and excluded by land-use zoning, however, they play crucial roles in the community’s 
worldly as well as spiritual life along their daily-life routes. Without the prestige of a holy temple or the 
metaphysical wisdom of Buddhist belief, these altars reflect the mundane values of an immigrant society. 
Superstition aside, their constant rituals are regarded as nuisance in contemporary urban environment. Yet 
senile and retired residents always enjoy hanging out with neighbors at the openings around the altars, sitting 
on the extra chairs donated by various families and drinking many rounds of tea. These transitional areas 
where private tugs with public are comparable to urban tidal zone that consists of many uncharted habitats 
for different species. In contrast, the central court is often devoid of human activities.   

The tidal zone is a space sensitive to the rhythm of time, and in various types of marketplace in the 
South Airport Apartment the tide and ebb of market activities manifest the vicissitude of the transitional zone.  
The morning market occurs in the designated area around the central court of the phase III Apartment, but its 
internal orientation does not pick up too much vitality from the outsiders and it eventually becomes a 
laid-back community hangout. Street vendors near the phase I Apartment beckon to the passersby along the 
street in various time frames, and some of them have gone beyond the cat-and-mouth street game with the 
policemen by stationing at particular sites and pay monthly ‘penalty’ instead of getting irregular tickets. The 
transitional zone along the linear apartment blocks fronting the open streets draws in more commercial 
energy than that in the enclosed courtyard, and engages more actively in constant dialogue with the city 
beyond.  

The famous South Airport night market meandering through the 1st phase of the Apartment is especially 
appreciated by residents and outsiders alike. After decades of evolution, the first street squatter of the night 
market has become the biggest ‘market-lord’ who collects monthly rent from a sequence of stalls and 
vendors, and some of whose owners even establish a night-market ‘autonomy’ body to administrate daily 
affairs and negotiate predictable disputes with the Apartment community, market vendors, and the authority. 
Every night, the neighborhood streets of the South Airport Apartment are taken back to the pedestrians and 
the residents regardless of class or race or gender, and the informal city achieves a kind of spatial 
transformation for general citizens’ benefit without drafting an institutional plan. The informal city is not 
always an impoverished urban island in Taipei’s situation, it might have infiltrated into the formal city 
through a grassroots version of spatial reform by collective mobilization. 

The mechanism of infiltration also works at a more understated level: the operation of the informal city 
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infiltrates and actually helps the functioning of the formal city within the capitalist mode of production and 
reproduction. It diverts surplus human resources of the formal employment market to a more self-sustaining 
face-to-face trade of petite commodities in the scale of local street-life, therefore represses the social cost of 
unemployment which may otherwise jeopardize the authority of the state. It also minimizes the social crises 
of insufficiency of collective consumption, such as housing and necessary public facilities, by unofficially 
allowing the plebeian society to self-build and self-adapt. From an individual household to a porch-corridor 
to an apartment shrine to a street market, these accumulative spaces of different scales somehow broaden the 
spatial ‘in-between’ to a social borderland and reach an equilibrium with the formal city. Beyond the 
informal façade - either as a spectacle or chaos, traces of everyday life continue to weave a rich tapestry of 
urban narratives. 

The South Airport Apartment exhibits informal patterns which can also be identified in Taipei’s 
Hua-Jiang renewal project or the once-landmark buildings such as Lion Plaza and the Cosmopolitan. The 
former is located near the South Airport Apartment’ rundown neighborhood, while the latter high-rise 
buildings still stand at the most prosperous districts of the city but age not so gracefully into architectures of 
implosive tension. They are highly mix-used with extremely complicated ownership, thus it’s rather difficult 
for them to be renewed in any sense. They are stranded in time and the temporal ‘in-between’ adds another 
dimension to foster the process of informalization. Starting at a random point with an individual’s intention, 
by repetition out of collective unconscious, the informal city covers up the signatures of architects and 
planners and moves towards an ‘emergent’ sense of order. 
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ABSTRACT: Hong Kong is a fast developing city, driven by the forces of the global market. The related 
process of continuous optimization is also reflected in the situation of domestic workers in Hong Kong. This 
paper shows how this social insertion is expressed spatially as well-fitting plug-in-part within Hong Kong’s 
private and public spaces, perfectly integrated economically, and sharply segregated socially. It shows the 
situation of the individual as a result of a pragmatic solution within a global economic network, which is 
oscillating between mutual benefit and discriminating exploitation. The maids not only form a backbone of 
Hong Kong’s social and economic life, through their forced exhibitionism they strongly contribute to the 
formation of the city’s urban culture. 
KEYWORDS: global economy, domestic work, segregation or integration, service space, new urban culture 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the decades Hong Kong has developed into a highly efficient system of control to enable an 
extremely dense living condition, forming to some extent a model Metropolis - a realized utopia. The built 
icons of financial power and spaces of touristic interest of Hong Kong are well known and advertised: At its 
core Victoria Harbour is bordered by the continuously rising and approaching skylines of Hong Kong Island 
and Kowloon, which are reflecting the economic growth in built form. Shopping Malls, together with 
Restaurants, Hotels and Cinemas form highly complex spatial systems of air-conditioned indoor-
entertainment, which entirely rely on the concept of consumption. Having established one of the most 
efficient transport systems in the world, Hong Kong offers a daily spectacle of mass transportation, finding 
its peak in the accomplishment of Chek Lap Kok airport which handled 48,585,000 passengers in 20081. 
Already in 1982 amongst the inspirational metropolises for the movie-set for Blade-Runner by Ridley Scott, 
the density, dimension and sparkle of these interconnected towers, decorated with over dimensional 
advertising screens still gives an impression of lived science fiction to the first-time visitor. What is usually 
not talked about are the behind-the-scene spaces, the energy it takes to keep this gigantic machine running, 
and the acceptance of a certain constraint in living quality for a large part of its population, which enables 
efficiency based on density. This paper aims to depict a view from the perspective of female migrant 
workers, who come to Hong Kong to take up jobs as servants in private households, and thereby contribute 
to establishing and running the cities’ Service Space. 

2 FORMATION OF SERVICE SPACE 

Service has always been part of urban societies, which are characterized by ethnic and cultural 
diversity, division of labour, and differences in social status. On one hand this is taking shape in the service 
industries with distinct professional groups formed by citizens of full rights and social recognition. On the 
other hand, since ancient times, there has existed the notion of the servant, who in many historic examples 
has been part of a group of people of different ethnic origin, who, through international dynamics, was 
forced or allowed to enter the new country, but with a distinct differentiation in terms of legal rights to the 
full citizen. A new class of servants, which has evolved within the past thirty years in the global economy, 
started to evolve with Philippine women migrating to the world’s economical powerhouses: 

In the 1970’s the Philippines went into a severe recession. In order to combat the rising 
unemployment rate as well as to cure the financial deficit, the government started to promote overseas 
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labour, which led to the situation that up until today more than 10% (around 8.1 million) of the Philippine 
population has migrated to overseas destinations to live outside the country on a working contract2.  

At the same time Hong Kong’s economy started booming with a steady growth of GDP “at an annual 
rate of nearly 6.5 per cent between 1965 and 1989”3, marking the transformation of the city from a 
manufacturing base into a financial centre. The resulting high demand for labour in the service industries 
mobilised women participation in the market, which contributed to the wealth of middle- and upper class 
families, and further produced a rising demand for help with the now “second burden” of household work 
and childcare. In 1975 a first 1000 women from the Philippines were approved to enter Hong Kong on a 
domestic workers contract.4 Continuing demand on both sides fostered the growth of the number of Filipinas 
to 59.915 in 1991, and to 111.670 in 1996. Their percentage within Hong Kong’s population reached its peak 
in 2001 with 4% (136.318). 5 The increase of 72.4% in the number of women in the labour force between 
1986 and 2006 (as compared to 13.8% increase in the number of men), is therefore inextricably intertwined 
with the immigration of Filipinas, and is a result of both, the import of female workforce as well as a rise of 
Hong Kong women entering particularly the areas of trade, finance and tourism6. 

In the 1990’s, Indonesia followed the Philippine model of labour export, and within ten years the 
Indonesian population in Hong Kong grew to the same size as the Philippine proportion, and even surpassed 
it in 2008. Today there are 126.754 Filipinas, 131.072 Indonesian, and 6.744 women of other nationalities 
(Thai, Sri Lankan, Indian) aboding in Hong Kong on domestic working contracts, summing up to a total of 
264.570 maids in August 20097. These women leave their own husbands, children, and higher education 
behind to take care of household, children and elderly to free Hong Kong parents to follow their careers.  

It is remarkable, that the education level of foreign domestic workers is relatively high: A half of 
Hong Kong’s imported household managers have a post-secondary education, notably a quarter of all maids 
even holds a university or post-graduate degree. These figures are mainly nourished by the exceptionally 
high percentage of higher education within the group of Filipinas8. Therefore their scope of work not only 
encompasses household chores and caretaking of children and elderly, but also in-house-tutoring, in 
particular supporting the improvement of the children’s skills in English language. The employment of 
foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong induces a change of gender role in both countries: It not only 
enables an increased competitiveness of Hong Kong women in the upper labour market and therefore a better 
balance between the genders; the fact that half of the foreign domestic helpers have become the main 
breadwinners in their own families, might as well lead to shifts in their own family role back in their home 
countries. 9  

This group of migrant women, specialising in domestic service, has grown into an integrated part of 
the economy of Hong Kong’s and the lifestyle of its middle and upper class society. Their right to stay in 
Hong Kong is bonded with their employment as domestic helper, this creating a particular status with clearly 
defined rights and duties, including the limitation of each contract period to two years, and the prohibition of 
the possibility of becoming a permanent resident in Hong Kong. This framework creates a condition of short- 
to long-term temporality and reinforces the split of a life between two places and two cultures.  

Maria10 is a domestic helper in Hong Kong since 1982. Within that period she has worked for 20 
different employers of various cultural backgrounds, only three of the families were of Chinese origin. The 
money she earns – which in the meantime is high in comparison with the minimum salary for maids – has 
been sent back to the Philippines; first to support the education of her siblings, and later on of their children - 
her nieces and nephews. Her life is fully devoted to the families of her employers as well as to those of her 
brothers and sisters. Herself, she has never been married. Maria has no intention to move back to the 
Philippines: She says she loves her job. Even though it took her 2 years to adapt to the climate and lifestyle 
in Hong Kong; after 27 years of living here she calls it now her home. Conversely, Hong Kong will never 
call her a citizen, as in contrary to all immigrants to the Special Administrative Region other than foreign 
domestic workers, who are entitled to apply for permanent residency after seven consecutive years of stay on 
employment visa.  

Social differences and hierarchies have always been part of urban life. The situation of this new class 
of servants is a result of a pragmatic solution within a global economic network, which is balancing between 
mutual benefit and discriminating exploitation. My interest here is not to judge from a sociological or 
political point of view, but to explore the living condition of the foreign domestic helpers in Hong Kong with 
a focus on space and urban culture. Due to the pre-conditions of immigration and employment the 
configuration of the living and working spaces for female migrants is very different, sometimes inverted, 
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compared to the “normal” Hong Kong resident. Within this context, Service Space describes the entire 
spatial realm maids are occupying in the city. The following will redraw this spatial network and by 
discussing three aspects of it – Forced Exhibitionism, Time-Share-City and Serving Service Space – aims to 
describe its relevance for the group of female migrants and to reveal its contribution to Hong Kong’s unique 
urban culture.  

2 PARS FAMILIAE AND FORCED EXHIBITIONISM 

The laws for employment regulate a minimum salary for the domestic workers as well as a provision 
of living space by the employer; therefore most maids live with Hong Kong families under a range of 
conditions. The immigration department formulates the required provision of accommodation as follows:  

 
While the average flat size in Hong Kong is relatively small and the availability of separate servant 
room is not common, the Employer should provide the Helper suitable accommodation and with 
reasonable privacy. Examples of unsuitable accommodation are: The Helper having to sleep on 
made-do beds in the corridor with little privacy and sharing a room with an adult/teenager of the 
opposite sex.11 

 
As space in general in Hong Kong is limited and expensive, and as the living space to be offered to 

the domestic helper is not further defined, the actual provision is kept to a minimum.  
Since the eighties a standardized version of this required space provision can be found in Hong Kong 

private residential developments: The “maid’s room”, sometimes also tagged as “workers room“, “utility 
room“or “storage”, is a small space with minimal dimensions and sanitary installation, situated adjacent to 
the kitchen and the laundry space, which are the main domains for the helper’s household work. Responding 
to the meaning of the various descriptions for this part of the apartment, the maid’s bedroom might have to 
serve at the same time as storage for the household and also as utility room. Some of the residential layouts 
provide a second entrance to this part of the flat, allowing a more direct access to the rubbish collection 
points in the building. As a side effect the “service door” establishes a stronger division between the maids’s 
quarters and the families’ living rooms.  

Recent developer’s projects don’t show much interest in further improving this “well accepted” 
setup. In a recently accomplished private development, which is aggressively advertised for its abundant 
luxury, none of the provided “spaces for work” (literal translation from the Chinese tag on the plan) has a 
window to the outside.  

 

Figure 1  Apartment Plans with maid’s quarters in private residential developments built in 1980’s 

 

Figure 2 Apartment Plans with maid’s quarters, private residential development, accomplished in 2009 
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In any case, such separate space creating a minimal private sphere for the maid for her rest and 
personal hygiene is provided by rich employers, who are spatially well-off. Average Chinese families can 
afford a maid, but not the space, so the maid’s quarters within the apartment only exist on a make shift basis 
in the children’s room or the living room, or sometimes even in the kitchen.  

Ulee12 is a young woman of Indonesian origin, who had been working as a nurse in her home 
country. She came to Hong Kong in 2003, following a recommendation by a friend and tempted by the 
thought of getting to know a different culture and enlarging her working experience. She underestimated the 
difference between working in a hospital and the job of a domestic helper, as well as the cultural differences. 
Her employer’s family lives in a 2-bedroom apartment. The parents sleep in the master bedroom, Ulee shares 
the room with the two children, which in the meantime grew 10 and 12 years old, a girl and a boy. For her 
personal items she has some wardrobe space in the children’s room, her bed is pulled out one of the 
children’s beds each evening. She feels very strongly the discrepancy between her daily life being tightly 
bond with the family and the fact that within that she still stays an outsider: She is the one who has to react to 
and to fulfil the needs of the children and their parents, but not the other way round. The reciprocity of care 
is missing, which is a natural result of this relationship being an employment. This level of personal 
exchange also corresponds to her expectations regarding this relationship and to her judgement of possible 
mutual understanding due to cultural differences. Nevertheless, as her living space is equal to her working 
place on a 24 hours base, privacy and the possibility to meet interlocutors of her trust is not given during 
week time. The mornings on weekdays, when the parents are at work and the children at school, give her 
more breathing space within the apartment. Besides her household chores, this is the time when she has 
enough privacy to make phone calls home. The resentment of being a stranger whose space of action is 
closely interweaved with and determined by the one of a family of a different culture, leads to a feeling of 
isolation, which she tries to overcome on her day off, and which she has not got used to in the six years of 
staying in Hong Kong. 

Why commit to such a situation then? Domestic helpers are servants by free will. The wages they 
receive in Hong Kong are better than in their home countries; often they would even have difficulties to get a 
job there at all. The recruitment fees to pay to come to Hong Kong are much lower than for European 
destinations, which would promise better earnings and the employment conditions by the Hong Kong 
government grant them better protection, rights and pay than in other places of choice such as Saudi Arabia 
or Singapore. Still, the salaries maids earn are far not competitive from a Hong Kong perspective. The helper 
could not just choose to rent outside the apartment as her financial position does not give her this room for 
consideration within Hong Kong’s highly overpriced real estate market. The law for employment demanding 
the living space provision within the employer’s apartment is therefore not only a result of this condition but 
also the only possible solution for habitation for foreign domestic helpers in Hong Kong.   

In ancient Rome the word familia could signify the free persons living under a pater familiae and 
deriving from the same ancestors, therefore describing a bond based on consanguinity, but in a wider sense 
as well all persons under the potestas of a family father, meaning the power of one private person onto 
another, which also includes the meaning of ownership in regard to slaves. “In its widest sense Familia 
comprehends all that is subjected to the will of an individual, who is sui juris, both free persons, slaves, and 
objects of property.”13  

In Chinese the word 家 (jiā) signifies family, as well as home, house and apartment, therefore a 
social construct which is either shaped by kinship or defined by a space (or to speak in the symbolism of the 
mentioned character: a roof), which shows certain parallels with the roman understanding. The Chinese 
social circle is strongly rooted in family ties, and the employment of a maid could mean in the first place her 
intrusion into that circle. In some Chinese families this intimate situation of maids living within their bonds 
leads them to formally integrate her in the family by calling her “sister”. As with the chores she has to do, 
she is to a large extent replacing the traditional housewife, and therefore taking over cleaning, but also doing 
laundry, cooking and caring for children and elderly; her life is closely connected to the private life of her 
employers. Due to the fact of employment there still is a clear separation in terms of emotional life, family 
bounds and personal freedom, which finds its spatial expression in the use of the apartment: The space the 
maid occupies shrinks and grows in phases following the families’ daily rhythm. During daytime her 
working space extends over the entire apartment. When the family is at home or having a meal her activity 
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will usually be restricted to the kitchen and the eating place to serve the meals. At night time she retreats to 
her private sphere which most of the times is just large enough for her to find room to sleep.  

One example of an apartment I visited, the family (six people: mother, father, three children, 
grandma), employed two maids, one for the children, one for the household and the care of the grandma. The 
older one of the helpers would sleep in the room of the two younger children, whereas her niece shares the 
room with the grandma, since the maid’s room is used as storage space. Therefore the oldest child, the 
daughter, sleeps in the living room. The space available is shared and negotiated by all the inhabitants, all by 
maintaining the invisible social borders between family and maids, which are based on a clear hierarchy 
coming along with the employer – employee relationship.  

 

 
Figure 3 Plan of a flat shared by 6 family members and 2 maids 

This socio-cultural construct, which has been well established itself in Hong Kong within the past 
thirty years, formally integrates a person in a family, economically determines her as employee, socially 
determines her as servant and spatially exercises power in the ancient sense of the potestas of a pater 
familiae: Despite Hong Kong laws and regulations on the employment of domestic workers, their execution 
is pretty much depending on the respective will and judgement of the household head. This fact leads to a 
constriction of the helpers personal freedom: More or less fortunate regarding their living space provision 
due to the financial possibilities of their employers and their respective interpretation of privacy required by 
the employment laws, one aspect the living conditions for maids in Hong Kong have in common is that they 
lead to a life which is to a large extent controlled by the employer and which literally does not offer space for 
privacy. 

On Sunday’s, which is the most common weekly holiday granted by employers following the law to 
allow them 24 hours in succession of free time, the maids are forced into the cities open spaces due to the 
absence of better alternatives. Their private life is made public.  

3 TIME SHARE CITY 

In a society where public life is dominated by necessary activities the quality of the public spaces is 
not an all-important issue. People will use the city spaces regardless of quality because they have to. 
This pattern can be seen all over the world in countries with less developed economies.14 

 
It is often claimed that there is no public space in Hong Kong. Reasons for this phenomenon are 

manifold and can be found in Hong Kong’s particular lifestyle, city planning and culture. In the past in Hong 
Kong, there have been two types of public space. One form is practically congruent with streetscape, which 
also reflects a Chinese version of a “public space” and which effectively emerges from a necessity and a 
need, such as hawker bazaars. The second type is a representative one, which has been established by the 
British government and which was as exclusive as symbolic15. In the development of Hong Kong, both types 
of public space are still existent, but have lost their power. On the one hand the streets tend to get “cleaned 
up” in the course of new development, so occupancy can only happen under restrictive control, on the other 
hand, the importance of the representational character of squares and plazas has declined in favour of the 
tallness and glossiness of Hong Kong’s skyline, which its representing its economic power. The leisure 
habits of Hong Kong’s population are economy driven as well – people spend their spare time in shopping 
malls and amusement parks rather than in nature or in the city’s public realm. Public space in city planning 
has recently become an issue in Hong Kong, but the developments of previous decades have led to 
disconnections within the city fabric and hindered the provision of democratic open space. 
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This view is very much depending on the perspective. For domestic helpers the situation is inverted: 
While their working space is their employer’s families’ home, the private space which is allocated to them is 
minimal to inexistent; hence their life is forced to take place in public. Even though they are part of a 
developed economy, their situation is very much as described by Jan Gehl, the result of a pressing need. On 
their day off, domestic workers meet in particular public spaces, suspending some of the very strict 
regulations on use and behaviour within Hong Kong’s public realm. As this usage of the open space differs 
strongly from the habits of Hong Kong’s citizens, and as it only happens once a week, cities public realm is 
used in shifts by different social groups.  

Central District is a prominent example for parts of it having turned into such Time-Share-Space. 
The area is dominated by office buildings, bank buildings and upper price retail in the podium levels. 
Footbridges provide convenient connections between the towers. Whilst during the week it forms the beating 
heart of Hong Kong’s financial market, the problem faced in the 1980’s was the place being deserted on the 
weekends. In 1982 Hong Kong Land’s proposal to render the area more attractive to Hong Kong’s citizens to 
use it as a weekend shopping destination16 with a generous public pedestrian zone, lead to a closure of Chater 
Road for traffic on Sunday’s.  

Soon afterwards another attractive patch was added to the assigned pedestrian area: in 1985 the third 
version of HSBC headquarters which presides Statue Square in the south, was accomplished based on a 
design by Sir Norman Foster. As one of the core ideas the building provides an extension of the open space 
under the bank building with the ground slightly sloping into the direction of the sea, sheltered by the 
elevated entrance level.  

 
Figure 3  Central Buildings, Open Space, Elevated Walkway System 

 
Eventually “the public” attracted to Central’s open space was not the group of people the developers, 

planners and commissioners had in mind: As in the course of the eighties, the number of foreign domestic 
helpers in Hong Kong quintupled, the amount of “spaceless” people on Sundays became more and more 
apparent, and Central District became one of their weekend destinations: Most Filipinas, and later on also 
Indonesian, Thai, and Nepalese women, spend their very few non-working-hours gathering with their 
compatriots. By using their home language, eating their national food, reading their national news, engaging 
in politics, and using the city following their own social conventions, the Foreign Domestic Workers are 
recreating on a weekly base their own culture, community and space. Whilst in principal domestic helpers 
gather in any places available on Sunday’s in the city on both sides of Victoria Harbour, there have been 
specific areas emerging, which form identifiable zones with a distinct character, focus of activity, and even 
differentiation in Nationality: Whilst for example Filipinas gather around Central, Indonesians “own 
Causeway Bay”. This expression by a Filipina I interviewed shows very clearly the unconscious implicitness 
of the weekly taking over parts of Hong Kong and turning it into a Time-Share-City. The following selection 
of such zones focuses on Hong Kong Island and the Philippine Culture, illustrating some aspects of the 
phenomenon described: 

2.1  Forum 
As Foreign Domestic Helpers are covered by the Employment Ordinance, they enjoy the same rights 

as workers, allowing unions, organisations, demonstrations as well as engagement in religious and cultural 
activities. This condition has fostered the establishment of e.g. several Trade Unions dealing with Migrant 
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Worker’s issues17 and has encouraged the Foreign Domestic Helpers to claim the rights granted by the 
Employment Laws and the Standard Employment Contract.  

Due to their immediate proximity to the Legislative Council Building as well as their urban setup, 
the pedestrianised areas around Chater Road and Statue Square in Hong Kong Central became quickly a 
perfect stage for the Foreign Domestic Helpers to make use of their rights to demonstrate. The rallies 
organised have become a regular political event on Sundays, and have led to several achievements regarding 
regulations on abode and employment of the female migrant workers. Chater Road has turned into an 
established stage for social and political issues related to contractual domestic work.  

These political performances are visually and in particular acoustically well perceived from the 
ready-made urban pergolas around it: In search for protection against sun and rain, the female workers gather 
on the street under footbridges or in the public underpass, which links to the ferry pier as well as to the MTR 
station. The gatherings around these areas are of the urban spirit of see-and-to-be-seen, Philippine make-shift 
brasseries of which the atmosphere is composed of the mix of private chat, passers-by-watch and the 
certainty that their interests are fought for in audible distance.  

 

 
 

Figure 4  Chater Road and Statue Square and HSBC in Central, strategies of space occupation 

2.2  Plaza 
Started as the mark of a colonizer, the plaza has become a permanent fixture and organic element in 
towns and cities all over the Philippines. No Filipino community is complete without one. It evolves 
over the passage of time, developing according to the temperament of the populace, whether it is 
socio-cultural, religious, political or even economic. It is not only an open space where many people 
converge but also a setting for numerous other activities18. 

 
For Hong Kong culture the word plaza still carries the idea of a gathering place, but the variety in 

nature of the activities taking place as well as its “public” character are most doubtful: As many shopping 
malls are named “plaza” - Central Plaza, Harbour Plaza, Lee Theatre Plaza, City Plaza, to name but a few -, 
the meaning of the term has transformed from the typology of an open democratic space into an enclosed 
atrium entirely dedicated to shopping, of which the perceivable congregating character is not achieved by 
people gathering on its ground, but shoppers constantly moving along its inner facade. For Foreign Domestic 
Helpers these temples of consumption are not very attractive, as both, architecture and security guards cater 
for “sitting” always coming in a set with “consuming”, which for the maids is simply not affordable. Then 
again, due to their own cultural imprint, the Filipinas were well prepared to discover the “plaza-qualities” of 
the series of open areas emerging around statue square in the eighties for their communal needs. The open 
sloping ground floor of the HSBC building receives the densest occupation each Sunday: the architectural 
masterpiece not only impresses by its technical achievements at the time of construction, it also takes the 
idea of an urban plaza to another level of scale and socio-cultural meaning for the contemporary city: with its 
47.85m free span, the building provides an area of approximately 2.400 square meters protected from sun 
and rain, therefore effectively offers a place to a population floating in the city on a once a week base. 

2.3 Village 
The system of Elevated Walkways in Central offers shaded and weather protected spaces with a 

certain degree of privacy in comparison to the occupied open areas on the street level. As opposed to the 
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mass-flocking under HSBC Bank, the Filipinas gathering in the walkway spaces already takes a different 
shape due to the linearity of the bridges, which is further emphasized since narrowed by the split into the 
conquered area and the space left for circulation. The occupied zone is further partitioned into small 
compartments, formed by the up folded sides of large cardboard boxes, of which the bottoms also serve as 
sitting mat. This zoning enterprise is rather of a symbolic nature: as the partitions are 30-40 cm tall only, they 
are more indicative than physically effective. Nevertheless from a passers-by point of view these areas 
become more private, they become small spaces, and through the repetitive application of the same simple 
strategy for cell-forming, it seems that the resulting linear village as a whole gains the appeal of a coherent 
community and therefore demarcates itself more strongly from the zone used by pedestrians. 
 

 
 

Figure 6  Central Elevated Walkway: Philippine Village, strategies of space occupation 
 

The regular appropriation of parks, streets, and flyovers leads to a radical transformation of the urban 
space and even has reached the iconic status of a tourist attraction. For the maids these weekly gatherings are 
the only opportunity for social exchange, mutual support and cultural expression.  

4 SERVING SERVICE SPACE 

By the majority Filipinas belong to the Roman-Catholic church. Many of the women find 
consolation and strength in their faith during their stay in Hong Kong, one of the places offering guidance 
being the Catholic Centre in Central, which is situated closed to the elevated walkway system. Sunday 
services are held on the 3/F of the tower, on the 18/F there is a Pastoral Centre, which offers space for 
discussion, education and events organized by diverse groups. Its main mission is providing advice and help 
for domestic workers who have a case with their employer, as well as arranging a place in one of the shelters 
for women after the termination of their contract, when they have nowhere else to go.  

World Wide Tower is situated in immediate vicinity of the Catholic Centre. The building was 
accomplished in 1980 by Cheung Kong Properties on a much contested site in Central, formerly occupied by 
the General Post Office. The first three floors above ground form a shopping mall, which, due to its renting 
policy, allows individual shopkeepers to rent a small space to run their businesses, leading to a mixture of 
various shops offering a wide range of cheap products. With the increasing immigration of domestic helpers 
from the Philippines and their discovery of Central’s open spaces for their gatherings, over time World Wide 
House slowly transformed into a shopping arcade with a focus on needs of Philippine domestic helpers, 
forming the largest service space for this group of servants in Hong Kong.  
 World Wide House is clearly not a leisure destination. The place is fully packed with women 
queuing to send money home or to receive consultancy, getting purchases done or having a quick meal. If 
not out of curiosity and a spirit of tourism, no Chinese or “Expat” would enter or even know about the 
Arcade. If such “stranger” still happens to enter, the spontaneous first impression will most likely be “I’m 
not in Hong Kong”; and it seems that this view is shared by both sides: visiting one of the restaurants on the 
third floor, I was warmly welcomed, all by being treated as a rare guest.    
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Figure 7  World Wide House Shopping Arcade: schematic plan showing services / goods offered 
 

Around 19% of the shops are rented by remittance services. Together with travel services (17%), and 
telecommunication (8%), almost half or the businesses in World Wide Plaza are about establishing a 
connection back to the Philippines. The money sent to the home country is mostly dedicated to pay for 
education and daily needs for siblings, children, and as support for parents. After having covered these 
expenses, further available money would be invested in agricultural land or a house back in the Philippines. 
This weekly routine is not just one of some errands to run on a Sunday – at this point the Foreign Domestic 
Helper connects back with her family, this very moment gives her the justification for being in Hong Kong, 
and the foundation for her imagination of a better future – with good education, and space and land of her 
own.  

World Wide House and the Catholic Centre form enclaves within Hong Kong’s urban reality. For 
Filipinas they represent important interfaces to organize their abode in Hong Kong, to find support, and to 
connect back to their lives and loved ones back in the Philippines. 

4 URBAN CULTURE REVISITED 

In a society situation where use of public space becomes more and more a matter of interest and 
choice, the quality of the spaces becomes a crucial factor for the death or life of modern cities.19 

 
As specialists in domestic service, female migrant workers contribute more than HK$ 13.7 billion 

annually to Hong Kong’s economy following an estimation of the Asian Migrant Centre20, Over three 
decades, these women have reinvented the city to substitute their “home” and by appropriation established a 
spatial network to foster their practical, emotional and cultural needs. The maids not only form a backbone of 
Hong Kong’s social and economic life: Through their forced exhibitionism they provoke a disruption of the 
spatial segregation and the related emerging monoculture, which has taken place through urban development 
in the past thirty years. The impressive scale of this event, its acoustic and visual vitality render life and soul 
to optimized city spaces, some of which would otherwise be dead on Sundays.  

The gatherings of foreign domestic workers in Central are an example of a produced space based on 
culture, tradition and rituals, which obviously is stronger than the suggested behaviour implied by the 
existing spatial setup. Out of an urgency and due to the lack of alternatives, the weekly inhabitation imposes 
itself onto a space which deliberately but unsuccessfully tries to avoid such. The resulting transformation of 
the space as a collage of built economic glamour and colourful tribal picnic is as fascinating and shocking at 
the same time – true lived urbanity – and finds its peak (acuity, stridency, focus) every Sunday in the 
contrasty scene of the HSBC headquarters floating above a lively swarm of twittering Filipinas, where the 
global and the local, private and public, space of representation and Service Space can be captured in one 
single image frame.   
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ABSTRACT: Art and scientific studies have been exploring the role of waste which is no longer regarded as 
dual, or a shadow of the work, but as space that has the potential to be renewed and transformed. 
Comprehensive bibliography deals with different kinds of waste and the ways it is produced: waste resulting 
from regeneration work, empty space which like spots arise from control and project intervention; waste that 
piles up because it is forgotten.  
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Many of the more recent reflections on cities explain and are based upon two apparently conflicting 
phenomena: progressive urban concentration and urban sprawl. The criticism, be it architectural or relating 
to another discipline – from urban studies to socio-political studies – observes the sprawl phenomenon and 
coins many terms in search of a possible definition for the new structure of the urban system. No longer 
cities or metropolises: compound nouns such as post-metropolis are used, or even adjectives testifying to the 
mutations taking place, such as “sprawling city”, “city-continent”, “generic city”, “infinite city”, “exploded 
city”, “chaotic city”, “urban dust”, “ex-city”, “sprawltown”, etc., are sought. The problem of city growth and 
concentration came up again at the Venice Biennale of Architecture in 2006. The title: “Cities, Architecture 
and Society” highlights, using the study of sixteen metropolises, the problem of demographic pressure on 
these situations and the need for appropriate urban responses. The rediscovered centrality of cities is seen as 
another facet of urban sprawl. The centripetal and centrifugal tensions that a city undergoes, determined by 
economic change and anthropic pressures, point towards a complex, highly structured framework in which 
global meanings and localisms coexist. As for the European city, one of the factors influencing centrifugal 
drives was identified in the progressive exhibition in museums of historical fabric. Safeguarding historical 
heritage through restyling operations has triggered a chain of gentrification processes affecting entire areas in 
the city. These areas are progressively “emptied” in proportion to the increase in value from building 
restoration, shifting the housing pressure to more economical areas. Not least, the problem of accessibility is 
an incentive to build near infrastructural traffic arteries with fast-moving vehicles. The growth then follows 
the tabula rasa principle, seeking out “empty” spaces to be occupied from scratch. This principle, however, 
leads to another transforming strategy: substituting parts of the urban fabric, of which there are important 
examples, especially in Asian “city-territories.” Entire settlements disappear in favour of high-density 
agglomerations or villes radieuses. Using this substitution practice, the city “regenerates” itself with a 
rhythm that progressively reduces, driven by favourable economic developments. Western and Eastern 
cultures use two practices that invest what already exists, but in different ways: on the one hand, the 
restoration of memory structures and, on the other, the total disappearance of entire buildings in favour of 
“newer” urban models. 
 

    
 

Fig. 1. “The miniature village built by Charles Simonds are in places surprising and vulnerable. Some are 
destroyed in an hour, some last a few days, but few have lasted up to five years.” In Lynch K., “Wasting 

Away”, edited by Michael Southworth, Sierra Club Books, San Francisco 1990. 
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Fig. 2. Wolf Vostell, “Paris en béton”, 1970. Utopias to the ordinary and the radicals encountered in 
imaginative power that offers the space blank. 

Against this background, while parts of cities see their own symbolic role consolidated as exclusive or, 
in other contexts, the urban system regenerates itself, cyclically substituting its parts, some research looks at 
the “in-between territories”, the white spaces as a possible resource to implement other procedures for use, 
seeking to develop simple practices, placing them precisely beyond the exception. The terrains vagues, 
through their uncertain nature, take on an important transforming role. Often seen as an opportunity to 
maximise property development, they represent possible renewed dialogue between project and city.  
    
Wasting away  

Art and scientific studies have been exploring the role of waste which is no longer regarded as dual, or a 
shadow of the work, but as space that has the potential to be renewed and transformed. Comprehensive 
bibliography deals with different kinds of waste and the ways it is produced: waste resulting from 
regeneration work, empty space which like spots arise from control and project intervention; waste that piles 
up because it is forgotten. Over the years certain areas have appeared and disappeared depending on its 
appeal. Waste can also arise from a connotation of identity, a condition of being a ‘third landscape’ defined 
by Clément as a marginal area which has affirmed itself by cultivating diversity. In considering the 
etymology of the term waste and its connotations, one reaches the point of reconsidering the role of a project. 
As Dutch research and events have shown, it is often the first producer that defines areas and borders, and it 
is also an instrument that is still in conflict with the fluidity of time factor. 

The etymology of the Italian term for waste, “scarto”, refers to an action capable of defining a space: by 
placing a part outside you create an inside, an outline excluding a shapeless mass, a boundary, a rule giving 
rise to exceptions. The two spaces resulting from the separation between what is superfluous and what is 
necessary have antithetical characteristics: while the former is indeterminate, the latter is distinguished by 
the planned order or form. The term kosmos refers to an order that also has aesthetic qualities, and, by 
definition, whatever has been excluded from it assumes disqualifying connotations. The white spaces 
discarded by the project assume negative connotations resulting from difference and not from the acquisition 
of a status or identity. “Scarto” is also a synonym for “swerve”, “gap” or “deviation”. 

Various studies in the field of observation and projects describe the nature of “debris spaces” as the 
result of the construction of a precise plan. They describe a series of phases culminating in the operativity of 
waste. 

In the 1960s Edward Ruscha published “Thirtyfour Parking lots in Los Angeles”, a photographic 
investigation of the city’s parking lots. His cataloguing activity produced an atlas of empty places, wide 
expanses within the city plan constantly awaiting occupation. Ruscha documents these presences, objectively 
restoring them, and this detachment, combined with the emptiness of the spaces, turns into a critical 
comment expressed by a simple exploration of the construction mechanisms of the urban system. In this 
work waste is no longer merely the negative form of an affirmation but takes on the “value” of an element to 
be read in terms of its repetitiveness: the sampling of parking lots rejects an explanatory approach, 
reproposing a “typological” vision of the theme. By framing and isolating the subject the photographic 
interpretation intensifies its anonymity while, at the same time, exploiting the serial nature of the shots to 
create different, fictional variations on the theme.1 These spaces without a history, with little forethought or 
planning, represented objectively, in an almost abstract manner, in their condition of disoccupation, offering 
themselves up as evidence of the ordinary: repeated intervals raised to the level of words in the tale of a city. 
In 1967 Gordon Matta-Clark documented “gutterspaces” left over by zoning in Queens; these real residues, 
real in spatial and legal terms and therefore in economic terms, are the subject of “Reality Properties: Fake 
Estates”2. The American artist builds up his own art object out of the documentation resulting from the 
purchase of these slivers of land: deeds, land register maps, and photos. The assemblage of these materials 
expresses the “non sense” of the ordering process that gave rise to “useless” strips of land resulting from 
division and subtraction operations that nonetheless have a market value. The work highlights two of the 

                                                        
1 See also the project by Bernd and Hilla Becher “Grundformen. Industrielle Bauten”. This collection of 
photographs catalogues various types of abandoned industrial building in Europe and North America. 
2 For a more detailed study of the work of Edward Ruscha and of Gordon Matta-Clark see (amongst others) 
Bois Y.-A., Krauss R., “Formless: a user's guide”, New York, Zone Books, 1997. 
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main planning instruments dealing with waste: regulations and projects. The intensification of planning both 
within the city and in its hinterland, the double exposure that they may experience, is reflected in the 
fragmentation of land, the generation of residual zones or of meaningless ‘leftovers’.  

    
 

Fig. 3. Kastner J., Najafi S., Richard F., “Odd Lots. Revisiting Gordon Matta-Clark's Fake Estate”, New 
York, Cabinet Books, 2005. 

Fig. 4. “Dust Room”, Latvian Pavilion, Venice Biennale of Architecture in 2008. The authors of the project, 
the artist Reinis Ēriks and the architect Božis LiepiĦš, have the room through a splinter of wood, a fragment 

of plaster and a few grains of dust gathered randomly. All these elements were brought to Riga to be 
examined and photographed at the Institute of Physics, University of Latvia with a 200-1000x magnification 
electron microscope. To obtain images of the grains, the splinter and fragment magnified, before shooting, 

the authors have bombarded them with atoms of gold and platinum. 
 

A series of projects implemented at Leidsche Rijn3, a vinex location near Utrecht, made it possible to 
overturn the meaning of the ordering process described above. A few years after the completion of the 
residential housing there were discussions about the lack of public spaces and, more in general, of places 
whose function or role had not been defined by the general plan. The absence of urban blurring, of unstable 
open spatial situations available for shared use, was resolved by the temporary occupation of empty spaces 
due for construction or areas not included in the project. The case of Leidsche Rijn is not a one-off in the 
Dutch panorama but the result of a widespread reflection on the construction criteria underlying the planning 
of new settlements. The fifth national spatial planning document (Architectuur Nota), issued as a white paper 
by the Dutch authorities in 2000, contains three guidelines responding to the continued population growth 
forecast for the country: at least half of new settlements should be constructed next to existing settlements; 
new urban projects must include mixed use developments; incentives must be introduced for the 
transformation of under-used areas of towns. The rethinking of the Leidsche Rijn settlement took place in 
this context and responds to the lack of services and of spaces whose use is undefined. These initiatives are 
rethinking the planning processes introduced by the previous document which led to the construction of 
vinex, predominantly residential development sites. In fact, the clearly defined plan for this settlement, built, 
like the others, on the boundaries of private properties, involved a delay in the construction of public spaces 
and buildings, which were nevertheless undersized. The municipality responded to these “absences” with the 
temporary occupation of areas due for construction or excluded by the project, the only spaces without a plan 
or function, to provide the settlement with the “indeterminate” or simply public spaces that usually separate 
the “city” from zoning. Buildings without foundations occupied these lots to compensate for the lack of 
“white areas” in the project and supply locations for collective events. In this case “empty spaces” took on 
the role, albeit temporary, of public areas interpreted as spatial reserves to be used according to daily needs. 
With their inherently unstable purpose and availability for occupation and transformation, these 
“exceptional” spaces have proven capable of dialoguing with “planned” spaces, promising fertile encounters 
between the needs of the urban system and responses of architecture. 

                                                        
3 The various projects taking place in Leidsche Rijn are the work of Beyond, an organisation that grew out of 
an initiative of the Municipality of Utrecht, the Department of Cultural Affairs (DMO) and the Property 
Development Leidsche Rijn in collaboration and with the participation of the Foundation of Art and Public 
Space (SKOR). Some of these projects are documented in Allen J., Ibelings H., Koekebakker O., “Parasite 
Paradise. A manifesto for temporary architecture and flexible urbanism”, Rotterdam, Nai Publishers, 2003. 



 

252 

Leaving the white as it is while equipping it with links, relations, significations, mainly means saving 
land and using what is there: the existent. This approach allows urban planning and architecture to discover a 
possibility for dialogue where procedures and times regain the upper hand over the plan. 

The presence of wasteland and abandoned buildings in ruins represents much more than a mere problem 
of open space reserves. In fact, it requires prefigurations for a tomorrow that seems particularly distant. 

“C’est d’ailleurs ce que fait l’un des peintres, Hubert Robert. Il peint La Grande Galerie du Louvre en 
ruines, annonçant le devenir qui est inscrit dans le monument, à savoir sa disparition. Comme si le peintre 
qui occupe le centre du tableau avait la privilège de voir et de nous montrer l’inapparent, qui, néanmoins, 
travaille le monument, l’amoindrit secrètement.”4  

The abandonment envisaged by Hubert for the Grande Galerie of the Louvre involves a capacity for 
projection that was erased by modernity. Now that climatic change and various extreme events have shown 
the total inability of local contexts to cope with such sudden transformations, this image may evoke the need 
to operate not only by fine-tuning definite data but also by constructing scenarios clearly founded on 
scientific hypothesis. Thus a ruin, a vestige of the past not brought forward to the present, reminds us how 
the period of abandonment causes the construction to disaggregate and lose its structural logic. It alludes to 
the possibility of using a new project to build upon these remnants of meaning and discover new rules of 
systemic organisation. “La ruine vaut comme une sorte d’héritage inconscient, car elle est là en situation de 
latence, disponible comme le fil rouge d’une vie passée qui fait signe vers un futur possible.”5 

The ruins of significant pasts inspired a vast body of literature, texts and essays on memory and the 
melancholy of passing time; now as we move around we can encounter abandoned buildings, spaces 
awaiting constructions that failed to be built, ruins of an extremely recent past without a role, without a 
potential use.6 The evidence of transformation, discontinuity, makes way for the second interpretation of 
waste as the result of an oversight. In the first interpretation the experiences gathered which read white 
spaces as the result of an ordering concept made it possible to draw attention to analytical and cataloguing 
tools and to verify the correspondence between codes and reality. In this second interpretation the project 
recalibrates and resignifies the interaction between use and time, which is the customary interaction between 
forgotten places and buildings. With regard to these marginalised realities the project operativity takes the 
shape of revised transformation processes, of changed perspectives reading waste as an opportunity. In 
“Junkspace” Rem Koolhaas uses a journalistic approach to describe the difficulties encountered by the 
“generic city” in its process of decay, delineating scenarios of everyday catastrophes and highlighting the 
problem of the wear and tear of the diffused city, a topic that has so far been somewhat neglected. 

In Germany provisions limiting new constructions had fallout in the architectural debate, also echoed by 
the curators of the German pavilion at the 2006 Venice Architecture Biennial with the “Convertible City” 7 
exhibition. Here too, as in the Netherlands, the transformation of the approach used for local areas influences 
all construction plans at every level of the project: the focus on re-using existing resources responds to the 
problem of land use. New functions are created using buildings from the recent past or introduced to them, or 
in more simple terms, new needs are answered within and thanks to them, and the continuous cross-
references between planning of urban growth and architectural reflection bring about a long-neglected 
synergy between planning tools and the responses requested by circumstances. These transformations are 
carried out upon forgotten architecture, survivors usually observed with indifference because they do not 
belong to an “important” history and represent a recently interrupted everyday existence. The planning 
encounter with these minor realities whose typology are not always compatible with the new functions 
requested takes the shape of new, clearly recognisable structures. The lack of mediation between the two co-
existing realities highlights their articulation and temporal distance. Often, the descriptions of these projects 
– as in the case of the Kunstbunker project by Index Architekten – state that the decision not to demolish, 
even when this was possible, and build from scratch, was dictated by economic considerations rather than a 
desire to confront the existing reality. Once the decision has been made to maintain the object it becomes a 
source of reflection: the aim is not merely to conceive a selfreferential piece of architecture but to bring 

                                                        
4 Lacroix S., “Ruine”, Paris, Éditions de la Villette, 2008. 
5 Ibidem. 
6 Augé M., “Le temps en ruines”, Paris, Éditions Galilée, 2003. 
7 The exhibition is documented in Gruentuch A., Ernst A. (ed. by), “Archplus”, No. 180 (2006). 
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about and construct connections, to arrange the found space, filling in gaps and exploiting the opportunities 
present.  

Waste becomes an urban implementation device as well as supplying material for new architectural 
creations without implying linguistic revisions, confirming itself as a “residue”, simply readmitted to the 
space as a case history. The project transforms time into matter describing change as well as into a tool used 
for construction and to determine the life-cycle of an object, of an environment, making it possible to update 
the static scenario of contemporariness – static in the repetitiveness of the scansion of its moments 
(production-consumption-elimination) and in the habitual determination of meaning (positive/negative) – 
transforming it into a continuous process of evolution. The instrument triggering a revision of the processes 
that leads to the reconsideration of the role of time and use in the re-interpretation of local contexts and, 
consequently, of artefacts, is the regulation, the matrix generating waste and the possible survival or 
transformation of a place. 

In fact, not only does the definition of the regulation give rise to waste, this parameter is also the basis 
for reviewing the meaning of what is residual. The manipulation and re-interpretation of space in both the 
Dutch experiences and the German “Convertible City” find an element of dialogue or confrontation, or 
reference, in the regulatory framework. 

A weak economy based on “making do with what you’ve got”, against use that often translates into 
wear8, can allow you to see waste from a new angle, interpreting it as an opportunity, together with the 
architectural structure, interpreting it as a device experiencing continuous transformation. A fil rouge runs 
through and shortcircuits the critical culture interested in the consequences of the final product, in waste as a 
necessary by-product but not a carbon copy of the work, as well as the panorama of transformations that can 
be brought about by fine-tuning the regulations. 

The final interpretation of waste as an identity factor resulted from the amendment of a regulation. In 
2006 the European Landscape Convention ratifies a new definition of “landscape”: no longer a lens allowing 
us to recognise culturally homogeneous areas but a term capable of representing all that is real, including, it 
is underlined, degraded areas. While the re-signification of existing architectural structures arises from 
reflections on urban growth and resumes the longinterrupted dialogue between spatial planning and 
architectural strategies, the new definition of landscape inspires us to rethink the nature of places, and of 
their construction, and to re-interpret the modifications that they undergo due to the daily activities. Once 
more a changed code, a rewritten definition, shifts the perspective involved in reading that which is real. 

Historically, the concept of landscape, the delimitation of what is landscape ‘formally’ implied an 
enclosing process, a frame selecting and isolating the scene, a process of artificialisation whose aim was to 
contain the indeterminate character of nature. A subsequent phase saw the role of the frame changing: the 
abstraction of the urban plan enacted by the showcase of Mies Van der Rohe’s Neue Nationalgalerie gave 
the city the chance to modify itself. The immobile architecture in the Miesian “scenes” witnesses and records 
the transformations of the city which acquire representational value because observed from within. Freed 
from the rules of pictorial composition the object hovers and changes beyond the glass, the only filter 
remaining to decline the meaning of landscape. Today the definition of ‘landscape’ has come to coincide 
with that of ‘area’ and the window frame or horizon no longer defines and delimits inside and outside.  

We are once again studying constructions, rather than representations, the structures that identify spaces 
and the actors that qualify them. The role of interpreting ‘area’, declined by the term ‘landscape’ and 
acquiring urgency in contemporary society, describes the meeting and contradictions of points of view and 
the needs of those using what is real. When looking at cities, citizens, tourists, and technicians require them 
to assume the appearance that coincides with their own vision, whether “mother” or “tool”9, thus giving rise 
to multiple levels of interpretation: “thousand plateaus” multiply everywhere. 

The dialectics between determining space, the presence of its boundaries and the continuous 
accumulation of ‘matter’ (architecture and humanity) project these realities towards scenarios where the 
suspended areas awaiting definition, marginalised or trapped between two definitions represent an area of 
exchange: neutral territories.10 “Wasting Away”11 is an unusual book by Kevin Lynch; unfinished at the 

                                                        
8 Galimberti U., "I vizi capitali e i nuovi vizi", Milano, Feltrinelli, 2003. 
9 Cacciari M., “Nomadi in prigione" in “Casabella”, No. 705 (2002). 
10 See, for example, the “Artificial Arcadia” by Bas Princen describing the search for and occupation of 
undefined spaces in the Netherlands. Groups of people are shown making use of land where zoning 
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author’s death, it was completed by Michael Southworth, a former student of his. It shuns consolidated 
structures and contents, and refuses to be enclosed in any kind of specificity because its task is to expand the 
way waste is treated. At the beginning of chapter six he suggests that the de-development plan could act as 
an operating strategy for territorial transformation, overturning the idea that projects are necessarily 
synonymous with increase and considering waste as the “living matter” of the project, an occasion for 
looking ahead to imminent futures, for planning givenness through operations of subtraction. These theory 
was put forward by Ungers in the Seventies for the city of Berlin12 and took the shape of a new green 
archipelago redesigning the city; the new clear design would come about by exploiting the ‘useless’ areas. 
The palimpsest becomes an active surface capable of accommodating temporary programmes and on-going 
changes to promote the diversification that has always represented the meaning of urbanity as well as of 
landscape.  

The neutral nature of waste and the white colour connoting it endow it with identity given by the sum of 
the colours that many other places distinguish or choose. White spaces are all those elements that can easily 
absorb new relations despite their precise nature. Often locked in their lack of logic. 
 
Waste: minor stories and remains 

In “The Condition of Postmodernity” David Harvey describes how exposure to microhistories and the 
right to diversity decreed the end, or possibly the crisis of the modern era. Many of the consequences of this 
change were revealed in the constant revision of to which the role and structure of the project has been 
subjected over the past decades. Once again there is a mingling of terms like randomness and practices in 
response to the great modernist design. 

“Once the new architectural practices began to admire randomness, randomness became their essence. 
The future of architecture takes shape in the intensive needs of living, or in objets trouvés, and it is there that 
it ‘dissolves’. According to Deleuze and Guattari: ‘only what is minor is great’.”13  

The modification of the project’s scale of reference remains a fundamental issue: the difficulties 
involved in controlling and transforming the whole clash with the needs dictated by the single individual that 
are often excluded from all forms of negotiation. In contemporary society the microscale identified by 
Gordon Matta-Clark with its paradoxical implications – scraps of land continue to have economic value -  is 
an object of attention and of negotiation in the construction of the rules governing local areas. 

I believe that “advancing ‘by means of discrete objects, minimal movements’, by means of ‘continuous 
modifications’, is a logical reaction to the utopia of the ‘current infinite’ characterising ‘the project’, to its 
proud claim to be able to conceive – all together and contemporaneously – the elements of defined wholes.”  

In his essay “Un ordine che esclude la legge” (An order that excludes the law) Cacciari suggests that we 
operate by means of minimal movements to respond to the difficulties involved in controlling the whole. The 
title of this text alludes to a text by the same author, also published by Casabella, in 2002, titled “Nomadi in 
prigione” (Nomads in prison) that ends by hoping that the city may have “orders capable of generating 
heresies”. 

“The fact that no organisation is ever completely data (that is, reducible to a datum), that it cannot be 
considered a closed horizon, like ‘withered nature’, leads to an essential modification in our idea of ‘law’. It 
thus abandons all deterministic and substantialist aspects to express a range of constructive possibilities, the 
procedures (or ‘rules’) of the projection of the organisation in a dimension of possibilities, probabilities and 
interactions.”14 Cacciari concludes this passage referring to a phrase by Heisenberg “The world thus appears 
as a complicated tissue of events, in which connections of different kinds alternate or  overlap or combine 
and thereby determine the texture of the whole.”15 

                                                                                                                                                                                        

regulations are weaker or not applied. 
11 Lynch K., “Wasting Away”, edited by Michael Southworth, San Francisco, Sierra Club Books, 1990. 
12 This project “Cities within the city” developed in its general lines with Cornell University during the 
Sommer Akademie in Berlin in 1977. 
13 Tzirtzilakis Y., “Verso un’architettura minore”, in Scardi G. (edited by), “Less: Strategie alternative 
dell’abitare”, Milano, 5 Continents, 2006. 
14 Cacciari M., “Un ordine che esclude la legge” in ‘Casabella’, No. 498-499 (1984). 
15 Ibidem. 
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The vision of the whole, determined by overlapping connections, allows us to see the system as flexible 
and the rules as areas of interaction permitting constructive possibilities. At this point Cacciari expresses his 
own anathema based on the construction of orders acting beyond the rules, the structures of the system 
should become self-governing.  

“At this point the ‘challenge’ facing us (from various disciplinary points of view) could be defined as 
follows: to build an order excluding the Laws.”16 

In another essay Massimo Cacciari looks at the relation between the whole and the parts, terms for which 
he again raises issues of codification and regulations as well as focussing on the role of the minimum in the 
construction of the total. 

“Part and whole are phenomena, and the term ‘whole’ can only be applied to phenomena in a 
conventional or instrumental manner (like Aristoteles when he defines pan, whole, the quantity in which the 
position assumed by the various parts does not produce a difference; the term pan underlines the connection 
between the parts, the harmony of the several, but the concept remains one of quantity or form.)”17 

The essay aims to show the need for the integrity of the single parts in order to give rise to a whole; the 
value of the cell in the tissue is vigorously supported in order to substantiate the need for the scale of the 
project, considered in its widest sense, to begin by defining the smallest of the elements in order to produce 
the whole. Cacciari concludes by demonstrating, drawing upon passages of now forgotten cultures, that  
remains can be compared to the exceptional, to the particular, but at the same time to what has been 
abandoned, so far from the order of form as to be incomprehensible; but for that very reason they represent 
an occasion for the construction of alterities that go beyond the concept of form. 

In his “Simulacres et simulation” Jean Baudrillard dedicates a chapter to remains. This author draws 
attention to a further aspect of waste that can have consequences as far as the project is concerned: as Michel 
Serres observed with respect to the relationship between parasite and host in “Le parasite”, the relation 
between  remains and the entity that produced them is ambiguous. This is yet another interpretation assumed 
on the basis of pre-established codes whereby a part is read as a text by virtue of a difference with respect to 
the project; Baudrillard also underlines that the word “remains” has no antonym. If this relationship is 
ambiguous then the rest assumes the ambiguity of a mirror, reflecting the characteristics of the surroundings 
while concealing its own. “Le reste renvoie ainsi beaucoup plus qu’a une parties claire à deux termes 
localisés, à une structure tournante et réversible, structure de réversion toujours imminente, où on ne sait 
jamais lequel est le reste de l’autre. (…) dans ce sens on peut parler du reste comme d’un miroir, ou du 
miroir du reste. C’est que dans les deux cas, la ligne de démarcation structurale, la ligne de partage du sens, 
est devenue flottante, c’est que le sens n’existe plus.”18 

As he draws attention to the way the line of meaning between the remains and the thing that defines 
them as such ends up by fluctuating, Baudrillard eventually outlines a scenario where the non-sense of the 
remains takes over and causes the whole to become indeterminate. Faced with the structure’s fluctuating 
meaning the possibility of summing the parts is forfeited; the monadology described by Cacciari turns into 
the system’s infrastructure. “Or, nous sommes devant une situation beaucoup plus originale: non celle de 
l’inversion pure et simple et de la promotion des restes, mais celle d’une mouvance de toute structure et de 
toute opposition qu’il n’y a meme plus de reste, du fait que celui-ci est partout, et se jouant de la barre, 
s’annule en tant que tel. C’est n’est pas quand on a tout enlevé qu’il ne reste rien, mais quand les choses se 
reversent sans cesse et que l’addition même n’a plus de sens.”19  

Another point of view is offered by François Dagognet’s text “Des détritus, des déchets, de l’abject. Une 
philosophie écologique” whose subtitle clarifies the position of the author. In these? philosophical writings, 
the question of the discard and the reduction of the sense of the whole and of the knowledge of what has 
neither form nor structure describes a geography where some authors compare the shattering of the territory 
to the proliferation of liberism while others underline the fact that the spaces of non-order are bio-social 
pockets of freedom, less controlled places allowing the annexation and the cultivation of diversity.  

                                                        
16 Ibidem. 
17 Cacciari M., “I frantumi del tutto” in ‘Casabella’, No. 684-685 (2001). 
18 Baudrillard J., “Simulacres et simulation”, Paris, Galilée, 1981. 
19 Ibidem. 
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Dagognet suggests giving a depth of meaning to what lacks form for the sake of knowledge and to 
substantiate the ecological value of these real and mental spaces.  

This author emphasizes the importance of art in the construction - from Duchamp onwards, but there are 
earlier trickles of resistance to the construction of beauty - of an epistemology of the discard, in having 
drawn attention to these other presences and in having experimented various forms of expression. 

Dagognet recalls how the cleavage between the incorruptible and the deterioration of matter goes back to 
Greek thought and how the foundations of the comparison of the place to geometric perfection were laid 
there and then.  

“Le Grecs réservaient le logos à l’incorruptible – aux astres. Aux cieux, aux figures intemporelles de la 
géométrie.  

L’infra-lunaire était déconsidéré, soumis aux changements et à la désorganisation (la perte de soi-
même)."20 

In the essay the mix is suggested as a type of relation between the different elements; this relation, 
inferred by materials and experimental science, binds together the components by means of relations that are 
not fixed, in such a way that every element remains recognisable. 

“Le tas rejoint « le mélange », - le pêlemêle qui, lui aussi, associe dans sa solution (jusqu’à un seuil de 
saturation) des composants différents, sans vrai lien entre eux. Et nous reconnaissons cette « mixture » au 
fait que ses constituants varient et n’obéissent donc à aucune relation fixe (la loi des proportions définies). 
Nous demeurons encore dans l’univers de l’indéterminé, ce qui retire, ipso facto, à ces assemblages la qualité 
et le caractère de la maintenance (l’être se définit par son identité avec lui-même, donc sa permanence).”21 

The author refers to Nietzsche’s unfinished work but, above all, demands the centrality of matter and of 
its rules such as the cut of the material, its imperfection and its metamorphosis.  

For this author, looking at what remains, at discarded matter, fundamentally means freeing oneself, 
elevating those concepts of deterioration that science has always fought against to mainstays, and 
recognising the role of contemporary art in keeping alive a debate, severed in many fields, concerning the 
dynamics of the living. 
“Pour les artistes contemporains, le déchet signifie moins le résultat d’une décomposition (le nauséabond, le 
corrompu, le pourri), qui met fin à l’existence de l’objet, que le surgissement des unité dont l’univers est 
formé. Nous serions en présence d’un spectacle non de mort mais de libération.”22 
 

    
 

Fig. 5. Archizoom, “Colline di spazzatura per città di pianura”, 1969. 
Fig. 6. MVRDV, lanscape waste in “Metacity Datatown”, 010 Publishers, 1999. 

 
Lynch tackles the problem of the life of objects and of places, ending up by examining the problem of 

structure and fixed-time use. He reflects on the role of designers and on the fact that they have not only to 
consider the realisation of the project but also have to demonstrate its flexible use. He goes on to identify 
spaces which are easy to re-use and those which are harder to adapt to new functions because of their 
architectural features; open-air parking lots would fall in the first category while multi-level ones would be 
comprised in the latter. 

                                                        
20 Dagognet F., “Des détritus, des déchets, de l’abject. Une philosophie écologique”, Paris, Institut 
Synthélabo, 1997. 
21 Ibidem. 
22 Ibidem. 



 

257 

Although Lynch does not directly deal with the question, the issue of the regulations governing  the 
construction of the architectural structures also arises. The minimum standards for floor heights established 
for the construction of parking lots as well as the layout of the structural frame designed on the basis of car 
dimensions - which have in time become rules that are considered economically advantageous for the 
realisation of buildings -  define the marked difficulty involved in accommodating a different use of these 
objects. The ideal object put forward by Lynch as being suited to a more flexible use has features that are 
diametrically opposed to those characterising typical buildings in local environments. The presence of 
abundant open space comes into conflict with a building culture that sees the maximum exploitation of the 
cubage as the main objective. Moreover, he identifies structures built on seriality and repetition, those 
closely reproducing the layout laid down by law as not fit for re-use. 

Lynch underlines another fundamental question related to the problem time/construction; by highlighting 
the great re-use potential of large structures and infrastructures, he  reveals another discriminating element, 
that is the scale of intervention. The re-use of large systems is presented as easier if compared with the 
possibilities of reconfiguration of single objects. This passage allows for two considerations: the first draws 
on the contemporary problem of tackling major transformations purely for economic reasons; the second 
question regards the fact that while large abandoned systems are rare, the urgency is represented by ordinary 
spaces, which are more widespread and silently more invasive in terms of structure. Buildings and 
abandoned spaces are awaiting new roles and new procedures inviting a reflection on these presences. 
 

    
Fig. 7. Tony Matelli, “Abandon”, Palais de Tokyo, Paris 2009. The work consists of two empty rooms 

inaccessible in which she grew up, more or less spontaneously, the “mouvaise herbe”. Explains the artist: 
“L’herbe est à la fois une réussite et une erreur (...) Il s’agit de la célébration de l’indésiderabilité”. 

Fig. 8. “Vides. Une rétrospective”, curated by John Armleder e Mathieu Copeland, Centre Pompidou, 24 
february- 24 march. “Un musée pourrait etre consacré aux vides en tout genre [...]. Les installations 

devraient vider les salles et non les remplir” Robert Smithson, 1960. 
White 

White is the colour of fear, says Melville, and often this fear and this colour coincide with something we 
know little about, the unknown. White is oblivion, omission. And white can also be silence, a moment of 
reflection, a pause that is not inaction. 
There are three characteristics of white: it is ignored and, as such, it is not governed; it is the forgotten; it is 
the space between two noises or sounds, the space that acquires an identity, which tells a story and is put 
forward as a place of potential action. 

White coincides in territorial and city design with the space between things, with the space between the 
lines: it represents the indoors and the outdoors, everything that is not represented by a sign. Two opposites, 
inside and outside, meet: white absorbs the inexistent dichotomy on the page. Perhaps white is simply space: 
that liquid entity capable of filtering through and invading any container down to the most minute of 
interstices. 

Some things on a map are white; places in cities or territories with no information provided, assimilating 
buildings and “empty spaces”, white because they are unoccupied, excluded from the design or difficult to 
portray, discarded. Rendered white by all the colours running together and many designs that are difficult to 
make out. Spaces shunned by an ordered structure, awaiting reinsertion in the production process.  

Some of the residual areas Vasset points out on a map of Paris are white23. The author of this diary of the 
city, entitled “Un livre blanc”, examines the possibility of attributing meaning to the lack of information for 

                                                        
23 Vasset P., “Un livre blanc”, Paris, Fayard, 2007. The map analysed by Vasset is No. 2314 OT issued by 
the Institut géographique national and covering Paris and the Parisian “banlieues”. 
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these areas; he asks if the colour white found on the map refers to an absence or a reality so pronounced that 
it is difficult to depict. In order to clarify the meaning of this coding, Vasset explores these vides, or empty 
spaces, returning to them their complex reality and providing a methodological framework for reading their 
nature. The relationship that he establishes between the design and experience of the place explains the 
necessary coexistence of many levels of interpretation in response to the lack of information. Areas being 
privatised and awaiting new construction, unused public areas: the unstable nature of these discarded urban 
areas, these residual spaces, requires non-hierarchical archaeological action that can expose the fabric of 
equivalence and distance, of possibilities, and a system of symbols capable of representing suspension, lack 
of frequent use and even the lack of attention that is implied. Restoring the stratification reveals the gaps in 
the evolutionary line, the shifts, the jumps, the moments in which the object changes meaning, thus 
providing evidence of the transformation.  

An oblique look, based on approved parameters on pathology, at the exception or beyond the rule, 
reveals not the scene but the sequence and logic of construction processes. 

“The eye of the archaeologist rests on the discontinuities, the ways in which a culture abruptly thinks 
differently to how it thought up to that point. When a new episteme bursts in and imposes new rules upon the 
thinking game, acting as a universal system of reference for its time, it ends up comparing itself to the 
preceding era but only in terms of difference.”24  

The proof of transformation brings into play the second feature of the colour white and is a condition of 
temporal suspension, of oblivion: specifically white spaces due to an omission. Vasset, using his experience 
of empty spaces in Paris, understands the transitory nature of the stratifying uses. He notices illegal activities 
or activities that are simply deemed abnormal because of their urban context, different ways of life because 
they are temporary, linked more to precarious structures than the solid foundations of citizen constructions. 
Spaces in which it is possible to reconstruct other situations, more typical of open spaces, areas where un-
designed green lends itself to anybody’s design, transitory landscapes. 

Oblivion, undefined by definition, emphasises movement, wandering: what is important is no longer 
moving from one place to another but the state of suspension in the present moment, like in the numerous 
islands painted by Arnold Böcklin. “Oblivion does not love being, it flows and becomes, passing over the 
sand and rocks like the hiss of a snake.”25 

These spaces are errant in the sense that this is where time and practice meet and find a common logic in 
“non-regulation”. The pace of the mileage and construction in these areas is so varied, complex and laden, 
not with formal but with substantial hybridisation. White absorbs all colours without recording the memory 
of any of them: it encompasses them in a unique nuance. 

“I tried, a few years ago, to distinguish three forms of oblivion (return, suspension and beginning), which 
seemed to me to attest as much to ritual activity as to fictional literature. It is meaningful that these three 
forms of oblivion have everything to do with movement in space and with travel but that they can also define 
or put into practice the ‘narrative configurations’ Paul Ricoeur speaks of”.26 

In the extreme form of this movement, there is the impossibility of return; expulsion. The contemporary 
condition makes it impossible for us to pause, to be in one place, Nomads in Prison but in a clear 
contradiction of terms. There is a progression, therefore, from radical suspension to exclusion or self-
exclusion to exile. White places, unknown places, fields or seas, such as those scoured by Achab, seeking 
with no hope of return that same white of the whale, are a marginal condition for establishing new housing, 
for accelerating change in the system. They reveal themselves like those leaks, those holes, those weak 
points where practices can exert their own power and request change. In pursuit of Moby Dick, Achab reads 
the maps of whale movements, studies the sightings of others, traces possible routes, and then he changes 
them, rewrites them. Like an archaeologist seeks the point of succession between past and present, the 
layering of events that enable him to identify the new course. 
 

                                                        
24 Porro M., “Canguilhem: la norma e l’errore”, in Canguilhem G., “Il normale e il patologico”, Torino, 
Einaudi, 1998. 
25 Brusatin M., “Arte dell’oblio”, Torino, Einaudi, 2000. 
26 Augé M., “Rovine e macerie. Il senso del tempo”, Torino, Bollati Boringhieri, 2004. 
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ABSTRACT: In the emerging network society, the continuous homogenisation of the city leads to an 
anesthetization of the public realm due to the expulsion of every possible element of friction and conflict 
that we assume to be essential in the concept of vital urbanity and public domain. Interactions and exchange 
are instead suppressed in the “new public spaces”: places oriented towards consumption and where rules of 
personal conduct are enforced, denying the presence of spontaneity of uses and the multiculturalism of urban 
interaction, essential characteristics of the public domain. This latter can be defined as a social space where 
interaction occurs and where instability and conflicts are conditions of the existence of a public sphere. 
Therefore we recognise potential public places as the luminal spaces of the fragmented city, in between 
freedom and friction. 
KEYWORDS:  public realm, network society-city, conflict, homogenisation, interaction, luminal space
 
 

The innumerable transformations that have affected the urban environment for some decades are now 
leading to an apparently chaotic situation that seems to have changed several certainties. This global 
phenomenon also affects the perception that people have about cities and, consequently, the way they live in 
cities and those places that represent the very essence of the urban environment, which is to say the public 
space. 

Starting from this observation, an interesting field of research is opened, exploring and investigating the 
new potential possibilities for the recognition and the generation of the public domain in the contemporary 
network city. Particularly relevant in this field is the capability to understand which characteristics of the 
physical urban environment allow and encourage the presence and even the emergence of a proper public 
domain and where, in the contemporary city, it is possible to find spaces that present those characteristics.  

In order to pursue this scope, it is relevant to underline the importance of the physical dimension in the 
process of social interaction, this latter recognised as a very specific feature of the urban environment.  

It is also crucial to consider the role of the process of collective appropriation that invest the physical 
spaces, and how this process affects and contributes to the creation of a collective urban identity, which 
becomes central in the construction of the democratic process, and a proper quality of the urban environment 
[polis]. 

The objective is explicitly attempting to propose a different perspective about the way to look at the 
urban dimension of conflicts and frictions that involves the contemporary city. Instead of following the 
customary thought process that categorises all possible elements of friction among different domains in the 
urban environment (social, economical, political etc.) as negative features of instability in the urban ‘order’, 
they are regarded as basic elements that can define a public domain.  

Confrontation and exchange among domains, and the relative possibility of conflict, are seen as the 
essence of public domain and consequently of public space, the primary civic loci of public debate. 
 

1  FRAGMENTATION 

    Moving inside the general frame of networks' theory, the most interesting aspect is the recognition of 
the city as a fragmented entity, composed by a multiplicity of different domains. Each domain can be seen as 
a specific network that connects several homogeneous urban fragments among them.  The city is therefore 
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composed by heterogeneous networks that can be interrelated or not. In fact, looking at the contemporary 
society, it can be noticed that people from different backgrounds spontaneously develop spatial strategies 
that allow them to meet people they want to meet (usually people from their same domains) and to avoid 
people they want to avoid (often people from different backgrounds).  
    Mobility leads to an increasingly disentangling between human activity patterns and the physical city. 
Each individual, group or organisation may increasingly create his own virtual city, which has no set 
physical and administrative borders (domain), but it is rather a specific changeable combination of activity 
places connected by transport networks, between definite socio-economic and behavioural constrains. 
(Bertolini and Dijst, 2003)  
    The fragmented condition of the contemporary city can be explained mentioning two ongoing specific 
phenomena of the networks society: the acceleration of communication exchanges and flows, and the 
consequent mutation of the traditional concept of proximity in relation to what Castells calls the 'Information 
Age'. 
    [...] Two emergent social forms of time and space characterise the network society, while coexisting 
with prior forms of time and space. These are timeless times and the space of flows.[...] Timeless time is 
defined by the use of new information/communication technologies in a relentless effort to annihilate time 
[...] Space of flows refers to the technological and organisational possibility of organising the simultaneity of 
social practices without geographical contiguity. [...] However the space of flows does include a territorial 
dimension, as it requires a technological infrastructure that operates from certain locations, and as it 
connects functions and people located in specific places.[...] (Castells, 1996)  
    The relationship between the social dimension of the city (the city as intensity and diversity of social 
and economic interaction, the civitas) and the physical dimension of the city (the city as density of built 
structures, the urb) is fundamentally changing. Spatial coincidence between the two dimensions -acceptable 
assumption for the cities of the pre-industrial past- is increasingly questionable for the cities of today. 
(De Matteis, 1988) 
     Continuous acceleration, increased possibility to travel faster and further, and contact of different 
cultural domains. Evidently this phenomenon manifests itself differently if dissimilar social groups and urban 
places are taken into account, leading to the establishment of different speeds and accessibility degrees to the 
city depending on diverse social groups, encouraging or denying access to various places of the urban 
domain. 
    [...] Valuable locales and people will be found everywhere. But switched-off territories and people will 
also be found everywhere, albeit in different proportions. The planet is being fragmented into clearly distinct 
spaces, defined by different time regimes. (Castells, quoted in Graham, S., 2001) 
    Talking about the mutation of the proximity concept, modern technologies encourage instantaneous 
communication between remote distances, modifying the meaning and perception of contiguity and distance 
and consequently the way people conceive social interaction and public dimension of specific places in the 
city.  Furthermore, the spread of new media and the transformation involved in diffusion of knowledge 
determine a multiplying and a consequent distinction and plurality of cultures and identities, which leads to 
the lack of a dominant culture.  
 

2  HOMOGENEOUS WEBS  

A fragmented urban space and the personal, dynamic metropolis that each person builds upon it, are the 
practical (visible or invisible) evidence of a social process: the creation of internally homogeneous webs, like 
thematic grids in which individuals live, each of them implying different meanings, different rules, different 
knowledge, and different actions.  

Those homogeneous grids of relations between physical and virtual places, between people and 
actions-events overlap each other on the urban surface, but rarely are truly integrated, so their protagonists 
rarely meet (or they may not be able meet at all). Each actor, instead, moves in this web of relationships, 
following precise roles and codified lifestyles, recognizing himself in certain kind of models, in specific 
status symbols, in particular languages, places and products.  

 
    Urban dwellers 'surf' – both physically and virtually – among these forms and centres in order to 
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perform specific combinations of activities and following specific individual lifestyles and personal traits (as 
dependent on, for example, differences in sex, age, wealth, culture).(Bertolini and Dijst, 2003) 
    You are ‘your’ network: the groups you are part of, the image you give, the products you like, the events 
and experiences you participate in – your importance is the number of contacts your network has. 
    The fragmentation phenomenon and the establishing of parallel networks are directly related to the way 
people experience the city. The modality in which information flows leads to a personal representation and 
perception of the city and directly influences people in the behaviour of living it. This implies that 
controlling the flows of communications and information also means controlling the perception of the city, 
and potentially imposing an order and a control on it. 

3  ESCAPING CONFLICT: PRIVATIZATION AND EXCLUSION 

    Differently from the virtual networks, in which a certain ‘openness’ is granted by the possibility of 
co-construction of the models by the individuals, the places of the physical networks – in the institutional 
city – do not involve a conscious participation of individuals in their creation. The places of physical 
networks in contemporary cities are rather increasingly privatised, highly regulated and very often 
consumption-oriented: large urban control zones (Graham and Simon, 2001), that provide safe and secure 
environments where people, especially middle class consumers attracted there from the 'dangerous' public 
street system, can interact.  
    In the name of comfort, safety and profit, political activity is replaced in these spaces by highly 
commodified spectacle designed to sell (Mitchell, 1995) 
    The image, the products, and the events that they propose are strictly defined, created to respond to 
precise lifestyle requirements that the individual chooses in his cité à la carte (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001), to 
reassure and create a serene loneliness. Far from defining if such behaviours are naturally chosen, urged by a 
generalised expansion of personal world borders – and of the same concept of difference – or induced from 
economical and social powers that find space for consumption markets in the emergent importance of the 
private sphere, we can affirm that people no longer accept hazards in their daily lives. They increasingly 
choose places where well defined codes of behaviour establish the modalities and often the measure in which 
interaction between different people or groups happens; they increasingly escape conflict. 
    If the modern city can best be understood as a collection of landscapes, and if the citizen is constantly 
occupied in keeping his own small network intact with as little friction with other groups as possible, then 
that does seem to mean the death of any form of public domain (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001).  
    Therefore increasingly the traditional role of public space 'a space in which a collectivity becomes 
present to itself and recognises itself through a shared interpretative repertoire' (Arendt, 1958) is substituted 
by the collective space (GUST, 1999), a privatised one that accomplish the role of meeting and interaction, 
but through an abstraction of public behaviour from the total life of the city (Sorkin, 1992). That happens 
inside a highly regulated dimension in which the unpredictable and unexpected are suppressed, together with 
any real cultural communication. 
    On the other hand, the traditional public space of the cities, now decentralised and disconnected, loses 
meaning, importance and critical mass, becoming a marginal space, a space of fear; or, in alternative, it 
reconfigures itself through processes of thematisation, thus re-founding its meaning in the selective 
networks.  
    In a more mobile society old public spaces are marginalised within local limits, therefore losing their 
main function of social aggregation. The result is the migration of activities towards places that have an 
increased connectivity and a re-polarisation of the public space around new mobility environments (Danielle 
Wiley, 2008). 

4  ANESTHETISATION OF PUBLIC REALM 

    The result of this is the anesthetisation of the public realm - the sphere where 'we encounter the 'other' 
and where we must relate to the 'other' behaviour, ideas and preferences' (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001) - 
through the duty to conform to the pre-established roles, and the exclusion of the subjects and groups that are 
not able to achieve this conformity or would rather prefer to express a different culture.  
    What is different is, to begin, what is excluded (Lefebvre, quoted in Moertenboeck and Mooshammer, 
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2008). 
    In fact, even if those new highly regulated places look like ‘new public spaces’ in the context of 
personal networks, they are not. They may be places of meeting, but do not allow the exchange of ideas and 
debate, and contradiction and conflict are excluded, with the result of a criminalisation of difference in a 
context of a diffused state of fear and insecurity and a virtualisation of the democratic life. 
    Having defined the present situation of the state of the urban public domain in the contemporary city, 
and the fact that it can no longer really be considered as public space, the interest of the research moves 
towards new parameters and characteristics that can identify new places belonging to the public realm.  
    The analysis will focus on the opportunities that the network city offers to social interaction, looking at 
the necessity and the still relevant importance of real contact in the process of exchanging knowledge. The 
research will also inquire about the possibility of defining specific characteristics, identifiable in the physical 
urban context, that seem to allow and encourage the spontaneous emergence of a real public domain. 

5  CHANGING PERSPECTIVE 

    The ascribing of concepts such as conflict and diversity to negative categories is relatively recent 
attitude. In fact, historically, those two characteristics have always been part of the definition of the urban 
environment as milieu of democratic dialectics, and seen even as adding value as sources of development 
and vitality.  We can read in Jane Jacobs' s words 'Cities take advantage because of their diversity. Diversity 
in concentration facilitates hazards, serendipitous contacts among people'. (Jacobs, 1963) 
    It is paradoxical that in the very moment when everyone can potentially reach every different place or 
being, in contact with numerous cultural realities, cities instead deny their original attitude and become 
places of avoidance. 
    We assume instead that conflict and friction are essential for vital urbanity and public realm. Conflict, 
division and instability do not ruin the democratic public sphere: they are rather the conditions of its 
existence (GUST, 1999). Those kinds of interactions, indeed, lead to the possibility of encounters and 
serendipitous contacts, basic elements for exchanges among different urban domains – exchanges of 
behaviours, ideas, and knowledge that are grounded in the idea of urbanism, of cities as places of innovation.  
    Therefore we look at public places as 'sites of spontaneous social interactions, as the communicative 
devices of the society [...] How people are, or are not, able to express themselves, and communicate with 
each other, outside their homes and off their electronic circuits, that is, in public spaces, is an essential area 
of study for urbanism. I call it the sociability place in the individualised metropolis' (Castells, 2003). 
    Conflict is a force of negotiation that allows space to be, rather than a container for conflict, a possible 
form for articulating conflicts and for conflictual practice. The latter presumes indeed the possibility to create 
new original synthesis that do not suppress differences or exclude minorities, but have an inclusive character 
based on the acknowledgment of others. 

6  CONTACT 

    To value the physical dimension of the knowledge exchange process through contact is not a minor 
issue in order to attribute a positive quality to the concept of conflict and the potential relevance of friction. It 
is possible to understand face to face contact as an instrument to achieve a constructive dialectic inside 
society and to build positive effects of cosmopolitanism and diversity through the combination and encounter 
of individual resources and cultures. 
    Here, face to face contact is assumed as a communication technology. It possesses important 
characteristics such as high frequency, rapid feedback, visual and body language cues, instantaneity, and 
simultaneity that define a multidimensional communication able to convey complex messages and tacit 
knowledge, fundamental for example in the creative process. Moreover, investing in formal screening 
procedures, physical contact incentivises relations and moral behaviour, thus allowing possibilities for social 
interactions and the loss of anonymity.  
    [...] ‘Being close enough literally to each other allows visual contact and emotional closeness, the bases 
for building human relationships' (Storper&Venables, 2004) 
 
    In this sense we can understand face to face contact among heterogeneous groups as a possibility of 
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resistance to anonymity and individualism and consequently, if translated in the practice of the public space, 
as a factor to counteract the loss of sense of place and the tendencies to the urban dynamics of avoidance and 
segregation.  

7  SEARCHING FEATURES IN LIMINAL SPACES 

    The selective accessibility of public spaces has been pushed so far as to be restricted almost entirely to 
a very specific and homogeneous sector of population (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001).  
    What happens outside the homogeneous networks, beyond the restricted borders of their pseudo public 
spaces? People who do not conform to mainstream networks do not have a formal place in the city where 
they can express themselves as social beings. This leads to the condition of invisibility of entire sectors of the 
urban population: they are not represented in the urban life of the city and are consequently excluded by 
public and democratic life.  
    Clearly this does not automatically mean that those 'invisible' people renounce claims to a public life: 
this is an essential part of being a 'social animal' as man is, so usually this formal invisibility tends to be 
predominantly on an official level. Scratching the glossy surface of the reality that media tend to broadcast, it 
is possible to discover parallel networks to the ones of the official city, networks that define informal public 
spaces that can be recognised as such because they contain those characteristics that have been considered as 
necessary and sufficient conditions for being categorised as belonging to the public domain.  
    It is towards those places that we now direct our attention, not in the intent to recognise them as 
accomplished public spaces, but rather to detect there which features they possess that can encourage a 
public domain.  
    A methodical reading of those places is not easy because of the variety of features of the places in 
themselves, therefore our analysis proceeds by empirical observation. 
    It is remarkable that those features are not imposed top-down and pre-defined by a univocal social will, 
but rather they appear spontaneously while they are missing in institutionalised public spaces. Being 
generated by the flows themselves, their rules are continuously negotiated. Those spaces then become 
'interference' places among very different scales – transcalarity is at least potential - and generate new forms 
of sociality among the heterogeneous multiplicity of domains: they seem to be able to articulate many 
different contributes into a comprehensive public sphere. 
    The entrance of the station of an important infrastructural line is a common example. People use it as a 
meeting point, while pitchmen set their stalls trying to catch the most favourable place relative to the flux of 
people intent to reach the transport line. Homeless come in search of a place to spend the night, street 
musicians improvise a little show, while daily commuters try to make their way back home. Each person 
slows down the space-time condition of their personal network, according to the actual time-space conditions 
of the interface, increasing the possibility of reciprocal encounters. 
    In a similar way gas stations, where people with different origins and destinations stop and meet after 
travelling independently along the freeways, become devices in the mobility network of an enlarged urban 
environment. The repetition of these stopovers in a specific urban daily system can even originate durable 
interactions. Thinking of a more usual public space, urban parks, daily crossed by several diverse individuals 
that can gather attracted by some planned or spontaneous event, are also examples of the capacity of public 
spaces to encourage and generate spontaneous encounters that also lead to friction and conflictive practices 
in the appropriation of space.   
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Figure 1 The entrance of a metro station used as a memorial 

(Source: flickr) 

    Generally speaking, those 'interference' places do not appear to have a representative role in the urban: 
they are marginal or accessory spaces to large urban complexes, leftovers in important infrastructural 
networks, or simply points of viscosity generated by the flows. It is not only a matter of physical emptiness: 
they do not possess any univocal code, they are semantically empty. This emptiness can also be the result of 
an excess of codes that are simultaneously conflicting and cooperating and that can be identified only taking 
a position and being involved as participant. 
 

 
Figure 2 Leftover space for nomad amusement park 

(Source: flickr) 
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    An empty urban field, appropriated as a location by nomadic communities, irregular immigrants or 
simply people unable to find a better accommodation than a tent, perfectly represents the essence of a public 
space where any code is predominant and that, because of the particular situation, a constant dynamic of 
negotiation has to be carried out. On the other hand, a train station or an airport, because of the excess of 
significant codes, are exactly those semantic-less places that allow the emergence of different codes and 
spontaneous exchanges through a continuous confrontation. 
    Sometimes those places do not possess a recognised economic value that can attract the property market 
and the control of dominant economic powers. They exist in “waiting mode”, until someone takes possession 
of them, recognising their potential value to become places that can express their necessity as social spaces.  
    It is a common phenomenon to use large, empty, former industrial sites, as the location of cultural 
intermediation centres rather than leisure oriented self-organized activities able to attract transversal groups 
and to interfere in the status quo of the place. Informal markets develop spontaneously in leftover spaces 
resulting from availability in a specific moment, to the supply and demand of specific groups. They can then 
spontaneously evolve defining a regular time span that leads to attracting new people, consequently 
becoming recognisable places open to social interaction.   
 

 
Figure 3 Liminal space for informal market 

(Source: flickr) 

    The 'waiting mode' status of these places does not consequently imply that every empty residual space 
in the city is necessary a public space. The places described till now seem to possess something in common: 
they are all places interested in and crossed by the network of urban flows.  As we mentioned, the 
continuous movement of people and information in the network highlights some of the places that are 
potential spaces for interaction and exchange between different scale levels of the networks themselves. 
Liminal spaces included in between mobility infrastructures and already engaged or 'institutionalised' spaces, 
work as interfaces between different domains.  
    Wide accessory spaces to the monofunctional ‘big urban boxes’ are crossed by very diverse fluxes that 
can find in those secondary spaces the possibility to practise a great variety of smaller scale functions not 
included in the recognisable activities of the institutionalised spaces. From nomadic sexual practises to 
political collective claims, a wide range of social [inter]actions can be materialised here.  
    The close relationship with the urban networks and fluxes implies that those places are characterised by 
a high degree of accessibility: they are open and available to all social domains, therefore they potentially 
have an high level of heterogeneous co-presence, making possible a spontaneous exchange, a fundamental 
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requirement for public space.  
    Frequently those spaces are attract activities that have a limited life: they are not sites for permanent 
use, but they are differently 'colonised' by several groups for disparate activities, which implies that they 
contain in themselves a particular attitude of flexibility and adaptability to different necessities due to the fact 
that they do not express a pre-conceived code or a strict spatial configuration. This dynamic state is not only 
a spatial condition, but also a temporal one: events can be singular or repeat themselves with rhythmic 
succession (daily, weekly, or seasonally). 
    Heterogeneous co-presence and self-organised time sequences for instance, characterise the 
phenomenon of free-access beaches. Free from the habitual social status symbols, disparate groups move 
from the elementary physical contiguity to social interaction, and the way people place themselves in this 
flexible space changes configuration following cyclic frequencies of vastly differing practices. 
 

 
Figure 4 Space-time interferences on a free beach  

(Photo by the authors) 

8  CONCLUSIONS 

    The review presented here is intended to be a reflection on the mutations of the concept of public realm 
in the network city/society. Even if not exhaustive on the issue of the possibilities of social interactions in 
public space, it attempts to put forward some reflections that may not be seen as conclusions, but as new 
starting points for further research paths. 
    A preliminary evaluation about the pauperisation of the actual urban public realm leads us to re-focus 
on what the characteristics of the public sphere ought to be. Therefore the starting point considering the 
social interaction as central in the urban dimension encourages a change of perspective about conflict and 
friction as disruptive elements for the urban condition. We include, in the search for a new definition of 
public domain, phenomena and places that haven't yet been taken into account, where conflict and friction 
come to be materialised. From the numerous examples that can be recognised in the contemporary urban 
environment, it is possible to observe a request for places where people can freely express themselves, places 
for interactions that do not necessarily need strict control about behaviours, codes, or spatial requirements, 
but that instead encourages the transversal participation of a multiplicity of actors. 
    The phenomenon of spontaneity, self-organisation and immanent negotiation that often characterise the 
places of this emergent public domain lead to some reflections about the real contribution that disciplines 
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such as urbanism can have in this filed. In particular, it would be interesting to understand how it can 
contribute to the constitution of the new urban society if the forces that drive it are essentially non-spatial. 
Learning from those places, a possible future approach might be to consider the possibility of leaving free 
space for spontaneous and 'non-driven' interaction, with the objective being to balance the equilibrium of 
powers that, more or less directly, guide the public realm in the present city. 
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ABSTRACT : Ageing is driving demand for housing for seniors in the Netherlands. The current urban 
planning ‘cluster policy’ is mainly resulting in the construction of luxury inner-city apartments (Smets, 2000). 
The demand for ground-level dwellings outside the cities is barely being met at all. Should the government 
accommodate this demand by constructing ground-level dwellings and would a ‘senior city’ be a suitable 
framework for this purpose? The pressing question is of course whether senior citizens do at all want to live 
together in a district, village or city, certainly so when these senior cities are away from other (age) groups 
and facilities such as shops and care. We further question whether the demand for senior cities is sufficient to 
abandon the European planning principle of clustering, as this leads to fragmentation of the landscape and 
reduced support for facilities in urbanised areas. 
KEYWORDS:  Ageing, demand and supply, housing market, senior city, urban planning, clustering policy, 
segregation, support for (care) facilities. 
 
1. DEMAND FOR HOUSING IN A ‘SENIOR CITY’ 
 
A ‘senior city’ as response to demand for housing for seniors?  

Ageing is driving demand for housing for seniors in the Netherlands. The current urban planning ‘cluster 
policy’ is mainly resulting in the construction of luxury inner-city apartments (Smets, 2000). The demand for 
ground-level dwellings outside the cities is barely being met at all. As a result seniors are being largely 
excluded from the housing market. Should the government accommodate this demand by constructing 
ground-level dwellings and would a ‘senior city’ be a suitable framework for this purpose? Does a planned 
‘city for seniors’ contribute to these housing requirements? Are there alternatives? This study has been 
triggered by a major shortage of suitable senior citizen housing and an initiative to construct a ‘senior city' of 
1500 dwellings in the Netherlands. 
 
Objective and key issues 

The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of the degree to which a ‘senior city’ might 
provide a more effective coordination of demand and supply in the housing market for the over fifty fives.  

The issues highlighted by this study can be expressed in the following questions:  
-  How many over fifty fives in the Netherlands wish to live together in a residential complex, a  
    neighbourhood or residential area, or even in a village or town?  
-  Are their numbers sufficient to justify constructing the proposed ‘senior city’ of 1500 dwellings? 
-  Which alternative forms of ‘seniors living together’ correspond to the housing requirements of 
    various groups of over fifty fives?  

 
Structure of the study 

After this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive theoretical and empirical study of 
the literature regarding the housing market for over fifty fives and the role a ‘senior city’ might play. Not 
only do we consider supply and demand on the housing market for over fifty fives, but we also look at 
government policies. Then Chapter 3 discusses the research methodology. To provide answers to the issues 
at hand, research is both quantitative and qualitative. For this purpose we carried out a representative sample 
survey (the WoON survey) of all over fifty fives in the Netherlands. Over fifty fives were interviewed in 
different regions. This ensured the outcome reflected genuine concerns and generated a better understanding 
of the underlying preferences and conditions that prevail when deciding whether or not to move to a ‘senior 



 
 

270 

city’. The results of this study are described in Chapter 4. In closing, the last Chapter features a summary, 
conclusions and recommendations. 
 
2. DEVELOPMENTS ON THE HOUSING MARKET FOR SENIORS 
 
2.1 Developments on the demand side of the housing market 
Quantitative changes in housing demand 

Ageing is driving up demand for senior housing. The number and share of ageing persons (over fifty 
fives) is increasing rapidly. The share of ‘twice senior’ households (over seventy fives) is set to double 
between 2010 and 2040 from 7% to 14% (CBS, 2008). These older seniors often have health problems (SCP, 
2005), driving them to seek accessible housing that can include care facilities. 

It is not necessary to construct the same quantity of new dwellings everywhere as the ageing differs 
between municipalities and provinces (PBL/CBS, 2008 (Figure 1 and 2)). New housing is particularly 
necessary in Flevoland, as the share of over sixty fives is set to have doubled there by 2025, while there are 
fewer intramural beds in care and nursing institutions. There is also a burgeoning demand in suburbs and 
rural areas (ABF, 2004), as these communities are ageing fastest, partly because younger generations are 
gravitating towards the urban environment for higher education and employment opportunities. Another 
reason is the wave of suburbanization in the 1970s, when ground-level dwellings were built in many villages 
in small-scale estates as a response to significant demand from young families for housing in a village setting. 
These households are now becoming seniors, many of whom seek a ground-level accessible dwelling in their 
immediate area (ABF, 2004). 
 
Qualitative changes in housing demand 

Qualitative housing demand has also changed due to ageing. After all, seniors place specific 
requirements on a dwelling, the locality and the location of the dwelling relative to necessary services, like 
care facilities, shops and infrastructure.  

Just like other household types, seniors are subject to various changes throughout their later life that 
affect their housing, employment and health requirements and therefore also determine their choice of 
dwelling: generally the older people get, the smaller their household becomes. Less work results in more free 
time. Ageing usually goes hand in hand with declining health, mobility and action radius.  

However, seniors have enjoyed rising incomes for years. For instance, the income for over seventy fives 
doubled between 1986 and 2002 (ABF, 2004). Surplus capital is also on the increase, as more and more 
seniors posses an (expensive) private property. Nowhere in Europe have seniors so much capital tied up in 
their property as in the Netherlands, and nowhere else have young people accrued so much mortgage debt. 
The total mortgage debt of 600 billion is almost the highest in the world and rose from 50% of gross 
domestic product in 1996 to 120% in 2009 (Martens, 2009). The increasing capital in private property is 
caused by rising (land) prices driven by spatial planning policies based on a lack of space together with the 
extensive options for deduction of mortgage interest from the tax burden.  

The capital that seniors have accrued in their properties could be released to fund new housing purchases. 
But only on a dwelling that satisfies their requirements. After all, many of them have reached the top of the 
housing ladder and are only willing to move if they find an even better dwelling (Smets, 2000). A large 
proportion of them do not necessarily need to move and have no ‘concrete’ reason to move for employment 
or education purposes. The only obstacle to better residential conditions is declining health and the need to 
have easy access to care. This requirement places greater demands on a dwelling and its locality. Such a 
‘concrete’ reason to move may require a compromise solution. Seniors are then more likely to move, mostly 
to an accessible apartment close to the required services (see also Smets, 2000 and SCP, 2005). However, 
ground-level dwellings are favoured but are in short supply. To what degree a ’senior city’ will meet these 
needs has still not been studied scientifically. 
 
2.2 Development of the housing supply for seniors 

WoON 2006 showed there to be 6.8 million dwellings in the Netherlands, 1.7 million of which are 
suitable for seniors and those people requiring care. It also proved the need for construction of a further 
400,000 by 2015 in order to be rid of the housing deficit for the elderly (ABF, 2007).  
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Due to ageing being a greater issue outside the cities, more than two-thirds of this construction work 
must take place outside the 31 largest municipalities. This greater demand in the smaller municipalities is 
scarcely being met, due to their more limited construction and redevelopment possibilities (ABF, 2007). 
National and provincial authorities are allocating either smaller development sites, or none at all. At the same 
time, there are also fewer apartments which could easily be made more accessible – both indoors and out – 
by installing a lift. 
 
Developers and investors 

While the lion’s share of available housing is to be found in the current market, existing dwellings are 
less easily adapted to the rapidly changing demand for new dwellings. They have, after all, a long useful life 
and a fixed location, and cannot simply be provided with an extra ground floor bedroom and bathroom, or a 
shopping centre and care facilities nearby.  

Developers react by building expensive high-rise dwellings in the owner-occupied and rented sectors on 
the outskirts of Dutch city centres, financed by investors such as banks and pension funds (Smets, 2000). The 
superior growth of the high-rise urban environment (RPB, 2006; PBL, 2009) is due to the availability, 
location and price of the land: 

- The national government’s clustering policy results in limited land for housing development in rural 
areas and much more land in urban areas. After all, land becomes available within the urban area and 
particularly on the outskirts of city centres, as companies depart due to termination of business and 
suburbanization, to the edge of urban conglomerations, attracted by the growing supply of commercial land 
there. 

- The relatively small, expensive and high-rise nature of the urban dwellings is also due to the location 
and former land function. The high costs of purchasing such commercial buildings, their demolition, soil 
decontamination and the complicated construction location, all lead to high land prices. In order to factor in 
such costs in the sales price of new dwellings, many developers opt to construct expensive, relatively small, 
high-rise units. Their target group is seniors, thanks to their relatively high capital ownership and their 
limited household size. Therefore, the share of over fifty fives in new construction projects increased from 
15% in 1984 to 33% in 2006: more than double. The other side of the coin is that the number of new senior 
citizen dwellings in the cheaper rented sector dropped to “a negligible level” in this same period (MinVrom, 
2009). Seniors with a low income or those preferring a ground-level dwelling outside the city must therefore 
rely on (the modification of) existing housing in order to meet their needs. 
 
Corporations and their performance fields 

The construction of housing for special target groups such as seniors is one of the ‘performance fields’ 
on which corporations should concentrate. They can kill two birds with one stone by building housing for 
seniors: a senior household moving house results in a relatively long rehousing chain, so that the corporation 
can also meet part of the need for inexpensive single-family dwellings for starters and low income groups. In 
cooperation with care suppliers, corporations have tended to build many relatively inexpensive accessible 
apartments in the centres of medium-sized and urban municipalities. However, recently introduced (fiscal) 
measures have now reduced the role played by the corporations.  
 
Private construction 

Very few seniors have a dwelling built to meet their changing housing needs, mainly due to the lack of 
available building land in the Netherlands. With the exception of Almere, few municipalities provide plots of 
land on a large scale. The share of privately built new housing has therefore now decreased annually to 
around 10% of the total stock (MinVrom, 2009). Another reason for limited private construction is that many 
seniors lack the energy and health for private construction work. 
 
2.3 Government bodies and the housing market for seniors 

The government too is active in the market for housing for seniors, though not directly. After all, the 
various government bodies are not involved in construction. They do however indirectly steer the 
construction of dwellings suitable for seniors by making requirements of corporations, subsidizing housing 
experiments (SEV) and housing modification (WMO). Government bodies also initiate research, such as this 
study into the housing requirements of seniors.  
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A further government role in the housing market for seniors is to allocate building land in cluster areas in 
the form of legal permission for building plans. And not without success, as the clustering of residential 
buildings has been steady for years (RPB, 2006). Most dwellings are built in and on the outskirts of villages 
and cities, rather than in conservation areas, for example (De Nijs, 2009). Since 1990, more and more 
dwellings have also been built in redevelopment areas on the outskirts of city centres (Smets, 2000). 

The government has also included requirements for the accessibility of housing in the Building Act, to 
make these properties more suitable for the disabled. This concerns requirements for indoor and outdoor 
accessibility of housing and its suitability for the provision of care. Rules for the width of doors, staircases 
and rooms, the height of thresholds and pavements and the non-slip texture of floor tiles also have a 
preventative effect. After all, falls in the home are the main cause of diminishing mobility of seniors (De 
Boer, 1999). 

Last but not least, national, provincial and municipal authorities stimulate development of residential 
care zones: areas in a town or village in which an above-average package of care and services can be 
guaranteed within 500 metres of a dwelling. This distance was chosen because of the limited action radius 
and mobility of seniors. A residential care zone has a residential care complex in the centre with a care 
crossroads, so that intramural care is offered (see also Rotterdam city region, 2008). Within 500 metres of 
this crossroads, extramural residents are offered 24 hour on-call care. A smaller support point is sometimes 
realized outside of this, offering care on appointment. Seniors who do not yet require 24-hour care can 
therefore retain their independence. With a view to this distance criterion, the policy must be adapted in 
order that new accessible dwellings are concentrated within 500 metres of the care crossroads (Smets, 2004). 
This planning policy will not only limit the use of expensive intramural beds in care homes and nursing 
homes, but will also meet the wish of many elderly people to retain their independence as long as possible. 
This is the wish particularly in households with a higher income or education or possession of ground-level 
housing outside the city (SCP, 2005). After all, more than 50% of the over fifty fives who would consider 
moving and no less than 70% of the over seventy fives prefers to live in or close to the centre of their town or 
village (SCP, 2004). Village centre locations are most popular (ABF, 2004). 

Hence Dutch government policy focuses on specific characteristics of housing, the locality and location 
with regard to care and services. Corporations, developers and individual builders are then obliged to build 
accessible dwellings. Not only this, but it also becomes possible to combine care and housing in new and 
existing neighbourhoods within a short distance of services such as care, shops and public transport. Seniors 
in existing housing will then also benefit.  

The concept of a senior city, in which housing is built for a single age group at a distance from services 
in the urban area, has not been part of government policy so far. That is logical from the point of view of a 
planning policy based on clustering. This does not apply in the case of a housing market policy to meet the 
demands of seniors, as senior cities would meet the demand for ground-level (owner occupied) housing in 
the vicinity of the current housing (RPB, 2008). Further attention will now therefore be paid to studying the 
options offered by a senior city. 
 
2.4 Senior Cities in the Netherlands and other countries 
Supply and demand of senior cities in the Netherlands and beyond 

There is no data available on whether over fifty fives would prefer to live among their peers at a distance 
from services, outside the urban area in a senior city. Neither does the Netherlands have any examples of 
senior cities, unlike other countries. There are however a number of complexes and neighbourhoods built for 
certain groups of the population, which sometimes include a limited number of communal services. 
Examples include: Resort Zonnestraal in Hilversum (Latei, 2008; Zonnestraal, 2008), Palasium in Eerbeek 
(Palasium, 2008), Eemstein and Zonnestein in Zwijndrecht (Forta, 2008; Bakens, 2008) en 
Golf&Countryclub Buitenhof in Lelystad (Buitenhof, 2008). Of these, Zonnestraal is the only complex for 
which residents must have proof of care requirements, due to these 55 apartments having been built on a 
country estate intended specially for care purposes. Buitenhof in Lelystad is the only example of ground-
level housing (approx. 500), in which a ground floor bedroom and bathroom could be chosen, though like the 
other examples, it was not developed exclusively for seniors. There is however a weekly care surgery. In 
2007, parties including BAM, Heijmans, TCN Property Projects and ING took the initiative to develop a true 
senior city: Vilavie in the Noordoostpolder. They are actively ‘marketing’ this senior city and have signed a 
declaration of intent with the municipality and Mercatus corporation. Cooperation with a corporation has laid 
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the basis for a senior city with rented and owner-occupied, single-family and multi-family dwellings for 
various target groups (Smets, 2008). The idea is that residents also run a community centre as volunteers.   

Other countries, such as the United States and Great Britain, already have examples of ground-level 
dwellings exclusively for seniors, even in the form of senior cities at a distance from existing services. In the 
United States, senior cities are also known as Active Adult Communities, because seniors partly compensate 
this lack of services by means of volunteer work. The oldest and best known example is the ‘Sun City’ senior 
city in Arizona, initiated by developer Del Webb in 1960. Sun City is home to nearly 50,000  people and has 
its own hospital (City Data, 2008). Other examples are Anthem, Dolce Vita and The Villages, with 6,000, 
1,000 and no less than 60,000 dwellings, respectively. The majority of the American senior cities were not 
developed until the past 10 years, as the baby boom generation approaches pensionable age, just like in the 
Netherlands.  

In Great Britain, The ExtraCare Charity trust care provider has been a well known provider of residential 
concepts for seniors since 2002. It cooperates with corporations and local authorities to develop ExtraCare 
Villages (2008) for seniors. These ‘villages’ contain a maximum of 300 dwellings, are not self-supporting 
but are in the urban area, so that residents can visit the centre of the existing town or city by public transport 
for specialist care. Volunteers are used in order to help run local services.  

The concepts in the three countries under discussion differ greatly in scale, price class, age allocation, 
availability and method of financing of services and their distance to existing service hubs. In the 
Netherlands, they mainly concern more expensive complexes and, at most, small-scale neighbourhoods in 
built-up areas, making use of recreational facilities. Volunteer work is not important. In addition to the 
opportunity to have contact with a care provider, residents make use of the same existing package of care as 
non-residents. In great Britain and the United States, however, the senior neighbourhoods are intended 
specifically for the over fifty fives, the rental and purchase prices are accessible to a number of target groups 
and volunteer work plays a major role. The United States is the only country to offer separately located, 
large-scale senior cities at a distance from other communities, with a fully integrated care package. The 
majority are ground level. Due to many Americans being mobile and footloose, and also accustomed to 
living in relatively homogenous groups, they are attracted by a move to a senior city. 
 
Limited supply of ground-level senior citizen housing due to created land shortage 

The land shortage created by the Dutch government is an important reason behind the main difference 
between the United States and the Netherlands in the realization of rural ground-level senior citizen housing 
(possibly in the form of senior cities). After all, a higher price for land makes it less financially attractive for 
investors to build less dwellings on a certain piece of ground, while wider plots are required due to the extra 
ground-floor bedroom and bathroom. And so the housing policy for seniors is in fact limited by the planning 
policy.  
 
Considerations on the basis of arguments 

The government attaches great importance to this clustering policy to limit mobility, to reinforce support 
for services for a variety of households and to give weaker functions such as agriculture and nature a share in 
the scarce space. Provincial authorities formulate and apply structural visions for this purpose. Housing has 
therefore not yet been developed for a single target group at a distance from services, on rural land intended 
for other functions. This would after all signify the end of the post-war clustering policy. 

After all, the construction of housing in rural areas creates a precedent: other private constructors also 
wish to develop rural areas, given affordable land prices, the peace and quiet and the scenery, but have not 
yet received legal permission. The developers’ wish to building housing in rural areas is by no means new or 
unique of course, so there must be good reason to deviate from this policy and to make land with an 
agricultural label available for housing. Such a consideration can only be justified by tremendous demand for 
housing in a senior city at a distance from existing services. 
 
3. SURVEY METHOD: HOUSING THE ELDERLY IN SENIOR CIT IES? 
 

A senior city, mainly comprising ground-level dwellings, can fulfil a certain need, on the condition that 
sufficient seniors are interested in such a concept, in which they live among their peers and also share and 
finance communal services and man the services as volunteers. That is the central issue of this survey.  
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Is there demand for a senior city in the Netherlands? Which target groups can be defined and what type 
of senior city do they require? Is there demand for a senior city of 1,500 dwellings as proposed by the 
developers of Vilavie in the Noordoostpolder? Or at a different location? Is there sufficient demand to justify 
a deviation from the clustering policy? The province of Flevoland has initiated a scientific survey to answer 
these questions. The national and municipal authorities are natural partners in this issue, due to the concrete 
request for development of a senior city in the Noordoostpolder municipality, and the significance of the 
national clustering policy. The survey was carried out by Companen. 

The seniors module (WoON55+) of the Netherlands Residential survey (WoON 2007) was applied in 
order to answer the survey questions. The quantitative analyses give a representative idea of the over fifty 
fives households in the Netherlands. Respondents were asked whether they would like to live with other 
seniors and if so, on which scale. The scales vary from living together with peers in a complex or residential 
building, in a street, in a neighbourhood, in a village or in a city. As the Netherlands does not have a concrete 
urban development concept of a senior city, we could not actually propose this to the respondents. In order to 
explore their preferences, behaviour and reasoning in more detail, the results of the analyses were discussed 
with a number of the over fifty fives who participated in the WoON55+, in panel interviews. Possible 
variants of a senior city were discussed with them, varying in size, for example, or distance to services, 
degree of services offered, mix of population groups and price. What is important to them and what appeals? 
What are the preconditions for a senior city which would induce them to move there? By discussing and 
answering these questions in the panel, the analysis in figures could be supplemented with qualitative 
information. 
 
4. QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE SURVEY OF RESIDING IN A SENIOR CITY 
 
Quantitative representative scientific survey 

Due to using an existing database which measured the residential preferences of the over fifty fives, it is 
important to segregate the group willing to move to a senior city from the other group of over fifty fives. The 
total group of over fifty fives is therefore gradually ‘stripped down’ by consistently adding an extra condition. 
This was done both for the Netherlands as a whole and for the Noordoostpolder (Vilavie location), Meerssen 
(location with significant ageing) and Zevenhuizen-Moerkappelle (Randstad location) case studies. The 
following factors make the difference between the over fifty fives in the Netherlands and the target group: 

Firstly the interest in living among peers. 400,000 over fifty fives were interested in living among their 
peers. Health, age and degree of urbanism of their current living environment play a significant role in 
whether or not they wish to live with their peers. Urban seniors (many of which, in relative terms, already 
live in a complex with others), seniors who are less healthy or of an older age are much more likely to want 
to live together with their peers.  

A second factor was their willingness to move (within 2 years). Over fifty fives not willing to move 
unlikely to want to move to a senior city. The size of the group also imposes a ceiling, as WoON shows 18% 
of the seniors willing to move, while only 4% of all seniors actually moves in any year. The principle is that 
good marketing and an interesting concept of a senior city could win people over. 

Thirdly, we can apply the distinction in the scale of ‘neighbourhood’ or ‘village’ preferred by the 
households. 23,000 interested households would like to live in a neighbourhood of 6 streets and 
approximately 350 dwellings. 13,000 interested households would like to live in a village of 1,500 to 2,000 
dwellings.  

Fourthly, we take account of future ageing, and extrapolate the ageing to the profile of an interested 
household, thus gaining insight into the growth of the number of potentially interested households in the 
future. If we postpone the realization of a senior city for 5 years, the above numbers will increase to 25,000 
(neighbourhood) and 14,000 (village), respectively.  
 
Interested households split into four target groups 

Due to the major importance of income and need for care in the over fifty fives housing market, four 
target groups are distinguished in the Netherlands: this concerns a scale of 10,000 healthy, below-average 
income persons, 9,000 below-average requiring care, 3,000 healthy, above-average income persons and 
1,000 above-average requiring care. The target groups differ not only in size, income and health, but also in 
their residential wishes. Healthy, below-average income persons and those requiring care are collective in 
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nature and would like a single- or multi-family dwelling with three rooms, care services and public transport. 
Healthy, above-average income persons and those requiring care have more cultural and sports needs, are 
(autonomously) mobile and less oriented towards volunteer work. The healthy ones in this category would 
like single- or multi-family owner-occupied housing (not supported housing), while those requiring care 
would like an accessible rented or owner-occupied apartment and will organize their own care. In order to 
increase the chances of a senior city being successful, it is therefore important to build various types of 
housing in a neighbourhood with services and public transport. 
 
Noordoostpolder, Meerssen and Zevenhuizen-Moerkapelle case studies 

The location of a senior city influences the choice or location of the recruitment area of the seniors. The 
size of the recruitment area is determined by the distance households are willing to move. In the 
Noordoostpolder case study, we have taken the complete province of Flevoland as a recruitment area, 
supplemented with a catchment area of 25 km around the borders of the  Noordoostpolder municipality. In 
Meerssen, we assume an area of South Limburg, and in Zevenhuizen-Moerkapelle, a radius of 25 to 30 km, 
which will incorporate large urban areas. 

The survey shows a maximum of 180 seniors to be interested in a senior village and a maximum of 330 
seniors in a senior neighbourhood in the Noordoostpolder. In Meerseen, approximately 150 seniors are 
interested in a village size and a maximum of 260 in that of a neighbourhood. The numbers are lower here 
despite the larger share of ageing population and interested households, due to the smaller recruitment area in 
South Limburg. We have not made assumptions regarding cross-border moves. Due to the great population 
density of the Zevenhuizen-Moerkapelle recruitment area, the interest is great here in an absolute sense – 
namely 460 for the village scale and maximum 800 for the neighbourhood scale. A precondition here is that 
all interested households actually move, that a competitive senior city is not developed and that all services 
are available by the time the project starts. The case studies show that a neighbourhood with adequate 
services bordering on an existing village with a large city in the recruitment area would be an option. A 
senior city of 1,500 dwellings would not really stand a chance, on the other hand. 
 
Qualitative Survey: extra insight into backgrounds, considerations, preconditions 

In-depth interviews lasting half a day were held with twenty over fifty fives in three regional sessions, in 
order to gain more insight into their backgrounds, considerations and preconditions for whether or not to 
move to a senior city. The possible characteristics of three fictitious examples of a senior city were discussed, 
each one being distinctive in terms of price, location, services, care and scale. The main statements of this 
focus group were: preference for various price classes, ages and lifestyles, care services available directly 
upon moving and a small-scale and lively image with good public transport connections with the rest of the 
Netherlands. And so the interviews in the regions confirmed the quantitative picture given earlier: seniors 
wish to live among various age groups in a small-scale residential environment with services, preferably 
close to where they live now. 
 
5. SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Despite major demand by over fifty fives in the Netherlands for ground-level and high-rise rented and 

owner occupied accessible dwellings in a variety of price classes, most of the available housing is in 
expensive urban apartments. Despite the enormous demand by seniors for ground-level housing in village 
centre environments, these are seldom developed. Many seniors therefore remain in their existing dwelling, 
which is not simple to modify to their changing requirements. 

A senior city outside the urban areas, comprising ground-level dwellings in a variety of price classes, 
could partially satisfy this demand. A precondition is that seniors must be willing to live among peers at a 
distance from the urban area and services such as shops, care and public transport.  

The survey shows that few seniors have a preference for a senior city. Most over fifty fives do not wish 
to live among peers at a distance from services.  

In order to meet the demands of the over fifty fives for housing other than urban apartments, the current 
policy of building multi-family accessible housing in residential care zones must be further developed and 
extended. This can be done by also building ground-level dwellings in the rented and owner-occupied sectors, 
outside the urban areas. Clustering of this housing construction is a challenging design task. A permanent 
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precondition for success is the location of these ground-level dwellings at a short distance from services such 
as shops, care and public transport. 

Figure 1. Percentage of over sixty fives per province, 2007 and 2025. 
CBS (the Dutch Central Statistical Office) PBL/CBS, 2008. 

Figure 2. Percentage of over sixty fives per municipality, 2007 and 2025. 
CBS (the Dutch Central Statistical Office) PBL/CBS, 2008. 
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ABSTRACT:  If urbanized society is a pseudonym for cosmopolitanism, then Kalyan-Dombivli qualifies as a 
city number wise but not spatially, socially, politically, or culturally.    Spatially, it is a hodge-podge of 
forms:  slums, chawls, gauthans, basic apartment blocks, and up-scale developments.  Socially, caste, class, 
religion and place of residence do not seem to be giving away to some transcendent urban identity. Also, 
Quality of Life is seen less as a collective social-political project and more as something one earns and 
buys.   Politically, the middle-class normally avoids local parties and politicians due to time constraints and 
disgust with corruption and looks to partner up with government officials or to use the court to handle their 
civic complaints.  Poorer inhabitants often lack adequate knowledge about rights, government structures and 
their disposition is marked by fatalism or indifference when it comes to politics and development.  This 
allows for clientelism to maintain its dominance and for splintering urban development to go largely 
undisciplined.  Culturally, rural or traditional values regarding gender, family, and authority do not seem to be 
in decline and aesthetic differences abound between middle-class and elite residents and those from the city’s 
gauthans and slums.  
KEYWORDS: India, urban society, inequality, difference, cosmopolitanism  
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 Urban governance in Kalyan-Dombivli  (KD) is marked by differentiated administration with those with 
unorganized insecure low-wage employment tending to have informal insecure housing and thus informal or 
insecure relationships with the government.  The techniques of governance-in practice vary as one goes from 
slum to gauthan to ‘Lifestyle City’ as do type and magnitude of entitlements and one’s political space. First we 
discuss the problems politics and inequalities pose for cosmopolitanism. Then after giving orienting details 
about KD we discuss how the environment does not seem fertile for cosmopolitan urbanized society by 
outlining dominant social forces, processes and political-spatial formations.  We conclude with a discussion 
that actually existing urbanisms, like this one, also need to be accounted for as we strive to think past 
neo-liberalism while at the same time coming up with plans and models that fit the needs of the majority of the 
populations in Southern cities like KD.  People who will not likely acquire the economic or cultural capital or 
disposition to acquire a flat in Lifestyle City need their “right to the city” to be honored as well. 
 
1.1 Cosmopolitanism, Urban Governance and Uneven Development 

Liberalism’s child cosmopolitanism whether more procedural like Held’s vision (1995), 
ethico-philosophical like Nussbaum’s (1997), or utopian like Amin’s (2006) represents the universal norm 
for governance in the hoped for post-political society.  Its norms of: respect for human rights, rule of law, 
self-reliance, tolerance of diversity, avowal of free markets, free trade, and personal property regimes cozy 
up well with the norms of neoliberalism (de Sousa Santos 2006).  It represents a society that has 
transcended parochial identity politics, cultural chauvinism, and presumably problematic inequalities.1  This 

                                                           
1 We consider inequalities in income, shelter, infrastructure and public services problematic when they result 
in unnecessary hardship and struggle.  Furthermore, we consider inequalities in the above to be socially and 
morally problematic when they do not stem from a lack of resources, but rather a lack of rights and 
entitlements due to issues of exclusion, adverse incorporation and privilege.  Poverty is defined as a 
particular severe form of social inequality where households do not have enough resources to meet their 
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society is evolved enough to decide governance issues rationally and consensually.  Cosmopolitanism 
normally is projected onto the international scale.  However, this presumes that governance systems like 
these already exist and the main issue at hand is extension.  As (arguably) a cosmopolitan nation-state has 
yet to arise this assumption is problematic.  We should start evaluating cities to see what forms of 
governance institutions are in the making to both gauge the possible social justice threshold of cities and to 
critique problematic contradictions of cosmopolitanism.   

Cosmopolitanism also presumes that getting past politics is desirable and possible. It misses how today’s 
institutions are naturalizations of past power arrangements and the vehicle through which today’s 
social-spatial practices are carried out (Tilly 1999; Mouffe 2005).  They are also the political spaces where 
people’s entitlements and the rules of entitlement are determined, guaranteed, and contested (cf. 
Bastianensen et al, 2005).   Institutions and social forms develop particular configurations of class power 
over time so that what gets expressed as the workings of the “market” or “individual freedoms” often 
conceals a more class-based impetus (Harvey 1996).  The shift from “government to governance” and the 
accompanying shift in dominant governance logic from citizen wellbeing to producing a good business 
climate also have their roots in attempts to consolidate class power over the uses of public and private wealth 
in the city (Harvey 2008; Banerjee-Guha 2009).  Cosmopolitanism omits three fundamental elements of the 
governance of cities from the outset: antagonism, hegemonic projects, and inequality.    

Antagonism refers to conflicts regarding whose norms, values, and needs community, state, and market 
institutions are oriented towards.  These can lead to contentiousness over issues of distribution and 
recognition.  It is a foundational component because of situated knowledges and positionality.  All 
knowledge is partial—shaped and limited by one’s identities (such as caste, class, gender) and thus 
experiences in social life and situated in time and place specific material conditions (Sayer 2000, p.51-55). 
Differences in needs, wants, and experiences produce conflict regarding what social justice is, by what 
means it can be achieved, and who is entitled to what. Thus antagonism is always present in the form of 
we/they distinctions and socio-political configurations (Mouffe 2005) across governance scales that attempt 
to strategically incorporate different places and people differently (Jessop 2001) and thereby create and 
perpetuate inequalities.  

Hegemonic projects refer to the dominant conceptualization(s) of social justice and social needs that steer 
governance of cities and construct social and spatial priorities.2  A particular conceptualization of social 
justice and social needs—and the correlative means of achieving it—become hegemonic when the 
particularity of interests becomes universalized. Given the antagonistic ontology of human relations 
discussed above these processes never stop and often there is more than one particular group or constellation 
of groups vying for their interests to order and for their positions to be secured at different scales. Hegemonic 
projects (including cosmopolitanism) in stratified cities  are by definition based on exclusions and strategic 
selectivities3 regarding which places’ needs and which people’s values, capitals4 and interests are most 
important for the ‘good of the City.’  These selectivities cause inequalities which accumulate over time into 
the uneven geographies of development that underpin antagonism and undermine cosmopolitanism. Like the 
economic strain of neoliberalism, cosmopolitanism is not essentially unjust, but unjust it its processes and 
outcomes.  For most of us the world is not flat and the implied ahistorical deracinated, self-reliant market 
savvy subject does not match many lived realities (Chakrabarty 2000).  The irony of cosmopolitanism is 
that we all presumably have to become the same to enjoy neoliberal human rights while at the same time this 
is not possible or necessarily desirable.  

The omission of the political and imperial aside, Cheah (2006) argues that any cosmopolitan prototype 
needs to demonstrate a city both interconnected enough to produce cosmopolitan institutions with sufficient 
regulatory reach and interconnected enough to form political consciousness of solidarity—an inclusive 
conception of “our city.”  This rest of this paper looks at Kalyan-Dombivli as a case of what is happening in 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
basic needs and must adopt a lifestyle that is considered inadequate or shameful by their culture’s standards.   
2  Ones which presently dominate can be divided into three meta-conceptualizations: market-based, 
redistributive, or recognition based conceptions of justice and needs.  See Harvey, 1996; McNay, 2008, or 
Fraser, 2004 for more discussion. 
3 Jessop’s (2001) term referring to the explicit and implicit preferences of institutions or social structures. 
4To be understood broadly as any tangible, intangible, or embodied objects of value in human relations 
economic and otherwise.   
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Indian cities within the gale winds of current social forces and processes and extends this case to discuss the 
how urbanism in India does not seem to be producing cosmopolitan cities but divided ones.  
 
1.2 Kalyan-Dombivli  
 Kalyan-Dombivli (KD) is part of the Mumbai Metropolitan Region (MMR). Changes in the Regional Plan 
in the 1980s saw the rapid development of KD from that of a peri-urban area to that of a metropolis. Rapid 
land price increases in the core city of Mumbai and environmental restrictions on polluting industries both by 
the State and the National Government quickly urbanized KD. Its proximity to Mumbai and the availability 
of water and cheap land made this city grow over the years from a population of 149,894 in 1961 to 
1,047,297 in 2001.  By 2020 conservative projections predict the city to reach 2,052,000.  The built up 
area witnessed a tremendous growth from a mere 20.5 percent per annum between 1968-83 to almost 31 
percent between 1983-87 to a further 48 percent in the post 2000 period. The KD Municipality (127 sq.km) 
was formed in 1983 and the seeds of many of its inequalities and turf conflicts were sown then.  First three 
Municipal Councils with very different socio-economic areas were merged (Kalyan, Dombivli and 
Ambernath).  Ambernath later won its battle to be a separate municipality.  Officially KD is one city, but 
people self-identify as being from Dombivli or Kalyan.  Kalyan has a long history of being an active port 
along with ferry building, agricultural and fishing industries.  The Agris5 and Kolis castes dominated and 
there has always been a sizable Moslem minority.  The Kolis (being fisherpeople) were never land owners 
and have not benefited from the urbanization of KD (like the landholding Agris) and their livelihood space 
and security continues to shrink.  Also, from the late 1970s till present Kalyan attracts poor migrants from 
Utter Pradesh and Bihar.  Dombivli is much newer and most of its inhabitants are middle-class Brahmins 
who sold their flats and moved from Mumbai when real estate values jumped there.  Most of the 
landowners are still Agris, but most of the inhabitants of Dombivli are not.  In order to secure their political 
power, many Agris encouraged other Agris from rural Maharashtra to settle (informally) in KD thereby 
giving them the votes they need to dominate the local council.     Most of the employed in Dombivli 
commute to Mumbai whereas as a significant portion of Kalyan’s population works locally in informal 
sectors.  However, more middle and elite class residential and consumption areas are starting to come up in 
Kalyan in response to changes made to the development codes.  Dombivli is spoken locally of as being the 
more modern, middle-classed, and cultured of the two.  Also more than one city official said that “you 
won’t find any Moslems or poor migrants from Bihar or Utter Pradesh in Dombivli.” The City Development 
Plan (CDP) cites that 30 percent of the population is working-class—meaning employed in the formal 
economy and 43 percent are said to be living in slum-like conditions (KDMC 2007). 
 
2 SOCIAL FORCES 
 
2.1 Neoliberal Statecraft  

Wacquant (2009) offers a useful sketch of the neoliberal state model that originated in the United States 
but has been taken up by elites across the globe including India’s6 as a “political project aiming to remake 
the nexus of market, state and citizenship from above” (306).  While this project has met differential 
reception and adaptation, four specific logics remain ubiquitous: (1) economic deregulation and the 
affirmation of market-mechanisms for organizing most social activities, (2) welfare state devolution, 
retraction and recomposition to expand  the intensification of the reification of labor, land, and public goods, 
(3) articulation of individual responsibility in all livelihood spheres, and (4) expansive, intrusive, and 
proactive disciplinary measures to deal with those who resort to illicit activities or who are associated with 
blight or obsolescence (307).  A look at development plans, present spatial restructuring ambitions and the 
focus and limits of poverty alleviation programs show that many (but not all) powerful actors are pushing for 
the neoliberalization of institutions and cities in India (see Banerjee-Guha 2009).   In fact, the entire 
outward growth of Mumbai to its peripheries such as Thane, KD, Navi Mumbai and Ulhas Nagar were part 
of this neoliberal strategy of interest groups to capture prime land and convert it into urban areas – a process 

                                                           
5 Open Maharashtran agricultural caste 
6 For how tenants of neoliberalism have been taken up and adapted in India see: Chopra 2003, Fernendez 
and Heller 2006. 
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that also affects the social engineering of these new urban areas.7 
 
 
2.2 Entrepreneurial City Governance 

Neoliberal statecraft encourages entrepreneurial local governance.  This mode of governance gives 
primacy to creating a ‘good business climate’ as this is seen as eventually leading to citizen wellbeing. Cities 
view themselves as being in competition for capital and model (read middle-class) urbanites hence the 
interest KD has in becoming a “World-Class City.”  The shift from government to governance has made it 
easier for elites to access formerly public assets (land especially) and gives business interests (developers in 
particular) a larger say in development plans and building/land regulations (see also Noor & Baud 2009).  
The CDP and discussions with top engineers and planners shows that KD has taken to heart that the city’s 
top priority is to render itself desirable to middle-class professionals and to draw hi-tech and education 
centric businesses. 
 
2.3 Corporate Economy 

The corporate economy in KD, like most of India8 is becoming more services and technology-dependent 
and capital intensive.  This is important for two reasons.  First, it creates more intervention in urban real 
estate markets and spatial organization as a mode of capital accumulation.  Secondly, the possibility of 
integrating the majority of the urban population into this sector is nonsensical and we see transition 
narratives giving way to pragmatics of a dualizing city and thus stratified citizenship.  Primitive 
accumulation and/or accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2006) have not been at all sufficiently mitigated 
by adequate & regular wages or government expenditures.    Regardless, economic policies and city 
development plans continue to be dominated by a corporate logic and a desire to fashion “world-class” cities.  
For example, the only time the poor were directly mentioned in the development plan was to list them as a 
“cheap labor reserve” that would attract businesses or to speak of their settlements in terms of urban blight in 
need of renewal.  Both the middle-class and elite desire to modernize cities and the government’s focus on 
hi-growth sectors and posh housing developments are in practice anti-poor when large sections of the 
population live in poverty and are non-skilled or low-skilled workers involved in tiny informal enterprises 
(Benjamin 2000). The physical planning and political dichotomy of superimposing a corporate economy and 
neoliberal society onto a city like KD shows up with the contradictory co-existence of village society and the 
modern consumerist society present at Lifestyle City and Metro Mall.  Direct ways of integrating poorer 
groups/places into these processes are curiously missing, and it is difficult to ascertain how these 
developments would positively affect them ipso facto. The idea of an integrated inclusive city where 
everyone has the same economic and social rights holds no water within the current modes of capital 
accumulation and related urban redevelopment.  
   
2.4 Informality Urbanization 9  

Informality is the norm rather than the exception in KD.  Two kinds of informality prevail. One, spatial 
informality (rather, illegality as per the Plan), and, two economic informality (that is, more workers in 
unorganized sector). Almost all constructions violate one or more building laws or the master plan. This is 
because of the superimposition of new planning rules on existing villages that formed the city historically. 
Second, new poor migrants settle in low cost accommodation (slums) that draw low investment from 
landlords and the state.  These spatial anomalies result in segregation and adverse incorporation within the 
polity. In terms of economic informality, recent studies put the percentage of people at work in the informal 
“unorganized” sector as high as 60 percent (KDMC 2007). These two aspects together mean that 
governance10 is largely informal. In practice the application of laws and codes is flexible and negotiable 

                                                           
7 Chatterjee (2004) describes this process as the embourgeoisiement of Indian cities. 
8 See Chatterjee 2009. 
9 Roy’s (2009) term for the dominant mode of urbanization in India and other developing countries.  
10 Defined broadly as the organizing of social, political, and economic relations—the classification of people 
and places and the determination of correlative entitlements, duties and modes of discipline.  Discipline 
should be understood here in the Foucaudian ‘governmentality’ sense.  It refers to how powerful agents 
create the types of places and people their interests and visions require.   
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depending on the capacity, legitimacy and interests of those attempting to govern economic and spatial 
development and those attempting to thwart these actions.  Issues of land tenure, land use, and development 
(for the rich to the poor) are often decided quasi-legally in a particularistic and arbitrary manner by 
government actors in conjunction with vested interest groups.  This opaque condition renders both plans to 
develop KD in lines with corporate and middle class requirements difficult and activities to make these 
processes less detrimental to the urban poor in a formal rules based manner difficult.  Often changes to the 
status quo become bogged down in court battles and extra-judicial negotiations given the multiplicity and 
contradictions that exist within the various land tenure and land use arrangements that at one time those in 
power acquiesced to. 

Informality becomes important when deciphering the selectivities of the government in KD.  Formal 
government is rights-based and these rights are in practice tied to the legality of one’s occupancy and 
economic activity.  This translates into a mechanism of exclusion by relegating those who do not meet these 
requirements and their representatives to the margins of policy debates that are biased towards the 
formal-corporate economy and propertied citizens because their demands are seen as legitimate and modern 
rather than problematic and obsolete.  Also the demands of the corporate economy and middle-class suit the 
government because these high-cost developments and industries generate larger-scale rent-seeking 
opportunities. The poor’s advocates/representatives do take part in city-level governance practices but not 
when it comes to formal economic policy or master plans.11  Those with direct access (and control) over 
poorer inhabitants are allowed in when it is deemed instrumental to the implementation of policies/programs 
aimed at disciplining poor (i.e. turning them into entrepreneurs, making them responsible for waste 
management, or eviction/demolition facilitation). 
 
2.5 Civil Society and Citizenship 

To avoid the erasure of stratified social life in KD concepts of civil society and citizen need to be divided 
in two; into civil and political society and citizens and populations (following Chatterjee 2004).   Civil 
society is the domain of middle and elite classes who are more able to comply with private property laws, tax 
responsibilities, and participate in the professional economy—a situation where the links between civil 
society, the state, and the market are clear and reinforcing. In Indian cities (KD included) one often finds 
relatives of powerful state and market actors (or retired powerful state or private sector actors) heading the 
NGOs most likely to win government contracts. In this way many NGOs are also rent-seeking organizations.  

The urban poor’s citizenship status is tenuous at best given the illegality or quasi-legality of their work 
and occupancy.  Therefore the government and powerful market actors do not regard them and their 
organizations as having the same rights or ability to participate in governance as civil society.  Rather, the 
poor are populations—those who live and work in the City but do not have rights only claims.     
Populations and political society (their associations, patrons, local-level politicians and bureaucrats, and 
street level service providers) engage in constant negotiations over what different poorer groups and areas 
can claim from the city informally and as such these actors can be seen to constitute the sphere of informal 
governance (political society) responsible for dealing with those rendered obsolete and pathological to 
modernization processes and capitalism.12  Stunted proletarianization and the present retreat of the social 
arm of the state in the context of intensified commoditization (especially of labor, land, and public goods) 
creates an ever increasing governance gap—between what the formal state and civil society is willing and 
able to do—which necessitates political society.  It engages in constant negotiations over what different 
poorer groups and areas can claim and at what price.   Since these claims come from those whose 
productive activities and means of place-making are objects of stigma and illegality and because the State 
cannot provide for all equally, these arrangements are often ad-hoc and off the record.  This makes 
determining past legal precedents for future claims difficult and makes the poor vulnerable to exploitation. If 
one of the central tenants of cosmopolitan citizenship is the ability to legitimately call upon the state and 
civil society to tend to issues that negatively impact well-being, the apartheid the present breadth and 

                                                           
11 See Benjamin 2000 for how this plays out in Bangalore. 
12 Today’s political society is not a pre-modern social form that the neo-liberal State is trying stamp-out in to 
achieve orderly cities rendered valuable to capital investment and accumulation and aesthetically pleasing to 
modern urbanites (although this is undoubtedly how some planners and much of the urban middle and elite 
classes see it).  It can be seen as an outcome of neo-liberal statecraft. 
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necessity of political society represents is a serious obstacle. 
 
3 SOCIAL PROCESSES 
 
3.1 Middle Class Hegemony 

KD has one of the largest middle class populations of any Indian city and wants to keep it that way.  
Present large scale private township developments like Lifestyle City and Eco-City are public private 
partnerships targeting mainly middle-classers who want to get out of Mumbai and who can afford to 
purchase a high quality of life in KD.  Like in other India cities (Baud & Nanain 2008; Fernandez & Heller 
2006) the middle-class is becoming active in civil-society and activating their ‘right to the city.’  At the 
neighborhood level this usually takes the form of citizen or housing societies working with officials to 
enforce or create regulations to deal with urban blight in their residential areas and other public spaces they 
wish to enjoy more.  At the higher levels this can take the form of filing public interest litigations to use the 
courts to pressure municipal public officials to enforce rules and regulations often resulting in punitive 
measures being taken against poorer urbanites.13  While being active in civil society they tend to opt out of 
dealing with local parties and politicians who they see as being corrupt and sustaining ‘vote-bank politics.”   
They see household level quality of life as being mainly something one works hard to be able to afford and 
see family mobility as being mostly a product of their children’s education and training.   As they can 
afford to send their children to private English medium schools-thereby securing their ability to compete for 
professional jobs)-most are optimistic about their future.  Given their parochial interests in civil society and 
avoidance and criticism of political society we can expect turf battles and competing claims and needs to 
increase in the future rather than a more cosmopolitan inclusive city emerging.  The middle class depends 
on the labor of populations in maintaining their high quality of life but rarely seems to appreciate the poor’s 
right to a higher-quality of life. 

  Neoliberal statecraft suits urban middle-classes and civil society oriented to the future, enamored with 
world-classing their cities, and who have the resources to compete in the professional job-market and live in 
a legitimate well-serviced flat.  The ethos of self-responsibility and entrepreneurialism mixed with 
consumerism and faith in technology position them to represent the implied ‘good’ urban citizen in the 
CDP14 and large-scale urban renewal/development projects.  These are the citizens that malls, business 
districts, and leisure facilities, promenades, and walkable sidewalks presumably will benefit.    Essentially 
they are living examples of what liberties market-liberalization and individual responsibility can bring.  
They want the government to enforce its laws and codes and to do away with irrational ones that prohibit 
growth and modernity.  However when it comes to issues of individual livelihood they don’t see the state 
and politics as being central (Gooptu 2009).   If the government “cleans up its act” they are happy about 
the market and individual effort doing the rest.  They can problem-solve quite well and profitably within 
neoliberalism and their associations work directly with the government in the form of private-public 
partnerships for the purposes of tackling together issues of urban blight or to be granted space for 
self-regulation (private townships, housing societies, gated communities).  While close scrutiny would often 
reveal informal aspects in their modes of occupancy and livelihood—their access to rights and markets 
managed through state capture and bribery—these practices are not the focus of public interest litigation or 
removal and their legitimacy is never seriously questioned. To be blunt, their response to neoliberal statecraft 
presently would likely be “give me more.”   

 
3.2 Populations 

Populations’15  experiences of neoliberal statecraft has been more precarious and punitive. The 
withdrawal of the social arm of the state and the opening of markets has increased the economic insecurity of 
the urban poor and has made them targets of punitive measures targeting urban blight and obsolescence (see 
also Davis 2004).  They feel that they can expect no real accountability from employers given past 
experience and the present economic climate.  Some have changed tactics and shifted their attention to the 

                                                           
13 See Bham ( 2009) for Delhi case. 
14 The CDPs are prepared by middle-class or elite consultants so they tend to mimic their ambitions and 
lifestyle preferences.  
15 Again, Chatterjee’s term for poorer urbanites with weak citizenship.  
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local government to demand “the right to live” not tied to property and formal labor.16  The acceptance of 
scraps of citizenship is symptomatic of the social processes of hyper-clientelism and neo-feudalism that have 
evolved in part because of the shift from developmentalism to neoliberalism.   The poor have little reason 
to put their faith in party politics and patrons given that the extent their livelihood and occupancy in cities 
have become stigmatized, shifted around, and/or targeted for removal.  However, the formal state and civil 
society offer them little more than the rhetoric of self-help, civic-sense and micro-credit.   While they feel 
the state should provide basic needs including decent access to land, there is little trust that this will happen. 
Similarly while they feel that employers should be more accountable and offer more social wages, there is 
little trust that this will happen.  Dispositions of indifference and fatalism have taken root in many 
underemployed or unemployed urban poor.  

This begs the question why do populations continue to engage in vote-bank politics? Even with the retreat 
of the social arm of the state and with the emergence of civil society, the poor in KD continue to see political 
parties, elected officials and party workers as the main avenue to reasonable (in)security and vote in large 
numbers.  The dependency on clientelism is best understood as the result of the persistent threat of 
developers and rent-seekers and increased material shortfalls (future uncertainty) which results in risk 
aversion, future discounting, a sense of immediacy, and little trust regarding the value of formal rights (see 
Wood 2001).  This sort of disposition leads them to continue to participate as clients in order to secure 
present levels of resources rather than to risk opting out and demanding better (but more costly) resources 
and opportunities from formal citizen, employee, or consumer based transactions.  Basically forms of 
hyper-clientelization and neo-feudalism dominate in political society that both appeases and exploits those 
without the resources and capacity to be self-reliant and self-disciplined neoliberal consumer citizens. 
 
3.3 Urban Development 

Urban renewal is being cast in terms of making a world-class city.  Also there are signs that the 
protection offered by political society in KD is waning. Many landlords of informal settlements are looking 
to cash-in on the state’s recent offers of more FSI (Floor Space Index) and amendments to the urban land 
ceiling act (MHUPA 2009, Whitehead & Moore 2007) and are planning to push out families who have lived 
on their land as renters for generations. The idea of an integrated inclusive society where everyone has the 
same economic and social rights holds little water in this context  However, the formally democratic state 
(even one where the middle class enjoys a tentative hegemony) cannot write-off the majority of the 
population so it tolerates the informal economy, exploits its social capital, and nurtures the 
charitable/paternalistic aspects of civil society to prevent the marginalized or redundant from becoming a 
class for itself and effectively fighting the world-classing of KD.  
 
4 THREE FACES OF KALYAN-DOMBIVLI 
   

Slums are unauthorized settlements marked by self-help substandard housing, poor sanitation and 
insecure basic services provision.  The attributes that seems to account most for the different administration 
of slums is whether it is on government or private land and second the strength of its local leaders.  It is 
largely at the discretion of city administrators, street level bureaucrats and local politicians the extent 
populations on government land can negotiate access to services and occupancy. However, when the slum is 
on privately owned land then the owners must officially sign-off if services are to be provided beyond water 
and electricity and this rarely happens as it would require loss of some land and would also strengthen claims 
to tenure when the owners decide to develop their property.  The strength of the local leaders—ward 
councilors, party workers, and other slum leaders impacts the quality of life in slums.  Those inclined, who 
have adequate knowledge of government schemes and “enough money and muscle power” can draw welfare 
improvement.  However, those who do not have these abilities or who are indifferent to the needs of slum 
dwellers do not.   Many slum communities express their frustration with the job-market, the local-state, and 
patrons but in the same breath express their resignation, “what can we do…nothing but try to survive the best 
we can.”  Also invariably the local ward councilor and top party workers are the only ones they can go to 
for help in managing their insecurity, trying to secure better services from the city, or to look for more work.   

                                                           
16 See also Chatterjee 2009 & Argawala 2008. 
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If their contacts in political society are not in the mood to help then they are out of luck.17   There is little 
perceived space for protest within political society given the central position ward councilors and political 
workers have in the stressed social networks of the urban poor.  Some form of hyper-clientelism seems the 
only way to secure a low-level livelihood. 

Gauthans (or urban villages) were once rural settlements that became surrounded by the city. Most of the 
land is designated as agricultural however most have tenements built on them. Spatially there is normally a 
few nice houses where the owner and his/her family live (usually Agris) surrounded by rows of chawls that 
are rented out (often in terms of 100 year leases) this is then encircled by small shops also leased out. As 
these settlements are considered organic rather than illegal (Risbud 2002) the landlords can rule over these 
villages as they like. They can be benevolent and allow the city and government schemes to cater to the 
welfare of their renters or they can keep them out.  As land regulations shift to developer benefit and as real 
estate values rise, many of these families are looking to develop their land which will require removing many 
present renters.  Even though some renters have been on their land for generations most seem to feel little 
responsibility towards them. We witnessed one head of a gauthan threaten a renter who was struggling 
against eviction.  They were told, “get out by the end of the week or you know I know how to get you out.”  
Also for many who live in gauthans the ward councilor is often either their landlord or a relative of their land 
lord.  Thus to mount any serious protest would result in violence (harassment and beating from strong-men) 
or worse being cast-out suffering what Agamben (1998) calls “homo sacer” or “bare life” a situation of being 
legally and politically dead.  Lack of property and formal employment make relations with the state 
difficult to say the least.  If they exhibit a lack of at least feigned loyalty and acquiescence to the status quo 
in the political society of the gauthan they risk being a citizen altogether.  This leads to forms of 
neo-feudalism in the city.  This neo-feudalism is also patronized by the planners as they are excluded from 
formal planning processes.  

The private township Lifestyle City organized via a private-public partnership is nearing completion in 
KD. It will offer those who can afford it a private well-ordered and well-serviced city within a city.  All the 
amenities and beautification of surrounding area will be managed by the developer and their contacts at the 
MMRDA and Municipality before owners take possession.  Once enough flats in each high-rise are sold 
housing societies will be formed and management will be handed to them.  Most heads of housing societies 
tend to be well versed regarding their rights and rules and regulations around service provision and can 
negotiate directly with providers. They often avoid political society and their economic, social and cultural 
capital enables them to fashion good relations with the state and the private sector. Sometimes state and 
private sector officials themselves are the beneficiaries of these private townships (a form of rent-seeking 
from within – see Sridharan 2003). 
 
5 A COSMOPOLITAN HORIZON?  
 

Strangely enough both the poor and the middle class urbanites have dispositions marked by pathological 
political cynicism.  It results in the middle class lumping the urban poor in with the structures of politics and 
fearing that they are equally responsible for the blight and obsolescence in the city. They feel that both (poor 
and vote-bank politics) need to be disciplined and/or undermined.  Since they are able to organize much of 
what they need within civil society and the market and because they have access to the formal state apparatus 
and to higher levels of political society, their political cynicism is more pathological for the poor than for them 
presently.  The poor’s cynicism is pathological in regards to self-exploitation and the acceptance of scraps of 
citizenship.   

Spending time on the middle class is important for historically they are critical in whether society moves 
towards universal provision or increasing inequality—meaning they are an important in determining the form 
and content of class compromises (Wood & Gouge 2004).  Their apparent lack of social responsibility or 
empathy (beyond charity) for those rendered obsolete by economic and social forces poses problems for 
inclusivity.  Also their efforts to control more and more urban space and to disempower political society 
without offering paths for reasonable integration for those for which it is the only buffer between “bare-life” 
are concerning. 

                                                           
17 Please see van Dijk (2009) for more discussion about ward councilors and party workers. 
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Another somewhat surprising finding is that slums in KD are more diversified socially, productively, and 
culturally then the more middle-class areas of the city.  Also, while the middle and elites seem to stigmatize 
slum dwellers they rarely speak too negatively about them. On the contrary they connect some of the 
improvements (in terms of the city’s general built environment and entertainment) to the influx of 
middle-classes from Mumbai. In these ways slums resemble a cosmopolitan city within a neoliberalizing 
city.  However these aspects of slum life are rarely celebrated and they are in many ways exploited by the 
political regimes that govern the city. 

Both citizens and populations structure urban politics and the built environment by their reaction to each 
other and by their reactions to larger forces of globalization, corporate economic growth, neoliberal 
statecraft, and informality urbanization.  However neither seem to offer hope for the proper “revolutionary 
subject” (Zizek 2008), Marx’s hoped for “historical agency” (Davis 2004), or the “change agents” (Marcuse 
2009) necessary to subordinate the needs of capital and the state to the needs of a more just and sustainable 
society.  Given the present dynamics and structures of governance, occupancy and work, KD will not meet 
Cheah’s criteria for a properly cosmopolitan site anytime soon. The question is are we to accept polarizing 
cities and second class modes of citizen-state and worker-market relations as facets of contemporary 
urbanized society in India or do we want to work towards more creative and inclusive modes of 
urbanization? 

At the end we observe that Cheah’s interconnectedness in terms of cosmopolitan institutions and solidarity 
has yet to emerge in the case of KD. Spatial interconnectedness through administrative connection is marred 
by social and political divisions.  Obstacles to interconnectedness are also reflected in the contradictory 
lifestyles of the haves and have-nots within Kalyan-Dombivili in the form of Slums, Guathans and the 
Lifestyle City.  These different worlds within such close proximity necessitate the type of multifaceted 
illiberal (undemocratic) governance systems presently running Indian cities often shrouded in neoliberal 
clothes.  
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ABSTRACT: The intensive modernisation occurring in Chinese cities has been described as “down with 
character”, however, there is an emergent tendency in which one finds some bottom-up campaigns opposing 
the mainstream of “the Generic City”. These spontaneous groups are expanding, especially in Shanghai, due 
to increasing overseas immigration and a regenerated multi-cultural consciousness that resists the 
predominant processes of stripping urban identity. This paper proposes that the arrival of overseas 
immigrants and the renaissance of Hai Pai Culture underpin the process of preserving and regenerating the 
Tianzifang. Foreigners’ strong appreciation of the place reverses the ideas of the local, coupled with the rise 
of the “Shanghai Bourgeoisie”, has meant a revival of Hai Pai culture which can be observed in some details 
of the Tianzifang creative quarter. It is concluded that there are three problems, over-commodification, lack 
of democratic planning processes for different interest groups and no well-organized system for overseas 
immigration. 
KEYWORDS:  Hai Pai Culture Renaissance, Regeneration, Historic Space, Immigration, Shanghai

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Intellectuals and the public in the West have been increasingly aware of arguments regarding 
“Orientalism” since Edward Said published his book Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (1978). 
Throughout discourses between the East and the West, or China and the West, several mediating features or 
opinions are significant, such as Roland Barthes, Barrie Shelton and Rem Koolhaas. Barthes (1970 in French, 
1983) and Shelton (1999) described a developed and pleasant Asia through their research on Tokyo, and 
conversely, Koolhaas has, in more recent years, made closer observations on a developing, challenging, and 
not “so-pleasant” Asia, such as the Pearl River Delta (PRD) of China. In his viewpoint, contemporary cities 
in China, described as “the Generic City”, have no “history”, are “superficial”, “easy” and entirely 
instrumentalist or pragmatically geared for development (Koolhaas and Mau, 1995, p. 495-516, 957-971, 
1239-1265). 

It is a reality that cities in China are experiencing modernisation at its most intense, resulting in “down 
with character”, which means the identity derived from its history and context is stripped (Koolhaas and Mau, 
1995, p. 1248), however, there is an emergent tendency in which one finds some spontaneous groups 
opposing the mainstream of “Generic”. These spontaneous groups are expanding, especially in Shanghai, due 
to increasing overseas immigration and a regenerated multi-cultural consciousness that resists the 
predominant processes stripping urban identity. This deserves closer observation. 

Although there are many scholars discussing the urban regeneration of Shanghai, most of them focus 
merely on urban form, or the relationship between urban regeneration and creative industry. Very few of 
them have noticed overseas immigrants and their influences on the local culture as well as urban 
transformation. 

This paper proposes that the arrival of overseas immigrants and the renaissance of Hai Pai Culture 
underpin the whole process of preserving and regenerating the Tianzifang as a creative quarter. Foreigners’ 
strong appreciation of the place counters the ideas of local residents and authorities.  This coupled with the 
rise of “Shanghai Bourgeoisie”, has led to a revival of Hai Pai Culture in contemporary Shanghai. These two 
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impetuses work together in the Tianzifang, supporting the meeting and dialogue of west and east. 
First of all, the paper defines Hai Pai Culture alongside a brief review of Shanghai’s colonial history. 

Secondly, the story of Tianzifang is described, including its early establishment and transformation processes, 
its primary features and the bottom-up preservation campaign from 1996. Thirdly, this paper documents two 
underlying impetuses, overseas immigrants and Hai Pai Culture renaissance, in the success of this campaign, 
reviewing some details after regeneration. Finally, three problems, over-commodification, lack of democratic 
planning processes for different interest groups and the necessity for a well-organized system for overseas 
immigration, are drawn as conclusions. 

2  HAI PAI: THE CULTURE OF SHANGHAI STYLE 

In many senses, Shanghai is not a typical Chinese city. Some Asian cities, like Shanghai or Hong Kong, 
act as both the lens through which eastern and the western societies observe each other, and the medium 
through which the East meets the West. But, what makes them so different? Where does this character derive 
from?  Looking into its colonial historic context can help us to understand. 

2.1  The Colonial Era (1843-1943) 
“Colonisation” is a term which the Chinese and the Shanghainese are ashamed of and try to avoid. The 

local literature of this era contains many narratives about weakness, tragedy and humiliation. Few focus on 
discussing the other side, such as the positive influences of western civilization on the local culture and 
society. 

Before colonisation, Shanghai was a small fishing village. It was compelled to open up to foreign trade 
by the Nanjing Treaty in 1843, due to its special geographic location at the mouth of Yangtze River. As a 
result of unequal treaties, small enclaves formed known as concessions, or as “countries within the city”, 
ruled by foreign powers. In Shanghai, these extraterritorial zones kept expanding finally covering 
approximately 32.6sqkm by 1914 (See Figure 1), including 22.5sqkm for The International Concession 
(shared by the British and Americans) and 10.1sqkm for The French Concession (independent from the 
former one since 1862) (Governmental Office of Shanghai Chorography, 2009). 

  
Figure 1 Map of Foreign Settlements in Shanghai (1845-1943) 

(Data source: Governmental Office of Shanghai Chorography (2009)) 

It is in these foreign settlements that the Chinese first realised the power of modernisation and 
industrialisation. As described by Jianfei Zhu, in those concessions, “modern urban facilities (gas, electricity, 
water), modern urban construction (roads, bridges, waterfronts), modern building types for public use 
(railway stations, department stores, hotels, banks), modern building technologies” (Zhu, 2009, p. 43) were 
largely introduced and adopted in association with the “Western classical and historicist styles” (Zhu, 2009, p. 
44). However, there was considerable lag in these practices being taken up in urban areas governed by the 
Chinese adjacent to these concessions. Accordingly, the concessions grew larger and surpassed the Chinese 
districts in total area and by 1914, increasingly became the center of the city as whole (Zhu, 2009, p. 43). 

In association with the provision of modern urban facilities, architecture, and construction, the local 
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residential style was also influenced. The French Concession was regarded as the best living place in 
Shanghai including terraced and detached Western-style houses, as well as a Chinese-English hybrid, the 
Lilong house manifest in various styles. For the case of this research, Tianzifang Block was previously 
located in this area and belongs to the Lilong style. 

2.2  International and Domestic Immigrants 
Even though the modernisation process of turning Shanghai into a primary colonial-international city 

seemed swift and chaotic, it attracted a large number of international immigrants mainly from Britain, France, 
America, Japan, Germany and Russia. According to the statistics of Governmental Office of Shanghai 
Chorography, the number of international immigrants reached a peak of nearly 150,000 (Governmental 
Office of Shanghai Chorography, 2009) (See Figure 2). 

Meanwhile, frequent wars occurred during this period, forcing farmers to leave their lands to seek 

survival in Shanghai (See Figure 3). Three intensive domestic immigration periods occurred, which were ① 
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Movement (1855-1865), during which the population of Shanghai increased 

by 110,000 people; ② World War II (especially the period of 1937-1941), in which the incremental number 

was 780,000; and ③ the War of Liberation (1945-1949), when 2.08million people streamed into the city. 
The majority of these domestic immigrants were from Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Anhui Province with the 
minority being from Fujian and Guangdong Province (Governmental Office of Shanghai Chorography, 
2009). 

Due to the privilege offered by concessions, people in the concessions did not suffer the direct effect of 
wars. Millions of Chinese witnessed the fact that The French Concession provided refuge to them as 
humanitarian care. When Shanghai Walled Town was razed to the ground by Japanese Air Force bombing, 
the French Concession saved many Chinese by allowing them to pass through the gates between the 
concession and the walled town. 8.25million Chinese settled in The French Concession during the 
Anti-Japanese War. This history also gave the older generation of Shanghainese a strong appreciation of the 
West. 

   
Figure 2 Foreigners in Old Shanghai 

(Data Source: ChinaToday.com) 
Figure 3 Moving to Shanghai 

(Data Source: ChinaToday.com) 
Figure 4 “Big World” in Shanghai 
(Data Source: ChinaToday.com) 

2.3        Hai Pai Culture: The Mix of West and East  
Hai Pai Culture, at the root of Shanghai's energy and charm, came from the 1920s and 1930s during 

‘Old the golden time of Shanghai’. Before 1843, Shanghai culture was drawn mainly from the ancient 
kingdoms of Wu and Yue, from the Jiangsu and Zhejiang Provinces. After its opening, industrialisation, the 
introduction of science and technology, the arrival of modern professionals, as well as the development of a 
modern public society, all occurred with growing strength despite wars and interruptions (Zhu, 2009, p. 43). 
Thus Hai Pai Culture, the combination of Chinese and Western cultures, was gradually shaped. 

The term Hai Pai (literally “Shanghai style”) was coined by a group of Beijing writers in 1920 to 
criticize some Shanghai scholars and styles of writing for their admiration of money and western culture (Xu, 
2009). Hai Pai was described as “rebellious” while its opposite Jing Pai (literally “Beijing style”) is 
traditional. They represent two opposing kinds of Chinese cultures. As written by Cao Juren in the 
article Jing Pai and Hai Pai in the 1920s, “Jing Pai is like a fair lady while Hai Pai is like a modern babe” 
(Xu, 2009).  

However, life in treaty ports and foreign concessions was not easy, as the Chinese had to learn to 
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understand, to adapt, and to train in Western ways (Ng, 2002, p. 193). Nevertheless, in thriving modern 
Shanghai, a budding “Chinese Bourgeoisie” emerged, including Chinese industrialists, capitalist, bankers, 
small business owners, professionals, intellectuals, students and revolutionary activists. They lived along 
with foreigners in the concessions and elsewhere. Many of them played different roles, were engaged in daily 
work with Westerners, and were allied with explosive changing ideological positions (Zhu, 2009, p. 44). 
They learnt from Westerners about matters ranging from manners to technology, and combined them with the 
ancient cultures of the Yangtze River. This vibrant colonial-cosmopolitan urban culture was clearly visible 
(Zhu, 2009, p. 44) (See Figure 4). 

Hai Pai Culture is understood to be open and generous. In contemporary terms, it would be described as 
a kind of “multicultural”, sometimes exotic culture. Taking Shanghai fashion as an example, Qi Pao, 
alternatively called Cheong-sam was the most popular dress at that time. Those who have seen Wong 
Karwai’s movie, In the Mood for Love, would have been impressed by this elegant fashion. For many, the 
various new styles of Qi Pao were a symbol of modern Shanghai in the 1920s and 30s. The best example 
illustrating Hai Pai Culture as the combination of Chinese and the western cultures is the Shanghainese 
shortening of Qi Pao in imitation of the western skirts in vogue at that time (See Figure 5) (Xu, 2009). 

Hai Pai Culture is also feminine, beautiful and ornamental, likely derived from the ancient cultures of 
Yangtze River. Literature, painting and cinema were the primary spheres in which these characters were 
represented. A group of scholars in Shanghai art and literary circles spontaneously organized “Yuanyang 
Hudie Pai”, literally “the Mandarin Duck and Butterfly Genre” of popular romance in the early 1900s. This 
style of writers, such as Zhang Henshui and Qin Shou'ou, entertained the audience with amusing and light 
literature. “Yue Fen Pai” (literally calendar) or poster advertisement with pictures of pretty girls (See Figure 
6) were very popular due to their aesthetic and commercial values, which semiotically showed how the 
traditional Chinese culture was transformed by western culture. 

After 1949, however, Hai Pai Culture began to be forgotten when people throughout the country were 
required to study Mao’s writing and Soviet Russian ideas (Zhu, 2009, p. 75). Hai Pai was regarded as 
representative of the “bourgeois”, the opposite of “proletarian”. 

   
Figure 5 Lingyu Ruan in Qi Pao, 
       a film star (1910-1935)  
(Data Source: www.China.com) 

Figure 6 “Yue fen Pai” 
(Data Source: nipic.com) 

Figure 7 Lilong Styled Residence 
(Data Source: www.sina.com) 

3 THE STORY OF TIANZIFANG 

3.1 Origins 
Our story has at least three beginnings: in the metropolitan location, in its initial establishment, and in 

its early transformation process. Tianzifang is an historic precinct of 7.2ha located south of the Shanghai city 
center within a 3km radius of the Shanghai commercial center. It is defined by four city roads, namely 
Middle Jianguo Road (northern boundary), Taikang Road (southern), Second Ruijin Road (western) and 
Sinan Road (eastern). Along the Middle Jianguo Road two minutes walk east is The Bridge 8 Creative 
Cluster. 

Tianzifang dates from the 1900s when The French Concession expanded its territory for the third time 

(See Figure 1). This is our second beginning. There were three stages to build up the block: ① its western 

and northern boundaries, Second Ruijin Road and Middle Jianguo Road, were completed by 1902; ② the 

eastern boundary, Sinan Road was finished by 1914; and ③ finally the southern boundary, Taikang Road 
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was built up by 1926. 
Our third beginning is the urban transformation process. In order to accommodate more immigrants 

moving into The French Concession, the precinct was built for residential purposes initially, adopting the 
style of Lilong, a mix of western and eastern architectural forms. From the 1930s to 1940s, industrialisation 
fuelled a long boom in Shanghai whereby the northern part of Suzhou Creek was occupied by the Japanese 
Army during World War II. It became difficult to find suitable industrial sites along the Huangpu River, 
which were occupied by large foreign and domestic manufacturing complexes, such as the Jiangnan 
Shipyard. Tianzifang provided affordable places for small capitalists. Accordingly, by 1947, small firms, 
craft workshops and factories were established there. The frontages of the southern Taikang Road were 
occupied by small business owners and craftsmen while bigger industrialists built up new plants with large 
spaces. 

From the 1950s to the 1980s, the urban form of the Tianzifang remained stable although the factories 
were state-owned, after socialisation in the 1950s. Things began to change dramatically, after China’s move 
from a Maxist-Leninist vanguard to the current position of a socialist market economy. There were numerous 
moments of transition and crisis, including the bankruptcy and closing down of factories in the Tianzifang 
and its surroundings. Since then, nearly 20,000sqm of the former factory sites in the Tianzifang were leased 
to small individual businesses, such as hair salons, dressmakers or snack shops. 

In the late 1990s, the real estate business was opened to the market, which negatively impacted the area 
surrounding Tianzifang. High-rise residential and mixed use towers were built up around the precinct, such 
as Sinan New Garden, two 33-storey apartment towers, on the corner of Taikang Road and Sinan Road. The 

urban fabric and historic spaces of the Tianzifang became threatened by three factors: ①  local 

government’s initiative to clear up the slums and update old urban spaces; ② local residents’ desire to leave 
the place and to move to new modern life due to the poor condition of building stock and infrastructure; and 

③ external developer’s motivation to redevelop this area for profit. 

3.2  Features 
According to a survey of historic spaces, there were more than 9,000 examples of Lilong styled 

residences, which occupied 65% of the total found in Old Shanghai (China Culture.org, 2009). The questions 
then are, why we should preserve the Tianzifang, and what features make it distinct and valuable? From 
reviewing relevant literature, Tianzifang’s vibrancy has been derived from its diverse population, building 
style, and functions. 

3.2.1 Historic Space for the Early Creativity and Art 
The name “Tianzifang” is derived from an ancient painter. The word “Fang” means streets or lanes with 

storefronts and workshops, especially for craftsmen, artists or other skilled people. Here, Tianzifang refers to 
a gathering place for painters, writers, artists and intellectuals. Tianzifang was the site of Xinhua Art College  
established in 1937. Consequently, Chinese painters, Western painters, musicians, educators and students 
gathered here, which made the precinct more artistic, vivid and attractive. Furthermore, some painters and 
educators, such as Yachen Wang, resided in Tianzifang. Their houses, as well as surrounding public spaces, 
such as tea house or cafés, facilitated those artists and students to discuss, debate and engage in pioneering 
art and social movements.  

3.2.2 Lilong Styled Fabric, Hybrid and Diverse Houses 
From the 1860s, numerous immigrants moved into The French Concession sheltering from wars. In 

order to accommodate these people, a new high density residential style was studied by architects, named 
Lilong (literally “lane”). This style is hybrid, a combination of the western terraced house or row house and 
the eastern three-courtyard house. These narrow row houses with 3 or 4 courtyards inside, normally 2 or 3 
storey’s, were aligned along lanes within blocks. This structure formed the fine scaled urban fabric of Old 
Shanghai. Lilong style is another symbol of Shanghai, another example to represent its Hai Pai Culture. 

This style had been developed into three types by 1930s: ① the standard Lilong, named “Shikumen” 

(literally “black door with stone frame”), the simplest and oldest style; ② New Styled Lilong, with more 

western decorations on the façade; and ③ Garden Lilong or Apartment Lilong, having broader space with 
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garden or green space inside. The interesting issue is that all these three Lilong styles can be found in the 
Tianzifang, which makes it more representative and valuable (Research Center of Historic Conservation and 
Tongji Urban Planning and Design Institute (TJUPDI), 2005) (See Figure 8). 

3.3.3 Mixed Functions 
Tianzifang was mixed use, containing residential, educational and industrial uses. There were 

approximately 10 small firms and 17 bigger factories. The main industrial types were textile, knitting, silk 
and leather, stationery, condiments and chemical products (Research Center of Historic Conservation and 
Tongji Urban Planning and Design Institute (TJUPDI), 2005).  

These industrial land uses occupied the central area and separated Tianzifang into three parts. New 
Styled Lilong and Garden Lilong residence were on the western side while standard style houses were on the 
east. The land use structure of Tianzifang from east to west was clear and can be described as “new style 
residential”—“industrial”—“old style residential” (See Figure 9). 

  
Figure 8 Lilong Styled Fabric and Diverse Houses 

 (Data Source: Research Center of Historic 
Conservation, TJUPDI, 2005) 

Figure 9 Distribution of Land Uses 
(Data Source: Research Center of Historic 

Conservation, TJUPDI, 2005) 

3.3  A Bottom-up Conservation Campaign 
The campaign to “Save the Tianzifang” was promoted by several artists with the experience of overseas 

study or living. Initially, Meisen Wu, the chief consultant and planner of Tianzifang, invited Yifei Chen, a 
painter and a film director famous for describing Old Shanghai, to visit the site. Yifei was attracted by vast 
spaces of abandoned plants and chose unit A, No.2 of Lane 210 to set up his sculpture studio immediately. 
Later, other artists, Dongqiang Er, Qieyin Wang and etc, joined the team to promote the idea of Tianzifang as 
a creative and artistic quarter like SoHo in New York—not a slum to be demolished. They were concerned 
for both Shanghai’s historic preservation and its industrial restructure. Since Yifei set up his other three 
studios—pottery, oil painting and photography—in the Tianzifang, more media intensified the campaign. 
Visitors, overseas friends, and professionals were attracted by this burgeoning reputation. The creative class 
entered the precinct gradually. They began to rent spaces from locals and set up business – their positive 
attitudes helped change local opinion, and realize the areas values. 

This bottom-up process attracted the attention of the local authority. In 1999, the authority’s director 
prepared a strategy to preserve the quarter and retrofit it for cultural and creative industry. An administrative 
committee was established. Tianzifang was established as one of the eighteen culture and creative clusters in 
Shanghai in 2002, by which time there were 83 artistic shops, exhibition spaces and studios in the area. As 
per the latest statistics, 132 firms from 18 countries are located in this precinct, which provide 773 positions 
for employment with a considerable annual turnover of more than 70million RBM. Nearly 100 foreign artists 
or professional work there. 

4     TWO UNDERLYING IMPETUSES 

The existing literature discusses at length the negative influence of globalisation on local identities that 
lead to cities without history (Koolhaas and Mau, 1995, p. 1248-1264). However, in the case of Tianzifang, 
this argument needs to be reviewed. In some senses, “the Generic City” is the desire of the locals. Their 
admiration of modernisation and the thirst for ‘modern life’ allow unrestricted development by sacrificing 
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history, character, and place memory. 
The arrival of overseas immigrants and the renaissance of Hai Pai Culture underpinned the entire 

process of preserving and retrofitting the Tianzifang through the idea of a creative quarter. Foreigners’ strong 
appreciation of the place reversed the ideas of local residents and the local authority.  This, coupled with the 
rise of “Chinese Bourgeoisie”, meant a revival of Hai Pai Culture in contemporary Shanghai. These two 
impetuses worked together in the Tianzifang, supporting the meeting and dialogue of west and east (See 
Figure 10). 

4.1  A New Round of Overseas Immigration 
From the late 1990s, Chinese society enjoyed generally stable conditions with strong economic growth 

(Zhu, 2009, p. 137) after experiencing pain from market reforms over the last two decades. Numerous and 
spectacular projects are being built on the “tabular rasa”, which attracts the western world to seek the 
potential of easier and more affordable transportation and communication. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10 Two impetuses, overseas immigration and Hai Pai Culture renaissance, supporting the 

preservation of the Tianzifang 
 
The number of foreigners holding working visas reached 180,000 by 2006, which is double that of 2003, 

according to the 2006 Annual Report of Labour and Social Security. The top city for immigration is 
Shanghai with 54,608 foreigners while the second place goes to Beijing with 30,484 persons. In Shanghai, 
these foreigners come from more than 130 countries, including 28.6% are Japanese, 12.3% American and 
8.9% Korean (Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 2006). However, it should be understood that those 
foreigners who work in China with travel visas, and other immigrants from Hong Kong and Macau with 
strong western cultural backgrounds, have not been calculated in this report. It is not clear how many exactly 
how many immigrants live in Shanghai or China, but it is expected to be greater than these numbers. It is 
also worth considering the character of these new immigrants. In term of position, 25.4% work as executives, 
6.1% as high-tech staff and 3.1% as representatives of foreign business. As for occupation, the majority work 
in the service sector, such as rental and business, communication and software design. Furthermore, most 
have high degrees, 69.4% of them having bachelor and 16.4% having master degree (Guangzhou Daily Yang 
Cheng Wan Bao, 2007). These percentages are greater than the local. 

As per the survey by Tongji Urban Planning and Design Institute (TJUPDI), foreign cultural and art 
firms in Tianzifang come from the UK, France, USA, Japan, Canada, Denmark, Ireland, Malaysia, Australia, 
Singapore, Germany, Hong Kong and Taiwan with a wide range of businesses including design, artist, 
pottery, photography, galleries, painting studios, antique shops and relevant consultation services. They 
provide a variety of exhibitions, from painting to sculpture, to music salons, individual concerts or jazz cafés, 
which attract more external visitors and consumers.  

The two founders of the Tianzifang creative quarter, Yifei Chen and Dongqiang Er, have both 
experienced living abroad for many years, which gives them a good understanding of both eastern and 
western cultures. From the process of industrialisation and de-industrialisation in the west, the values of the 
urban historic spaces and methods to regenerate a city center in decline have been learnt. As proclaimed by 
Dongqiang “I can not endure these old houses disappearing in front of me” (Pan, 2008), what they introduce 
to the place is not only works and business but also a new ideology after their return from the west in 1990s. 

TIANZIFANG 
HISTORIC SPACES 

� Appreciate 
� Invest 
� Retrofit 

OVERSEAS 
IMMIGRATIONS 

SHANGHAI  
BOURGEOISIE 

� Attract 
� Visit 
� Support 

RENAISSANCE 
OF HAI PAI CULTURE 

West meets East 
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Furthermore, new foreigners also play a significant role in Tianzifang, as described by Meisen Wu in an 
interview: 

“Initially, very few Chinese firms were interested in these abandoned plants…but one of my foreign 
friends held a party here and invited his nearly 100 friends. To my surprise, those plants were leased 
shortly after that night. These Chinese historic environments, lower rental price and broad spaces 
are all appreciated by foreign artists…later, there is a social circle formed in Tianzifang” (Sky of 
Real Estate Di Chan Xing Kong, 2007). 

4.2  Renaissance of Hai Pai Culture 
The new generation of “Shanghai Bourgeoisie” is rising, and includes white collar workers, business 

owners, professionals, intellectuals, artists and college students, with a high educational or overseas study 
background, abundant incomes, busy schedules and international perspectives. They demand an elegant life 
and exciting working environments with strong identity, taste, good quality and fashion. 

Accordingly, this emergent “Shanghai Bourgeoisie” is keen to get back its own cultural identity. With 
the arrival of new overseas immigrants, the lost Hai Pai Culture is again in vogue. The best example is the 
performance of “Hai Pai Talk Show”. The performer, Libo Zhou, has become a cultural icon of Shanghai. 
Zhou focuses on the transformation process of Shanghai, including dressing, eating, dwelling and traveling, 
with the dialect of Shanghai. The vivid stories of the old days are so attractive that tickets are sold out shortly 
after issue. As proposed by Xiaolong Shen, a Chinese literature professor of Fudan University, a local 
recognition of Hai Pai Culture is evident from the popularity of the talk show (Gong and Shen, 2009), which 
suggests the lost Hai Pai Culture is in the progress of resurgence. 

Some blocks surrounding the Tianzifang were developed as apartments and mixed use offices, which 
are the living and working places for some “Shanghai Bourgeoisie”. They are popular, with high prices due 
to the proximity of the city center. Moreover, 200m from the Tianzifang, The Bridge 8 is another creative 
cluster with modern styled architectural features, where architects, digital, and graphic designers gather. 
Those two groups of “Shanghai Bourgeoisie” visit the Tianzifang frequently, enjoying a lazy coffee or 
afternoon tea in the lane of the Tianzifang with Hai Pai milieu (See Figure 11). 

5 AS A CREATIVE AND ARTISTIC QUARTER 

5.1  Retrofitted from Plant to Art Studio 
The first area targeted for lease was Lane 210 where the industrial plants with large spaces, good floor 

heights, and cheap rental prices were abandoned. These factories were redesigned and retrofitted carefully 
and gradually by artists. Yifei Art Studio keeps the original and dignified architectural features. A fireplace in 
the living room is the centerpiece. Dongqiang’s photographic studio is designed to trace the memory of 
industrial revolution. The hoist on the second floor is more than a decoration. It is workable. The roof was 
changed into semi-transparent material for more natural light, also exploring the nature of its early industrial 
past (See Figure 12). 

5.2  Chaotic Vitality 
As a result of its good reputation, more firms entered the area. There are no restrictions to as to what 

kind of creative activities are acceptable. This is extremely liberating. Chinese landscape painting galleries, 
modern art galleries, pioneer photography, contemporary design and graffiti have no conflict here. Later, 
some fashion shops, craft shops, musical instrument shops, cafés, bars and restaurants were also set up. 
People are not displeased to see these different groups together. Almost everything is spontaneous and it is 
difficult see an underlying logic to this layout. In Berrie Shelton’s words, it is chaotic, but vital (Shelton, 
1999). 
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Figure 11 Lazy afternoon tea, 

sitting below a sign of a Chinese 
beauty (by Qian Zhang) 

Figure 12 Transparent roof 
for natural light  

(by author) 

Figure 13 Chaotic vitality: graffiti art 
(by Qian Zhang) 

5.3  Public Realm in Linear Space 

The same as a normal Lilong, the lanes in the Tianzifang are zigzagged, connected and very narrow: ① 

3.10m-4.74m wide in Lane 210; ② 3.10m-4.24m wide in Lane 248; and ③ 2.68m-3.13m for wider lanes 
and 1.46m-2.10m for narrow ones in Lane 274 (Research Center of Historic Conservation and Tongji Urban 
Planning and Design Institute (TJUPDI), 2005). Although a few tiny plazas are provided at the gate or the 
joint of two main lanes, these linear spaces are used mainly for social purpose in Shanghai. Differing from 
the western public realm, linear public spaces are for small group gossip rather than large group gatherings. 
Local residents are accustomed to chat, play chess or poker at the corner of two lanes, or along these linear 
spaces. The positive aspect of this urban form, is its ability to make people closer. The older generations of 
Shanghainese generally miss this close community and neighbourhood interaction. Today, these linear spaces 
are still used for public functions. Tables with chairs, western or Chinese style, are served at the corner or 
along the lanes to provide places for eating and communication (See Figure 14-15). 

   
Figure 14 Table service at the 

corner of lanes (by Qian Zhang) 
Figure 15 Symbolic bar seats 

made by Chinese bicycle 
saddles (by Qian Zhang) 

Figure 16 Signage Forest with different 
languages  

(Data Source: by Qian Zhang) 

5.4  Signage Forest 
Going through the Tianzifang, it is easy to be baffled by the variety of signage. They are displayed with 

titles in English, Japanese, simplified Chinese, and traditional Chinese (See Figure 16). Some of them are 
well designed, while some are rough. It is interesting to see a group of partly western people sitting below a 
sign of a traditional Chinese beauty (See Figure 11). They compete with each other individually while the 
group as a whole expresses a symbolic meaning of mixture, openness and diversity. 

6        CRITIQUE AS CONCLUSION 

The transformation of Tianzifang is a story of a bottom-up preservation campaign, demographic change, 
local cultural renaissance, and urban design transformations. In many ways, this process meets the criteria of 
preserving and regenerating historic spaces. It is also successful from an economic perspective. However, 
there was little concern about preventing over-commodification, no democratic process to solve the conflicts 
between different interest groups and no well-organized system for overseas immigration. 
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6.1  Over Commodified? 
The openness policy is in all probability good for fostering the creative industry. However, is it good if 

the area opens totally to all business? Does it have negative influence on the creative milieu if it provides 
excessive commercial functions? There have been approximate 85 retail tenants (52 for food and beverage, 
33 for fashion) in Tianzifang till now, with the noise causing complaints from locals. Furthermore, 
over-commodification will affect the relaxing and artistic atmosphere which is a vital feature of the 
Tianzifang. Lastly, its reputation as a creative industry quarter is threatened if people regard it as a 
commercial or tourism ‘hot spot’. 

6.2  Democratic Planning, How Far? 
Several groups with different interests exist in the Tianzifang, including local residents, the creative 

class, commercial owners, the administrative committee, and outside visitors. The administrative committee 
of 15 members has been established since 1999 under the leadership of Luwan District and Dapuqiao 
Community. The committee acts as a medium between local residents and the creative class or commercial 
owners. They lease state-owned plants to firms and help them rent private-owned spaces which belong to 
local residents. The committee also invites planners and takes care of providing infrastructure. 

The planning of Tianzifang should consider more carefully mediating the conflict of interests among 
different groups, requiring a wide range of public participation while  getting the payment from the 
committee. Planners need to build up close communication with these groups, rather than just imposing their 
professional judgments on the locals. It has been four years since the plan of Tianzifang was made, however, 
the conflict situation between residents and business owners has only deteriorated. 

6.3  Negative Municipal Attitude to Overseas Immigration 
Finally, back to the demographic change issue, it is a fact that many foreigners work in China holding a 

tourism visa. They have to renew visas in Hong Kong before expiration, normally every six months. The first 
reason is that local firms are not willing to provide sponsorship to foreigners because of concerns about risk. 
The second is the negative municipal attitudes to overseas immigration. Legislation regarding working visas 
seems optional. It does not appear to be a serious issue if you do not hold a working visa but are still 
employed. There is also no taxation requirement for foreigners, which is totally depending on their 
conscience. However, it is important to have a positive attitude if we accept their positive influence on the 
country’s history, society, and local culture.  
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ABSTRACT: A New town, in theory, should be fundamentally different from homogenous residential 
suburbanization. The big question we ask in this paper is, therefore: how can an artificially planned new city 
achieve self-sustained social-cultural vitality and real urban quality? We will first give a concise analysis of 
the main top-down planning and strategies that serve for this purpose and then evaluate the actual effects by 
means of interviews and questionnaires. The aim is to understand the city’s urban culture through the angle 
of daily life of local people. Valuable, first-hand opinions and suggestions can be utilized as references for 
future urban transformation in the new town. 

KEYWORDS:  social-cultural vitality; interviews, spatial planning and design, daily activities 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION TO ALMERE  

Almere is a city in the middle of the Netherlands, built on reclaimed land in 1976. Therefore, it is a New 
Town that has been designed from scratch; on the basis of an empty, open field. The city was originally 
planned as a solution for housing shortages in the western provinces of the Netherlands, particularly for the 
city of Amsterdam. [1]  

1.1. Why moving to Almere – interviewee’s opinions  
The most obvious reason for moving to new town Almere is because of the availability of relatively 

cheap and spacious housing, especially single-family housing. The fast increase of Almere’s population has 
proved that the strategy is successful. People indeed choose to come and settle. Except for a student who was 
born in Almere, the rest of our 11 interviewees moved to Almere from elsewhere. Most of them lived in the 
provinces of Noord-Holland or Utrecht before, e.g. from Amsterdam and the Gooi area. A 25 year-old 
immigrant mentioned that, when his family was looking for housing in the Netherlands in the 1980s, they 
considered Amsterdam as “a dark, unsafe and chaotic place”. They preferred new housing and a new urban 
environment; they first lived in Lelystad and moved to Almere in 1990. Another engineering student said 
that she had a long wish to move to Almere, because she felt excited to see the growing process of the new 
city. The atmosphere of people building the city and starting to settle down together is special, especially in 
the case of Haven. Since there are many housing choices in the new city, people are often changing their 
residence within the city; moving to new neighbourhoods. These people are called ‘wijk-hoppers’ 
(‘neighbourhood-jumpers’). The municipality Almere is obliged to provide housing for disabled people. The 
wife of one of the interviewees is disabled and needs, therefore, a house that is adjusted to her needs. They 
moved to Almere because such a house was available quickly, compared to other cities.  

 

2. MAIN PLANNING STRATEGIES 

The Structure Vision of 1961 contained the first sketches of the New Towns Almere and Lelystad; both 
to be build on the man-made province of Flevoland. In 1966, the governmental document 'Tweede Nota over 
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de Ruimtelijke Ordening' (‘Second Memo on Spatial Planning’) recommended housing for half a million 
inhabitants from the Randstad and Gooi conurbations in Flevoland. In a subsequent document in 1975, the 
‘Third Memo’, Almere was further designated as one of ten ‘groeikernen’ ('centres of growth'). [5]  

In the 1970s, western planners no longer believed in the possibility of designing a detailed urban 
structure for the long term. The first concept for Almere was based on a central node, with a maximum of 
100.000 inhabitants, surrounded by smaller nodes. Instead of defining a coherent image for the city, the 
‘Draft Structure Plan for Almere’ (1977) of the ‘Rijksdienst voor de IJsselmeerpolders’, described an urban 
district containing five separate centres of growth. [5] This structure of multiple nodes (Fig.1) is an element 
that has stayed throughout the development of the plans. This structure provides the city with the possibility 
to grow in a flexible way in a green structure. [6] The separate nodes were being designed in order to 
complement each other; each with a different character. There would be one main city centre, but each 
residential area would have its own facilities as well. Differentiation of the nodes would be reached by 
differences in size, character, location, density and perhaps even population. [4] Additionally, this 
polycentric structure gives the different cores the opportunity to create their own identity. This is indeed 
what has happened; Haven is village-like, Stad is urban and Buiten is rural.  

Almere became an individual municipality in 1984. The city’s Mayor of that time, Han Lammers, made 
sure that Almere became one municipality, even though it is constructed of separate districts. [6] 

The areas between the nuclei consist largely of greenery and waterways for recreational 
purposes (Fig.1). These zones penetrate deep into the nuclei, thereby serving as many houses as 
possible. Ring roads are provided to keep through traffic out of the residential areas. The links 
between the nuclei are reserved for public transport and cyclists. [5]  

 

  
Figure 1: Urban and Green/Water Structure of Almere  

2.1. Housing typology 
The city of Almere consists mainly of low-rise buildings. With the British New Towns in mind, the 

designers of Almere decided that this Dutch city would not be developed as an area with high-rise buildings. 
Interestingly, this decision was made in the 1970s; when high-rise was still the main form of residential 
building in the Netherlands. And, in this time, it became obvious in the county that the commonly preferred 
housing typology was low-rise building. The key reasons for choosing for low-rise building were social and 
financial; low-rise provided the living conditions preferred by potential future inhabitants (mainly 
youngsters) and it was to build cheaper as well. [4] 

The housing typology in Almere varies, but terraced housing is dominating; it encompasses 62% of the 
total housing stock. The city has a relatively high percentage of private housing ownership (over 60%), 
compared to the average in the Netherlands (under 54%). The older neighbourhoods of Almere (especially 
Haven) show a higher number of rental houses than the newer areas. [3] 

2.2. Almere Haven 
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Almere Haven is the first node; its construction started in 1977. Haven consists mainly of a multiplicity 
of small, relatively compact and individually designed living areas. As the city lacks natural diversity related 
to time periods, the planners decided that this diversity should be created. Therefore, a strict, systematic 
description of the urban plan was being developed. Foreign designers were invited to make neighbourhood 
plans. Different from other nodes, most of housing clusters in Almere Haven encompass inner yards where 
own facilities can be found.  (Fig. 2) 

Haven is the ‘village’ of the city. This is not only because of its urban design, but also for its peripheral 
location. It is positioned at the southern side of the highway A6 and at the edge of the lake Gooimeer. Also, 
the city district of Haven has no train connection. [4] 

Compared to the common Dutch urban design, Haven has been designed in a very different way. In that 
time (the 1970s), straight, strict lines were accepted as Modernist design; a milestone even though it had its 
problems in use. Contrastingly, Haven was designed with an irregular, quasi organic structure, called Cul-de-
sac. [6] 

A minimum of straight lines was used in the urban design, together with hardly any division of living 
and working. Bus stops, shopping centres and car parking are all on a short distance of the residences. The 
design was based on studies of old cities at the waterside; that atmosphere and cosiness should exist in 
Almere Haven as well. [4]  

The press was the first to start criticizing this new concept, but soon other people took over the 
complaints. Except for the inhabitants of the new neighbourhood; they loved their new city core. The centre 
of Haven is probably still the most popular one in the current city of Almere. [6] However, the centre of 
Haven was never meant to become the main centre of the city. Therefore, this centre is not allowed to grow 
too large. 

 

Figure 2: Structure vision of Almere Haven and Neighbourhood Typology (1977) [7] 

2.3. Almere Stad 
The first tree in the future district of Almere Stad was planted in 1978, while the first families arrived in 

their new homes in 1980. Just like the inhabitants of Almere Haven, the new inhabitants of Stad had to 
contribute to the development of the city; like pioneers. The first inhabitants of Stad were not very content 
with the quality of their homes. There had been a hard pressure on finishing the houses on time, what caused 
failures in the quality. [6]  

This main core of the city of Almere was designed in the middle of the city area on purpose; to 
stimulate an even division of traffic over the city, to limit the average distance for inhabitants and to have a 
strong position in the region. (Fig. 3) 

The houses in this district were designed with a clear front- and backside. The front (the public side) is 
situated at a street or square and the backside (the private side) is provided with a garden. Also, a marginal 
zone was introduced; Oscar Newman’s ‘defensible space’. This is a zone of one meter width, situated at the 
front of the house, providing a small space between public (the city) and private (the house). [4] 
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Figure 3: Structure vision of Almere Stad and Neighbourhood Typology (1977) [7] 

2.4. Almere Buiten 
The first neighbourhood of Almere Buiten was designed in 1982. At that time, the city was growing 

rapidly. This new city district, of which the building started in 1983, is popular among the future inhabitants. 
However, professionals doubt whether Almere should grow this quickly; perhaps the development of Buiten 
is coming too soon. [6] This city district was planned in the north-eastern part of the city, as the train to 
Lelystad was already crossing this area and it was close to both the main centre and the first large business 
district of Almere. (Fig. 4) 

The plan for this district was to create a true ‘outside’ area, with lower densities than Almere Stad, 
much greenery, large gardens and more possibilities for housing ownership. Almere Buiten has developed as 
the ‘green’ node. [4] 

 
 

Figure 4: Structure vision of Almere Buiten and Neighbourhood Typology (1977) [7] 

2.5. City Centre by O.M.A.  
Instead of city a centre, the lake ‘Weerwater’ was designed in the geographical centre of the Almere 

Stad. It is a deliberate signal that Almere is an untraditional city without a real centre. Also, the name of the 
lake refers to the reclaimed land on which the city is build; ‘Weerwater’ can be translated as ‘Water again’.  

In 1997, the municipality of Almere decided that it was time to start the development of a new centre; 
as the city would grow in the coming decades. A program of requirements was being produced. The new 
centre, ‘Stadshart Almere’ (City heart Almere), should become the main core of the whole city. [8] The 
northern part of the centre, above the railway line, would become a business centre. The southern part, 
between the railway and the artificial lake ‘Weerwater’, would become an area of shops, housing, cultural 
facilities and entertainment. (Fig. 5) [9] 
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The key element of O.M.A.’s (Office for Metropolitan Architecture) design is the vertical separation of 
functions. The public facilities and housing are situated at ground level; while basements, parking and 
service entrances are located at a lower level. The ground floor level is lifted above the parking garages that 
are positioned underneath. The design contains two main axes, crossing each other at the highest point. [8] 

The area located near the lake is mainly in use as an entertainment zone; this is where the cultural 
centre, cinema, theatre and cafés are located. The main axes, linking the train station and the lake, are only 
accessible for pedestrians and contain shopping facilities. Cafés and restaurants are concentrated at the 
squares ‘Grote Markt’ and ‘Belfort’.  

Figure 5: Aerial and street views of the new city centre 

2.6. First Image of the City  
Almere is characterized mainly as a residential town. However, it strives to be different than other types 

of suburban development, e.g. VINEX, by creating and promoting urban cultural life in the town. The sub-
centres of Haven and Buiten seem not to serve this purpose enough, according to the interviewees. The 
municipality expects to establish a distinct urban identity by building up the large-scale new city centre. Has 
it become the single most essential element to recognize the town? Or what are the first mental pictures when 
people referring to their own town.  

The result shows that only about a quarter (27%) of the interviewees clearly pinpoint the city centre. 
Two of them are young students, who enjoy the new facilities; the other middle-age person had in mind the 
silhouette of high-rises of the city centre viewing from Weerwater and highway A6. The two interviewees 
who are living in Almere Haven have the strongest impression of their own neighbourhood centre, which 
proves that the urban design of that centre is effective. About 1/3 (37%) said the general feelings, such as 
brand-new, modern, spacious and clear spatial organization are most impressive. About a quarter (27%) 
mentioned the feeling of witnessing the growing and changing of Flevoland Polder. Obviously, panorama 
views of the polder from surrounding open water are memorable. Some also notice other elements, like 
fenced bus lanes running through the city and an art work in public space (e.g. an elephant statue next to the 
highway). And, naturally, some think of their own house (and garden) as a first mental image.  

In conclusion of the interviews, we can see that the city centre is more popular with youngsters. When 
talking about their city, people tend to think of the new town as a whole picture. It means that the special 
way of urban development – all at once from empty land - and the way of spatial organization have become 
trademarks of the town. We can also see that all the cognitive impressions of the city are spatially attached.  

2.7. Character of the City  
About two third (64%) of the interviewees prefer a combination of city-like quality and quiet suburban 

life. In other words, a mild degree of vitality, with activities especially fit for suburban living. The rest prefer 
urban quality, e.g. a bustling city centre and sub-centres, so that they can find activities and facilities in their 
vicinity. All women interviewees and, surprisingly, 3 out of 4 students voted for a combination of both 
qualities. This means that students can find their place in the suburb new town; for example, the engineering 
student is socially active and taking a part-time job in the city. She thinks Almere is turning into a real city 
where she can get everything she needs.  
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People should stop asking Almere to become the same city like Amsterdam; the young artist enjoys 
staying with a group of friends who are commonly interested in making art works in the centre of Almere 
Haven where art is the key element in the urban design. The 52 year-old male from Buiten voted for more 
urban quality, but he added that he is satisfied with his country-side like neighbourhood and peaceful living 
atmosphere. At the same time, the sub-centre of Almere Buiten gives a sense of livelihood. The 57 years old 
male who lives also in Buiten points out that people should be brought together; otherwise there will be too 
much individualism.  

Concluding, we can say that suburban living quality is the unique quality of Almere, but a certain extent 
of urban quality should be integrated.  

2.8. Feedbacks on New Centre  
When further asked about their opinions towards the new city centre, group’s reactions are diverse. On 

the one hand, 9 of 11 of them agree that new urban centre makes Almere a livelier city than before; but more 
than 1/3 of them have strong negative opinions about it. These middle-age interviewees described it to be too 
modern, boring and sterile, exciting outside but invisible inside, appreciated by youth but not by elderly. 
According to them, this opinion is shared by more inhabitants. The couple who lives in Literatuurwijk find 
that the old centre becomes downgraded and emptier and not integrated with the new centre. The facilities 
indeed provide people with more activities: sports, dining, meeting friends, going to the cinema or the casino 
and of course shopping. It is told that the centre is especially busy on Thursday evening because it is the 
premier day of new movies. It is very crowded and even difficult to find a parking space. The father enjoys 
accompanying his daughter to play harp in the new theatre (Kunstlinie). However, people also notice several 
unsatisfied or unpleasant factors in the new centre. For example, the young artist notices the emptiness of the 
main city centre at certain periods of the day. The interviewee who lives near city centre cared about the 
increase of robbery convicted by youth lately. From the first glance, programs are mixed in the centre, but 
how to explain the emptiness? Further observation is needed. Other complaints include no cover for bad 
weather, some steep and slippery part of the ground surface, too formal and lacking of diversity. So far, 
nobody notices downgrading of their own neighbourhood centre.  

To conclude, the new city centre is indeed a positive boost for the urban life of Almere citizens, 
especially among young people. But not everyone likes its modern style, and they miss the cosy atmosphere 
of a traditional city centre. The new centre also brings social nuisance. It has not become a major worry so 
far, but the CCTV system (camera surveillance) all over the new centre shows planners’ concerns.  

 

Figure 6: Separation of different traffic modes 

 

2.9. Opinions on Infrastructure  
The city is designed to be pedestrian/cyclist prioritized (Fig. 6). Besides the main roads, the local street 

networks in each smaller neighbourhood are designed in a Cul-de-sac way. The connections to the main road 
system are limited, not explicitly shown and not directly connected. An interesting phenomenon is shown: 
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for visitors/outsiders it is difficult and confusing to find orientation; but once you get familiar with the 
structure, it is safe and easy to get everywhere, which all the interviewees agree upon. Except for two 
interviewees who live in Haven and Muziekwijk, they consider it is easier to get lost in Almere Haven as the 
roads are curved. Interviewees also have consensus on the convenience and safety of public transport and 
bike routes. Everything seems to be is easily reachable by bike; however, the routes are sometimes 
experienced as boring. The separation of car, bus, bike and pedestrian route makes driving in this city easier 
than in an average city. Car drivers do not experience normal traffic situations that occur on a mixed use 
street. This is the reason that Almere is not qualified for driving license tests. For example, there are no 
crossings with trains in the whole of the province of Flevoland.  

Although the internal traffic network is fine with local inhabitants, they do experience many traffic 
jams; mainly concerning external connections between Almere and the ‘main land’. There are often traffic 
jams on, for example, the highways A6, A1 and A27 and the Buitenhoudse Dreef. There are also complaints 
about the congestions on main roads and bad circulation in city centre. The dull, blocked (by trees) and 
unrecognizable views along the main roads is also a noticeable issue.  

 

3. URBAN CULTURE – URBAN VITALITY  

Almere does not intend to stay merely as a vast residential town. It is eager to reach real urban qualities, 
that is, to allow its inhabitants to have normal urban life as in a traditional city. In fact, the top-down efforts 
have taken effect. 8 out of 11 interviewees agree that Almere is already a lively city; 1 person said it is 
turning into a real city, but not yet; only a middle-age couple who both work outside Almere and dislike the 
city centre consider Almere not lively.  

To specify the reasons why they think it has become a lively city, four of our pre-set answers – 
shopping, indoor cultural and sports activities, and urban design of public spaces and city centre - received 
equal percentages (36%). People tend to appreciate the outdoor recreational activities more (55%), e.g. 
holiday in the nice green and water. And outdoor events like festivals, city events count less for liveliness 
(27%).  

When people settle down with their new home, they naturally go out looking for social cultural and 
leisure activities. One of our key criteria to quantify if the new town is vital is to measure the participation of 
out-of-house activities of local inhabitants. Each of the 11 interviewees was questioned about what kind of 
activities they take part in, the locations, frequencies, and transportation modes. As a result, we not only 
obtained maps of individual daily life patterns (Fig.7), but also statistical results of their preferences (Fig.8).  

 
 

 

Figure 7: individual daily life pattern 
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Figure 8: Preferred outdoor activities in Almere and its surroundings 

 
From the maps we can see that people make use of and fit themselves into the spatial conditions that are 

given to them quite well. Most of their daily activities happen around their homes. They do grocery and daily 
shopping in their local centres; they visit the green park and open space nearest to their house. Many people 
visit the city centre on weekly basis. Activities in far locations take place once every several months. When 
travelling into the city, people prefer to use public transport or bike. But as can be expected, cars are the most 
frequently used transportation tool. It will be more revealing to compare the data from a new town with a 
traditional city to evaluate whether or not the new town has achieved an average stage.  

3.1. Suggestions for Future Development  
Then we come to the core question of the whole research, that is, how to improve the urban vitality in 

new town Almere. It was observed that the interviewees had to think harder and be more creative and 
subjective about the answer than the rest of the questionnaire (Fig. 9).  

 

 

Figure 9: Suggestions for improving urban vitality of Almere 

 
The most wished change from the group of interviewees is to have a cosy city centre and better quality 

public space. The wishes are specified that a cosy centre with greenery, cafe, restaurants, small fun stores 
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and terraces. People also strongly agree on the idea of encouraging more small shops/business and self-
organized activities. They suggested creating more job opportunities in Almere, e.g. lowering the rent for 
small business; high-standard job and educational facilities to attract highly-educated people. The young 
artist emphasized that the municipality should support more cultural events that are initiated by locals. There 
are plenty of top-down organized activities in the city but they tend to be too formal, and not always generate 
interactive communication. Besides, people in Almere Haven seem to be afraid of changes; except for the 
emerging young generation who desire a more urban live style.  

Interestingly, there is less demand for new facilities than expected. Two students mentioned there 
should be more facilities for the youth. Currently, a lot of activities are mainly for the elderly. It makes an 
interesting, paradoxical statement. The older inhabitants consider the new city centre as less interesting for 
them than for young people; while the young think there are fewer activities for them than for the elderly. 
We can conclude that they are both true. There should be more consideration for traditional elements and 
atmosphere in parts of the new centre for the ‘imported’ inhabitants; and more organized or self-organized 
and less-formal, active facilities or events for younger generation.  

Concerning the social composition, only two of the interviewed students agree to have a more mixed 
population with different cultural backgrounds. Most of the people find the current mixture (higher ratio of 
immigrants than in average Dutch cities) not problematic, but have no wish to have more social diversity. 
The same goes for density. Although they would like to see more people on the streets and welcome more 
visitors to their town, no one in the group voted for increasing current housing density as a means to achieve 
that goal.  

 

4. CONCLUSIONS  

As a new town built from scratch, Almere has gradually become a lively city with real urban quality; 
after a little over 30 years of development. Urban planning and design has become the most distinct feature 
and identity of this town. The ‘hardware’, spatial organization, provides conditions for the growth of 
‘software’, social cultural life in the city. People are basically content with the combination of their suburban 
living environment with a certain degree of urban liveliness.  

However, they desire for further improvements of their urban lives, no matter which social groups they 
belong to. The main requirements include integrating traditional urban quality (cosiness), more facilities and 
activities for the youth and encouraging self-initiated social cultural events and small, local businesses. 
People are not only concerned about how to enjoy their environment better, but also wish to see the 
sustainable development of the city.  

In order to achieve social economical development in the future, suggestions are given for the 
municipality to create more jobs and attract more highly-educated people. More than one of them warned 
that attentions should not only be concentrating on new expansions, but maintaining and uplifting the 
existing urban fabric as well as ‘old’ inhabitants. This research provides such an evaluation on urban culture 
in Almere after the build-up of the new city centre. Future recommendation would be to expand the poll of 
interviewees to get sound statistical results; participatory workshops can also be organized to transform ideas 
into spatial terms as the next step of this research.  

 
 

REFERENCES 

[1]  International New Town Institute “New Town Almere”, WWW, n.d. Available at:   
http://www.newtowninstitute.org/cgi-bin/long_info.cgi?id=251 [Accessed 14.04.2009] 

[2]  Gemeente Almere, “Almere: Groen en water”, WWW, n.d. Available at:       
http://www.almere.nl/de_stad/groen_en_water [Accessed 14.04.2009] 

[3] Gemeente Almere, “De Sociale Atlas van Almere”, PDF, 2008. Available at:   
http://www.almere.nl/de_stad/actueel/feiten_en_cijfers/socialeatlas [Accessed 10.07.2009] 

[4] Nawijn, K.E., “Almere: hoe het begon: achtergronden, herinneringen en feiten uit de eerste 
ontwikkelingsjaren van Almere”, Lelystad, Rijksdienst voor de IJsselmeerpolders, 1988. 



 

 

310 

[5]  Almere historical development, “Almere 1977”, WWW, n.d. Available at:      
http://static.nai.nl/regie_e/old/almere1_e.html [accessed: 10/09/2009] 

[6] Canon van Almere, “Planologie”, WWW, Gemeente Almere, 2008. Available at:   
http://www.peradresalmere.nl/canon2/ [Accessed 03.08.2009] 

[7] Rijksdienst voor de IJsselmeerpolders, “Structuurplan Almere”, Lelystad, 1984. 
[8]  Architectenweb, “Stadshart Almere, OMA”, WWW, 2008. Available at:      

http://www.architectenweb.nl/aweb/redactie/redactie_detail.asp?iNID=12722 [Accessed: 14/09/2009] 
[9]  Delta Metropolis, “Almere Centrum 2005”, WWW, n.d. Available at:                        

http://deltametropolis.nl.tripod.com/nl/id23.html [Accessed: 14/09/2009] 
 



 
The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 

 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 
The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

311 

 

ATOMIZING THE URBAN: SOCIAL CHANGE, SINGLE HOUSEHOLDS 
AND SPATIAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN TOKYO 

 
Richard Ronald* 

 
*OTB Research Institute for Housing, Urban and Mobility Studies, Delft University of Technology, The 

Netherlands r.ronald@tudelft.nl 
  
ABSTRACT: In recent decades Japan has undergone some quite radical socio-economic changes after a 
prolonged era of rapid but stable growth. Some fundamental shifts have become increasingly evident in the 
organization of households and progression through life courses, which have become highly fragmented and 
disassociated from the 'standard family careers’ typical of post-war generations. Characteristic of urban life 
has been a decline in family formation featuring increasing numbers of 'never marred' people and single 
households. In Tokyo, single dwellers now make up for as much as 43 per cent of households. As a result of 
intensive rates of urban renewal, this transformation is beginning to take its toll on the urban landscape. This 
paper considers social changes in Japan in terms of an increasing atomization of both space and urban social 
life, with transformations in residential space in Tokyo as a particular focus.      
 
KEYWORDS: housing, single households, atomization, never-marrieds, life course  
 
1   INTRODUCTION 

Japanese post war urbanisation was shaped by the rapid advance of owner-occupied housing 
consumption, which promoted the nuclearization of families and the formation of a largely homogenized 
urban middleclass (Hirayama, 2007). Life-course and household patterns increasingly revolved around 
‘standard’ family formation, a largely predictable housing and occupational ladder, and considerable 
socioeconomic stability. However, the economic recession that Japan entered in the 1990s, following the 
collapse of the ‘bubble economy’, augmented a period of destabilization. This era, now known as the ‘lost 
decade’, instigated a diversification of housing pathways and life-course trajectories. New household and 
urban patterns are following diverse household formations and pathways that have become increasingly 
fragmented and atomized. 

The generations born in the 1970s and 1980s, who entered adulthood during the ‘lost decade’, have 
experienced a fundamentally different and unstable socio-economic environment. Frustrated access and 
differentiated treatment in the labour market along with the destabilization of housing markets have been key 
factors. This group, known as the ‘lost generation’, is following different pathways into adult life, 
demonstrating new sets of values and more variegated and unstable patterns of household formation. The 
outcome has been a sharp increase in single and couple-only households and a marked decline in marriage 
and fertility rates reflecting how the social order and has become increasingly individualized (see Ronald and 
Hirayama, 2009; Mathews and White, 2004).  

In this paper, we explore emerging patterns of individualization among young people in Japan with 
particular reference to shifting socio-economic conditions and the reorganization of dwelling and urban 
space in terms of the home. In Tokyo, single dwellers now make up for as much as 43 percent of households. 
As a result of intensive rates of urban renewal, this transformation is beginning to take its toll on the urban 
landscape. This paper considers social changes in Japan in terms of an increasing atomization of both space 
and urban social life, with transformations in residential space in Tokyo as a particular focus. The first part 
considers traditional household formation, the housing system and urban development in Japan. The second 
addresses social changes that are driving the fragmentation, individualization and atomization of households. 
The last part considers the outcomes on urban space and social life.  
 
2   THE HOUSING SYSTEM 
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In the unprecedented period of industrialization and urbanization between the 1880s and the 1980s, 
during which the ratio of urban population grew from 15 to 80 percent and the economy became the world’s 
second largest, the social and spatial organization of the home was dominated by two forces. On one side 
was the ideal of the pre-modern, ‘traditional’ family, on the other was a more western notion of household 
associated with intimate nuclear families and modern family life (Ueno, 2009). The early modern 
architectural forms and housing system which emerged reflected both (Sand, 2002). Despite spatial changes, 
or perhaps because of them, the house and home remained a symbol of social integrity and continuity, and a 
locus of socialization processes. The domestic ideal however, was increasingly modern and middle-class. 
New gender roles (of homemakers and breadwinners) and domestic practices (such as family meals), 
emerged which provided substance to images of modern Japanese families and homes (Koizumi, 1979).  

The houses that became popular among pre-war urban middle-classes reflected both indigenous and 
western features. Developments in architecture, the growing focus on conjugal family privacy and the rapid 
pace of economic and urban growth increasingly normalised houses as consumable objects. The middle-
corridor house (nakaroka-shiki) became a standard type of middle-class urban housing in the interwar years. 
The internal corridor was important because it separated private, back stage spaces from public, front stage 
ones. Types of living-room-centered houses (ima-shiki) also became popular in which a single large central 
room was the focus of both family activities and receiving guests. Nonetheless, private bedrooms were rare 
and families continued to sleep together or separated only by removable paper walls. While the middle class 
preference was for detached houses with walled gardens and located in ever more suburban areas that 
followed the expansion of railway networks, working class communities formed around nagaya terraced 
housing in central urban areas. These were largely rented, wooden structures and slum conditions were not 
uncommon.  

Following World War Two industrial rebuilding, housing became a focus of government urban and 
social reconstruction. The restructuring of the urban and residential system through the establishment of the 
Japanese Housing Corporation (JHC) and the Government Housing Loan Corporation (GHLC) in the early 
1950s, along with rapid economic growth, promoted the formation of a ‘social mainstream’ orientated 
around the achievement of middleclass identities, family self-reliance and economic productivity (Hirayama, 
2007). The expansion of home ownership was central in this orientation and became a key mechanism by 
which to place and normalise nuclear families around middleclass lifestyles. While GHLC loans provided a 
means for young households to get on the property ladder, the ‘company system’ of employment provided 
income stability for families as well as company rental housing for young employees and company housing 
loans for older ones, which reinforced the formation off an owner-occupier housing ladder. 

The Rent Regulation Ordinance implemented at the end of the war, by discouraging the provision of 
private rental housing, also stimulated an increase in owner-occupied housing construction. A large disparity 
emerged in the physical condition of housing between the owner-occupied sector and the rental sector. It was 
next to impossible, therefore, to obtain a good quality family dwelling in the rental housing market which 
stimulated home purchase preferences. People were encouraged to move from a rental dwelling to an owner-
occupied dwelling and from a condominium to a single-family home with its own land. The subsequent 
aggregation of moves up the ‘housing ladder’ swelled the ‘homeowner society’, and by the end of the 1960s 
urban home ownership rates had settled at over 60 percent compared to 22 percent in 1941 (Hayakawa and 
Ohmoto, 1988).  

A spatial transformation was also involved in the post-war modernisation of families, homes and cities. 
The construction of more modern, concrete multi-family apartment blocks (danchi) by the JHC created 
domestic spaces with individual private bedrooms, which replaced mixed sleeping arrangements, and 
dinning-kitchens (or DKs) with tables and chairs, which replaced more traditional chanoma family rooms. 
The popularity of modern family living spaces (see Waswo, 2002) drove the transformation of 
neighbourhoods and the expansion of suburbs. The construction of new homes reflected a particular image of 
the modern nuclear family, with a breadwinning father and homemaking mother. Long commutes became 
normal with the growing popularity of suburban communities where modern apartments and houses could be 
constructed. DK arrangements gave way to LDK arrangements with the expansion of (L)iving rooms as well 
as numbers of bedrooms.  

The mainstay product of the private construction industry was initially ready-built detached housing. The 
dominant providers were small family businesses who also supplied custom built dwellings for households 
with their own land, seeking to rebuild (scrap and build). As land became more expensive in the 1970s and 
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80s, larger companies, who could take better advantage of factory produced housing components and vertical 
and horizontal networks of subcontractors, advanced. Such companies could offer considerable variety in 
housing design, manufactured, delivered and erected on the customers own land within a few months. By the 
1990s, the number of homes being scrapped and rebuilt on site using customised construction techniques 
accounted for 75 percent of new-build detached housing (Oizumi, 2007). By the 2000s eight major housing 
companies dominated production, each providing a broad product range including up to 300 hundred 
adaptable house designs, utilising advanced prefabrication as well as concrete, steel and wood components . 

As in other countries, sharp and prolonged periods of house price increases promoted the production and 
exchange of housing properties as market goods. The sharp economic downturn in the 1990s revealed key 
differences in Japanese housing construction and consumption practices. Speculative investment was a 
feature of housing markets in the 1970s and 80s, with house prices driven by land price increases. As 
Japanese housing requires expensive maintenance and a cycle of rebuilding in order to maintain quality 
standards, housing units have functioned as consumption rather than investment goods. Since the 1990s 
housing values have hung on the age and quality of the built unit, which declines rapidly: new-built houses 
are typically worth less than they cost to construct within 20 years and normally require to be completely 
rebuilt within 30 or 40. There has thus been a significant differentiation between types of housing, especially 
between new and old, detached houses and condominiums, in price declines. In 2007, the ‘200-Year Home 
programme’ was initiated by the government in order to promote the construction of more durable housing. 
So far, measures are limited and are unlikely to advance the average life-span within the Japanese housing 
stock considerably.   

Since the 1970s, has been a decline in detached housing output in favour of condominium production. 
The first high rise construction became possible after 1965 with the repeal of restrictions on building heights 
to 31 meters. As high rise neighbourhoods then proved problematic to construct in established urban areas, 
mostly smaller scale private sector rental apartments, or manshon, were built. In the 1960s and 70s 
legislative changes made manshon condominium purchases viable for families who couldn’t afford a house 
on its own land. In the 1970s manshon output increased 10 fold in urban centres and values began to balloon. 
In the post-bubble 1990s, prices declined considerably especially for used condominiums. Production of new 
apartment dwellings, however, has advanced even more rapidly. Figures one and two illustrate the growing 
proportion of apartments and high rise dwellings. A particular factor has been planning deregulation and 
intensified promotion of housing construction associated with ‘urban renaissance’ policies in the 1990s 
(Igarashi and Ogawa, 2003). The provision of tower condominiums in particular, encouraged housing market 
hotspots and renewed desire for city centre living. Urban housing has entered a new era characterised by 
taller apartment buildings and more compact urban dwellings.  
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Figure 1: Transformation in types of apartment buildings in Japan 

Source: MLIT various years 
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Figure 2: The changing constitution of the housing stock in Japan 

Source: MLIT various years 
 

Two factors have become central in reshaping of homes and housing conditions. Firstly, the rate of 
renewal in the Japanese built environment continues to be exceptional. At the beginning of the 2000s, more 
than half of urban buildings were less than 20 years old. Secondly, there has been a notable decline in family 
formation with increases in smaller and older households. The ratio of single and couple-only households 
increased from 21.8 percent in 1970 to 49.1 percent in 2005. With such a rapid rate of renewal in the built 
environment, urban and domestic landscapes are adapting quickly to changes in families and lifestyles 
involving much more atomized and fragmented households and domestic spaces. 
 
3   SOCIAL TRANSFORMATIONS 

Behind the transformation in households have been the drastic socioeconomic changes that followed the 
bursting of the economic bubble in 1989. By 1990, driven by over-inflation in land and stock values, the 
bubble reached its limits and subsequently burst. The following ‘lost decade’, as it has become known, began 
with a sharp decline in economic values followed by a sustained recession. The stock market shed more than 
80 percent of its value between 1989 and 2003, while housing properties lost between 40 and 50 percent of 
their value. Owner-occupiers consequently experienced major capital losses, which fundamentally 
undermined the asset base of household security. The corporate sector was also thrown into disarray as the 
scale of post-bubble losses became evident, which undermined lifelong employment practices. Families thus 
not only faced harsh new economic realities, but also a new social context where the certainties of the 
Japanese system began to unravel. Inevitably, the integrity in the standard family system was undermined. 
This decade forged new patterns of relationships between families, companies and society with households 
adopting new, more fragmented and atomized shapes and following less predictable pathways. 

Once owner-occupied housing began generating capital losses, the number of homeowners trapped in 
negative equity ballooned along with increases in mortgage defaults. The timing of entry into the owner-
occupied housing market became crucial in determining household economic fortunes. In terms of asset 
accumulation and mortgage burdens, a sharp contrast developed between cohorts who entered the home 
ownership market before the bubble and those who purchased during or after the height of the bubble (see 
Hirayama and Ronald, 2007b). Older people who bought their homes earlier and paid off their loans retained 
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considerable housing equity. Younger homeowners, on the other hand, found themselves in expensive 
properties with little expectation of capital gains.  

Currently, even though housing values dropped, buying a home still requires taking on substantial debt, 
while job security and seniority based wage increases, necessary for servicing a mortgage debt have also 
been undermined. Consequently, there has been substantial divergence between young and old in rates of 
home ownership, which fall sharply among the young. In 1978 over a quarter of those aged 25-29, and nearly 
half of those aged between 30 and 34, were homeowners. By 1998 this had dropped to one in eight for the 
former group and around one in five for the latter, whilst the overall level of home ownership (which was 
expected to expand) stayed about the same. Many young people have evidently become frustrated with the 
housing situation and more cautious about becoming an owner-occupier. Market entry is increasingly being 
delayed in the lifecycle or avoided, even among those who are better-off or in more secure positions.  
 
Family and Household Shifts 

Along with the impact of the long term recession and transformations in the housing system, household 
formation and life-courses have rapidly diversified in recent years. Specifically, rising marriage ages, falling 
fertility rates and increasing longevity have become characteristic, and have begun to strongly influence 
intimate relationships and the organisation of the home. The propensity is for increasing numbers of single 
households and couple-only households without children. According to the Population Census, the 
proportion of nuclear households (married couple and children) dropped below 30 percent in 2005, while the 
number of single and couple-only households has almost doubled since 1980 and now account for half of all 
households. 
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Figure Three: The changing constitution of households 

Source: Population Census 
 

As generations of Japanese have developed an expectation of buying a home as a necessary step in 
starting a family, problems in the housing system appear associated with delays in family formation. Mulder 
(2005) argues that societies with a strong home ownership norm combined with low accessibility to owner-
occupied housing impose greater restrictions on couples in forming marital or non-marital partnerships, in 
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bearing children, or even just moving out of the parental home. The central issue is accessing housing that a 
couple considers necessary for starting a family.  

In many societies a plentiful supply of good rental housing stock at affordable rates provides a means for 
couples to form their own household away from the family home, as well as the stability necessary for 
childrearing. Despite Japan’s considerable stock of rental housing (around 39 percent), the structure of the 
rental sector impedes rather than enhances family formation. Firstly, the size and quality of rental housing is 
largely inferior to owner-occupied housing. Owner-occupied homes have an average floor-space of 124m² 
per unit, whereas rental homes have 46.3m² (in 2003). This compares to a respective ratio of 124m² and 76m² 
in Germany (1998), 114m² and 76m² in France (1996) and 95m² and 75m² in Britain (2001) (Oi et al, 2007). 
The large majority of rental housing in Japan is constituted of small units designed for single or couple-only 
occupancy (see figure 6). There are few units suitable for families and consequently a rather low turnover in 
this type of accommodation. There is and estimated shortfall of 2.5 million units of suitable family rental 
housing (with 50m² or more of floor-space for a two-person household) in the major cities (MLIT, 2007). 
Although public rental housing, which constitutes less than seven percent of all housing, provides some 
housing suitable for families, it is largely residualised and stigmatised.  

Younger people appear to be increasingly delaying or avoiding marriage and consequently the formation 
of independent households. The proportion of still-unmarried people in their early thirties has almost doubled 
since 1980 (see Hirayama and Ronald, 2007). Critically, there is evidence of a significant shift in attitudes 
towards marriage, with a substantial decline in the consensus around the inevitability of marriage and having 
children (see NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute, 2004). Moreover, while in many western 
societies cohabitation of non-married couples is common, in Japan it is relatively rare (around 2 percent), 
although attitudes are changing. Female headed, single parent families are also relatively uncommon and 
only constitute four percent of all households with children.  

The demographic distribution of the Japanese population has become increasingly distorted since the 
‘lost decade’ which has further exacerbated conditions for younger people. Fertility has become a central 
issue in Japan’s aging society. Fertility rates peaked in 1947 with 4.3 children born on average to every 
woman. In 2004 this figure had dropped to 1.29. The proportion of working to dependant population has thus 
grown consistently, and more than 20 percent of the population is now over 65. A fundamental imbalance 
has developed between the old and young, as while post-war generations had stable jobs during a period of 
consistent economic improvement, and were able to build considerable owner-occupied property assets, 
post-bubble generations have experienced a primarily unstable labour market, volatile economic conditions 
and limited access to secure independent family housing. Essentially, the restructuring of the lost decade has 
detached young people from the established routes into family formation and home purchase. 
 
The Decline of Company Society and Economic Security 

The organisation of employment and economic security in post-war Japanese society primarily revolved 
around ‘company society’. Most corporations adopted a lifelong employment and seniority system for wages 
and promotion, forming a model of ‘company as a family’, which enabled employees to assume a steady 
increase in income and substantial financial stability. Company employment, especially with larger 
corporations with the largest benefits, has long been central to aspirations and life-plans of young people and 
provided a route into the middleclass, social mainstream. The ‘lost decade’ however, fundamentally 
weakened company society resulting in substantial casualization of the labour market. In context of post-
bubble losses and an increasingly competitive business environment, the labour market has been reoriented 
towards short-term contracts and part-time workers. While the government once protected employment 
security, since the 1990s it has begun to support labour market casualization in response to corporate 
pressure. The first wave of corporate restructuring took place in 1997 and 1999 signifying an end to the 
policy that ‘whatever happens, corporations will maintain their employees jobs’ (Yamada, 2002, p 128). 
Along with the decline in the ‘company as a family’ model, many corporations have unloaded employee-
housing and discontinued housing loan schemes and employee benefit programmes.  

It was primarily those in their 20s who were pushed out of the lifelong employment system. Among 
Japanese workers, the average rate of casual and part-time (non-regular) employees rose from 15.8 to 30.6 
percent between 1982 and 2006. During the same period, the rate of non-regular employees aged 20-24 
increased sharply from 11.4 to 41.2 percent. The casualization of employment and the erosion of economic 
status has also been related in Japan to unmarried rates. A 2002 Survey showed that the unmarried rate of 
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men in regular employment aged 30-34 was 41 percent, while for those in non-regular employment it was 70 
percent (MHLW, 2006). For Genda (2001) corporate restructuring has fundamentally eroded the conditions 
and opportunities of new company recruits (p 57).  
 
The ‘Freeter’ Generation 

With the decline in regular employment opportunities in the youth labour market a new category of 
worker and correspondent lifestyle has emerged. A freeter (or furiitaa) is a non-regular worker aged 15-34. 
They work in casual positions and follow irregular life-courses. Their failure, or refusal, to enter a regular 
employment may undermine their ability to support a family for life. The emergence of freeters, along with 
their unemployed counterparts, NEETs (Not in Employment, Education or Training), have been treated as a 
social problem. According to Labour Force Surveys, the number of freeters increased from 0.5 million in 
1982 to 1.01 million in 1992, and 2.17 million in 2003, though it declined slightly in 2005 to 2.01 million. 
The number of NEET aged 15-34 rose from 440,000 in 2000 to 640,000 in 2005 (MHLW, 2006). 

The term dokushin kizoku, appeared in the 1980s to describe urban unmarried people who purchase 
luxury goods, travel, and generally enjoy a culture of dependence on their parent’s wealth. In the 1990s, the 
‘selfish life of singles’, particularly women, became associated with the ‘problems’ of belayed marriage and 
declining birth rates (Nakano and Wagatsuma, 2004). Unmarried women over 30 without children have 
consequently been labeled makeinu, or loser dogs (Sakai, 2003). In reality, many young unmarried women 
enjoy little freedom and live lives dictated by the will of their parents (Haruka, 2002), and have economically 
restrained choices. 

For Tsuya (2000) women have become increasingly frustrated by the limitations of the breadwinner 
family model, with delayed marriage reflecting the growing ability of women to control their own lives 
through improved education and employment opportunities (p 319). Indeed, growth in female employment 
has been part of post-bubble corporate restructuring. However, increased female participation has neither 
enhanced equality nor security. Japanese working women only make 66.8 percent of the wages of employed 
men, on average, and more that 40 percent are part timers without company benefits (MHLW, 2003).  

Ochiai (1994) suggests that as economic growth has slowed, young people have been increasingly 
unable to imitate their parent’s marital choices. In the postwar period women’s middleclass status was 
achieved by making a ‘good marriage’ to a man in a regular salaried job. More recently, shifts in 
expectations of marriage have accompanied the decline in the security of marriage as a path to middleclass 
status and living conditions. Nakano and Wagatsuma (2004) identify a significant shift in expectations 
between generations. Young women have much more freedom and family support than their mother’s 
generation, but also face more insecurity. Their mothers’ generation had reason to expect that their lives 
would improve materially along with rapid economic growth. However, married life no longer promises a 
means of material security while the labour market also holds risks.   
 
 
4   NEW HOUSING TRAJECTORIES AND URBAN FORMS 

Combined with breakdowns in the housing-ladder and family formation, the erosion of employment 
pathways has re-orientated many younger people in terms of networks of security and inclusion, and life-
courses. A radical transformation is occurring in the meaning and shape of home for new generations. This is 
beginning to reshape urban environments around more atomised forms, in turn reinforcing the proliferation 
of single person dwellings and fragmented households.  
 
Parasite Singles 

Yamada’s 1999 book coined the phrase ‘parasite single’ to describe adult children living indefinitely in 
their parent’s home. Between 1980 and 2005, the rate of ‘parasite singles’ increased from 23.9 to 42.6 
percent for those aged 25-29, and 7.6 to 24 percent for those aged 30-34 . Some 60 percent of freeter live 
with their parents and the instability in employment pathways, which has accelerated the increase in freeters 
and NEETs, can be considered a central factor in the increase in parasite singles. Parasite single behaviour 
has functioned as a buffer against a decline in social stability. Nevertheless, the growth in numbers has 
arguably been facilitated by Japanese practices of family reciprocity. Due to the sustained promotion of 
home ownership, the current generation of parent’s of adult children have largely acquired spacious homes 
and built-up assets and savings, which enable the younger generation to live with them as a ‘parasite’. It is 
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likely that ‘parasite singles’ expect a decline in the quality of life should they become independent or get 
married. 

In light of the prolonged recession and the reorganization of the labour market, it is reasonable to regard 
‘parasite single’ behaviour as economically rational as much as a cultural phenomenon (see Hirayama and 
Ronald, 2007b). Due to the instability of the economy and frustrations over employment conditions, many 
young people have no choice but to live in their parents’ home.  

Social and physical arrangements in Japanese homes themselves are also conducive to ‘parasite single’ 
lifestyles, and facilitate substantial independence and privacy within family space. The increase in the 
number of independent rooms is a feature of modern housing and some units even include multiple entrances, 
with the main family, co-habiting grandparents and adult children accessing their own spaces within the 
home separately. Daniels’ (2001) identifies the contrast in Japanese homes between discourses on shared 
family space and the separation between the lives and personal projects of those who inhabit them. Although 
much is made of family interaction and household harmony in relation to more competitive relationships 
outside the home, family members largely follow their own routines and interests. The rooms used by each 
household member to relax are strongly differentiated with TVs in different rooms, with the father in control 
of the main set in the living room. For Suzuki (2001) the advancement of media technology and specifically 
mobile phones has erased family spaces and convivial gatherings in favour of more dynamic, atomised 
spaces. Gender and generational differences are central to differentiated activities within, and orientations 
toward the home. Young singles are thus able to pursue more individualistic lives without having to establish 
their own separate household. Internally, therefore spaces within detached family homes have become 
fragmented, and reflect social atomisation underway in society at large.  
 
1K’ers and Single Renters 

Apartment units in Japan are normally described in terms of numbers of rooms plus kitchens, dinning 
rooms and living rooms (e.g. 3LDK). The smallest type of unit is the 1K, or even the 1, which is constituted 
of a tiny floor-area of sometimes less than 20m² with, usually, a self-contained, pre-fabricated bathroom and 
simple cooking facilities for one. With the growth of single-person and couple-only households the 
construction and take-up of smaller rental units in mansion-apartment developments has advanced, especially 
in central urban areas. The number of such sized units now accounts for more than 40 percent of rented 
housing in Tokyo (see Figure 6). 1K units are particularly designed to cater for the emerging market of one-
person households. While small studio apartments are found across the world, the Japanese 1K is arguably 
more individualized and isolated. The principle is to provide within the smallest possible living unit the 
facilities required for complete self-sufficiency. Hinokidani (2007) thus observes that ‘it seems that lifestyles 
have been progressing along with the individualization of living units… Living in such a small dwelling 
without shared facilities adds to the increasing sensitivity to privacy and autonomy of individual life among 
urban residents’ (p 118). 

The architectural inspiration for these super-compact living units originates with the Metabolism 
movement of the 1970s. The urban dweller in their self-contained capsule was to be liberated from the 
family and set free across the city. In reality the growing provision of one-room units has been largely a 
response to the market demand for privacy and individual living. It also tends to attract those on low-
incomes and rent levels have adjusted accordingly. For Suzuki (2001) this kind of residential living has been 
made possible by the development (specifically in Tokyo) of a comprehensive and sympathetic infrastructure.  
 

Convenience stores (conbini) stock all kinds of groceries, alcohol and other beverages, underwear, 
sundry goods and books. They even provide facilities for paying bills. Thanks to conbini, one-room 
mansion dwellers have no need to cook a meal or launder their underwear. They are sophisticated 
consumers who do not require a living room, dinning table or kitchen. The infrastructure dispenses 
with the necessity for family or local community (p 25). 

  
It has been argued that while residential living has been fragmented and atomized, family bonds remain. 

Psychological relations are argued to be more important than the spatial ones in the consolidation of family 
ties, and the presumption that home is a place exclusively for communal family life has progressively lost its 
salience (Kim and Omi, 1994). The scattered residential practices of families that were once encouraged by 
company secondment practices in Japan (tanshin-funin), where husbands and fathers would be sent to distant 
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company branch offices for years at a time, have been considered in terms of ‘network living’ as family 
members kept intimate mutual interrelations while living separately. This may possibly be the case for young 
singles in one-room apartments, and there may be some reconciliation occurring between individual living 
and the dominant family norm.  
 
Internet Café Refugees 

A recent phenomenon in Japan is a new form of homelessness. The rapid rise in homelessness in the lost 
decade was characterised by middle-aged homelessness among single men employed as day-labourers (see 
Iwata, 2007), who, without families to fallback on, were the first major casualties of the recession. However, 
homelessness in Japanese cities has more recently expanded among different social groups. The new breed 
of homeless frequent 24-hour internet cafés where they can cheaply access basic washing facilities, hot 
drinks and snacks, electronic media, and also snatch some sleep in the warmth. They have become branded 
Net-Café-nanmin (Net-Café-refugees), although a category that sleeps in all-night fast-food restaurants has 
also been labelled Mac-nanmin. These nanmin are made up from different age groups but are 
characteristically younger. The government has announced its intention to investigate this phenomenon, but 
there are already estimations of more than 5000 homeless nanmin in Japan (Japan Today, 2007).  
 
Condominium Climbers 

Rented one-room apartments are the main option for young unmarried people on leaving the parental 
home. Between 1983 and 2003 the number of independent households aged 25-29 renting in the private 
sector increased from 53 to 71 percent, while for those aged 30-35 the increase was from 33.5 to 55 percent. 
The number of homeowners among under-30s halved over the same period and decreased by around a third 
among 30-35 year olds. Nevertheless, many younger people, despite increasing economic adversity, have 
maintained established pathways into regular employment and home ownership although there is evidence 
that household patterns and housing preferences have shifted somewhat in response to changing conditions.  

A particular feature in cities has been an intensified fragmentation of residential space. Since the mid-
2000s housing prices have recovered, but primarily in the ‘hot-spots’ of central urban areas, while property 
demand in the distant suburbs has continued to stagnate (Hirayama, 2005). Whereas in the 1970s and 1980s 
suburban houses were often the preference for younger owner-occupier households, since the late-1990s 
there has been an upturn in the population of city centres and the condominium sector has seen the strongest 
growth. There has been a particular expansion of high rise condominium towers of 20 floors or more (see 
Hirayama, 2005). This has also been facilitated by the sponsorship of ‘urban renaissance’ policy since the 
late 1990s, with the aim of stimulating economic recovery. A series of measures promoting housing 
construction, urban redevelopment and the deregulation of urban planning have been put into practice 
(Igarashi and Ogawa, 2003). A feature of tower condominium developments is their segregating impact. 
High rise residential units are relatively new in urban Japan and normally form gated enclaves with self-
sufficient facilities. They thus tend to enhance separation between atomized households. 

While construction used to target ‘standard’ nuclear families, there has been a growing trend among 
developers to provide more diverse housing types, particularly for singles and couples (see Hirayama, 2005). 
One type which has proliferated is the compact condominium unit with just 30-50 m² of floor space. Another 
type is a SOHO (Small Office Home Office), combining a small office and living space. The proliferation of 
smaller housing units for smaller households is more noticeable in the central city areas. A survey of 
condominium buyers in the Tokyo metropolitan area revealed a propensity for single people rather than 
nuclear households to purchase homes in the central ward-districts than in other areas. The respective ratios 
of singles and nuclear households were 22 percent and 34 percent in the ward-districts, and 9 percent and 51 
percent in other, less central areas (Recruit, Co., Ltd., 2005). Increasing numbers of unmarried women are 
also influencing the urban condominium market with a particular concentration in central city locations 
(Matsumoto, 1998). 
 
5   CONCLUSIONS 

Arguably, the changing practices and preferences of young urban homeowners reflect changing 
opportunities and expectations following the restructuring of lost decade. There appears a fundamental shift 
from the standard family housing pathways of the past and a significant atomisation and individualisation of 
households, both socially and spatially. There has been a notable impact on urban life and residential urban 
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environments, with a growing concentration of smaller households in compact apartment units dwelling in 
the city, separated from the communities surrounding them. The shifting structures of employment, family 
formation and urban living may well be enhancing the ability of young singles to atomise and centralise in 
the metropolitan centre, as well as pulling them towards it. 

The Japanese urban environment is responding rapidly to change, as can be witnessed in the swift 
expansion of tower condominiums in central urban districts since the mid 1990s. The demand for small 
rental units is also considerable and is rising as more and more young people, who tend to accumulate 
towards the urban hub, become excluded from regular company employment and subsequently the owner-
occupied housing system. If current trends in single living continue, while rates of childless urban couples 
advance, it is likely that the construction sector will enhance further their initiatives in compact apartment 
construction. This provides somewhat of a conundrum for the state which has encouraged a liberal urban 
residential planning regime through zoning legislation and urban renaissance policies at the same time as it 
has sought to enhance the family home ownership base. The former has led to increasing amounts of small 
units inappropriate to rearing children while the expansion of the owner-occupied family housing sector has 
been in reverse.  
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ABSTRACT:Housing associations in The Netherlands have participated in a more general trend in society 
to increase the freedom of choice for customers. This has however not meant that house seekers experience 
they have had a choice when they moved to a (social housing) dwelling. There is a lot going for the argument 
that experiencing little choice relates to dissatisfaction with the residential situation of an individual. This is 
problematic when house seekers with little choice concentrate in (often poor) neighbourhoods that have 
experienced a rapid change in population and deteriorating living circumstances. The liveability of these 
areas is at stake as dissatisfied residents are prone to feel less responsible for the way the neighbourhood 
develops. Housing associations should therefore not only increase the ‘negative freedom’ of choice for 
customers in social housing, by expanding the range of dwellings customers can choose from, but make a 
better effort in stressing the positive dimension of freedom by allowing more customers to effectively make 
use of the range of dwellings on offer. 
 
KEYWORDS: freedom of choice, neighbourhood appreciation, social housing, housing associations, The 
Netherlands 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

One of neo-liberalism’s defining aspects, more freedom of choice for consumers, has spread widely 
across many sectors of society from the 1990s onwards. In education, health care and energy supply clients 
have turned into assertive consumers who are able to choose how they want their services to be delivered. 
Housing associations in The Netherlands have been adept followers of this trend. Predominantly, contracts 
for social housing are nowadays no longer simply asigned to house seekers, but allocated according to 
preferences for specific dwellings, which has strongly increased the freedom of choice of social housing 
customers. Many have applauded this as a great achievement. Sceptics however point at what Hugo Priemus 
called ‘the iron law of the housing market’: those with lowest incomes at their disposal will always end up in 
the least popular dwellings. This sorting mechanism is based on the unequal distribution of social housing 
over neighbourhoods, as in many cities the least popular dwellings are concentrated in the most badly 
reputed neighbourhoods. This reduces the number of neighbourhoods that house seekers on low incomes can 
choose from and increases the chance that they end up in a neighbourhood where do not want to live and 
settle out of negative motives, despite the increased freedom of choice they are supposed to enjoy. The 
difference between how these customers define their housing ambitions and how they end up can lead to a 
negative appreciation of the neighbourhood (cf. Glaser, Parker & Li 2003). For people on low incomes this 
can be an extra burden, as they make much use of the neighbourhood in their daily lifes (Logan & Spitze 
1994). If many residents experience the neighbourhood negatively this might moreover affect their 
propensity to take care of the neighbourhood and feel responsible for its liveability. This paper investigates 
this claim by asking to what extent customers in social housing have freedom of choice, how this affects the 
way they appreciate their neighbourhood, and how this in turn might impact on the degree to which people 
contribute to the liveability of their residential area.  
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POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE FREEDOM OF CHOICE 
 
More choice is good for every individual and boosts economic growth. This neo-liberal slogan has been 
applied in many areas of modern life, also in social housing - or more properly maybe - the market of social 
housing. Housing associations attach great importance to offering their customers maximum degrees of 
choice with regard to their housing choice. It is not always clear however what exactly housing associations 
mean with freedom of choice. “Freedom seems easier to die for than to define”, the philosopher Langerak 
once claimed (cited in Blokland, 1991, p. 54). The distinction between positive and negative freedom, by 
Berlin and elaborated upon by Blokland (1991), is useful for the purpose of this paper (see also Reinders & 
Klaufus, 2007).  
 The negative conceptualization of freedom refers to the private domain where the individual can do 
whatever he or she likes, without interference from outside. This is the more popular meaning of freedom 
that we encounter in many popular debates. With regard to social housing however, the positive 
conceptualization of freedom referring to the possibilities to actually make use of the alternatives on offer, is 
of more importance. According to Berlin, freedom should be about the actual alternatives available, not if 
these alternatives are used. He who has many alternatives to choose from is a free man (Blokland, 1991, 
p.30/31). Taylor (1979) on the other hand connects freedom to the degree of autonomy and self-realisation of 
people. It is clear he stresses positive freedom: someone is free if he or she can actively shape the course of 
his or her life. The availability of alternatives alone does not suffice, one has to be active to be free.  
 Putting the positive-negative distinction into practice means to be faced with a so-called 
emancipation dilemma (Blokland, 1991). One dimension of this dilemma is the subtle balance that must be 
struck between the privacy of the private domain on the one hand and the wish to empower those who 
inhabit that domain to take the course of their lives in their own hands on the other. The second dimension 
refers to the need to weigh individual preferences of customers against collective goals. As we will see 
below, this dilemma surfaces in the system of allocating housing based on freedom of choice for customers.  
 There are important political reasons for housing associations to increase freedom of choice among 
their customers: responsibilities for the liveability of residential areas are diffused. Citizens who make their 
own choices are also - at least partly - responsible for the outcomes of those choices. Customers of housing 
associations are expected to feel more responsible for the liveability of the area they live in when they have 
been able to make a conscious choice to settle there. Currently, the space for customers to make choices in 
social housing is limited by policies and rules set by housing associations and local governments. These 
policies and rules are the result of a decision making process in which the importance of offering customers a 
certain degree of negative freedom is weighed against the interest of those who – in the name of social 
justice – should be protected and given more freedom, like people on low incomes (cf. Blokland, 1991, p. 
39).  
 
HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS AND FREEDOM OF CHOICE 
 

While they weigh the pros and cons of a residential move against each other, the freedom of choice 
of individual house seekers is highly conditional on powers beyond their reach, as they can hardly influence 
both housing stock, its price levels, allocation procedures and contracts with housing associations. The 
current dominant model of housing allocation, the ‘choice based’ or ‘advert’ model  (a.k.a. the ‘Delft’ 
model), transfers a certain degree of choice to housing seekers, because they can indicate themselves which 
dwelling they would prefer to move into (if the dwelling suits their household size, income etc.). Compared 
to its predecessor, the ‘distribution’ model, house seekers can exert more control over their housing choice 
(cf. Van Daalen & Van der Land, 2008). By offering their customers more choice, housing asscociations 
hope to achieve a more efficient allocation of housing and more customer satisfaction. The advertmodel has 
certainly sorted positive effects on freedom of choice for customers in social housing. By selecting a 
preferred dwelling the house seeker is in theory enabled to determine his or her place to live, whereas the 
distribution model only offered a wide range of dwellings - be it hidden from the customer - and no choice 
with regard to the actual dwelling. 
 The advert-model as put into practice also has several disadvantages however. One is that currently 
so many alterations have been made to the original model - in order to protect certain groups of customers -  
that the system has lost transparency and become increasingly difficult to manage. Another major 
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disadvantage is that the model has ‘eaten itself up’: so many people have subscribed to the system 
anticipating for a future need that waiting lists have expanded enormously and the number of people who 
reject an offered dwelling has increased (because they do not have an immediate need). In reaction to these 
systematic difficulties housing associations have started experiments with new ways to allocate social 
housing and implemented new rules and procedures.  
 An example of creating more (negative) freedom of choice is to expand the number of available 
dwellings by opening up a regional housing market and abolishing rules stating that those who seek a house 
in a certain locality should also be economically tied to that place. In other experiments, selection criteria 
with regard to applicants for a dwelling, like income, household size or age were abolished (e.g. the KAN 
eperiment in the Arnhem-Nijmegen region, the Overvecht experiment in Utrecht). Although this experiment 
increased the supply of dwellings on offer, it decreased the freedom of choice among the low income groups 
for whom the earlier, abolished system offered some protection (see for an overview of experiments Van 
Daalen & Van der Land, 2008 and www.kei-centrum.nl for an overview). A growing number of housing 
associations has also implemented other experiments - apart from the housing allocation system - e.g.  
enabling customers to choose between renting or buying a social dwelling, offering different rent levels 
according to income level, dividing dwelling contracts into a contract for the interior (bought by the 
customer) and the exterior (that stays with the housing association) or dividing land and dwelling, or varying 
in price levels and other conditions.  
 These experiments and alterations all have to deal with paradox inherent to freedom of choice (Van 
Daalen, Van der Laan Bouma-Doff & Van der Land, 2007). Housing association must manoeuvre very 
carefully between empowering (by promoting that customers make more conscious choices) and patronizing 
their customers. Some housing associations offer more negative freedom of choice to their customers by 
abolishing restrictions (e.g. the KAN experiment), while others decrease negative freedom of choice, but 
stimulate positive freedom. An example of the latter are housing associations who make a careful lifestyle 
match between characteristics of house seekers and the social climate of residential environments where 
house seekers can apply for a dwelling (the ‘POL model’ as applied in the city of Dordrecht). Increasing the 
negative freedom of choice supposes that house seekers know what they want, what to expect when they 
settle in a dwelling and - automatically - in a neighbourhood, and that they will make use of the extra 
possibilities offered to them. By decreasing negative freedom and increasing positive freedom, housing 
associations are supposed to know what is good for the customer. The POL model e.g. is legitimated by 
referring to a pseudo-scientific method of determining the lifestyle of individuals.1  
  
FREEDOM OF CHOICE AND RESIDENTIAL SATISFACTION 
 

There is a large body of literature on both residential satisfaction and housing choice, but the 
association between them has not been thoroughly examined, with some exceptions like a study conducted 
by Srebnik et al. (1995) on experienced housing choice of mentally ill residents. Sometimes residential 
satisfaction is used as an indicator for a voluntary housing choice (see Glaser, Parker and Li (2003). 
However, freedom of choice and residential satisfaction are not exchangeable concepts and a limited degree 
of choice is certainly not always associated with residential dissatisfaction (Van der Land et al., 2004).  
 This paper deals with the way freedom of housing choice is experienced by customers in social 
housing. Research on the housing choices that people make and how they are sorted into the housing market 
traditionally focuses on the role of housing preferences, opportunities/resources and constraints. On the 
individual level important factors in this regard are demographic features such as age, household 
composition and household financial resources (e.g. Mulder; 1996; Clark & Dieleman, 1996). However, 
housing choice is also the outcome of macro-level factors constituted by the housing market, such as the 
geographical distribution of dwellings and allocation rules for social rented dwellings (Clark & Dieleman, 
1996; Clapham & Kintrea, 1984; Kullberg, 2002). Mulder & Hooimeijer (1999) conceptualized both micro 

                                                
1 Housing associations using the POL-model concentrate people whose behaviours are thought to fit well 
together into particular streets or buildings, leaving the customer no choice other than to accept a dwelling 
earmarked for a particular lifestyle. The company responsible for determining lifestyles does not provide 
transparancy in the method and database they use, but claim they base their method on scientific insights. 
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and macro factors in their model to predict residents’ propensity to move. We modified their model and 
added the concepts of housing choice and residential satisfaction (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Conceptual model of housing choice and residential satisfaction 
 

The model shows that housing choices start with preferences of households as outcomes of their 
individual life-careers (Mulder and Hooimeijer, 1999). However, in order to explain housing choices, not 
only preferences are important but also the intervening freedom of choice households possess to realize their 
preferences, constituted by resources and constraints on the individual level. Financial resources are e.g. 
important in taking in a position on the housing market, but almost equally important are cognitive resources, 
political resources, social resources and the current housing conditions (Van Kempen & Özüekren, 1998). 
On a macro level freedom of choice is determined by the opportunities and restrictions on the social housing 
market. Households have to cope with the geographical distribution of dwellings, the availability and 
accessibility of those dwellings as well as the allocation rules in the social rental sector. To sum up, 
resources, opportunities and constraints influence the degree of choice households can exert, which in turn 
determine the extent to which households are able to convert their housing preferences into their desired 
housing situation. It is assumed that in general a good match between preferences and housing choice results 
in residential satisfaction and that a mismatch results in dissatisfaction.  
 Often house seekers consciously choose a dwelling, but pay less attention to examining the 
neighbourhood in which the dwelling is located. To measure residential satisfaction we have to take into 
account both the dwelling as well as the neighbourhood. Although the dwelling serves as the most important 
indicator to determine residential satisfaction (Priemus 1984, Ministerie van VROM 2000: 155) the 
neighbourhood becomes a more important factor once the dwelling becomes less satisfactory. How is the 
neighbourhood appreciated? Do residents feel at home? Do they feel connected? The meanings residents 
attach to the population, the social climate, the degree of safety, and physical characteristics like buildings, 
green spaces, the quality and use of public space, and the reputation of the neighbourhood are at the basis of 
the way the neighbourhood is appreciated. 
 

METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS 
 

In this paper we want to find out how residents in social housing experienced their housing choice 
and to what extent that affects their evaluation of the residential environment. We use empirical data to 
examine the following questions: Do residents of predominantly social housing neighbourhoods experience 
less freedom of choice than residents of other neighbourhoods? How does residential satisfaction relate to the 
experienced freedom of housing choice? Which patterns can be observed with regard to experienced housing 
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choice, residential satisfaction and neighbourhood location? We are also interested in finding out if 
experiencing little choice sorts effects on a collective level. Could it be that when there are many dissatisfied 
residents, this effects the liveability of an area? Although specific evidence lacks, the available literature 
suggests that those who are unhappy with their residential situation feel less inclined to actively participate in 
maintaining the liveability of an area and show a greater propensity to move out of a dilapidating area (see 
Foster-Fishman et al., 2007).  
 Our empirical data was gathered as part of the Housing Choice Survey we held in 2006. Based on 
the degree of social housing, the mean level of residential satisfaction (either high or low) and (the absence 
of) plans for restructuring, we chose two neighbourhoods in Amsterdam and two in The Hague. In the Van 
Lennepbuurt (Amsterdam) and Moerwijk (The Hague) residents were relatively satisfied, whereas in the 
Indische Buurt (Amsterdam) and The Hague (Transvaal) residents were relatively unsatisfied. The response 
on the survey we held was 28 per cent, totalling 1.098 questionnaires. In addition, we did 40 in-depth 
interviews (ten in each neighbourhood). 
 Following from the research questions of this paper, we have shaped the remainder of this section in 
three sub-sections dealing with the following statements: 1) low income households experience little freedom 
of choice, 2) little freedom of choice is related to a low neighbourhood appreciation, and 3) negative 
neighbourhood appreciation causes decrease in neighbourhood liveability. 
 
Low income households experience little freedom of choice 

Often it is assumed that the choice for a neighbourhood with predominantly social housing must be 
more or less involuntary. But to what extent do the residents in these areas themselves consider their degree 
of housing choice as insufficient? In the survey we asked if the choice for a dwelling was consciously taken 
or that one accepted the first dwelling available (like it was asked in the National Housing Demand Survey) 
and if the resident planned to stay in the neighbourhood for a long time after having moved. We also asked if 
a choice for a neighbourhood was based on the mere fact that there was dwelling on offer there, or because 
there was no other choice. 

Table 1: Degree of choice by income category 
 

 Not a conscious 
choice (first 
dwelling available) 

Want to stay long* No other choice* 

Less than 1.000 
euro p/month 

44 47 54 

1.000-1.500 euro 
p/month 

39 46 48 

1.500-2.000 euro 
p/month 

47 57 39 

More than 2.000 
euro p/month 

42 56 41 

* significance (p<0,05) 
Source: Housing Choice Survey, 2006 

 
Table 1 shows that about four out of ten households claim not have made a conscious choice. We 

also see that low income households did not choose less consciously, i.e. they did not choose the first 
dwelling available more often, than households with higher incomes. Their idea of staying in the 
neighbourhood for a long time or not however differs from those who earn higher incomes. It seems that low 
income households have a realistic idea of the dwelling they can afford: they often make a more or less 
conscious choice to live in a poverty neighbourhood. Poor households did however more often state that they 
did not have another choice than to settle for the particular dwelling that they chose. It seems that especially 
low income groups experience little choice, be it that they choose a dwelling just as often consciously as 
house seekers in higher income groups. We should not look at these poor households as helpless victims with 
regard to finding a place to live: they might have no other choice, but that choice is often a conscious choice.  
 Having said that, the fact that these customers experience their freedom of choice as being 
constrained, expresses their weak position on the social housing market. In the end they are more often 
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‘trapped’ in badly reputed neighbourhoods. Those who experienced their ‘choice’ as the result of having had 
little choice also evaluate their new neighbourhood as a step backwards instead of a step upwards the 
housing ladder (35 per cent experienced their new neighbourhood as worse than their old neighbourhood, 
whereas only 20 per cent of those who did experience freedom of choice made that same claim). (From the 
survey sample one family from the Moerwijk neighbourhood in The Hague make for a good example. They 
wanted to leave the aligning Schilderswijk neighbourhood in The Hague so badly, because non-western 
immigrants had changed the face of the neighbourhood and they felt increasingly out-of-place. They 
swapped their new built single family dwelling for an apartment in an adjacent area, the Moerwijk 
neighbourhood, but soon found out that their new neighbourhood was undergoing a similar wave of (mainly 
Moroccan) migrants settling in the neighbourhood. Now, they feel trapped in the neighbourhood: “I lived in 
the Schilderswijk and because the neighbourhood deteriorated we switched places with a family in 
Moerwijk. But in the end we went from bad to worse.”) 
 Residents who experienced little freedom of choice are relatively often young and/or are single 
parents. Changes in household situation are an important factor that put pressure on the degree of housing 
choice, as these changes often make a move to a different dwelling very urgent. Other reasons often have to 
do with extreme nuisance from neighbours. Such factors do not stimulate a well-considered move, in which 
pros and cons are carefully weighed against each other. Instead a sense of urgency prevails. Other reasons 
make the situation even worse. Residents who experienced little freedom of choice also have less ‘allocation 
resources’: they build up less registration time than people who did experience choice. (Maybe many made a 
recent move and then found out that they wanted to leave the person they share their dwelling with). For that 
reason, many customers try to illegally keep their registration time. If the new housing situation does not live 
up to expectations, their registration can secure a way out. As one of the respondents claimed: “No, we did 
not try to keep our registration. We did everything like we should. Well, that turns against us now. I feel very 
sorry about that. Why did not we do like all the others who kept their registration time?” 
 Registration time plays such an important role in the chances to find a dwelling that many aspiring 
house seekers register years in advance, which has led to long waiting lists. The ironic effect is that for those 
who a dwelling the most urgent, the chances of finding one that suits their preferences are nihil (OTB & 
RIGO, 2007). This is exactly the group of customers who surfaced in our empirical studies as vulnerable and 
unable to profit from the increased freedom of choice the advertmodel should have brought. A divorce e.g. 
was often mentioned as a reason to move. Often, in such a situation, dwelling characteristics are considered 
more important than neighbourhood characteristics. A dwelling is sometimes even accepted without any 
knowledge of the neighbourhood the dwelling is located. 
 More than half of the respondents claim they planned to stay for a long time when they settled in the 
neighbourhood, especially those who came to live their in the early days of the neighbourhood. Recently 
moved residents often plan to stay for a shorter period of time. The neighbourhoods we looked at gradually 
changed reputation over a period of about thirty years and are nowadays more often seen as temporary places 
while climbing the housing ladder. Although less than half of the respondents did not chose the 
neighbourhood to stay for a long time, only 30 per cent claimed to have made a conscious choice for the 
neighbourhood. The results confirm the idea that the neighbourhood is less important than the dwelling when 
choosing a place to live. Still, the neighbourhood is the important reason to leave, but it is not easy for many 
to find a better area. The wide range of possibilities that many Dutch housing associations claim to offer their 
customers is not experienced as such by these customers.  
 A large share of the residents in our four poverty neighbourhoods states a wish to move out, but 16 
per cent of our sample claims they see ample possibility to do so. Often they feel trapped in the 
neighbourhood. They want to move but cannot find a suitable dwelling, often because other dwellings are 
expensive and they cannot spend more on housing costs than they do now: half of the sample claim they 
would not be able to pay a 10 percent higher rent. Another reason why many of our respondents feel trapped 
is because they think many of the neighbourhoods are not much better than their own neighbourhood. Often 
a clear picture lacks of other neighbourhoods and it is the reputation of those neighbourhoods that shapes 
their opinions and keeps them from moving. 
 
Little freedom of choice is related to a low neighbourhood appreciation 

The survey included several questions with regard to they way residents experience and appreciate 
their neighbourhood. We asked respondents to rate the neighbourhood on a 1-10 scale and they were asked 
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to react on statements about the neighbourhood (taken from the National Housing Demand Survey). Those 
who claimed to have experienced little freedom of choice rated the neighbourhood lower than those who 
claimed otherwise (5,4 versus 6,5). Their dissatisfaction highly correlates with not feeling at home in the 
neighbourhood. They more often agree with the statement that it is a nuisance to live in their neighbourhood, 
they feel less attached to the neighbourhood, less often claim that people in the neighbourhood interact in a 
pleasant way, and they have less contact with their immediate neighbours.  
 

Table 2: Neighbourhood experiece and perceived freedom of choice (“I had no other choice”) 
 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

feels at home in the neighbourhood

nuiscance to live in the neighbourhood

feels connected to the neighbourhood

people in the neighbourhood get along

well

contact with immediate neighbours

contacts with other neighbourhood

residents

feels responsible for the neighbourhood

no (first dwelling I could have)

yes, for neighbourhood and dwelling

yes, for the neighbourhood

yes, for the dwelling

 
 

Table 2 suggests that little freedom of choice (“no, chose the first dwelling I could get into”) relates 
positively to an unfavourable appreciation of the neighbourhood. Especially, they feel less at home and less 
connected to the neighbourhood. The correlation between perceived freedom of choice and neighbourhood 
experience holds when we control for a range of other related variables such as the period of time residents 
have been living in the neighbourhood (see Table 3 for the results of a multivariate analysis of feeling at 
home in the neighbourhood).   

Despite a strong correlation between lack of housing choice and residential satisfaction, many 
residents with little choice are nevertheless satisfied with their residential situation. 48 per cent of the 
unsatisfied residents claims to be satisfied with the dwelling and 37 per cent says they are happy with their 
neighbourhood. These can e.g. be residents who have been placed in the neighbourhood by medical or 
judicial institutions. Also, there are residents who are able to exert a high degree of choice, but who have 
become dissatisfied with the changes occurring around them, but whose close bonds with the neighbourhood 
keeps them moving out (‘stress’ versus ‘inertia’, see Huff & Clark, 1978). There is little evidence to claim 
that constraints in choice automatically produce dissatisfied customers (and vice versa). 
 Looking more closely at what caused dissatisfaction with residential circumstances in our survey 
sample, it appears that of primary importance are opinions about the social quality of the neighbourhood and 
the individual social contacts. The debate on the negative aspects of living in social housing neighbourhoods 
points at the rapid changes in the neighbourhood population and its consequences for the social climate and 
use of public space as important factors that influence the way residents experience their area (see e.g. 
Reijndorp, 2004). Especially residents who spend a long period of their life in the neighbourhood can start to 
rebel against other neighbourhood residents, as they recognize themselves less and less in newcomers in the 
area. Second, more general neighbourhood characteristics play a role, e.g. the presence and quality of 
amenities, public (green) spaces or the location relative to the city centre. Factors related to freedom of 
choice are in the third place. 
 
 
 



 

 

330 

 
Table 3: Logistic regression analysis of neighbourhood experience 

 

 

The chance that a resident 
feels at home in the 
neighbourhood 

Gender (male) n.s. 
Age + 
Household composition 
(ref: single household)  
Couple w/o children n.s. 
Couple w children n.s. 
Single family n.s. 
Migrant ++ 
Education (mbo+) n.s. 
Low income n.s. 
Rental dwelling n.s. 
No other choice - - -  
Length of stay n.s. 
Potential support in the neighbourhood n.s. 
Feels safe in the neighbourhood +++ 
Neighbourhood (ref: Van Lennepbuurt)  
Indische Buurt - - - 
Moerwijk - - 
Transvaal n.s. 
Explained variance (pseudo r2) 36% 
Source: Housing Choice Survey OTB, 2006 
 
Negative neighbourhood appreciation causes decrease in neighbourhood liveability 

The results of the survey also seem to support the third step in the line of reasoning set out in the end 
of the former section (freedom of choice - neighbourhood appreciation - liveability). Residents who feel at 
home in the neighbourhood do feel more responsible for neighbourhood liveability. Despite the fact that 
many other factors will influence feeling responsible for the neighbourhood, multivariate analysis shows a 
strong correlation between feeling at home and feeling responsible (see Table 4 for the results of that 
analysis).  

Feeling at home in your neighbourhood seems to be important for liveability, as these residents more 
often take responsibility for the way the neighbourhood is developing. Another indicator that sustains this 
claim is the correlation between feeling at home and the willingness to move (see Table 5). Those who feel 
at home are much less inclined to move than others. 
 

Table 4. Logistic regression analysis of neighbourhood liveability  
 
The chance that a resident feels responsible for neighbourhood liveability 
Gender (male) n.s. 
Age ++ 
Household composition (ref: single household) 
Couple w/o children n.s. 
Couple w children n.s. 
Single family n.s. 
Migrant n.s. 
Education (mbo+) ++ 
Low income n.s. 
Rental dwelling n.s. 
 

Legenda: 
n.s. = not sign. 
+ = positive correlation,  
sign. at 0,1 p-level 
++ = positive correlation,  
sign. at 0,05 p-level 
- = negative correlation, sign.  
at 0,1 p-level 
- - = negative correlation, 
sign.  
at 0,05 p-level 

Legenda: 
n.s. = not significant 

+ = positive correlation, significance 
at 0,1 p-level 

++ = positive correlation, 
significance at 0,05 p-level 

- = negative correlation, significance 
at 0,1 p-level 

- - = negative correlation, 
significance at 0,05 p-level 
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Length of stay n.s. 
Feels safe in the neighbourhood n.s. 
Feels at home in the neighbourhood +++ 
Feels connected to the neighbourhood n.s. 
Thinks people get along well n.s. 
Contact with immediate neighbours n.s. 
Contat with other neighbourhood residents +++ 
Neighbourhood (ref: Indische Buurt)  
Van Lennepbuurt n.s. 
Moerwijk ++ 
Transvaal n.s. 
Explained variance (pseudo r2) 13% 
Source: Housing Choice Survey OTB, 2006 
 
 

Table 5. Willingness to move and neighbourhood experience 
 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Freedom of choice has become common in many areas of life and so it has in the domain of social 
housing. Although housing associations claim they offer their customers much more freedom of choice (in 
our opinion ‘negative choice’) when they seek a dwelling than they did before, this does not immediately 
reflect in the experiences of customers in social housing (which point at ‘positive choice’: the way 
alternatives are used). Little academic interest has been shown into this positive dimension. For our paper it 
has been useful to demonstrate that the way people experience choice has repercussions for the way they 
experience the neighbourhood. Particular groups of house seekers, especially those on low incomes, urgent 
house seekers or house seekers who do not understand the system of housing allocation well, are less able to 
profit from the freedom they might theoretically have. They do have negative freedom of choice, but only 
little positive freedom. This paper investigated the question if customers of social housing in poverty 
neighbourhoods experience a certain freedom of choice, if that is related to the way the neighbourhood is 
experienced and what that might mean for the liveability of the neighbourhood. We can conclude that social 
housing customers on low incomes less often experience freedom of choice than other residents, and that 
those who did experience choice are more satisfied, more connected, interact more with others in the 
neighbourhood, are more positive about others in the neighbourhood, and feel more responsible for the 
neighbourhood. However, not every customer who experienced little choice becomes a dissatisfied resident 
and the experienced degree of choice is not even the primary factor causing dissatisfaction, the combination 
of dissatisfaction and little freedom of choice is a major cause for people to feel trapped in their 
neighbourhood. Finally, those with a low appreciation of the neighbourhood feel less responsible for the 
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liveability of the area where they live than the others. On a collective level, this might have repercussions for 
the way neighbourhood develops. 
 This paper shows that residents who did not ‘freely’ choose their dwelling and/or neighbourhood are 
less satisfied with their residential environment, which might have implications for the whole 
neighbourhood. A very basic recommendation for those institutions who can influence housing choices of 
customers in social housing would be that the system of social housing should allow residents to make 
choices as deliberately as possible. If it is not the more ethical argument that residents of social housing 
should have the decisive say in their place of residence, then the social and material consequences of ‘forced’ 
housing choices for the liveability of neighbourhoods should certainly be a matter of concern. If residents 
who choose their dwelling and/or neighbourhood feel more dedicated to the neighbourhood, freedom of 
housing choice might not only benefit residents of social housing, but the neighbourhood as a whole as well. 
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ABSTRACT: The urban imagination is today dominated by the anxious outlook of contemporary society, 
and fears over the future. A loss of confidence in modernity’s ability to realise continual renewal means 
urbanism and planning are oriented towards a ‘minimum’ city programme. Constraining development and 
reducing risks through organising around perceived and often arbitrary sustainable limits has become the 
norm. To move beyond this limited and limiting worldview, it will be necessary to recharge the discipline of 
urbanism and the culture of planning through instigating a programme of exploration and discovery. The will 
necessitate overturning the constraints imposed by the current eco-centred worldview. Instead a ‘maximum’ 
city approach should aim to reconnect the project of building cities with the material and spiritual benefits 
made possible through the pursuit of human centred progress. 
KEYWORDS : Planning; urbanism; fear; risk; sustainability; civilisation; progress.    
  
1. INTRODUCTION  
 

What is the future for cities? Are they expanding at an ever-increasing rate or are they being abandoned 
and shrinking into oblivion? Are cities overcrowded, polluted and anonymous, or dynamic centres of 
innovation and culture? Are they sociable or anti-social?  

These questions are important. Our view the future has an important impact in terms of how we 
organise ourselves in the present. The discipline of urbanism and culture of planning will be shaped by the 
answers we give.   For example, if urbanisation is viewed primarily as a problem - environmentally harmful 
and socially disruptive - the solutions are likely to centre on ‘minimum’ solutions - limiting growth, 
controlling human activity, and constraining the urban footprint.  Planning will largely be focussed on 
managing the risks of development - new controls and policing design will be priorities.  On the other hand, 
the metropolitan future might be viewed with confidence - an opportunity to expand the centres of 
civilisation and increase human control over the vagaries of the natural world.  Here a ‘maximum’ approach 
would pay benefits. An orientation to experimenting with new urban forms or technologies as the means to 
expand the human footprint could propel cities forward.  If a ‘maximum’ city is choice, then deferring to 
assumed growth limits, the focus on managing risks, and ever expanding number of regulations will prove 
hostile to realising a more expansive view of the future.  

This makes argues that the urban question today centres on the issues that inform and are informed by 
the ‘minimum’ versus ‘maximum’ approach.  Should we view the city to be a grand accident beyond human 
control that leaves us powerless to shape it to our requirements? Or is the city an act of human will that will 
benefit from us pushing back the boundaries of what we know, and what we try to achieve? I investigate the 
two opposing models of the ‘minimum’ city and the ‘maximum’ city as a device to examine the way we 
view cities and the process of change. The aim is to ascertain how the cultures of urbanism and planning 
might respond to the two models.  I conclude that the current mood of caution and risk management 
underestimates our potential for problem solving, and undermines our ability to move the city and society 
forward.
 
2. THE MINIMUM CITY 

 
2.1.   Fearing the Future    

A year on from the financial crash of 2008, the deep sense of unease about the future is visible from the 
releases this autumn in cinemas and bookstores.  In The Book of Eli, America, seen through Hollywood eyes 



 

 

336 

is a post-apocalyptic wasteland. In The Road the survivors of unnamed catastrophe negotiate mindless 
violence and cannibalism in a landscape devoid of sunshine and covered in thick grey ash1.  The fragility of 
the human condition is also a recurring theme in recent fiction where humanity is to a largely rendered a 
destructive force as in Cold Earth2, or occasionally as the saintly victims of circumstances, as in the abused 
child who prophesises on the typhoons, tsunamis and other ‘ecological’ disasters in the Rapture3.  

Environmental fiction has certainly made the transition from sci fi genre to mainstream literature. More 
importantly however, it has entered the once sober worlds of politics and science.  A recent “diplomatic 
push” on climate change by the UK Foreign Secretary turned on imagery of alligators basking off the coast 
of Sweden, a vast desert surrounding the Mediterranean and a largely uninhabitable mainland Europe4. UK 
chief scientist John Beddington predicts a "perfect storm" of food, water and energy shortages in 20305.  In 
public health, UK Chief Medical Officer Liam Donaldson has talked of the destructive capacity of ‘Swine 
Flu’, the latest in the line of pandemics said to threaten civilisation.  Donaldson is remembered in some 
quarters for his prediction in 2005 that 750,000 global deaths from Avian Flu were "not impossible" (the 
actual figure was in the low hundreds)6.  

The apocalyptic imagination incorporating ecological catastrophe, technological disaster, social decay 
and a loss of control is also at work in recent thinking on cities.  Respected urban commentator Deyan Sudjic 
argues cities are on the “edge of chaos” and can bring out our “lurking paranoia”.7 In a competition run by 
the US History Channel to design the City of the Future 2106, crystalline towers of Manhattan Island 
disappearing under flood waters clearly referenced Roland Emmerich’s The Day After Tomorrow.  “It is not 
undue pessimism that is dangerous, but undue optimism”8 argues Homer-Dixon, and urban theorist Mike 
Davis agrees, criticising the UN for their failure to be pessimistic enough about cities. Praising the work of 
the Pentagon and war-games of cold war think tank the RAND Corporation, he argues we face an 
‘urbanisation of insurgency’.9  Elsewhere Davis’ Southern California landscape provides a setting for real 
and imagined disasters10, prompting one reviewer to recommend the ‘virtual mayhem’ of these “entertaining 
travelogues in fear, crime and disaster” as useful material for horror writers.11 Kunstler criticises Davis’ 
“awful urban vision of the future” but nevertheless sketches his vision of a de-industrialised future in which 
the “nascent warrior culture” of the underclass redirects its energies from “hip hop entertainments to real 
guerrilla warfare”.12  

 
2.2.   A Risky World? The Loss of Confidence in Modernity   

The apocalyptic imagination of the future has been mirrored in recent years by our anxious view of the 
present. The sociologist Ulrich Beck argues we now live in a ‘risk society’13 and points to environmental 
degradation, nuclear power and terrorism as examples of the large scale risks we now face.14 The globalised, 
borderless world of the risk society is said to undermine our ability to delimit risk, either spatially, 
temporally or socially. Hence “one is no longer concerned with attaining something ‘good’, but with 
preventing the worst”.15  

Contemporary pessimism reflects a collapse in belief as to the benefits and the certainties of modernity. 
This is expressed through the sense that the future direction of society is beyond our control. For Leith16, as a 
result of modern 24 hour lifestyles, 100,000 Britons suffer from chronic fatigue, the consequence of 
relentless consumption, spiralling debt and the information overload.  His exhausted, sleepless characters are 
apparently representative of the “millions of people at the end of their physical and spiritual tether”.  Leith 
cites a doctor who argues; “if you put a human being in a modern city, and add computers, mobile phones, 
credit cards, neon lights and 24 hour shopping, what do you expect?” In this“age of exhaustion” our lives are 
ruled by clocks and artificial light and modern lives endure a distorted relationship with the natural world. 
“Complexity begets choice, choice inspires technology, which in turn creates further complications.  We end 
up out of sync with the rhythms of nature”.17  

This sense of society cut adrift from its moorings bears relation to the idea that the risk society is “a 
second era of modernity when the controllability of first modernity has collapsed”.  Lack of controllability is 
a strong feature of contemporary urban discourse, for example in writing on sprawl. A critic of the theorists 
of sprawl explains that behind the criticisms of sprawl is way that modernity is today experienced as a “loss 
of control, of the city, of the countryside, of community and of the body”. He argues that human beings 
experience modern life as being swamped by trends outwith their  control.18  
As modernity has come to be viewed negatively, change, and the ambition to alter our circumstances is 
viewed disdainfully for risking adverse consequences.  Kunstler argues that there was “no limit to what the 
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men of vision could imagine”, and scoffs that the vibrant future they depicted failed to materialise19.  The 
lesson drawn by many is that the pursuit of change is destabilising underpins the rise of a conservative, and 
fatalistic outlook within urban discourse.  Just as new urbanism is to be defended for its “modesty of 
ambition”,20 plans that do seek transformational change are increasingly viewed through a misanthropic 
ecological framework. For example, unable to accept the possibility that extreme weather events can occur as 
part of a natural cycle, Head and Lawrence argue that “there is no such thing as a natural disaster, only 
human interference in the natural world, which causes problems”.21   

2.3. The Rise and Rise of the ‘Sustainable’ Urban Risk Manager 
In line with recasting human endeavour as “interference”, growth, technologies, and development itself 

have, under the doctrine of sustainable development, become viewed as problematic activities that threaten 
the stability of the natural and social worlds.  The failure to mount an intellectual challenge to theories 
hostile to modernity and to human progress has had a significant effect on the culture and practice of 
urbanism.  No aspect of urban change is now outwith the reach of the risk managers who use arbitrary, 
perceived limits of the capacity for environmental, social and economic change in order to exert constraints 
on all building activity. The urban professions now operate risk managers. 

The repercussions of this approach are evident in the way a view of the city has emerged which is the 
antithesis of its former self.  In line with concerns over population growth, human activity – traditionally the 
very essence of city life - has become something to fear rather than celebrate.   Material prosperity, bright 
lights, cultural experimentation, and social freedoms were all once underpinned by an expansionary dynamic 
in both the social and physical manifestations of the city. This sentiment is captured well by Suketu Mehta 
who argues that Maximum City Bombay is a “gateway… to money, to position, to dreams and devils”22.  

Recently, the energised Maximum City and its culture of congestion23 have been recast as 
‘unsustainable’.  Urban risk managers have become obsessed with a Minimum City emphasis of limiting 
human activity.  Metropolitan mobility has become frowned upon amid admonishments to live locally, and 
to cycle and walk; instead of bright lights turning off the lights has been popularised in a new ritualised 
acknowledgement of the sins of energy use.  In the Minimum City, planning what to build is less in evidence 
than obsessively analysing what may occur as a result of what might be built. Consequently materials, 
structures and waste are endlessly subjected to the remorseless logic of carbon counting. In the Minimum 
City the masterplan has given way to the audit as the urban risk manager’s tool of choice, applied to energy 
use, embodied energy, travel, social inclusion, social exclusion, physical health, mental health, stakeholder 
involvement, and more.  

Central to the risk management ethos is a reverence for safety – expressed in technical terms as the 
precautionary principle.  Whether, new materials or structural solutions in architecture; the permeability of 
urban neighbourhoods; or the design of road layouts and junctions; all design decisions now operate around 
the logic of safety first, and demanding standards of proof that no harm shall come. The criteria for assessing 
‘harm’ varies widely - bio-diversity, crime levels, increased traffic, degraded water quality to name but a few 
factors. Given the level at which a plan becomes ‘harmful’ is arbitrary, practically anything reason not to 
build can be justified24. Particularly problematic is the way the logic of managing risks introduces an 
incentive to exaggerate potentially harmful impacts as a means to secure a decision against building. The 
apocalyptic imagination we encountered in Davis and Kunstler is driven by the current logic of urbanism in 
which talking up the potential risks is the means to secure a favourable decision.  The precautionary principle 
exemplifies sustainability’s reliance on imagination, and collapse of imagination25.  

 
2.4 Reliance on Imagination 

In 1950’s horror films, cinematic monsters were mainly the product of specific aspects of societal unease. 
For example, the aliens or monsters that attacked young couples or single women reflected a society worried 
about the coming sexual revolution.  Today, the cinematic apocalypse in films such as The Road reflects a 
more unfocused angst. The sociologist Frank Furedi argues that our fears are often no longer shaped by our 
direct experiences.  Unlike the risk society thesis which posits new and bigger threats, for Furedi anxieties no 
longer attributable to clearly formulated threats indicate the emergence of a culture of fear26.  In a society 
that perceives itself as permanently ‘at risk’, the priority given to managing risks derives from the cultural 
perception that society is vulnerable.  For some this sense of vulnerability reflects a period of intense change 
- the virtual world, the rise of China, or new ways of fighting wars.  Yet for Furedi, the cultural sense of 
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vulnerability reflects not the magnitude and pace of change itself, but our inability to endow change with 
meaning27.   

The intense consciousness of change today is paralleled by a sense of disorientation about knowing how 
to interpret it.   For Homer-Dixon, in an era of ‘unbounded uncertainty’ we can no longer operate on the 
basis of manageable risks.  He argues that “we can’t estimate probabilities because we don’t have any clear 
basis for making such a judgement”. 28  Along similar lines, Beck argues that “risks presuppose decision. 
These decisions were previously undertaken with fixed norms of calculability, connecting means and ends, 
or causes and effects.  These norms are precisely what the ‘world risk society’ has rendered invalid.”29  The 
‘basis of judgement’ or the ‘norms’ referred to above are not a reference to our technical capacity to asses 
risk. They refer instead to the explanatory framework that we need to interpret risks.  Put another way, the 
collapse of ‘norms’ is actually the collapse of values, the beliefs that society holds, and which give it 
meaning and allow it to envisage the future.   Without a credible set of beliefs, those charged with making 
decisions no longer have clear and adequate reference frameworks within which to take their decisions.  

The consequences are clear in planning where the absence of belief in the future and therefore a credible 
vision for cities has become particularly damaging.  For example, as sustainability has called into question 
the previous beliefs in improvements to mobility, it has become difficult to build transport infrastructure like 
airports or railways which are subjected to endless consultation and risk assessments processes.  A relatively 
simple road bridge over the London Thames was in planning for almost 25 years, stranded by the designers 
inability to convince economists that it would pay for itself, environmentalists that no more emissions would 
result, and communities that it will be safe enough.  Modellers modelled, communities mounted safety 
campaigns, and economists searched for the figures that prove “less congestion = economic advantage”. Yet 
the bridge was recently rejected on the grounds of encouraging traffic in traffic at each end of the bridge.  A 
clear commitment to social progress to be realised through improvements to mobility would have resulted in 
a designers developing the technical means of dealing with extra traffic safely and efficiently. Instead the 
risks attached to the plethora of ‘sustainable’ targets undermined project30.    

Finally, it is notable that for those opposed to the project, the best means to stop it was to inflate the 
potential environmental and safety risks.  One of the few points of connection left between figures in 
authority (including planners) and the public is to engage around the public’s fears – for example potential 
threats community safety.  At a time when safety takes precedence talking up the risks are likely to sway a 
favourable assessment.   Consequently there is an impetus towards speculating on worst possible outcomes, 
or what has been termed ‘possibilistic’ thinking31. According to one researcher, encouraging imagination of 
worst case scenarios “convinces people to prepare for disasters by changing their behaviours through 
puncturing their rationalizations”. He adds that “communication which produces high fear can lead to 
sensible action”32.  The imagination is imprisoned by a framework in which a feel good factor derives from 
inflating risks and then claiming to be acting safely and responsibly in the face of supposed threats.33  
Worryingly, setting aside rational thinking and cranking up the levels of fear are invitations to defer to 
intuition and prejudice rather than to rely on human knowledge – the very attributes that urbanism and 
planning rely upon.   

 
2.5 Collapse of the Imagination 

By downplaying the human capacity for rational action and intervention, the corollary of the reliance on 
imagination (of disaster) is the collapse of the imagination as to how humans might improve the future.  For 
Homer-Dixon” surprises keep coming out the blue, because we’re fundamentally “ignorant of our own 
ignorance. We’re surrounded by unknown unknowns”34.  Yet if we are ignorant of our own ignorance, then 
we become paralysed and unable to act.  Sudjic reflected on the era of modernism, and lamented that “theirs 
was a generation that was freed from the luxury of self-doubt. Ours is not and that is why we struggle now 
when we try to think what cities should be.”35  Lacerated by self-doubt, unsurprisingly the priority becomes 
merely avoiding destabilising the world further.  Fostering ‘resilience’ is now the height of ambition. 
Disconnecting from global mobility systems, going off grid with decentralised energy supplies, local 
materials and food are part of a survivalist mentality that contrasts with maximising ambitions of the past 
where global connections, integrated supply chains,  and a sophisticated division of labour were considered 
forward thinking.  

Confidence in creating dynamic cities integrated across the planet is now seen as either distinctly 
utopian, dangerous, or both.  Whereas utopian thought experiments expressed the idea of human 
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perfectibility, today the human figure is derided or absent. Bestseller The World Without Us anticipates the 
post-human future where cities are re-colonised by nature as the weather and vegetation destroy buildings, 
and infrastructure systems collapse through the cessation of maintenance. However, rather than realising its 
objective of making the case for population controls, the book instead confirms the extent to which the planet 
would be degraded without a human presence. It is, after all, humans that give meaning to the world. In the 
Minimum city nature is idealised and human intervention frowned upon, but in the words of one interviewee, 
“if people are gone from this cycle, nature itself will be over”.36    

3. THE  MAXIMUM CITY 

3.1 Reconnecting Cities with the Search for Civilisation    
Some of the finest urban design relates to periods in history when humanity prospered through a 

heightened confidence in its ability to comprehend the world, and through doing so, to improve it. From the 
Renaissance onwards, as humanity moved to the centre of the universe, breakthroughs in cosmology, 
astronomy, and physiology exerted an enormous influence on human thinking and the vision for society.  
The essence of the Florentine creative genius was a desire for constant experiment, constant improvement, 
and constant change37 and the primacy allocated to rationality and experimentation over superstition and 
speculation were synonymous with the advance of civilisation.  The ability to observe, organise and abstract 
led to a growing mastery of geographical space. Under Pope Sixtus V, designers drew upon more than 200 
years of intense interest in expanding human knowledge to revolutionise the organisation of urban space 
which was addressed at a hitherto unexplored scale.   The motivations for Baroque Rome, Baron 
Haussmann’s Paris, and Daniel Burnham’s Chicago differed substantially – religion, Napoleonic state power 
and the explosive dynamic of capitalist markets all played their part.  However the ambitious plans and 
celebrated results all reflected confidence in the human ability master his environment and turn it to his 
advantage.   

Florence, Rome, Paris, and Chicago are synonymous with the advance of civilisation. However, as 
Armstrong argues in In Search of Civilisation,38 the concept has become distinctly unfashionable. The book 
contains some important pointers as to how we might think about the future if the city.   The Latin word 
‘civis’ is, he recaps, the root of ‘city’. With the possible exception of God he argues, civilisation is the 
grandest, most ambitious idea that humanity has devised.  Liberal use of old fashioned words such as 
‘noble’, ‘ideals’, ‘beauty’, and ‘truth’ remind us that architecture and urban design were once noble arts, and 
that urban space benefitted from a commitment to spiritual prosperity embodied in civilised ideals.  
Importantly, Armstrong argues there are two sides to the pursuit of civilisation; the spiritual prosperity 
commonly associated with civilisation is only possible in combination with advancing material prosperity. 
There are many examples of how these forces can work together. Renaissance Florence was the richest city 
in Europe; the boulevards and street life of Haussmann’s Paris relied upon financial services innovations; 
and in Chicago, the frontier of American capitalism, grew famous skyscrapers and urban parks.  In place of 
material prosperity (now the moral disease of ‘affluenza’), contemporary urban discourse celebrates well-
being and happiness – a largely therapeutic concept concerned with the inner-state.  But ‘happiness’ argues 
Armstrong is inadequate in the search for civilisation. He offers a useful alternative as the more ‘active’ 
notion of human ‘flourishing’. Loss, disappointment, suffering and self doubt are certainly all present.  But 
achievement is valuably grounded in developing the character and actions to realise ambitions.   

So how can we make use of some of these ideas about civilisation – the pursuit of knowledge, spiritual 
and material prosperity, and human flourishing?  Again Armstrong provides a useful answer by suggesting 
that pursuit of civilisation must engage the imagination: “Civilisation is not so much what we have as a 
picture of what we need.”39 As we have seen, pessimistic times have given rise to the sentiment that the 
future is not be about what we can achieve, but what we should prevent. Reconnecting cities with the search 
for civilisation requires the reverse. It requires us to develop ideas of what we want and need, and therefore 
produces an orientation towards what we can achieve.  Yet this requires more than merely an exercise in 
positive thinking.  The idea of human flourishing requires us to recover confidence in realising the human 
potential.   
 
3.2 The City as an Act of Will 
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In the urban design classic Design of Cities, Bacon outlines his hope of “dispelling the idea, so widely 
and uncritically held, that cities are a kind of grand accident, beyond the control of human will” which 
“respond only to some immutable law”.  His contended that “human will can be exercised effectively” and 
consequently “the form that [cities] take will be a true expression of the highest aspirations of our 
civilisation”40.  Bacon was responding to an emerging problem which has been consolidated in the time 
since.  In the 1960’s improving computer power and emerging mathematical techniques were used capture 
and model evidence of existing trends in society. Presciently Bacon recognised that urbanism was at risk of 
surrendering to a mathematically extrapolated future which at best can be nothing more than an extension of 
what existed before. He concluded that “we are in danger of losing one of the most important concepts of 
mankind, that the future is what we make it”41 

Six years before Bacon, Jacobs42 concluded her attack on modernism by embracing the new science of 
complexity.  Jacobs’ instincts were largely humanising ones, and were exemplified by her defence of the 
street, the symbol of modernity.  Yet Jacobs was writing was at a time when the benefits of modernity were 
being called into question and “beneath her modernist text there is an anti modernist subtext, a sort of 
undertow of nostalgia for a family and neighbourhood in which she could be securely embedded”.43  
Modernity, which Berman argues is the process of continual reinvention or “the desire to wipe out whatever 
came before to achieve a radically new departure”, is now off limits. As urbanism adopts the science of 
complexity it absents the human agency associated with modernity. Bacon’s fears that cities would be treated 
as a grand accident are confirmed as complex systems, non-linear behaviour, and feedback processes 
becomes the means through which urban economies and cities are self-organising. The adoption of the model 
of self-organisation confirms the collapse of a humanist framework for building cities.  Christopher 
Alexander is one of the few contemporary urbanists comfortable talking about beauty. But he can only do so 
adopting a value system based on ecology and mysticism (“beyond the limits of space and time” .44). He 
throws away not only the ‘mechanistic idea of order’ but rationality and values rooted in human civilisation.   

3.3 Maximising the human footprint     
Use of the word ‘civilisation’ came into widespread use in Britain and France during the enlightenment 

years of the eighteenth century.  One of the key ideas of the day was that civilisation represented an 
improvement on the way that things happen to be.   

At times humanity adapts itself to nature. We have learnt to live in even the most inhospitable 
environments - hot, cold, wet, and dry; and, when we had limited transport, we thrived even on limited 
natural resources. Yet cities flourish when humanity takes more control of nature and channel it to our 
advantage.  For example, our ability to build aqueducts and piping systems that can move water away from 
where it happens to gather, and retain it in reservoirs near where we want to use it, has helped cities and its 
citizens prosper. Sometimes the solutions are merely practical; but often they go way beyond what is needed 
to practically achieve our aims.  The aqueducts that march across the countryside of southern France, or the 
Basilica Cistern beneath the streets of Istanbul are beautiful engineering solutions to the requirement to adapt 
the environment to our own needs.   

At other times still, we do much more than channel nature, we transform nature.45 It seldom merits a 
mention now, but the grand avenues, public spaces and parks of City Beautiful Chicago were made possible 
only by reversing the flow of the Chicago River as the means to impose control over a low-lying, lake side 
environment.  Improvements to the operation of urban Osaka and in the mobility of its citizens were realised 
through building a new airport in Osaka Bay.  The manmade islands that support the airport comprise three 
mountains demolished and moved into the bay.  In each case, whether to beautify the city environment or to 
make us more mobile, transforming nature worked to the benefit of mankind.  

The risk management approach today resists this type of ambition, and endorses the argument that the 
very attempt to experiment and exert greater control can end up exacerbating the problem.46  Consequently, 
of the options outlined above, adapting and transforming the environment to meet our needs are now less 
popular than the idea humanity must adapt to nature’s requirements.  Lawrence and Head argue that a 
“disastrous element” is added when human society puts itself in the way of likely natural phenomena or 
changes the ecosystems that have evolved”47. By reversing the enlightenment view of civilisation, not only is 
nature idealised, but the knowledge and technologies that we use to shape cities are viewed as problematic, 
or even dangerous.  For Beck, the limited controllability of the Risk Society means that not only is 
knowledge incomplete, but more and better knowledge often brings more uncertainty48.  Conservative 
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thinker John Gray argues that science increases human power but merely magnifies the flaws in human 
nature.  He argues the diffusion of knowledge to create new technologies will lead to knowledge-enabled 
mass destruction49 .  Often marxists hold similar views. One argues that there is an inner connection 
“between technological dynamism, instability, dissolution of social solidarities, environmental 
degradation”.50   

Opposition to cars, aeroplanes, systems building and nuclear power suggest that we no longer to see a 
technology as positive means of exerting control over our circumstances, and illustrates the collapse in 
confidence in human progress.  It is this same loss of confidence which underlies the idealisation of 
biological and evolutionary solutions which are now considered more attractive than ‘mechanical’ solutions 
derived from the human imagination. “Human development in many ways is the opposite of bio-mimicary”, 
and exhibits at best “bio-ignorance, or even bio-arrogance”51.  Once shaping the world to our own ends is 
abandoned, and nature becomes the primary determinant of what we do, the role of designers becomes not to 
interfere. When representatives of the leading engineers Arup argue that “it may be possible to discourage 
future development”52, it is clear that the barriers to building the future come not from NIMBYs but from the 
intellectual framework that operates across urbanism and planning.    

The desire to minimise what we do and retreat from imposing humanity’s vision represents the biggest 
problem in the current culture of planning. Yet it seems clear that extending humanity’s reach offers the 
prospects of further improvements for society. Today, despite a huge growth in population, from a historical 
perspective, food, energy and materials are more affordable than they have been for much of human history. 
Human well-being has never been higher53. It is true that with respect to the environment, the position is 
mixed, but here the signs are also promising. Initially, in the rich countries, affluence and technology 
worsened environmental quality, but eventually they provided the methods and means for cleaning up. After 
decades of deterioration, many areas of the environment have improved substantially undergoing what 
Golkany calls “environmental transition”. While developing world countries have yet to undergo full 
transitions, technological diffusion and increasing affluence place them ahead of where developed countries 
used to be at equivalent levels of development.  Unfortunately, at precisely the point when we should be 
open to experimenting with new techniques and technologies to continue this improvement, we have come to 
reject the idea that we should explore further what the future might have to offer. 

 
3.4 Exploring the future  

The time scales for achieving environmental transition illustrate that while we might, as Armstrong 
suggests, paint a picture of what we need, development is a long term game.  It was 200 years after the 
emergence of perspective drawing that obelisks were used as structuring device in Baroque Rome, and it is 
clear that integrating human insights into the building of cities sometimes happens relatively slowly. 
Civilisation is not a completed state, but is better considered a process in which we constantly renegotiate 
our situation by exploring the future. Critics of sprawl for example, commonly argue that growth must be 
reigned in because the modern city is an unfathomable entity that lacks a pleasing order.  Yet there is a 
structure and logic to the vast metropolitan areas that represent the contemporary city – they are based on 
modern transport technologies that allow us hitherto unforeseen levels of mobility.  But the contemporary 
city is still young, and what we have not yet achieved is to give satisfactory expression to the constituent 
parts.  

Today, the rate of scientific discovery remains impressive and sometimes this is translated into practical 
uses relatively quickly. Unfortunately, the limits imposed by sustainable risk managers often mean we do not 
take full advantage.  Take the area of technological development labelled ‘urban informatics’. The Italian 
architect and researcher Carlo Ratti and colleagues at the MIT SENSEable City Lab recently modelled real 
time movement in Rome, illustrating the huge potential for digital technologies to help adapt how cities will 
work in the future.54  However, the way that this technology will be used is an open question.  At a time 
when localism trumps metropolitanism, improving citywide movement networks is viewed as inhibiting the 
construction of workable bonds within local communities. Better mobility is perceived as a social problem. 
Consequently, the possibilities for new developments are downplayed in lieu of making us adapt to what is 
considered permissible in accordance with the limits set by the risk manager.  As Ratti argues, for the first 
time ever, the bus may follow us rather than we follow the bus55.  Yet if travel is considered unsustainable 
and localism is the priority, the journey is likely to take us no further than the local shop.  The perception of 
sustainable limits that dominates our cultural worldview inhibits us from realising our potential to do more.   
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Instead of constantly inventing and deferring to limits, renewing the culture of planning needs to centre 
on freeing ourselves to think about, and then tackle some of the questions that we can genuinely make a 
difference.   The question of interaction and exchange has been fundamental to the success of cities, but 
technological progress and evolving urban forms requires these questions to be constantly reviewed.  Given 
modern metropolitan areas incorporate both compact, high density spaces and diffuse, low density spaces, a 
21st century transport system requires both vertical flexibility and horizontal velocity.  Differentiated spaces 
capable of responding to a range of activities, and organised to incorporate the highly varying velocities of 
modern movement systems is the challenge that 20th century urbanism effectively turned its back upon.  The 
3rd dimension (or Z factor) in cities has never been systematically explored in a way that can move cities 
beyond a 2D urbanism56. In far too many cities transportation remains located almost wholly on the earth’s 
surface.  Given the technologies for jet packs, flying cars and moveable houses have been in existence for 
almost half a century, we should ask why it is that European cities considered to be the most forward 
thinking are once again looking to the tram, a 19th century form of technology.  

By moving beyond the framework of sustainable risk management, some common questions would take 
on new meaning, and offer the potential for new, improved, and solutions.  Take the question of the densities 
that we would ideally build at.  Today, the answers are derived from the prejudices of what is considered 
sustainable, usually considered as a derivative of energy use.  Compact city advocates view density as a 
means of using less energy in transport; advocates of suburbia see possibilities for permaculture (thereby 
avoiding industrialised agriculture), and off-grid renewables.  Yet, who is right in this ‘debate’ should 
actually be of no consequence at a time when humanity, if it chooses, has already gained the means of 
creating almost unlimited amounts of energy.57  Yet the question of why energy use should determine urban 
forms is rarely asked. Yet instead of enforcing minimum/maximum densities on the basis of our needless 
fear over energy, we should explore how individually, and collectively we want to live in the future.   

Yet the question of how we would like to live is rarely asked with any seriousness or conviction.  But 
what would an ideal neighbourhood look like if we had unlimited supply of cheap energy and no restrictions 
on mobility? How should public space be dimensioned to reflect modern considerations of beauty?   If 
genetic engineering and crop modification can revolutionise productivity in agriculture, what represent 
desirable new uses for newly redundant agricultural land? And given many of us seem to like living near to 
the sea, why have we never built an entire floating city?  Surely the future is there for us to explore if we 
want to?  

In Design of Cities, Bacon revisits the work of Paul Klee.  From The Thinking Eye58 he looks at the 
drawings of two types of men.  In Bacon’s words, Ingrown Man “is inward looking, self-concerned and safe. 
He reduces contact with the outside world to a minimum avoiding exposure and involvement”.  
Alternatively, Klee/Bacon give us Outgoing Man who is “ebullient, involved, exposed in both his strengths 
and his frailties. He reaches for more than he has or knows, he leaps into space, aware of the possible 
consequences of a fail; Outgoing man has the courage to be vulnerable”.  Building cities means having the 
confidence to think about going where we have not yet been, to transcend existing limits. Yet to explore 
means having the freedom to engage with new situations and experiences, free of an advance guarantee that 
the results will be as anticipated. As Klee argues, the Future is what we make it.59  It is this aspect of 
urbanism that is antithetical to the contemporary risk managers who impose ever more limits in the hope of 
minimising future problems. The urban question of today centres on how we recover the confidence to 
explore the urban future in pursuit of maximising the human potential.  

 
CONCLUSION - THE URBAN QUESTION TODAY  
 

The urban question today is not centred on developing new forms of governance, updating stakeholder 
strategies, developing environmental guidance, or devising design audits.  These will not only fail to 
recognise the real problem, they will reinforce it and move the planning in the wrong direction.  

Looked at through the prism of Minimum and Maximum cities, the urban question requires first and 
foremost tackling the  cultural disposition that leads society in general, and urbanists and planners in 
particular, to advocate less and not more from life. It relates to the predilection for precaution over 
experimentation, safety over taking risks, and regulations over greater freedom. Planners need to be prepared 
to challenge the fatalistic outlook that drives the imagination of disaster.   
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At root, the urban question is centred on how the project of building of cities can be reconnected with a 
broader, reinvigorated search for civilisation.  For those who view the building of cities as part of this 
broader project, the freedom to embark on a process of exploration and discovery is essential. Recovering a 
sense of the human potential requires that urbanists and planners are prepared to reject the doctrine of 
sustainability with its controls based on the idea that human activity must be limited, its conservative 
imposition of arbitrary limits, and its reverence for safety. Discovering a better future means taking risks. 
“Dare to know, dare to act, dare to fail” should be the motto of the urbanists of the future.60   
                                                             
1 “Book of Eli” http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1037705/.   “The Road” http://pro.imdb.com/title/tt0898367/ 
2
 Moss, S., “Cold Earth”, London, Granta, 2009    

3
 Jensen, L., “The Rapture”, New York, Doubleday, 2009 

4 Vidal, J., “David Miliband sets out to shock on global warming tour”, UK Guardian, 7 September 2009. 
5 Mulvey, S.,  “Averting a perfect storm of shortages”, BBC News, 24 August 2009. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/8213884.stm    
6 Anthony, A ., “Liam Donaldson: The nation's own flu fighter”, UK Observer, 5 July 2009 
7
 Sudjic, D., “Cities on the Edge of Chaos, UK Observer, 9 March 2008 

8Homer-Dixon, T.,  “Fear is Good”, Toronto Globe and Mail, 4 April 2009, www.homerdoxon. 
9 Davis , M., “Planet of Slums”, London, Verso, p203.  
10 Davis , M., “Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster”,  
  New York, Vintage, 1999.       
11 Kleffel, R.  “Book Review, Mike Davis, Ecology of Fear”,  Review Date 2001 
http://trashotron.com/agony/reviews/davis-ecology_of_fear.htm  
12 Kunstler, J.H. “A Reflection on Cities of the Future”, Undated, www.kunstler.com                                                                                                                                                      
13 Beck, U., “World Risk Society”, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1999.       
14 Beck, U., “The Terrorist Threat: World Risk Society Revisited”, Theory Culture Society.2002; Vol 19,  
  No 4,  pp39-55. 
15 Beck, U., cited in Hammond, P., “Media, War, Postmodernity, London, Routledge, 2007, p106.    
16 Leith, W., “Sleepless? Stressed? Anxious? Exhausted?” UK Observer, 12 July 2009.  
17 Op-cit 
18

 Sharro, K., “Density vs Sprawl” in Eds, Clements, D., Donald, A., Earnshaw, M. & Williams, A. “The 
Future of Community: Reports of a Death Greatly Exaggerated”, London, Pluto Press, 2009 
19 Kunstler, J.H. “A Reflection on Cities of the Future”, Undated, www.kunstler.com                                                                                                                                                                      
20 Kunstler, J.H. “A Reflection on Cities of the Future”, Undated, www.kunstler.com                                                                                                                                      
21 Head, P. & Lawrence, G., “Urban Development to Combat Climate Change: Dongtan Eco City and Risk 
Management Strategies”, CTBUH 8th World Congress. 
22 Mehta, S., “Bombay: Lost and Found”, London, Review, 2004. 
23 Koolhaas, R., “Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for New York” London, Thames and 
Hudson, 1978.  
24

 Future Cities Project, “Position Paper: Consultation on EIA Guidance Documents” 
http://www.futurecities.org.uk/positions/pos09061.html 
25

 Williams, A., “The Enemies of Progress: The Dangers of Sustainability” Exeter, Societas, 2008, p147. 
26 Furedi, F., “A Culture of Fear Revisited”, London, Continuum, 2006.     
27 Furedi, F., “Invitation to Terror: The Expanding Empire of the Unknown”, London, Continuum, 2007. 
28 Homer-Dixon, T., “From Risk to Uncertainty”, Toronto Globe and Mail, 19 Mar 2008.  
29 Beck, U., “World Risk Society” Cambridge, Polity Press, 1999.   
30 Vidal, J & Milmo, D., “Transport for London scraps plans for six-lane road bridge”, UK Guardian, 6 
November 2008 
31 Clarke, L., “Possibilistic Thinking: A New Conceptual Tool for Thinking about Extreme Events”, Social 
Research: An International Quarterly of Social Sciences Vol 75, No 3 (2008), pp 855 – 872.          
32 Arranson, E., “Fear, Denial, and Sensible Action in the Face of Disaster”, Social Research: An 
International Quarterly of Social Sciences, Vol 75, No 3 (2008), pp 669 – 690.  
33 Williams, A., “The Enemies of Progress: The Dangers of Sustainability” Exeter, Societas, 2008, p147. 
34 Homer-Dixon, T., “From Risk to Uncertainty”, Toronto Globe and Mail, 19 Mar 2008.  
35 Sudjic, D., “Cities on the Edge of Chaos, UK Observer, 9 March 2008. 



 

 

344 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
36 Weisman, A., “The World Without Us”, London, Virgin, 2007, p270.  
37 Hall, P., “Cities in Civilisation”, London, Phoenix, 1998, p77. 
38

 Armstrong, J., “In Search of Civilisation:  Remaking a Tarnished Idea”, London, Allen Lane, 2009. 
39 Armstrong, J., “In Search of Civilisation:  Remaking a Tarnished Idea”, London, Allen Lane, 2009. 
40 Bacon, E., “Design of Cities”, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1967, (Revised Edition 1974), p13. 
41 Bacon, E., “Design of Cities”, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1967, (Revised Edition 1974), p13. 
42 Jacobs, J., “The Death and Life of Great American Cities”, London, Penguin, 1961, 
43 Berman, M., “All that is solid melts into air” London, Verso, 1982, pp 324 – 331.   
44 Alexander, C., “The Nature of Order: Book 1 The Phenomenon of Life ” Berkley, Centre for 
Environmental Structure, 2002, p23.  
45

 Woudhuysen, J and Kaplinsky, J., “Energise! A Future for Energy Innovation”, London, Beautiful Books, 
2009, see Chapter 7, “Energising Humanity, Humanising the Planet”.  
46 Walker, B & Salt, D., “Resilience Thinking”, Washington, Island, 2006, p8. 
47 Head, P. & Lawrence, G., “Urban Development to Combat Climate Change: Dongtan Eco City and Risk   
Management Strategies”, CTBUH 8th World Congress. 
48 Beck, U., “World Risk Society” Cambridge, Polity Press, 1999. 
49 Gray, J. “Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and other animals” London, Granta, 2002. pxiii 
50 Harvey, D., A Brief History of Neo-liberalism”, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005 
51 Head, P. & Lawrence, G., Urban Development to Combat Climate Change: Dongtan Eco City and Rosk 
Management Strategies, CTBUH 8th World Congress.     
52 Head, P. & Lawrence, G., Urban Development to Combat Climate Change: Dongtan Eco City and Risk 
Management Strategies, CTBUH 8th World Congress. 
53 Golkany, I.M., “Have increases in population, affluence and technology worsened human and  
environmental well-being?” The Electronic Journal of Sustainable Development Vol 1, No 3 (2009)  
54 MIT SENSEable City Lab http://senseable.mit.edu/ 
55 Hill, D., “Towards and New Architect: Carlo Ratti”   Australian Design ¦ Review 5 May 2009 
http://www.australiandesignreview.com/feature/11635-Towards-a-new-architect-Carlo-Ratti 
56 Reeves, P., “The Z Factor: Exploiting the 3rd Dimension” Urban Design, Issue 109, Winter 2009.  
57

 Woudhuysen, J and Kaplinsky, J.,  “Energise! A Future for Energy Innovation”, London, Beautiful Books, 
2009 
58 Klee, P., “The Thinking Eye: The notebooks of Paul Klee” cited in Bacon, E., “Design of Cities” 
Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1967 (Revised Edition 1974), p38. 
59 ibid,  p13 
60 ManTowNHuman, “Manifesto: Towards a New Humanism in Architecture”, July 2008. 
http://www.futurecities.org.uk/images/mantownhuman.pdf 
 
All web articles last accessed 14 September 2009 



 
The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 

 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 
The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

345 

 

IMAG(IN)ING THE GLOBAL CITY. POSTNATIONAL FILMMAKING IN 
BRUSSELS AND AMSTERDAM 

 
Arne Saeys* 

 
* Kadir Has University/University of Amsterdam, Istanbul/Amsterdam, Turkey/Netherlands, 

arne.saeys@khas.edu.tr or A.N.M.Saeys@uva.nl  
 
ABSTRACT:Beyond predominant discourses on the integration of immigrants, this research aims to 
establish a view on how immigrant filmmakers in global cities erode the idea of national cinemas. Contrary 
to the demands of assimilation in the regular labor market, the commodification of cultural diversity has 
become an important segment of the creative economy in global cities (Scott 2000, Zukin 1995). In 
European film industries, for example, the demand for cultural diversity creates opportunities for immigrant 
filmmakers. Discourses on cultural diversity, however, lead to an a priori categorization of immigrant 
filmmakers as ethnic. Against the ethnicization of immigrant filmmakers, I start from the interactionist 
framework of immigrant entrepreneurship (Waldinger et al. 1990, Rath & Kloosterman 2000). I argue that 
the ‘ethnicity’ of filmmakers serves as a brand to market their films as authentic in the global cultural 
economy. In this paper, I compare immigrant filmmakers based in Brussels, the multilingual capital of 
Europe, and in Amsterdam, the cultural hotspot of the Netherlands in order to illustrate different 
developments of postnational filmmaking. 
KEYWORDS: globalization, migration, cultural industries, film industry 
 
1. GLOBAL CREATIVE CITIES 
 

World cities have always been at the heart of cultural production and innovation (Hall 1998, Scott 
2000). In the age of globalization, discourses on creative cities (Landry & Bianchini 1995) have put creative 
industries and talent migration on the agenda of urban policymakers. The idea is that cities should invest in 
cultural amenities and diversity in order to attract a highly skilled creative class stimulating urban economic 
growth (Florida 2002, Florida 2005). Inspired by these discourses, cities compete for a creative and 
cosmopolitan image in order to attract highly skilled workers. The discourses on the creative class, however, 
neglect social inequalities in metropolitan areas. With the decline of manufacturing industries in favor of a 
service-based economy, a social polarization emerged in global cities. Instead of contributing to the 
expansion of a middle class, the global economy leads to an unequal earnings distribution between a high-
income stratum of top-level professionals and a growing underclass of unemployed or low-wage workers in 
casual jobs, made up largely of immigrants from low-income countries (Sassen 1991). When policymakers 
deal with these socioeconomic inequalities, they tend to formulate answers in terms of employment. This 
way, they overlook entrepreneurship as a way to make a living. The erosion of large-scale modes of 
production, the rise of informal economic activities and the diversification of taste-fragmented markets open 
up opportunities for entrepreneurial immigrants. Immigrant entrepreneurship has mainly been described in 
terms of low-skilled and labor-intensive businesses in easy accessible industries like personal services and 
retailing. The growth of the creative industries in metropolitan areas may offer new opportunities to creative 
immigrants. 

While mass consumption by the middle class was savings-oriented, functional and suburban, the 
new high-income professionals display excess earnings, luxury consumption and cosmopolitan lifestyles. In 
everyday life, this creates a market for extra-ordinary products by which members of the new cosmopolitan 
elite can distinguish themselves (Bourdieu 1979). This demand for aestheticism fuels the growth of creative 
enterprises in metropolitan areas. Dependent on a high income elasticity and agglomeration benefits, the 
creative industries have become a main grow sector in metropolitan economies (Scott 2000). Based on 
individual skills, ideas and originality, creative enterprises do not require a high starting capital. This low 
barrier of entry leads to an oversupply of applicants of which only very few will be successful. Striving 
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toward product differentiation and competing on quality and uniqueness instead of on price, the creative 
industries consist of many small enterprises (Caves 2000). Within the creative economy, the demand for 
authentic  or exotic products generates opportunities for entrepreneurial immigrants (Zukin 1995). As can be 
noticed in the popularity of hip-hop, reggae and world music productions, popular culture seems to be more 
accessible for immigrants than high culture. Closely linked to national heritage and state funding, the high 
arts like classical music, opera and ballet have a higher barrier of entry. The film industry occupies a place in 
between high and popular culture, as film productions contain arthouse cinema as well as commercial 
blockbusters. 

The film industry is an exemplary case of a global creative industry. From the first silent films in the 
1920s, filmmakers have shown an ability to reach audiences beyond local and linguistically defined markets. 
Contemporary film industries cannot be seen separately from the global film system in which Hollywood 
occupies a central position. More then any other cultural industry, the global spread of Hollywood films has 
pushed debates on film production beyond the framework of national policies. In the next section, I will 
summarize the international debate on global trade liberalization and cultural diversity regarding film 
productions. 
 
2. GLOBALIZATION AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY 
 

In international debates on cultural industries, global trade liberalization, promoted by the United 
States, clashed with the protection of national markets by France and the European Union. This conflict 
between trade and culture developed mainly around the audiovisual industries1. While global trade 
liberalization aims to reduce artificial trade barriers among countries, national governments perceived the 
dominant export of audiovisual products from the US to the global market as a threat to their national film, 
television and radio industries. Against the American definition of cultural products as commodities not 
different from any other goods to be traded under international trade rules, European and other governments 
defended their national film, television and radio programs as expressions of their cultural identity, language 
and values. The US responded that ‘cultural identity’ could not be defined and only served as an excuse for 
continued protectionism of national markets (Footer & Graber 2000).  

In order to defend their cultural sovereignty in the global arena, national governments agreed on the 
UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, promoting the conservation of territorially and 
historically defined cultural differences.2 At the same time, the UNESCO broadened its scope of protection 
from material3 to immaterial heritage4 and finally to contemporary cultural production5. The two recent 
additions can be read as a response to the dominance of American products on the global cultural market. 
Using the paradigm of cultural hegemony, politicians, scholars and social movements have equated 
globalization with ‘Americanization’. Because of the first-mover advantage of the United States on the 
global market, global flows from other parts of the world have been neglected in debates on cultural 
industries. Along with migration, however, the international discourses on cultural diversity penetrated 
national frameworks as well. Global flows of people, goods and services in metropolitan centers eroded the 
idea that culture is produced and consumed within national boundaries. 

While the international debate on cultural diversity focused on cultural policies, in national debates 
the discourse on cultural diversity came to dominate social policies (Robins 2006). Cultural diversity became 
an alternative to national assimilation policies. Spurring the recognition of diverse ethnic minority identities 
within national states, the discourses on cultural diversity lead to heated discussions within national states. 
By invoking their cultural identity on the international stage, national states aimed to protect the cultural 
productions of homegrown artists as unique and distinct expressions of their national identity. At the same 
time, cultural productions of immigrants are considered as ethno-cultural expressions different from the 
official culture. This way, a distinction is created between ‘culture’ as a universal product of human 
creativity and ‘cultures’ as social expressions of ethnic identities (Kosnick 2004). 

                                                
1 GATT Uruguay Round, 1986-1993 
2 UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, 2002 
3 UNESCO World Heritage Convention, 1972 
4 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003 
5 UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, 2005 
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Against the idealist tradition of thinking about culture as an expression of ethno-national identities, a 
materialist perspective reveals that contemporary culture is increasingly produced under global capitalist 
conditions. Along with privatization, deregulation and digitization, the use of culture moved from the non-
commercial elevation of national audiences to commercial production for global markets (Cunningham 
2005). This does not imply that global capitalism leads to a homogenized culture. Against the idea that 
globalization is a homogenizing process imposed by one external power, I argue that global culture is 
produced from within multiple local centers and with the participation of national and supranational actors. 
While international debates have mainly focused on the hegemony of Hollywood, the rapidly growing film 
productions in Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Middle East have received little to no attention in debates 
on global film industries. In the next section, I sketch the development of Third World film production. 

 
3. FROM ETHNOGRAPHIC TO POSTNATIONAL FILMMAKING 
 

Because of the historical relationship of colonialism and imperialism, cultural studies have mainly 
focused on the question of representation of ‘the Other’ in European cultural products. Inspired by the work 
of Edward Said (1978), postcolonial authors have analyzed exoticism and misrepresentations in visual arts, 
literature and films. This approach has lead to a one-sided view on non-western people as voiceless victims 
of powerful Euro-American cultural industries. Without ignoring the traps of stereotyping, I argue that this 
perspective neglects the agency of non-western people. 
 In the history of film, the interest in people from other parts of the world goes back to the first 
ethnographic films. While classic documentaries like Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922) gave a 
romanticized image of ‘the Other’, the production of ethnographic films was seriously questioned in the 
1960s by the French filmmaker Jean Rouch. Rouch (1974) stated that the filmmaker should not be observing 
his subject as if it were an insect. His cinéma vérite entailed acknowledgment of the filmmakers’ presence 
and subject participation. Rouch emphasized the importance of the subject’s feedback in order to achieve 
mutual understanding. Despite the aim to highlight the perspective of the Other, these attempts ignored the 
existence of indigenous Third World film industries. A significant turn in the history of Third World film 
production was the plea of the Argentine filmmakers Solanas & Getino (1976) against the dominance of 
commercial Hollywood productions (First Cinema) and European auteur films (Second Cinema). Rejecting 
both Hollywood’s escapist film spectacles and the European cinema as a vehicle for artistic expression, 
Solanas & Getino called for a Third Cinema, a neorealist and political cinema advocating class struggle and 
even armed resistance. Although Third Cinema was mainly produced in the Third World, Gabriel (1982) 
stated that any cinema produced anywhere can be called Third Cinema, as long as it is oppositional and 
liberationist. With the recent popularity of film industries like Bollywood (India) and Nollywood (Nigeria) 
and the commercial success of foreign-language films in English-speaking markets (for example Hong Kong 
martial arts films), the plea for a political and oppositional cinema lost ground to a global capitalist mode of 
film production. 

In addition, intense migration flows changed the demographics of American and European cities. In 
American and European film industries, filmmakers emerged from all over the world. The influential film 
scholar Hamid Naficy (2001) conceptualized the films of Third World filmmakers in the West as an 
‘Accented Cinema’. He argued that immigrant filmmakers translate their personal experiences of exile, 
diaspora and ethnicity via an ‘accented’ mode of production into an ‘accented’ film style. Naficy categorized 
filmmakers in terms of their orientation to either the homeland, the diasporic community or to the host 
country. This accented cinema would be an embedded criticism of the dominant ‘non-accented’ 
entertainment cinema. Like the Third Cinema, the Accented Cinema would be highly political and 
oppositional to mainstream cinema. Naficy’s work is representative of a larger body of postcolonial 
literature. In line with the postcolonial emancipation of new nation-states against imperial powers, the work 
of Third World immigrants has been equated with expressions of oppressed identities. This focus on identity 
resembles contemporary discourses on cultural diversity, aimed to protect national cultures from global 
homogenization. Examples are descriptions of the diasporic or hybrid identities of Black British filmmakers 
(Cham & Watkins 1988, Martin 1995), of French beur filmmakers (Tarr 2005) and of Turkish-German 
filmmakers (Burns 2007, Mennel 2002). These film studies on immigrant filmmakers are predominantly 
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based on literary auteur theory, taking film as an expression of the director’s personal vision6. 
Methodologically, this approach leads to textual analyses of film narratives and styles. Based on this 
methodology, the above-mentioned film scholars uncritically take the hyphenated or diasporic identity of 
immigrants as a determining feature of their films. This theoretical move of designating immigrant 
populations as diasporic or ethnic groups, however, reifies identity and community as natural. In the age of 
globalization, this obscures contemporary practices of citizenship, which are multi-connected, multi-
referential and postnational (Soysal Nuhoğlu 2000). 

Starting from films as end products, textual analyses neglect the social, economic and political 
factors that shape both the qualitative and the quantitative output of immigrant filmmakers. Very little to no 
attention has been paid to the art worlds in which the films of immigrants are produced, distributed and 
labeled. Against the a priori categorization of immigrant filmmakers as ethnic or diasporic, I argue that the 
work of immigrant filmmakers needs to be understood in the context of the global film industry where 
national film productions are increasingly subjected to the rules of the capitalist world economy. Targeting 
global markets and universal values, film professionals engage in multinational co-productions in order to 
compete with Hollywood. The participation of immigrants in (trans)national film projects is part of this 
globalization of film production, leading toward a postnational cinema (Danan 1996, Bergfelder 2005). In  
the next section, I sketch the position of European film productions in the global film industry. 
 
4. EUROPEAN CINEMA  
 

The dominant position of Hollywood on the global market has fueled discourses distinguishing film as 
entertainment and film as a work of art. These discourses oppose economic and the cultural aspects of 
filmmaking (Hofstede 2000). Commercial entertainment films, however, are not always without artistic 
value and arthouse films can be commercially successful. The legitimation of films as arthouse or as 
entertainment has practical consequences for the lines of production, distribution and reception. Hollywood 
films are generally considered as entertainment aimed to attract the largest audiences as possible. Marketing, 
the film star system and special effects are the means to achieve commercial success. The marketing of 
Hollywood films thrives more on actors than on directors and the films are not categorized in terms of 
nationality but in terms of genres. Hollywood films are not considered as a national American cinema 
anymore but as global mainstream, setting the standards for other films in the world. 
 Against the conventions of Hollywood films, the independent film legitimates its existence by 
highlighting artistic innovation as its aim, denying any commercial purposes. Independent or arthouse 
cinema thrives more on the profile of film directors, as stated in auteur theory. Because of its non-
commercial aims, independent cinema relies more on state (Europe) or private (U.S.) funding. Success is not 
defined by economic profit but by awards on international film festivals and recognition by film critics. 
Based on the principles of high culture and funding, the nationality of films plays a more important role. 
While independent cinema is produced in a small-scale artisanal way, it is aimed at international distribution. 
Via the circuit of international film festivals, independent cinema is a global alternative to the commercial 
hegemony of Hollywood.  
 Due to the ‘art cinema bias’ of international film critics, European cinema has been equated with art 
house films in a conventional opposition to commercial Hollywood films (Vincendau 1998). There is, 
however, also another kind of cinema in Europe: the national cinemas. Despite the similarity with arthouse 
cinema in its small-scale production, national cinemas cover more diverse and commercial genres like 
melodramas, comedies, musicals and thrillers with their own local star system. These productions are mainly 
broadcasted on national television and barely reach audiences beyond the regional language area. 
Nevertheless, some film directors starting in national cinemas are able to break out of their national career 
and become internationally recognized as arthouse film directors. While Hollywood does not need 
independent film festivals to promote its films, the risk-management of Hollywood does pick up film 
directors that proved their talent in independent filmmaking. This way, the three different film worlds – 
Hollywood, independent cinema and national cinema – are more interconnected than oppositional discourses 
suggest.  In Fig. 1 I give an overview of the global film industry. Against Hofstede’s categorization of 

                                                
6 Auteur theory or auteurism originated in the 1950s publications of Cahiers du Cinéma, and was closely 
related to the French Nouvelle Vague. 
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central and peripheral film productions, I choose to speak about large-scale and small-scale modes of 
production. This way, I can add non-western large-scale film production like Bollywood and Nollywood into 
the figure. 
  

                      Production 

Distribution 

  Large-scale         Small-scale    

National market   Bollywood,     

  Nollywood 

National cinemas  

Television films  

Global market    Hollywood Arthouse films 

Independent film 

 
        Figure 1 The global film industry (adapted from Hofstede 2000) 
 

European film industries have established long traditions of national and arthouse cinemas. While 
French, German and Italian cinemas have received a lot of attention in film studies, the film productions in 
smaller countries like Belgium and the Netherlands have remained understudied. Despite their geographical 
position in the heart of Europe, Belgian and Dutch film industries show similarities with Third World 
cinema. Their mode of production is artisanal and dependent on transnational co-productions. At the same 
time, countries like Belgium and the Netherlands occupy respectively the first and third place of most 
globalized countries  (KOF Index 2009)7. Because of their small size, these countries are highly dependent 
on foreign resources. Therefore, it can be expected that the film industries in Brussels and Amsterdam are 
more globalized than in other countries. Since it is in metropolitan contexts that the global, the national and 
the local intersect, I will now turn to the cities where immigrants and others participate in creative industries 
and postnational film productions. I will compare immigrant filmmakers in two globalizing cities: Brussels, 
the multilingual capital of Europe, and Amsterdam, the creative hotspot of the Netherlands. I will 
demonstrate how different metropolitan contexts shape the trajectories of filmmakers, films and film 
festivals. 

To investigate the trajectories of immigrants in the film industry, I borrow the concept of the 
opportunity structure from studies on immigrant entrepreneurship. The opportunity structure refers to the 
chances to make a living in the economics of a certain time and place. Waldinger et al. (1990) argued that 
opportunity structures (demand side) interact with group characteristics (supply side) to give rise to ethnic 
entrepreneurship. Rath & Kloosterman (2000) criticized this a priori categorization of immigrants as ethnic 
groups and the concomitant argument that immigrants differ from mainstream entrepreneurs because they 
are endowed with ethnic resources. Against the a priori categorization of filmmakers as ethnic, I start from 
the observation that immigrant filmmakers participate in urban film industries. I argue that their identity is 
used as a brand to market their films as authentic. In order to demonstrate the impact of urban institutions 
and markets on the work of immigrant filmmakers, I compare film productions of immigrants in two 
different cities: Brussels and Amsterdam. 

 
5. TWO CITIES, THREE CINEMAS  
 

Since the secession of Belgium from the Netherlands in 1830, the two capital cities of both states 
have developed in quite distinct ways. While both cities had a predominantly Dutch-speaking population in 
the early 19th century, Brussels became a bilingual city with a majority of French-speaking citizens in the 
20th century. In Amsterdam, the dominant language has always remained Dutch. This difference in linguistic 
histories has an impact on the development of film industries and immigration in both cities. While 
Amsterdam is the main center for Dutch film production, Brussels hosts both a Flemish-language and a 

                                                
7 http://globalization.kof.ethz.ch/static/pdf/rankings_2009.pdf, retrieved on 31 August 2009 
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French-language film industry. Therefore, the two cities in fact host three distinct cinemas (Dutch-, Flemish- 
and French-speaking). In this section, I will discuss the opportunity structures for immigrant filmmakers in 
each of these two cities and three cinemas.  
 
5.1 Brussels 

Brussels Capital-Region is one region alongside the Flemish Region and the Walloon Region in 
federated Belgium. Brussels Capital-Region has its own government and parliament but it does not have its 
own cultural ministry. Both the Flemish Community and the French-speaking Community have their 
Ministries of Culture whose competencies include respectively the Flemish-speaking institutions (in Brussels 
and Flanders) and the French-speaking institutions (in Brussels and Wallonia). Officially a bilingual city 
with Flemish- and French-speaking institutions, Brussels also hosts a considerable amount of Eurocrats and 
non-European immigrants. 

Regarding the integration of immigrants, the two Communities take different stances. In Brussels, 
the Flemish Community Commission (VGC) pursues an ethnic minorities policy. The French-speaking 
Community Commission (COCOF), on the contrary, does not even want to use the word ‘ethnic minority’ in 
official policies. The French-speaking Community adopts a ‘republican’ assimilationist stance towards 
integration. It only states that immigrants should know French. While the Flemish Community supports 
immigrant self-organizations and even subsidizes education in their own language and culture, the French-
speaking Community refuses to support any project based on ethnic identity. This difference in policies has 
an historical explanation. Brussels was originally a Flemish-speaking city that gradually became a 
predominantly French-speaking capital where the Flemish became a minority. State reforms ultimately 
granted the Flemish minority in the capital equal political power as the French-speaking majority. As a 
consequence of this position, the Flemish Community emphasizes strongly the ‘multicultural’ character of 
Brussels, in order to limit the dominance of the French-speaking majority (Rea 2005). 

In this section, I will compare the role and place of immigrant filmmakers in Brussels and the impact 
of the Flemish and the French-speaking institutions and markets on their films and their careers. 
 
5.2 Immigrant filmmakers in Brussels 

The two language communities in Brussels host different institutions for film professionals. Higher 
education in the audiovisual arts can be followed in nine institutes in Belgium. On the French-speaking side, 
the most important higher education institutes for the audiovisual arts are the INSAS, La Cambre and the 
INRACI in Brussels and the IAD in nearby Louvain-la-Neuve. On the Flemish-speaking side, the higher 
education institutes for the audiovisual arts are the RITS, the Hogeschool Sint-Lukas and the NARAFI in 
Brussels, the KASK in Ghent and the Media and Design Academy in Genk. Because of the democratization 
of higher education in Belgium, all schools are state-supported and tuition fees are low compared to other 
countries. Despite the artistic admission tests in some schools and the requirement of knowing Dutch or 
French, the schools are relatively easily accessible. Regarding students with an immigrant background, 
differences can be noticed between the French-speaking and the Flemish-speaking schools. Because more 
immigrants are French-speaking than Flemish-speaking, more immigrants can be found in the French-
language schools. In addition, the French-speaking community has since the 1960s invested in several 
community-based film production workshops (ateliers de production) that provide material support and 
information for non-professional filmmakers. Among them, the ‘Centre de l’Audiovisuel à Bruxelles’ and 
the ‘Centre de Vidéo de Bruxelles’ are known for supporting especially documentaries made by urban 
citizens, sometimes from disadvantaged neighborhoods. 
 As the Belgian cinematographic production is a small industry, the total number of people working 
in this sector is not very large8. Consequently, the number of immigrant filmmakers is very small. Most of 
them are active as documentary makers and video artists. Only few have achieved to make feature films. One 
of the first immigrant film directors graduated from the INSAS in Brussels to make feature films was the 
Tunis-born Mahmoud ben Mahmoud. His film ‘Crossing Over’ (1982) was one of the first feature films to 
deal with visa problems of immigrants. Another graduate from the INSAS, the Nazareth-born Palestinian 
Michel Khleifi gained international acclaim with his feature film ‘Wedding in Galilee’ (1987) and continued 

                                                
8 The Belgian film industry employed only 1193 people in 1995, most of them in Brussels. (Source: 
http://www.obs.coe.int/oea_publ/eurocine/1424.html, retrieved on 3 Sept 2009) 
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to make films and documentaries awarded at various international film festivals. In the 1990s, the Congolese 
director Mweze Ngangura, graduated from the IAD in Brussels, made ‘Pieces of Identity’ (1998), a feature 
film on an African king looking for his daughter in Brussels. During the civil war in ex-Yugoslavia, Danis 
Tanović, fled Sarajevo and came to study at the INSAS in Brussels. With his feature film ‘No man’s land’ 
(2001) about the civil war, he won the Golden Globe and the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film. While 
the second-generation Maghrebi immigrants in Paris started with the ‘banlieue films’ already in 1980s, the 
first film about second-generation immigrants in Brussels appeared with ‘Beyond Gibraltar’ (2001), made by 
Taylan Barman and Mourad Boucif. Both directors never attended any film school. As autodidacts, they 
started their careers by gaining acclaim at local film competitions. Another autodidact who just completed 
his first feature film ‘The Barons’ (2009) is Nabil Ben Yadir. His film is a comedy about the life of second-
generation Moroccans in Brussels. While all the above-mentioned film directors are French-speaking 
immigrants, the Flemish-speaking film industry has much less immigrant film directors. Graduated at 
NARAFI, Rwanda-born director Georges Kamanayo made documentaries about his roots in ‘Kazungu le 
métis’ (2000) and ‘La fille du grand monsieur’ (2005). He became president of the ‘Ethno-cultural minorities 
council in Antwerp’ and engaged in several ‘intercultural projects’ for the Flemish television industry. 
Another Flemish ‘intercultural’ filmmaker is Saddie Choua, daughter of a Flemish mother and a Moroccan 
father. Without any formal film school degree, she made her documentary ‘My sister Zahra’ (2006) about the 
confrontation between her lesbian sister and her Muslim father, she gained wide acclaim from Gay, Lesbian 
and Bisexuals Organizations in Flanders and the Netherlands. In Antwerp, the Turkish-Flemish autodidact 
R.Kan Albay is producing his own crime and horror films. Without any state support, he made several 
feature films like ‘Toothpick’ (2002), ‘The Flemish Vampire’ (2006), ‘Gangsta’s Hell (2007) and ‘Coma’ 
(2008). Another Flemish-Turkish film director is Kadir Balci, a graduate from the KASK in Ghent. With 
support of the Flemish Audiovisual Funds (VAF), he is directing the film ‘Turquaze’, to be released in 2010. 
 In both the French- and the Flemish-speaking parts of Belgium, there is an increase of film directors 
with an immigrant background. The evolution started earlier within the French-speaking part of Brussels. 
Remarkably, several film directors in Brussels and Antwerp have completed feature films without any 
formal education. Autodidacts like Taylan Barman and Mourad Boucif even received funding without 
having formal educational degrees. During interviews, producers revealed that immigrant directors give 
films a certain ‘authenticity’ that can be used to attract immigrant audiences. By targeting immigrant 
communities as consumers, film producers claim to have discovered an underserved market. The directors 
themselves, however, do not like to be stereotyped as ‘immigrant director’. During the interviews I 
conducted with the directors, they all stated that they do not want to make films only about immigrants. They 
want to be considered as regular film directors who can make films about more topics than just about 
migration. To put the Brussels context in a comparative perspective, I will now discuss immigrant 
filmmakers in Amsterdam. 
 
5.3 Amsterdam 

From the Golden Age onwards, Amsterdam has been a refuge for immigrants attracted by the city’s 
freedom of religion and economic prosperity. After postcolonial and guest workers migrations in the 1960s 
and 1970s, the population of the city became increasingly ‘ethnically diverse’. While the Netherlands 
traditionally claimed the reputation of a progressive and tolerant nation that hailed ‘multiculturalism’ as the 
political standard, the discourse on immigrants changed significantly after the murder on the Islam-critical 
filmmaker Theo Van Gogh (2004) and the murder on anti-migration politician Pim Fortuyn (2002). The 
murders raised heavy debates about immigrants and especially about Muslims. Hardline politicians like 
Geert Wilders and Rita Verdonk gained popularity with their nationalist discourses on Dutch identity and 
their stances against immigration. While discourses on ‘multiculturalism’ became heavily criticized in 
political debates, Dutch filmmakers discovered ‘multiculturalism’ as a popular topic in cinema. In 2004, the 
Dutch film ‘Shouf Shouf Habibi!’ about the life of second-generation Moroccans in Amsterdam-West was 
released and gained much popularity. Television-series followed and other ‘multiculti comedies’ like ‘Het 
Schnitzelparadijs’ (2005) and ‘Een Beetje Verliefd’ (2006) became commercially successful as well. 
Remarkably, these films about immigrants were all made by native Dutch directors and their topics 
predominantly focused on the comical experiences of second-generation Moroccans in the Netherlands. 
Multiculti comedies break with the tradition of the ever-dramatic depiction of immigrants as victims. 
According to Malik (1996), immigrant films move from a social-issue-based realist cinema of duty to an 
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amusement-based cinema of pleasure. The popularity of the ‘multiculti comedies’ made by Dutch directors, 
however, raises the question whether there are no immigrant filmmakers in the Netherlands.  
 
5.4. Immigrant filmmakers in Amsterdam 

In Amsterdam, the main higher education institute for professional audiovisual production is the 
Dutch Film and Television Academy (NFTA). The internationally renown Rietveld Academy has also an 
audiovisual department focusing more on the artistic video production. Other higher education departments 
for audiovisual arts can be found at the Hogeschool voor de Kunsten in Utrecht and at the St. Joost Academy 
in Breda. Short-term trainings in audiovisual techniques are offered by the Media Academy in Hilversum 
and the Binger Filmlab in Amsterdam offers predominantly script development programs. Looking at the 
Dutch film industry, it becomes clear that the NFTA plays a central role in the education of Dutch film 
professionals. The NFTA is closely related to the world of professional television and film producers. In 
interviews with several directors, they stated that the networks they built up during their studies at the NFTA 
remained important for the rest of their career as a filmmaker. To be admitted to the NFTA, applicants have 
to know Dutch and to fulfill an artistic admission test. Despite the democratization of higher education in the 
Netherlands, the NFTA is very selective in admitting students to its fixed programs. While the NFTA 
receives around 500 applications each year, only 75 students are allowed to start the program. After the hype 
of ‘Shouf Shouf Habibi’ in 2004, the NFTA noticed that it lacked students with an immigrant background. A 
campaign was launched to promote the NFTA in high schools with lots of immigrant youngsters. In the 
applications for the next year, however, no effect of the campaign was found9. 
 Just like the Belgian film production, Dutch film production is a small industry. Not surprisingly, the 
number of immigrants working as film directors in the Netherlands is low. Nevertheless, some immigrant 
film directors in the Netherlands have gained worldwide fame. Documentary maker Heddy Honigmann, born 
in Lima, moved to Amsterdam in 1978. After graduating from the Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia in 
Rome, she established a long and prolific career as a documentary maker gaining international acclaim with 
documentaries like ‘O Amor Natural’ (1996) and national success with two fiction films based on Dutch 
books. In 1985, the 24-years old Alejandro Agresti fled Buenos Aires after the military coup d’état and 
ended up at the Rotterdam Film Festival. He stayed in the Netherlands for 10 years and directed 7 feature 
films there before returning to Buenos Aires. A more conventional migration story is the one of Fatima Jebli 
Ouazzani. Born in Morocco, she moved at the age of 11 to the Netherlands with her parents. After 
graduating from the NFTA, she made the documentary ‘In my Father’s House’ (1997) about the status of a 
woman in an Islamic marriage. The documentary won the Dutch Golden Calf for best documentary in 1998. 
Another female documentary maker is Meral Uslu. Born in Turkey, she moved to Amsterdam where her 
father was working. After graduating from the NFTA, she made several documentaries and one television 
film ‘Roos & Rana’ (2001) about two girls going on a trip from Amsterdam to Istanbul. Another graduate 
from the NFTA was the Algerian-born Karim Traïdia who gained national and international success with his 
first Dutch feature film ‘The Polish Bride’ (1998), which was nominated for the Golden Globe for Best 
Foreign Language Film that year. Launched by the same producers as Traïdia, the second-generation Dutch-
Chinese filmmaker Fow Pyng Hu, who just graduated from the Rietveld Academy, directed ‘Jacky’ (2000) 
and ‘Paradise Girls’ (2004) and became the hope of Dutch arthouse cinema. A second-generation Dutch 
Moroccan director Jamel Aattache made the first Dutch Kung-fu film ‘Fighting Fish’ (2003). The most 
successful film director in Amsterdam, however, is Hany Abu-Assad. As a Palestinian born in Nazareth, he 
came to Amsterdam in 1980 working as an airplane engineer. After directing the Dutch feature film ‘The 
Fourteenth Chick’ (1998), he started directing Palestinian films like ‘Rana’s Wedding’ (2002) and ‘Paradise 
Now’ (2005). This last film won the Golden Globe for Best Foreign Language Film and an Oscar-
nomination in the same category. Although Abu-Assad was living in Amsterdam and holds the Dutch 
nationality, the film was submitted as the entry for Palestine at both the Oscars and the Golden Globe. After 
this success, Abu-Assad left Amsterdam for Hollywood where he was offered the opportunity to make a big-
budget film. Remarkably, while Abu-Assad’s ‘Paradise Now’ is the story of two Palestinian men preparing 
for a suicide attack, in the same year in Amsterdam, Israel-born director Dana Nechushtan filmed the 
television film ‘Sacrifice’ (2005) with a similar story about a suicide attack but now located in Amsterdam. 
Her greatest success, however, became ‘Dunya & Desie in Morocco’ (2007), a feature film based on her 

                                                
9 Interview Ernie Tee, teacher NFTA, 10/09/2009 
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television series ‘Dunya & Desie’ about the friendship between a Dutch girl and a second-generation 
Moroccan girl in Amsterdam-North. More recently, new talents are gaining acclaim in the Netherlands. The 
Poland-born director Urszula Antoniak, graduated from both NFTA and the Polish film academy, won 
several prizes at the Locarno Film Festival with her English-language film ‘Nothing Personal (2009), about a 
Dutch girl moving to Ireland. Another young talent is Danyael Sugawara. Born in Japan from a Polish 
mother and a Japanese father, his parents moved to Amsterdam where he grew up. Recently graduated from 
the NFTA, he directed his first feature Dutch-language film ‘Alles stroomt’ (2009) about a mother-son 
relationship. 
 The wide-ranging of subjects in the films of immigrant filmmakers does not lend itself to easy 
conclusions. It can be noted that formal film education like the NFTA is an important condition for film 
production and funding in Amsterdam. In addition, the Dutch Film Fund explicitly states that it gives priority 
to experienced filmmakers in allocation its budget10. Recent stimulation programs of the Dutch television 
have proven to be beneficial for young filmmakers. Remarkable for Amsterdam, however, is that immigrant 
film directors usually start with films targeting national Dutch audiences rather than immigrant audiences 
(e.g. ‘The Polish Bride’, ‘The Fourteenth Chick’). In this sense, they are not different from other Dutch 
directors. According to European rules, however, the Dutch Film Fund has to support only feature films that 
have a ‘Dutch identity’. This might explain why most immigrant filmmakers in Amsterdam make feature 
films that are very Dutch in location, language and characters. Because this rule does not apply to 
documentaries, immigrants have more chances to make documentaries that include other locations, 
languages and persons. 
 
6. CONCLUSION 
 

Aside from the institutional differences between Brussels and Amsterdam, both cities experience 
comparable evolutions in their film industries. Beyond postcolonial and guest worker migration stories, 
filmmakers from very different corners of the world have come to settle for short or long term in the cities. 
Despite their small number, immigrant filmmakers have entered the film industries in Brussels and 
Amsterdam. While Brussels has a wide range of Flemish- and French-speaking institutions for filmmakers, 
the film industry in Amsterdam is more centralized. By consequence, national institutions like the NFTA and 
the Dutch Film Fund exert more control on the trajectories of filmmakers in Amsterdam. Because of their 
division, Flemish- and French-speaking institutions in Brussels have less means and less control. This might 
explain why some immigrant filmmakers in Brussels start up their own film productions without any state 
support. Regarding the reception of the films, it can be noticed that from the immigrant filmmakers in both 
Brussels and Amsterdam, the ones who gained most international acclaim are both Palestinians. Michel 
Khleifi, awarded at Cannes in 1987, and, more recently, Hany Abu-Assad, Golden Globe-winner in 2006, 
both imagined on the screen the perspective of Palestinian people in the occupied territories. Other than films 
on hot international issues, the Belgian and Dutch films on second-generation immigrants have been mainly 
displayed in local cinemas. Films directed by immigrants are marketed as ‘authentic’. Contrary to the 
national ‘multiculti’ comedies directed by native Dutch filmmakers, the films directed by immigrants have 
been classified as arthouse cinema. Imag(in)ing the diversity of the global city on the screens of 
(inter)national film festivals, national cinemas transform into postnational film industries, targeting global 
audiences and cosmopolitan aesthetics. 
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POST “GENERIC CITY” – WHEN A CITY IS NEARLY EXPIRED 
WATERFRONT INDUSTRIAL PRESERVATION & DEVELOPMENT:  

THE SHUNDE CASE, THE PRD 
 

Doreen Heng LIU 

 
 “As usual, history is a seamless web, a Gordian knot, requiring some more or less arbitrary unpickings in 
order to get started.”1 

                                               Peter Hall, “Cities of Imagination” in “ Cities of Tomorrow” 
 
“As we move into the unknown territories of the twenty-first century, the unresolved conflict between 
globalization and diversity and the unanswered question of choosing between international intervention and 
identity, are increasingly leading to crises as vital as the threat of a nuclear catastrophe in the middle of the 
last century. The task of critical regionalism is to rethink architecture through the concept of region. Whether 
this involves complex human ties or the balance of the ecosystem, it is opposed to mindlessly adopting the 
narcissistic dogmas in the name of universality, leading to environments that are economically costly and 
ecologically destructive to the human community. What we call the critical regionalist approach to design 
and the architecture of identity recognizes the value of the singular, circumscribes projects within the 
physical, social, and cultural constraints of the particular, aiming at sustaining diversity while benefiting 
from universality.”2 
 

Alexander Tzonis, “Critical Regionalism” 
 
 

In September, which is still summer in southern China, I drove slowly along the river bank. On the rive 
side, there were yellow painted factory buildings, full of the flavor of 1950s and 60s; on the other side, there 
were arcade buildings which only exist in southern China. Near the bank, there laid small boats which I often 
took when I was a little kid. The hot air mixed with the smell of river water and river food blew to my face. 
The time seemed stopped or just passing by slowly, and a familiar pastoral feeling reminded me of my days 
in Liezhou peninsular when I lived with my grandma who worked in a sugar factory. 

At the invitation from a governmental department in charge of culture in Shunde, I, together with some 
friends who were fond of southern China local culture, came to Ronggui, an old county in the southern part 
of Shunde. According to local officials, the water resources department, in order to protect water resources, 
had decided to shut down all the industrial production along the waterfront and were preparing to demolish 
all the factory buildings and converted the lands into public green lands. My friends turned to me and other 
architects, hoping that we can come up with some professional ideas to persuade the government to keep 
these factory buildings and convert them into other uses, such as Beijing’s 798, Shanghai’s Suzhou River or 
other cultural-art industry. 

After visiting so many waterfronts green land parks around the country including peril river delta 
region, I became insensible to these all similar parks. Now, immersed in the slow living pace deliberately 
kept by Ronggui,  with the southern childhood memory in mind, I felt a sense of responsibility, either as an 
architect, or as a scholar or as a southerner, to bring the necessary attention to this place which is going to be 
abandoned and to this living style which we became distant with long ago. What’s more important, through 

                                                
1 Hall, Peter, Citites of Tomorrow, Blackwell, Oxford, 2002, p.6. 
2 Lefaivre, Liane & Tzonis, Alexander, Critical Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Globalized 
World. Prestel Verlag, Munich/Berlin/London/New York, 2003. p.20. 
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this attention, the generic meaning of “city identity” during the industrial transformation in Pearl River Delta 
region would be put under spot light. 
 
“ Southern China City”  

Before industrial globalization, Shunde was a typical waterfront town in southern China. The network 
of waterways helped people organize their lives orderly; special arcade buildings protected people against 
sunshine, wind and rain; special vegetables such as phoenix trees, banyan and artabortys uncinatus were the 
ones which only grow in the humid and hot environment in southern China… all these constituted a leisure 
but also busy picture of “Along the River During the Qingming Festival”. The mulberry plantation and fish 
pound led to scaled production of silk. By that time, a prototype of a busy yet leisure ecological green city 
had come into shape. 
 
Industrial city  

The “Great Leap Forward”movement in 1958 dragged Shunde to another round of industrialization. 
The waterfront industrial zones, which were developed by taking the transportation advantage brought by the 
dense waterways in peril river, became the model of most advanced productivity and most typical urban 
space at that time. Especially the city scene along the river looked just like European cities in the mid 
eighteenth century when they became industrialized society. 
 
Generic City 

After the early ecological industry based on mulberry plantation and fish pounds and the top-down 
mandatory industrialization in “Great Leap Forward”, Shunde finally got some unprecedented opportunities 
from the “reform and opening up”. By creating an impressive GDP through diversified industries such as 
furniture, electronic appliances and flowers, Shunde successfully landed itself among the “four tigers” in 
Guangdong’s economy. The successful economic model in peril river delta region ushered in a time of 
speedy development when townships in China all entered into an all-round industrialization, globalization 
and urbanization: guided by the sole pursuit for high GDP, cities, in an instant, arbitrarily spanned, deleted 
and pasted, leaving no room for city managers to deal with; for a time, with a mindset of seeking for 
immediate interests, arbitrariness and chaos, not only Shunde but the whole peril river delta region was 
reduced to a universal city scene—a super “generic city” with a population of 40 million. 

This phenomenon was pointed out by Rem Koolhaas, a western scholar and architect, as “Generic 
City”. Just as he said: it is nothing but a reflection of present need and present ability. It is the city without 
history. It is big enough for everybody. It is easy, it does not need maintenance. If it gets too small it just 
expands. If it gets old it just self-destructs and renews. It is equally exciting -- or unexciting everywhere. It 
can produce a new identity every Monday morning’.3 

However, how long can this “face changing” game last? The rapid industrialization, globalization and 
urbanization at the expense of treasured land resources and environment appear unsustainable, especially at a 
time when peril river delta region’s “take in” and “copying” economic model is on the down turn. Thus it 
became inevitable that Ronggui’s waterfront industry had to be replaced by sustainable policies such as 
cleaning water resources and building public green land. 
 
Post “Generic City” = New Southern China 

When the network of highways and roads at various levels became as intense as that of the waterways, 
waterfront industrial zones were bond to reach their finally days. Those industries were put into a new round 
of transformation crisis: while considering preserving industrial competitiveness, the local government, in 
the name of protecting water resources from pollution and building a sustainable city, not only shut down all 
the waterfront production, but also demolished the old factory buildings. Shunde’s waterfront industrial site 
is replaced by today’s popular “public green land” in Shunde’s five-year plan. If it’s true that all the 
historical dimensions can so easily be erased, isn’t it too simple in renewing city identity? 

The scale and speed developed in industrialization and urbanization almost swept all the cities in peril 
river delta region, no matter first tier, second tier or third tier. After chaos, city space had more or less traces 

                                                
3 Koolhaas, Rem & Mau, Bruce. S, M, L & XL, Monacelli Press, 1995. p.1250 
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of each era left in it. No matter survived or abandoned, these traces will become the living memories of the 
city and get involved into the next round of “face changing” game. By for this time’s rules, do we have 
opportunities to reconstruct and redefine them? Is the logically sound plan—water pollution, factories shut 
down, buildings demolished and green land rebuild—left us no room for questioning? 
-  Does the protection of water resources make it impossible to keep these industrial sites? Is it necessary that 
waterfront public space is in the form public green land; can it be public space with industrial sites in it? 
-  If the industrial sites are kept within the public space, is it possible for them to be reused as 
community’s“production space”with no water pollution produced or be used to upgrade the community’s 
industrial structure and social space? 
-  If the waterfront industrial sitse can be kept as “production space”, then is the creative art industrial model 
of Beijing’s 798 or Shanghai’s Suzhou River the only choice they have? Are they going to be trapped in the 
cycling game of “thousand factories, same parks”? 

When becoming outdated in western world, the industrial preservation and protection, together with 
the creative industrial parks built on the sites, is spreading around China quietly along with the trend of 
globalization. But the research on this topic, especially on the industrial reconstruction and city space 
renewal is just taking start. How can the creative industrial parks regenerate themselves in globalization itself 
is a tough question. Between the globalization represented by creative industrial parks and the sustainable 
cities represented by waterfront public green lands, are there other possibilities for bottom-up approaches for 
renovating city industry and city design based on local culture? Finally, does public space means public 
green lands or community space? Can we integrate them to make more efficient use of land? 

Taking the chance of teaching urban design in the Chinese university of Hong Kong, I hope that I can 
lead my master student to some in-depth research on Ronggui’s waterfront industrial sites against the 
background of industrial policy and city space. These students will try to put forward various strategies on 
design of the city and the future industries for the waterfront industrial zones with a diameter of three 
kilometers. The slow food, the Education Park X Industrial Design and the Playful Hybrid are such examples; 
these strategies are based upon the local culture, economy and existing city fabric, and can be integrated to 
produce new industrial and space strategies. 
 
Epilogue 

From industrial globalization to sustainable development, Chinese cities have always been busy 
catching up with the world pace, even though they can not over take (and they do not know how to). Chinese 
cities hope to finish the conversion from industrial cities to ecological green cities overnight, and believe that 
they can accomplish the “face changing” and even “rebuild” simply through repeating the three actions—
shutting down, demolishing and reconstruction. Chinese people are accustomed to “understand” their new 
identity in dismantling the past. But each time, after the “face changing” and “rebuilding”, do we really get a 
new identity? Or maybe it is only an illusion. 

The “generic city” represents a time divider. This concept also sometimes means the Pearl Delta River 
region. When the “Generic city” is no long sustainable, faced with the global economic turmoil, energy crisis 
and China’s industrial transformation, the “generic city” will continue to be generic, or become globalized, 
or return to its special local identity? In a biennial exhibition held in Shenzhen in 2007, the question of 
“outdated city” was put forward. After so many rounds of outdating, should cities like “generic city” rebuild 
themselves in the way we demolish all the waterfront factories and replace them by public green lands? To 
think about these questions, we have to rethink the essence and strategy of city sustainable development. The 
waterfront preservation & development is the first of a series of questions that “generic city” PRD region has 
to answer.  

When all the questions are asked so many times, I believe the answer is more real and prudent than the 
conclusions draw from no questions. I also believe the re-generated city can better cope with future’s 
unknown challenges. Can the one who lost his identity in chaos re-find himself in slow paced life? Slowness 
at lease is a chance, just as the fastness was three decades ago. 
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APPENDIX 
Slowfood     

Fastfood n. Inexpensive food, such as hamburgers and fried chicken, prepared and served quickly. 
Slowfood n. Anatomy of fastfood. However, it means much more than preparing and serving the food slowly. 

We consciously eating unhealthy food from the globalization of fastfood; at the same time, we are also 
eating unhealthy food unconsciously.  Poisonous, fake, expired food news are heard every day, and it is 
getting more serious undoubtedly. What will the future be, if the situation continues? 

Slowfood movement was founded in Italy, 1986. It promotes to bring people the real quality of food 
and original food to people, to preserve traditional, regional food culture and species. It now is developed 
into a life style but not only about food. Shunde, the food culture origin in Guangdong, should be potentially 
and proficiently becomes the slowfood origin in China. We believe that the Ronggui old industrial waterfront 
would be more than suitable to become a slowfood town. We aimed at providing a green waterfront to the 
city; meanwhile, integrating the natural and cultural food industry with tourism to bring up the economy 
around that area. 
 
A Playful Hybrid 

In the past, large factory premises blocked the view and access to the riverfront. This led to large 
zoning by programs and a full life cycle (work/eat/play / sleep) was lacked within one zone. We believed that 
the riverfront should be enjoyed by all Shunde people as water is very important to their lives. We also 
believed that “play” (leisure) is an essential need of people and that this kind of activities should be available 
at the site. From our research, we found that the amount of hotels in Shunde is not enough to accommodate 
the rising number of tourists. We then came up with the following idea: 
 

PLAY + HOTELS = Theme Hotels 
 

“Play” would act as the new leading force to draw people into the site, give lives to the site, and 
generate income for the locals again. This scheme would benefit both the visitors and the locals. Visitors 
would have more choices, while the locals would have more leisure activities. This would also led to an 
increase in job opportunities for the locals since the moving away of the factories. The visitors would also 
stay longer with the introduction of a large variety of leisure activities and thus more income would be 
generated. 4 theme hotels were purposed. The Shunde Heritage Hotel and the Leisure Farm Resort are 
dedication to Shunde’s past. The Water Hotel is to suggest a new use of water, which is leisure, to the locals. 
The Art Boutique Hotel is a totally new aspect that is brought into the site as there is a lack of it at the site 
before. They are all situated into the site with the old buildings (forms) and existing fabrics taking into 
consideration. A part of the site would be dedicated to the locals and the affected local people could move to 
this part. They could live on the upper floor and carry out their own small business on the ground floor in the 
long arcade. To put it in short, the locals are taking into account in every move of our project and we believe 
theme hotels would be the answer for their future.  

 
Education Park X Industrial Design  

Looking forward to the future development of Shunde, the industrial design is doubtlessly an urging 
topic to be promoted in order to uphold the city’s honour, “Hometown of Domestic Appliance”. The 
potential and necessity to develop industrial design is also recognized by the government, in a way that the 
immature field has to be pushed forward to bring the Shunde industry of domestic appliances to the leading 
position. 

However, it is discovered that the honour is only built from the government, professionals and 
manufacturers. The ordinary citizens of Shunde, which accounts for the large portion of city sector, is not 
included in the honour. Together with the industrial resources available near the site at Ronggui, it is 
proposed with “Education Park X Industrial Design”. 

The proposal aims to be opened and available to all Shunde citizens. It is not the mode of education 
like other schools, it is a park that everyone can access and have leisure inside. Spontaneous learning mode is 
suggested, which is carried out by means of daily activities: Living, Moving, Playing and Working.  

The park first adapts the valuable factories to be preserved. In between are several nodes of open space 
to connect through the site in the horizontal dimension while the village in the other dimension. The citizens 
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could easily access the site by cars or on foot and circulate around by bike. The arrangement of the four 
programmes (Living, Moving, Playing and Working) are intended to maximize the exposure, experience and 
discussion when one stroll through to achieve the greatest effect of spontaneous learning. Learning in 
industrial design becomes everyone, anytime and every action of Shunde citizens. 
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ABSTRACT: the paper consists of three parts. The first one deals with the origins of university and 
consequently with the attached structures such as the university residences. >From this premise we can 
clearly understand that university and student residences have always been linked to the urban centre by a 
symbiotic relationship. The second part is about the most important normative references and includes the 
illustration of the organizational models suggested by the regulations considering the contemporary building 
situation. Two examples of student housing are finally proposed: a reused building in Turin and a new 
structure in Pisa, through which we illustrate the same urban redevelopment problems. 
KEYWORDS: Student housing, reusing existing building, reconfiguration of a part of city, design strategy 

1 ORIGINS OF UNIVERSITY. 

In Italy the university buildings are located especially in the urban centres. Such condition derives more 
from historical questions than from  needs determined by an organic development plan of higher education. 
From Middle Ages to the XVI century, university did not have a permanent seat. The chosen seats were 
represented by several edifices made available to the professor. Sometimes they changed during the same 
period of study. The development of university in Italy, whose final result is its current arrangement,  has 
been greatly influenced by the lack of structures, by the social and economic transformations and by the 
historical-geographical configurations. 

The universitas scholarium, a student guild, was established during the age of the city-states. From then 
on, some urban areas gradually became rich in student housing. In such phase, indeed, the residences 
represented the first tangible sign of the studium within the city. 

From a city-planning point of view, the Italian medieval university appears to be a major historical 
phenomenon since the lack of seats in the cities, the widespread placement of schools, houses and residences 
offered a morphologically undifferentiated structure which was superimposed on the urban fabric. The 
economical development of the city benefited from this phenomenon and the morphology of the city 
remained unaltered.  

The Counter-Reformation period was characterized by the presence of the Jesuits, who, while imposing 
their cultural values, adopted a predetermined architectural model according to which the university 
buildings were still within the urban fabric but no longer organically related to the city. In fact, all the 
teaching facilities and the residences for students and academic staff  were placed in the same complex. 

Another crucial stage is represented by the post-unification period. The first Italian governments 
accepted the existing university situation. New university seats were built with a process which was nearly 
the same in the whole peninsula. The main trends for the realization  of the university buildings were two: 
edification of new buildings in the areas indicated by the new urban planning regulations; reuse of 
monumental buildings, according to a consolidated tradition. Anyway, this period is characterized by an 
almost complete disinterest in the residential issues. The residences lost the value they had gained over time 
and they were  considered as appendages to be built close to the universities. 

With the rise of Fascism the debate about education and the need to systematize teaching opened again in 
Italy. With the Gentile Reform1 and the introduction of the rule providing that only a fixed number of 

                                                
1 Giovanni Gentile was one of the most important Italian philosophers of ‘900. In 1922 he was appointed 
Senator and Mussolini invited him to serve in his Cabinet as Minister of Public Education. He developed a 
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students could enrol at secondary schools leading to the university faculties, studying became an élite matter. 
Such policy led to the transformation of all that was linked to university and the related facilities,  especially 
the residences, into an important architectural issue within the urban setting of the city. The student, his/her 
education and his/her permanence in the city were dealt with as affairs of State. 

In this period the Case dello Studente (Students’ Houses) were built, all of them with similar 
characteristics: located near the city historic centre, architecturally characterized by the same façades which 
highlighted the different use of the floors and of the premises. This operation basically created actual 
architectural emergencies which have reached our days. However, this long period has been characterized by 
the superimposition of university and related facilities on the urban tissue, with the result of an ameliorative 
relation for the entire urban fabric. 

After the destructions and devastation of World War II, the rebuilding began. The teaching facilities and 
the research centres underwent reconstruction but the student residences were completely disregarded. The 
result of such approach will be a chronic lack of student lodgings. 

The cultural revolution of the Seventies of last century only led to the edification of new structures, as in 
the emblematic case of Urbino2 or of Arcavacata3 [3] in Rende, and to the rebuilding of centres consolidated 
in time, without any organic development vision for the higher education of the whole Country. 

On the other hand, in the same period were laid the foundations of an important provision representing a 
key moment in the process for the transfer of competences from State to Regions. The Agencies for the Right 
to Study were established as bodies separated from the central government with the aim of organizing and 
managing a wide range of services for the students. Thus, the territorial planning was delegated to the 
Regions, but the tools to effect such task were not provided.  

2 XX CENTURY AND THE SPECIAL PLANS  

After the political and social events of the XIX century, the XX century opened with the politicians’ 
desire to renovate the social housing. One of their initiatives is represented by the promulgation of the Law 
390/91, with which, after twelve years, the Regions were finally provided with the tools to set up a long-term 
plan for student housing. Actually, the Provincial Administrations, the Municipalities, the Agencies for the 
Right to Study, the College Foundations, the housing cooperatives and the former IACPs were economically 
and legally equalized to allow the building of new structures or the use of existing buildings as university 
lodgings. Among these authorities, the ex-IACPs, in particular, after a reading of the social issues in the 
different territories, considered the students as part of the weak social group, the same of which young 
couples and elderly people are part. 

Such multiplication of the players involved in the building of student lodgings was not accompanied by 
an adequate, organic urban planning. On the contrary, the fragmentation on the regional and national 
territory increased. The placement and the conformation itself of the building of the University Residence is 
more the result of makeshift policy agreements than of collective territorial planning. Besides, this regulatory 
vacuum forced the operators to make reference to the maximum costs set by the Regions for traditional 
public housing, both in case of new buildings or of reuse of existing structures, with the result of inadequate 
expenditures for types of building which cannot be  simply assimilable to traditional housing. 

Therefore, if in other times there was the ameliorative superimposition of the university buildings on the 
urban tissue, plans of expansion of the Italian universities and student lodgings according to which they are 
placed away from the urban centre and in many cases also from the university buildings themselves, have 
been recently carried out. 

                                                                                                                                                            
great reform of education that had been elaborated together with Benedetto Croce and which came into effect 
in 1924. R.D. (Royal Decree) n°2 102/23 of 30th  September 1923 – Provisions concerning Higher 
Education. 
2 The residences of Urbino were realized by Giancarlo De Carlo. He worked for a long period, from 1968 to 
some time after  1994. For a complete coverage of the subject, see: L. Rossi, Giancarlo De Carlo 
Architetture. Milano, 1988. 
3 The residences and the university centre of Arcavacata in Rende were built according to the Law of 12th 

March 1968 n°442 – Foundation of a State University in Calabria. 



 
 
 

363 

Apart from the regulatory, economic and entrepeneurial situation, we have to take into account also the 
changed social condition affecting the students as well as the building contractors. 

The students require different kind of accommodation along their university life. The investors require 
buildings with greater flexibility and adaptability to be reconfigured easily and at a low cost according to the 
type of end users (students, young families, elderly people, etc.) during the lifetime of the building. 

3 INTEGRATION OF THE UNIVERSITY RESIDENCE INTO THE URBAN FABRIC  

As can be seen from the paragraphs above, the settlement models of the university residences are the 
result of the historical transformations which characterized the birth of the universities and of a more recent 
process which since the Seventies has favoured their diffusion on the national territory. From a preliminary 
analysis on about seventy Italian cases it is possible to notice that the traditional scheme according to which 
universities are within the historic centres is predominant. Anyway, we also have more recent buildings in 
central and in peripheral areas. 

 

 
 

 
Figure 1 Percentage distribution of the university residences on the national territory  

In the following lines, analysis of the features of the different settlement models. 

3.1 Residences within the historic centre  
The Residence within the historic centre is a complex of lodgings in the immediate surroundings of the 

university and is characterized by a close relationship with the university and the city life. Over the last few 
years, more general redevelopment policies of the historic centres have made this model come into use again. 
Thus, the process leading to the realization of student residences in existing buildings of the urban fabric 
began. Such functional characterization plays an important role in the widening of the student housing offer 
and promotes the socialization and meeting of the whole student community and, as a consequence, also of 
the urban community. Many are the examples of this model: the ex Nettuno Hotel in Pisa, the residences in 
Bologna (Irnerio and Morgani Residences), the Cappel Verde Residences 1 and 2 in Turin, the Frontebranda 
Residence in Siena, a few metres from Piazza del Campo. 

3.2     Central area 
The placement of the universities and student lodgings in the central areas of the city but outside the 

historic centres derives from the urban policy of the 1970s, according to which the newly built universities 
were placed in the expansion areas of the cities. The linchpin of the policy was the creation of a university 
citadel parallel and close to the city itself. The non built-up areas to be occupied by the university buildings 
would have allowed a further expansion of the whole complex in the future. 

But through the urban development processes, many of these university centres and the residences have 
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been incorporated into the fabric over time. Such process has allowed, on the one hand, the development of a 
lively commercial area serving the residence (with supermarkets, pubs, restaurants, cinemas, sports halls, 
etc.), on the other hand, has prevented a possible expansion of these areas. Examples of residences of this 
kind are the R.U.M. and Allegretti Residences in Modena and the Einaudi Residences in Turin. 

3.3     Peripheral area  
A contemporary declination of this last model is the one according to which the universities and the 

student lodgings are placed close to one another in peripheral areas or within neighbourhoods characterized 
by the lack of services which turns them into dormitories. These policy choices often derive from the need to 
provide new impulse to the weaker areas of the city. In such areas, the decay, the deterioration, the 
delinquency, or the lack of services can be effectively fought through the placement within the fabric of  
“strong services” such as universities and lodgings for youngsters. Indeed, they can lend vitality to these 
neighbourhoods and, on the long run, they favour the birth of services and of cultural and leisure initiatives 
which are extremely important for the improvement of these urban areas. Immediate consequence of these 
choices, (especially in the initial phase) is the diffusion of neighbourhoods characterized by a great vitality 
during the daytime (when the lessons take place) and by a progressive desertion in the evening hours. That is 
what happens in the areas where we find the De Nicola I and II Residences, near the faculties of Medicine 
and Biology of Siena, as well as in the area of Piazzale Scuro Residence in Verona. An exception in the 
application of these criteria in the process of urban redevelopment is represented by the city of Reggio 
Calabria. The Municipality, in fact, has decided to boost the development of a peripheral zone through the 
transfer of the old university centre of the city in such zone. The area involved is so big that it appears as a 
new urban centre. 

3.4    Semi-peripheral area moderately distant from the university premises  
Rare are the cases in which the residences are moderately distant from the universities and from the 

urban centres. They can be new buildings, reused structures or buildings bought by the Agency for the Right 
to Study. Their building/restructuring is a result of the agreements with the Municipality or the ex-IACPs, as 
it happens as of the 1990s. Emblematic is the case of the Monte Cengio Residences in Padua. They have 
been included in a specific plan of Padua University which started in the 1970s. Such plan was aimed at 
decentralizing the university residences in order to let the students socialize with the locals. In the last few 
years, through the community centres which have been built on the ground and mezzanine floors after some 
redevelopment interventions on these buildings, the original goals of the plan were strengthened, since all the 
inhabitants of the neighbourhood benefit from these facilities. Other examples to be mentioned are the 
Gottardi Residence in Modena, the Area Paoli Residence in Turin and the Bepi Colombo Residence in 
Padua. 

3.5    Peripheral area distant from the university premises  
Finally, we can find residences completely decontextualized from the universities as well as from the 

urban centres. Such realities mostly derived from agreement of the Authority and other players. Such cases, 
probably determined by the economic conditions of the area, represent the weak point of the whole process 
of assistance to the student, to whom they guarantee a lodging but the excessive distance of the residence 
from the teaching facilities and from the city makes a series of expensive measures become necessary, to 
ensure quality transport facilities. Examples of this kind of realities are the Via Larga Residence in Bologna 
and the Via Paradisia Residence in Pisa. In both cases the distance is such that it is indispensable to take a 
mechanical mean of transport to reach the universities and the urban centre. 

In this case, the economy of the area is not revitalized and the students go elsewhere to satisfy their 
nonmaterial  needs. 

4. REGULATIONS 

The situation has remained basically the same until 2000, when the Government introduced a specific 
set of regulations about university student housing. The purpose of such provision was to free the subject on 
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the financial plan with respect to the funds for public housing and universities4. But the rule established that 
the funding, which can reach a percentage of 60% of the value of the intervention, is subject to some 
obligations among which size standards and preservation of use for not less than 25 years.  

But it is through the implemental decrees5 that the key changes are introduced: the organization models 
of the building organism and the compulsory minimum size standards. 

The possible organizational models (illustrated in  the following pages) are: hotel-like model, mini-
apartment model, integrated nucleus model, mixed model. In each one of these typologies we find functional 
areas arranged in different ways which represent the functional organization of the university residence. 

The Functional Areas must be compulsorily present in the structure. They represent a group of specific 
functions carried out in one or more rooms used for activities which are connected to one another. They are: 

  - AF1 – Residence, with service functions to be carried out individually by the student or in 
group; 

  - AF2 – Cultural and teaching services, it includes the areas to study, to carry out researches, 
to find documentation, to read, meeting rooms, etc. 

  - AF3 – Entertaining services, it includes the leisure areas, sports halls, etc. 
Other service areas for the students and the residence staff, the entrance halls, the reception areas and 

the zone of spatial distribution of the rooms complete such spaces. 
The following chart, taken from the implemental decrees of the regulations6 compares the parameters of 

the various organizational models. 

 
 

Figure 2 Comparison of the the parameters of the various organizational models.  
DM 22nd May 2007 no 42 and no 43 

                                                
4 Law 14 november 2000 n. 338 – Disposizioni in materia di alloggi e residenze per studenti universitari. E 

successivi decreti attuativi: DM (Ministerial Decrees) 09nd May 2001 n° 116 e n° 118; DM 22nd May 
2007 no 42 and no 43. 

5 DM (Ministerial Decrees) 09nd May 2001 n° 116 e n° 118; DM 22nd May 2007 no 42 and no 43. 
6 For a comparison of data see the DM (Ministerial Decrees) 22nd May 2007 no 42 and no 43. 
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5 AGGREGATION TYPOLOGIES. 

5.1     Hotel-like model 
The hotel-like typology is characterized by a corridor along which are the single or double rooms with 

bathrooms. According to the law, the bathroom can be used by a maximum of three persons. The corridor 
distribution pattern is typical of hotels, after which this typology has been named but it is also common in the 
residences in general. Such distribution pattern has been really predominant in modern times, until 2000. The 
greatest advantage offered is represented by the consecution of elements alternating with the collective 
services such as the kitchens and the areas to study. However, this kind of structure has shown its little 
versatility in time, since it is difficult to reuse it as for different purposes. Indeed, the building generally has a 
reduced depth with respect to the longitudinal development. Moreover, they are nearly always strongly 
limited in their vertical and horizontal distribution.  

5.2    Studio-flat model 
The first significant change has been undoubtedly represented by the institutionalization of the studio-

flat and integrated nucleus models (residential unit). 
The studio-flat, both due to its size (see chart 1) and to its functional organization, is a small apartment 

for one or two users. In the structure where the mini-apartments are, are compulsorily placed some functional 
areas for the collective life of students. Furthermore, the set of regulations, by being specific and indicating 
also the size of the various rooms of the structure, does not allow to disregard the given parameters. In a 
wider vision, then, a building organism with these size parameters and this functional organization can be 
easily used as residential units for young couples, singles or adapted for self-sufficient elderly people. 

5.3    Integrated nucleus model (residential unit) 
The integrated nucleus organizational model is undoubtedly the most innovative one. The residence, in 

this case, is represented by a group of apartments including single or double rooms with bathroom (usable by 
no more than three persons) and spaces reserved for some activities (such as the preparation and 
consumption of meals, the study, the relax, etc.) which can be considered as separate use nuclei. 

The possibility to use spaces for small groups makes the overall size of the structure be perceived as 
larger but at the same time does not favour the alienation generally induced by wide common areas. This 
organizational model can be applied to variable modules of groups of three, five or more rooms (up to eight 
users per nucleus) and can originate less monotonous and more stimulating rooms, as far as the perception of 
the spaces is concerned. Basically, the integrated nucleus is a traditional lodging but is endowed of more 
areas reserved for socialization. From a building point of view, this typology, indeed, can be easily adapted 
to the existing building heritage, characterized by the need of flexible and different solutions. Finally, the 
fact that they consist in groups of apartments can encourage the private investors who can buy them paying a 
little price, considering that they can easily change the use of the structure. 

In Italy there are not many examples of such typology but it is currently asserting itself. Very often we 
notice the hotel-like model coexisting with the integrated nucleus one. The following illustrations show some 
examples. 

6 TWO EXAMPLES IN TURIN AND PISA. 

The two cases presented in the following lines are quite emblematic of the care that the two cities of 
Turin and Pisa reserve to this theme. The Turin case represents an urban regeneration process undertaken by 
the Municipality. Indeed, Turin7, endowed of a high number of beds into the buildings of the different 
institutional organizations, has undertaken a policy of redevelopment of structures located in various areas to 
be used as residences. A similar policy has been undertaken by the city of Pisa. This last one, apart from 
restructuring and reusing historical buildings of a great architectural value,  is building new university 

                                                
7 For a close examination of the theme see  La residenza temporanea per studenti. Atlante Italiano, C. 
Chiarantoni, Alinea Firenze, October 2008. 
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residences within the expansion areas of the city connected to the universities. Such choice, apart from 
ensuring a great composition freedom, allows to give a strong commercial impulse to these areas. 

 

6.1   Via Verdi Student housing. Turin 

 
 

Figure 3 Via Verdi Student Housing. Urban context in Turin 
 
The student housing is located in Via Verdi, in the very heart of the historic centre, not far from the 

Mole Antonelliana and from the University of Palazzo Nuovo. Thanks to its central location, it is near every 
service students may require. In the immediate surroundings of the residence, a flourishing city economy has 
developed. It is based upon places to have lunch/dinner or to socialize and handicraft shops. Via Verdi 
Residence is the result of the restructuring, occurred in 1981,  of an existing 1600-courtyard building and of 
the longitudinal one of the same epoch which is attached to the first one facing Via Verdi. In that same year a 
new structure was placed at the intersection of the two ancient ones.  

The longitudinal body occupies only the ground floor and includes the main entrance, the 
reception/porter’s lodge (heart of the distribution system of the floor), common halls for the students and 
shared bathrooms. The collective spaces of the residence are all on the basement and ground floors. The 
ground floor is completely reserved for common spaces for the whole student community. Most of the floor, 
indeed, is occupied by two rooms to study: the bigger one (with a surface of 290 sqm) is located in the 
recently built construction and has a zenithal lighting system; the smaller one (with a surface of 135 sqm) 
occupies a portion of the historical building. The remaining portion of the courtyard-building includes: a bar; 
shared bathrooms; a sports hall, whose use is reserved for students; the lobby/porter’s lodge, to be also used 
as living room/newspaper library, which also serves as control and coordination room for the adjacent 
computer rooms, library and rooms to study. 

The residence accommodates 59 people in units structured according to the hotel model and to the mini-
apartment one. The units have a variable size and are structured so as to  allow the access to a wide box room 
from the entrance. In such room are some wardrobes, a fridge, the accesses to the bathrooms and to the 
rooms. The lodgings in the hotel-like structures are complemented by a kitchen and a dining room for each 
floor and they are separate but  communicating. The equipment and the surfaces of such facilities serve 36 
students per floor on average. The studio-flat are on the mansard floor. Most of them accommodate two 
people. They have the same structure and size of the rooms downstairs but have a tiny kitchenette within the 
access room.  
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Figure 4 Via Verdi Student Housing. 1) Ground floor, with common spaces for the whole student 
community. 2) First floor, double rooms with bathroom. 3) Second floor, studio flat. 

6.2     Le Piagge Student housing. Pisa 
The Student housing is situated in the eastern expansion area of Pisa, between via Parigi and via 

Umbria. The rectangular plan-building, with the main front facing via Parigi, consists of two side bodies 
(north and south-oriented) of four floors plus the ground floor linked by a central body of the same height. 
The side bodies include the lodgings, some of them structured according to the mini-apartment model and 
some others according to the integrated nucleus model; the central body includes the main vertical 
connection and a series of meeting spaces. Particularly interesting is the horizontal distribution. It is reduced 
to the minimum: a balcony leading to the residential units of the first and fourth floors developing along one 
side only for the whole length of the bodies; a corridor, at the second floor only, extends along the whole 
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length of the wings and leads to the integrated nucleus lodgings on both sides. The external area is partly 
occupied by a parking lot and partly by green space. 

The most interesting part of the development is the structuring of the residential areas. The housing 
units are of two typologies: simplex studio-flat for two students, on the first and fourth floors, and duplex 
integrated nucleus lodgings for four people on the first, second and third floors. The mini-lodgings are 
structured so as to directly access the dining/living room (20,4 sqm) from the balcony leading to the rooms. 
The dining/living room has a kitchenette niche, tables and chairs, sofas and a cupboard; in this area is a box 
room leading to the bathrooms (5,6 sqm) and a double room (24,5 sqm). The integrated nucleus develops 
along three floors according to the model of the Unité d’Habitation by Le Corbusier, in Marseilles. On the 
second floor is a corridor on whose sides are the accesses to all the living areas of the duplexes. Such living 
areas, equipped just like those of the mini-lodgings are, also include a single flight of stairs which is 
independent from the bearing structure. The stairs lead to the upper and to the lower sleeping area. The 
sleeping area occupies the whole surface of the first floor and of the third floor from a front to another. The 
double bedrooms face the outside and in the middle, in correspondence with the underlying corridor, is an 
access room reached by the stairs and two bathrooms. The lodgings for physically disabled people are four 
and are placed on the ground floor. They accommodate one person but it is possible to add a bed for a helper. 
The residence hosts 112 students in 58 units. 

Common spaces are also situated in the central body connecting the two side bodies, where are 
socialization areas for the whole residence. From the ground floor entrance it is possible to enter a spacious 
hall making independent the vertical connections, two storage areas and the access to the balconies leading to 
the mini-lodgings. On the first floor we find a living room including a view of the lobby; on the second one 
are two rooms endowed  with audiovisual  equipment and the accesses to the corridors of the integrated 
nucleus; on the third floor is a big room to study and on the fourth and top floor two separate reading rooms 
and the access to the balcony leading to the lodgings. 

 

 
Figure 5 Le Piagge Student Housing. 1) third  floor, with common spaces for the residential unit. 2) Floor 

of double rooms with bathroom of the residential unit. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS. 

It is easy to observe that since its origins, through the modern age and up to our days, universities and 
annexed facilities such as the residences have nearly uninterruptedly kept their proximity relationship with 
the urban fabric. Only during the modern age this tradition was broken because of the housing shortage of 
the period.  

Today, the municipalities promote policies aiming at re-establishing the symbiotic relation of the 
temporary lodgings for students and the urban centre. Despite the reduction in funds allocated to Education 
and in particular to universities, the Italian government, through the financial bill of 2009 has kept unaltered 
the funds to ensure the application of the Law 338/2000. The possibilities of action on the housing models 
introduced by the D.M. 42 and 43 of 2007 are more and more encouraging private and public investors to 
realize such structures. The mini-apartments and the integrated nucleus model, indeed, offer the chance 
(above all to private investors)  to build structures similar to the traditional residential buildings. This kind of 
model has the advantage to offer a differentiated type of accommodation to the students and at the same 
time, it allows an easy change of use into traditional housing. According to our study, in conclusion, a 
possible development of these structures would be due to the coexistence within a same building or complex 
of several types of housing offer. The single or double rooms with bathroom, preferred by the freshmen, 
should be placed next to mini-lodgings and integrated nucleus structures. The students should be put in 
charge of the management of these last types of lodgings as it happens in case of private houses rented by 
students. Such structures should be located within the urban areas to be redeveloped, in order to let the local 
economy be revitalized as it spontaneously happens in the university cities. Basically, a process which is 
spontaneous in the university cities, should be planned and systematized, as it has been in some Italian cities. 
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ABSTRACT: This essay deals with the spaces of welfare, which were constructed during the 20th and at the 
beginning of 21st century in Europe as spaces for socialization, collective activities, services and 
infrastructure. To work on this topic with the broadened perspective of the Europe Union is deemed urgent 
because public space constitutes one of the strong characteristics of contemporary European cities and one of 
the key areas in which citizens can form their very spirit and sense of citizenship. 

To investigate the space of welfare means to work out themes of urbanity, of mixitè, and the 
construction of urban fabrics that are livable, comfortable, sustainable, healthy and safe.  

The necessity to go back and reflect upon a forgotten topic also suggests the idea of constructing a 
comparative atlas of Welfare spaces in Europe and organizing an outline of the different strategies and 
directions adopted in order to enhance the quality of urban space, reduce disparity, help in governing conflict 
and contribute to the effective progress of civil daily life.   
KEYWORDS: welfare, city, Europe, comfort safety, health, atlas 
1    A DIFFERENT POINT OF VIEW 

 
The object of this essay regards the spaces of welfare that were constructed during the 20th and at the 

beginning of 21st century in Europe as spaces for socialization, collective life activities, services and 
infrastructure. Despite their many limitations, these spaces aimed to guarantee comfort, health and safety to 
the city, while also giving a spatial form to welfare state policies1.  

To work on this topic with the broadened perspective of Europe is deemed urgent for three distinct 
reasons:  

- firstly, because the arrangement of infrastructure and services, and the widespread presence of these 
public services (schools, hospitals, parks, sports fields, and libraries), even if not always correctly situated or 
constructed, in our view, constitute one of the key characteristics of the contemporary European city as one 
of its main factors of identity. In other words, if our cities historically inherited certain identifying elements 
such as public squares, theatres, churches or castles, the European city of the 20th century instead started to 
distinguish itself from other cities in the world with the presence of the products of welfare – as the physical 
translation of the welfare state and its policies.  

- secondly, because the spaces of welfare are one of the areas in which citizens can determine their 
very identity and form a spirit of citizenship. And it is these factors that are even more important today, as 
Europe prepares itself in receiving the many immigrants who arrive in hopes of obtaining not only home and 
employment but also the new rights (as well as the duties) that come with citizenship.  

- thirdly, because to investigate the space of welfare means to work out the themes of urbanity, or a 
mixitè, through the construction of urban fabrics that are livable, comfortable, healthy and safe. An effective 
assessment and comparison of experiences and best practices regarding such themes can contribute to 
improving the overall quality in the design of social and welfare services at a European wide level and open 
up a European debate on the connections between the quality of the spaces of welfare and the quality of 

                                                           
1 Some of the first results deriving from these reflections and studies were published in:_[32] 
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urban life in European cities.  
The following notes attempt to illustrate a potential research topic, which we believe to be important 

for a possible mobilization of a variety of professional fields and their expertise and interests in the subject 
matter.  

Being involved in the space of welfare means coming to terms with the difficulty of living in many 
parts of cities and territories that were constructed after World War II, given the hostility that extensive areas 
of developed land have in relation to their inhabitants, especially in regard to the young , elderly or 
physically impaired. 

In considering this point of view, a strategy of attention emphasizes the importance of a return to 
observing the city of daily life [1], to inquire about the reasons and the causes of such difficulties and 
hostility. Much of the strain is partially due to the absence of services, equipment and space for socialization; 
and in the majority of cases, it seems instead that difficulties and hostilities are due to ill managed 
organizations, faulty operations, or to the discontinuity of service systems and equipment, which tends to 
generate uneasiness, a lack of comfort, insecurity and sometimes peril. 

Children’s day-care or a nursery that is too far from home, the discontinuity of a sidewalk or bicycle 
path, the absence of a nearby baker, the insufficient shelter of the bus stop, the negligible presence of green 
spaces and the difficulty to maintain those existing, the inefficiency of drainage systems for roads: all these 
aspects may be considered a short list in which we can begin to specify what makes for laborious living in 
our territory.  

Starting from a set of characteristics and elements responsible for the difficulty of living, it may be 
possible to highlight the urban infrastructure, namely that component which does not directly produce 
individual wealth, but contributes to the wellbeing of a group or community.2  

It is therefore necessary to establish a relationship between the difficulties and the hostilities of daily 
life in the city and the policies and projects aimed at ensuring a higher degree of wellbeing and to rethink 
urban infrastructure as a possible result, or physical repository of urban welfare policies. 

This surveying activity is useful in deconstructing the welfare concept that can perhaps be declined 
with other parameters like comfort, security-safety and health. 

When we started this series of reflections it seemed that we had gone a bit past the due date: “welfare 
is in the past” and “there is no sense in researching something that no longer exists”. However, it remains 
true, as Nadia Urbinati stated in June 2008, that we are undergoing a continuous procedure of reducing 
political policies of the welfare state; so much so that, with the introduction of measures like the so-called 
“poverty card”, there will no longer be a Social State, but rather a series of substituting policies of sporadic 
relief and aid for the needy [2]. The only path that seemed left to follow was for the State to retreat and leave 
everything to the rules of the market.  

After only a few months, it seems to be a completely different story: State interventions have returned 
to trend and no government is at all ashamed to dole out billions of Euro in this and that direction, as we now 
find ourselves with a paradoxical “State socialism for the wealthy and Neo-liberalism for the poor” [3] 

Even the idea of a welfare state seems to suddenly come back into play and is casually put to practice 
by unexpected agents of “public power”.  

It is precisely in facing these contradictory signals that the necessity emerges to investigate such 
topics. Because, when facing the obsession of fear and the apprehension of the “other”, to work with the 
themes of welfare and the city means also to speak of the research strategies on “wellbeing” operated in 
articulated and numerous ways by people practicing their daily activities and by the many forms of 
conviviality and peaceful co-habitation taking place in everyday life; practices that are sometimes obfuscated 
by the strategies of self-segregation, which is often discussed in the media and also in some higher literary 
circles.  
 

                                                           
2 Infrastructure is: " the furnishing of a space (community, settlement, region) with public facilities provided 
by public money conducive to an increase in productivity as well as social security, and thus, in the broadest 
sense, to promote optimum opportunities of competition and living standards for society and its members" 
[33]"The totality of public infrastructure and material goods that serve the community (e.g. roads, water 
distribution, schools, hospitals, etc.) which don’t directly produce wealth but form a basis for the economic 
and social development of a nation´[34].  
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2. FORGETFULNESS  
 

This area of interest has gradually been outlined and developed, starting with observations and 
acknowledgements regarding the lack of consideration or the merely technical attention with which the space 
of socialization and collective life is often addressed; while it is precisely such spaces, including services and 
infrastructure, that should guarantee certain levels of comfort, security and quality to cities, and hence shape 
their very policies of welfare. This insufficient attention is expressed with a plurality of attitudes, ranging 
from a total ignorance and negation of the physical characteristics of such spaces to treating them simply as a 
need to be fulfilled3 or as a technical problem to be resolved through a compliancy of standards. While 
aiming to guarantee minimum quantitative levels, the tendency of such attitudes and approaches often leads 
to unfavorable simplifications of the relational aspects of these spaces and the issues regarding their spatial 
character.   

Urban projects and policies for the livable city in most European developments, constructed over the 
past few decades, have often avoided dealing directly with a definition of new space patterns, service, 
collective infrastructure and social interaction4, thus foregoing the possibility of measuring up to more 
widespread and higher quality goals and objectives, which should instead characterize sectoral politics 
(health, education, subsidies, housing, etc.) and promote a greater collective wellbeing. 

At times, when engaged in the relationship between welfare and the city, attention has almost entirely 
been focused on the tools and procedures that enable higher conditions of well being, the characteristics of 
urban standards, the quality of implementation [4], the alignment with urban and social politics, and the need 
to change from descriptive to performance models, while there tends to be little focus instead on the physical 
implications of these policies and tools. Moreover, there is implicit recognition of the incapacity of such 
policies to intercept the link between actions and daily-life experience [5], as they scarcely address the 
characteristics that urban infrastructure takes on and its ability to make a developed area habitable.  

We know that modern urban planning has always held a tight relationship with its coeval public 
political policies and with policies of the Welfare State in particular; so much in fact that, according to 
Bernardo Secchi, for example, “patient research on the physical and concrete dimension of individual and 
collective wellbeing… has left a rather solid deposit in the cities of the 21st century” [6]. And perhaps even 
today, it is for this reason that urban planning appears to be brought back into discussion from the myth of 
the intangibility of the free market and the exasperated individualism of the “society of opulence” [7]. At the 
same time however, it is also charged with new expectations connected to the continuous processes of 
society’s re-organisation, facing the risks of globalisation and environmental issues. Therefore it may be 
useful to go back to thinking of the relationships between urban planning and the public (so to speak) 
policies of welfare. We are well aware of the fact that the policies of a welfare state can be interpreted as 
forms and instruments of a ‘biopower’ [8], while we also understand that the welfare state, as Federico Caffè 
stated, is not “a failed encumbrance from which to free ourselves” [9].  This provides the courage to think of 
a welfare that presupposes non-return investments, and one that has uncertain benefits that are often 
posthumously realised. 

The other fact that is often forgotten, is that the majority of people that live in a city desire a normal 
daily existence made up of comfortable and secure spaces [10]. So, if on one hand, the idea has been 
forgotten that every city dweller can reasonably aspire to wellbeing, comfort and security, as their due rights 
as citizens,  on the other hand, there is a continual and increased mobilization and reorganization of citizens 
to ensure that these characteristics are updated, and that their future is ensured. [11] 

Researching a “normal” existence seems to be the aspect that ties together different population mixes 
which make up contemporary European society; a society with a strong practical competency of daily living 
that requires a configuration of spaces characterized by decency, well being, security, health and 

                                                           
3 The criticism expressed in relation to the administrative theory of needs clarifies the idea of associating a 
service object that is capable of responding to each recognizable need. [35], [36]  
4 "the contemporary project has avoided a more thoughtful process in relation to daily inhabited space, made 
up of a dark crowd of houses, workshops, stores, markets and industrial areas, of garden patches, parking lots 
and playing fields, open land and apparently disproportionate shopping malls in relation to the surrounding 
context". [37] 
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independence.  
In reflecting on a “new” welfare and in recognising the many factors there are to deal with, Anthony 

Giddens affirmed that “in the society of post-industrial wellbeing” there is urgent need for “a welfare that is 
conceived to increase solidarity… to contribute to a reconciliation of cultural diversity and styles of life 
within a general social cohesion; while the main social issue is in creating such an equilibrium between the 
multitudes and social cohesion itself” [12]. Therefore, what we note in frequenting public parks, 
kindergartens, civic centres, libraries, etc. is that these are, on one hand, the spaces and services produced by 
the “fruitful seasons of the welfare state”, and, on the other, that this functional equipment, without which the 
lives of millions of people would be rendered very difficult, are “free” places, of “free access”, wherein the 
activities of socialisation and sharing are practiced freely.  
 
3. COMFORT, SECURITY-SAFETY, HEALTH  
 

It seems to us that research and engagement in welfare requires observation of the European city in an 
attempt to construct pertinent technical descriptions regarding the characteristics that these spaces assume 
today. These descriptions are required in order to express judgments and evaluations regarding the conditions 
of comfort, safety and health that define urban space, as well as to initiate planning investigations that stem 
from the same objectives. Therefore, it is perhaps necessary to restart from the description of urban space, 
while maintaining the physical dimension of welfare as the focus. 

Naturally investigating these themes means coming to terms with the real possibilities that have been 
available over the last few years to construct new urban infrastructure; with the norms, the policies, the 
projects, but also and above all, the standing that the physical character of these projects has had in the 
investment programs for increasing social wellbeing. In other words, the spaces, the places, the services and 
public infrastructure of public interaction will be observed as a dimension and physical translation of welfare 
politics.  

Today welfare is frequently reduced to a synonym of sanitary expense and social pensions, so it seems 
useful and necessary to reassert that it is not the single structure (a hospital or school), but the city with its 
complex articulation which must be the place in which collective welfare is effected; and it is therefore also 
the place of funding and public investment. 

To study welfare space for us also means engaging in topics regarding security, a phenomenon closely 
linked to (if not derived from) weakened or lacking urbanity. This encourages the role of those projects and 
policies that have made heterogeneous and continuous urbanity their strong point to be rehabilitated, 
attempting to create distance from the all too frequent condition of adjoining cordoned off spaces, or small 
distinct fortresses in which "people value physical and spiritual independence, as opposed to a feeling of 
belonging and the identity of place. In the cityscape, the spaces which are excluded become milestones that 
mark the disintegration of community life that was founded and shared there." [13] 

One other issue that should be addressed, is the fact that the themes of security, and conversely fear, 
resulting in a growing number of enclaves and enclosures, have become dominant issues. Numerous books, 
doctorate theses, and seminaries are dedicated to these topics. Our  impression however is that, through their 
proliferation, such research and inquiry regarding different forms of insecurity/fear, can end up collectively 
and involuntarily painting a dramatic situation without escape. This is why we think it’s more useful and 
constructive to observe the topic from a different perspective: without emphasizing fears and insecurities, to 
investigate instead what has been obtained and what can be accomplished in order to construct a comfortable 
and healthy civil space, a place of encounter and exchange, of coexistence and of social interaction, and one 
that is consequently "secure". 

Investigating the difficulty of living also means relating to the characteristics that comfort has assumed 
in the contemporary city, in addition to themes regarding health. 

Wellbeing in a space, enjoying it pleasurably, is certainly one of the objectives that have had an 
important role in considerations made by people involved in urban space. The difficulties associated with 
living the city have led increasing numbers of people to find individual solutions to the issue, to search for 
comfort inside their own home, or abandon urban space all together. 5 The transfer of the city toward 

                                                           
5 "Comfort is a central theme throughout the 19th century, and the results that doctors, hygienists and 
engineers had obtained for the entire city fall into the domestic sphere"[38]  
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suburban areas, toward dispersed living conditions, also leads to the theme of the search for individual 
comfort. Today then, we must enquire as to the reasons for this want, and the lack of comfort that 
characterizes important parts of the city built after WWII. Such enquiry should also avoid all generic or 
superficial attitudes in order to effectively identify the diverse conditions and the specific reasons for that 
lacking. With the conviction that it is no longer possible to use the veneer of time as an explanation for this 
lack of ease, we should aim to better understand the reasons and the causes of inconvenience and difficulties 
generated by moving through, stopping in, and the general use of urban space.  

The stress related to daily life in the city at times takes on a detrimental aspect. In recent years local 
communities have made the effort to communicate the particular importance of widespread environmental 
quality as a common wealth to be preserved through apt welfare policies.6 In this case also, it is necessary to 
show and clarify the relevance that certain methodologies relating to this issue take on: a wooded area, sound 
proofing, flood mitigation measures, alternative transportation networks, reclamation of  landfills all have 
value, but it is the method and the way that they are planned in the area which requires attention. A focus on 
wellbeing means to go beyond the obtaining of minimum or maximum quantities, and effectively reply to 
questions, with the mindset of carefully considering an objective, man made or other, in order to avoid later 
intervention for the mitigation7 of difficulties with which all this is accepted and experienced by citizens. [14] 

Looking into these topics, one wonders about what creates common well being today, and the 
possibility of re-gaining the fixed social assets that have been used and consumed over the past decades. 
How common welfare can be reconstructed in order to be both a product and a prerequisite of any real and 
meaningful welfare policy (it is no use building hospitals to cure cancer if the city itself generates the 
disease, and it is not sensible to worry about the required increase in subsidies if the conditions to encourage 
an increase in births is not promoted). 

It is along this path that the debate involves certain “densified” concepts (“wellbeing”, “common-
good”, “public realm”, etc), and one may encounter certain reflections of those, like Cristina Bianchetti, who 
point out the “inactuality” of some ideas about the public realm [15], as well as the “fragility” [16] of the 
very idea of public realm/public space, and even the re-discovery of a long-standing tradition of relationships 
between modern projects and collective spaces. [17] 

Reflecting on the relationship between the spaces of welfare and social practices, it may be interesting 
for us to consider the concepts of “social capital of reciprocity” and “relation-based goods” in particular. 
[18], [19] 

In other words, this research should encourage us to observe the intense use and consumption of 
existing fixed assets generated by the developmental models of the contemporary city, which leads us to ask 
with a sense of urgency: what is the new fixed asset and how is it being generated? What are the new 
collective goods, the “common happiness” that recent urban phenomena have been able to construct? 

Perhaps also some environmental improvement programs, the promotion of regional parks, the 
rehabilitation of roadways, a richer and more varied offer of common public open space, or, more generally 
speaking, a different environmental policy could be interpreted as a new welfare policy, the search for a more 
hospitable and habitable place, one that is less demanding and hostile, where collective and not only 
individual wellbeing is possible.8 
 
4. AN ATLAS OF WELFARE SPACE IN EUROPE  
 

In keeping in line with the above mentioned contents and objectives, we are considering certain 

                                                           
6  In many of the cases, regarding large environmental disasters, a change in public sensitivity and opinion 
emerges regarding air, water, soil, or the nature that surrounds us; a common idea whereby the environment 
should not be consumed, but needs to be respected as a common good. 
7 In this case we are referring to frequent mitigation measures, which are required following large 
environmental conservation projects, such as the Mose Project in Venice, or large-scale infrastructure, such 
as high speed trains. 
8 Similarly, Arturo Lanzani suggests we view landscape politics similarly to welfare politics. Recently he 
wrote: ”In this way landscape politics acts as a type of welfare politics; the search for a more hospitable and 
livable space, less tiring and hostile, where one can ‘feel good’ seems to be significant in our nation, and it 
almost becomes the central element of a reform policy". [39]  
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actions which aim to keep the attention focused on social policies, the physical dimension of such policies, 
the ways in which these are translated into concrete livable spaces, the dimension of identity and the 
aesthetic aspects of such spaces in relation to each other. 

In recognizing the fact that European countries have each had different traditions and experiences of 
welfare policies and services, it may be interesting to establish a comparative description and analysis in 
considering the infrastructures and overall interventions in the spatial and urban fabric of European cities, 
which attempted to provide responses to the needs of welfare policies, such as comfort, security and health. 
In addition, the more recent changes, which affected the urban and architectural spaces of these premises 
under the re-configuration of contemporary welfare policies, should also be investigated.  

Among the numerous attempts to “define” Europe and its “identity”, a recent and supple book by 
George Steiner proposes considering the relevant significance of five main characteristics in the history of 
the European continent, proposing “five axioms to define Europe: its caffés, a practicable landscape at 
human scale, roads and neighbourhoods that take on the names of statesman, scientists, artists and writers…, 
the double lineage to both Athens and Jerusalem and ultimately the awareness of a conclusive chapter” [20].  

We may perhaps recognise, as Steiner did, that some places (like the caffés) have carried out important 
roles in the definition of European culture. And taking from Maria Malatesta, we can say that “democracy, as 
a form of policy and rule of living… did not start off as an abstract option… (but) was the concrete 
expression of ways of living… which presented itself in the folds of everyday living”, and hence that 
“Democracy was born in society’s clubs, caffés, around card games or billiards, in reading and discussing the 
daily news with friends” [21]. Therefore, today it may be just as relevant to observe the role carried out by 
the spaces of welfare in the formation of European citizens.  

It seems particularly pertinent at this point to add a sixth axiom to the list, in recognising that Europe 
is characterised (also) by the presence of social equipment, intended as the spaces and material produced by 
the modern policies of welfare.  

This is why we have attentively focussed on observing the places of welfare in these decades; for it is 
within these places that a considerable part of social relations take place in Europe: parks, sports facilities, 
schools of various levels and types, hospitals and clinics, civic centres, libraries, etc. are the places within 
which space and time are shared, people meet and encounter one another, rules and comportments are 
acquired, and European citizenship is formed.  

We are also seeing that this characteristic is not simply something that we inherit from the past, but 
rather something that we have created ourselves. This is a recent occurrence and still in its processes of 
definition; while it tells us what we have been looking for throughout modernity, it also shows us a brighter 
side of our last century.  

In using a critical point of view regarding Europe, the city and modernity, one that embodies the 
considerations developed in this essay, this activity could lead to the production of an “Atlas of welfare space 
in Europe”  in which the different branches of “urban fabrics” and infrastructures are represented in the 
sample of European cities, with a focus on the different approaches to the themes of comfort, security and 
health. In addition, a comparative analysis may be conducted with regard to the projects, policies, norms and 
regulations that have been applied in various European countries where there has been a central focus on the 
spatial dimension of such themes. This activity could lead to a better understanding of best practices; also 
because, even with certain limitations, in modern and contemporary cities, one can recognize the cases in 
which this theme has been handled effectively, such as those virtuous situations in which there was an 
attempt at giving form to urban infrastructure, and to useing the outfits of welfare to build new and 
interesting parts of cities.  

The idea of compiling an Atlas, to shape themes relative to the city, a systematic compilation of 
information relative to a specific theme, that in this case is the space of welfare, is closely tied to the idea that 
to be able to abandon conventional views, particularly interpretations regarding cities, it is necessary “to 
avoid abstract typologies, and analyze more concrete situations” [22]. 

This requires a return to exploring and carefully describing parts of the city, to truly interpret them, 
and avoid all inward references. 

In light of this task, the Atlas is to be considered a tool that attempts to reestablish a geography of 
logical consequences between events in urban spaces, while also eliminating reductive interpretations that 
have been established on welfare policies and the city. 

The Atlas is to be a living document containing systematic and partial readings, as well as a majority 
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of compilations of events and processes. The methodology with which the significant cases are investigated 
may not necessarily be consistent, but can vary in relation to the desired meaning of the term welfare. It will 
make it possible to effectively investigate spatial use practices while providing detailed descriptions of 
functional and morphological organizations: diverse descriptive forms that will converge toward a common 
and unitary expression. 
 
5. SOME REMARKS 
  

As we have tried to specify at the beginning of this essay, the question motivating our interests regards 
the methods and the configurations that city infrastructure would have to assume in order to make daily life 
easier.  

Starting a reflection and discussion regarding these issues, which we have only begun to delineate, 
seems useful for many different reasons:  

- To allow more visibility to the relevance at an urban level of policies regarding the welfare state, 
which are instead often only viewed with reference to healthcare, in order to help the emergence of a 
plurality of spatial configurations that can and should adopt more ample social policies.  

- To shift the attention from the recognition of a single or networked common good and /or 
commodity, to a more attentive consideration of the spaces of welfare in their entirety as a common good.  

- To deal with the spaces of welfare with a more articulate approach with an amplified look at Europe 
and its additional single nations with their specific traditions of welfare state policies.  

- To sustain a multi-disciplinary approach which allows us to deal with the spaces of welfare from 
different viewpoints through which continuous and reciprocated interrogations can be developed, and also to 
favor a dynamic circulation of ideas and expertise. In this sense, the photographer’s, the citizen’s, the 
technician’s, and the administrators’ perspectives and viewpoints will all be considered tools that can be used 
to activate a more effective cooperation between countries. This therefore attempts to favor a trans-
disciplinary exchange within a trans-national context.  

- To establish some informal welfare networks, recognizing the methodologies by which single 
individuals form alliances to supply collective answers to the absence or to the lacking operation of urban 
infrastructure. These alliances are functional to the improvement of the quality of collective life and the 
capabilities9 or substantial freedom of every individual, that have to be seen as active agents of 
transformation and no longer as passive recipients of benefits. [23], [24] 

- To start a reflection that could extend toward extreme conditions, towards those contexts in which the 
absence of comfort, security and health prevail. Here we refer to the settlements described in "Planet of 
Slum" by Mike Davies [25] in which uneasiness and difficulties dominate; and this could constitute the 
future direction of this inquiry. 

- To better understand the spaces of welfare, meant as a space in which groups can collectively 
recognize one another and within which they can construct their own sense of identity with the necessary 
infrastructure for carrying out the tasks of daily life.  

All these themes interest us greatly especially because they allow us to reflect upon the city as a 
“support system” which is able to host and activate social relations. As urban planners we tend to think that 
we can conduct research and work through project-design directly on those “spaces of the public” which 
allow/help (without of course obliging or causing) the development of practices of sociality.  

It may be useful here to develop a better understanding of the concepts of reciprocity and relational 
dynamics, because, if its true that urban planners, in studying the distribution and allocation of land use 
values, are also occupied by “positional goods”, today it is important to see if and how lived-in spaces, 
considered as “infrastructure”, are capable of hosting and encouraging relational activities [26].  

This is perhaps simply a new way of bringing back attention to an old question that is however still of 
fundamental importance: i.e. the city as an “instrument of impersonal lives, and as the structure in which the 
diversity and complexity of persons, their interests and lifestyles become usable as social experiences” [27] .   

Yet again, what interests us in particular about the city is its being an “instrument of co-habitation”, a 
place where, through the obligation of sharing one’s own life experience with others, people learn to live 

                                                           
9 "The perspective of human capability focuses, on the other hand, on the ability -the substantive freedom- of 
people to lead the lives they have reason to value and to enhance the real choices they have".[40] 
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together. This does not guarantee automatic results, however it does allow for the roles of players in the game 
to unfold.  

In thinking that “urban spaces are environments for the practice of democracy through a trusting 
citizenship” and that today “many pleasures simply derive from established relations with others” [28], it 
seems useful to go back to observing the social practices of public interaction and, for urban planners, to 
observe those places where such relations are developed. However, we should always start with the 
assumption that what holds us all together must be an objective, a “goal”, or an idea of the future rather than 
something that we have inherited from the past [29]. 

It is therefore with this perspective that careful observation and attention are placed on the given 
practices that develop within public spaces intended as “platforms for the practices of socialisation” and 
where the processes of social interaction are free and at no cost. Such spaces are at the basis of these 
practices, but at the same time, they can also become a sort of “materialisation” of their own physical 
expression. Moreover, such prospects can be a productive means to set forth pertinent critiques on urban 
policies, which, in recent years, have affected the European city. Although many of such policies have 
succeeded in conferring dignity to the city in generating a sense of pride to live therein, the question remains 
about what they have done in order to “favour active citizenship” and develop universal rights of citizenship. 

We know quite well that we are reworking an old discussion, and maybe only renewing claims on the 
“right to the city”, but we feel that today this has become necessary. On one hand, to investigate the 
relationship between welfare policies and the city, intended as a “structure of impersonal relations”, is an 
issue of great social relevance that cannot sufficiently or easily be exhausted; and on the other hand, if it is 
true that the “worst illness that afflicts welfare today is its loss of legitimacy due to the delegitimization of its 
visionary core” [30], it may be of use, also in the field of urban planning, to investigate and explore what 
tools and which projects (as ideas of the city) we can imagine in order to propose improving “the logistic 
essentiality” and the “sustainable spatiality” of our cities [31], to reduce disparity (not differences), while 
helping in governing conflict and contributing to the positive development of civil life.  
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ABSTRACT: In terms of the practical urban housing problems and the ideological changes, China initiated 
the reform of the socialistic public housing system in the 1980s. Along with the transition to market economy, 
the radical housing reform in 1998 finally ended the socialistic public housing system through housing 
marketisation and privatisation. The radical housing reform destroyed the balance of urban housing stock and 
did not solve but caused more urban problems, including social polarisation/segregation and threats to 
economic and ecological sustainability. The government therefore reemphasised the social housing 
development and the intervention to the housing market in recent years. However, facing the challenges of 
the inexperience on public intervention, the resistance from vested interest groups and the absence of civil 
participation, the correct approach to rebalance Chinese urban housing stock is still a question. While urban 
renewal in the mode of rehabilitating former public housing neighbourhoods is a potential answer - the 
feasibility is to be tested and modified in practice. 
KEYWORDS: Chinese housing reform, urban housing stock, marketisation, social polarisation, segregation, 
sustainability, social housing, urban renewal 
 

After the People’s Republic was founded in 1949, a socialistic public housing system was established in 
China. The ideological thought is that the housing is a fundamental welfare for urban residents, in which the 
majority is working class. The planned economic system and the nationalisation of urban land ownership 
conditioned the large-scale development of low-rent socialistic public housing for urban residents. In most 
cases, the Danwei (Work Unit) as representative of the state (or the collective), including the public-owned 
enterprises, institutions and the governmental offices, directly took charge of the public housing development, 
distribution and management for its employees1. Therefore, the socialistic public housing system is also 
called “Danwei welfare housing distribution system” in China. The socialistic public housing system 
formerly played a very important role in solving the housing problem in Chinese cities and, in general, 
ensured the effectiveness and evenness of housing distribution for urban residents. 

However, since China initiated the “Reform and Opening-up”, which is actually a market-oriented 
transition driven mainly by top-down force, the conventional socialistic public housing system became 
increasingly inadaptable to the changing socio-economic situation, especially after the transformation to the 
“Socialistic Market Economic System” from the beginning of 1990s. The reformation of the urban housing 
system had therefore become inevitable in China. As a result of housing reform, the public housing system 
was brought to an end in 1998, and the urban housing provision was mostly committed to the market. 

Nevertheless, the market-oriented housing reform did not successfully solve the problem of housing 
shortage. On the contrary, the over-marketisation of housing stock has brought a series of new urban 
problems, particularly in the big cities like Beijing. The urban questions related to housing issues have 
become the hot topic for the public. To answer those questions, it is necessary to review the history of 
Chinese urban housing reform and the process of its reasoning. 

 

                                                           
1 Under the planned economic system of China, Danwei provided most welfare, including not only public 
housing but also hospital, pension and sometimes education, for its employees in the form of benefits in kind. 
A strong dependency was built up between urban residents and their Danwei so that the “Danwei 
Community” was the basic unit of urban composition. 
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1  EARLY ATTEMPTS OF HOUSING REFORM IN THE 1980S 
 
The reformation of the urban housing provision system in China can be originally traced back to the 

early 1980s. In order to understand the reasons for initiating the housing reform, we have to review both the 
practical housing challenges on the one hand and the ideological change in the definition of housing on the 
other. 

The practical challenges of the urban housing stock had two main aspects: the housing shortage and the 
financial deficit in housing development. On the one hand, the lack of emphasis on housing development 
after the 1950s, together with urbanisation had been the cause of urban housing shortage until 1978. 
Moreover, the economic development that brought about the Reform further accelerated urbanisation and 
improved the housing standard. As a consequence, the problem of urban housing shortage became more 
realistic and challenging. In contrast, insufficient public housing investment emerged as a critical problem, 
along with the decentralisation process in the reform. The deficit of urban housing investment, which was 
mainly afforded by the state, became serious when the proportions of Danwei and the individual significantly 
increased in the distribution of national income that had once been centrally controlled by the state. The 
conflict between the increasingly “commercialised” economic structure and the still “planned” housing 
investment/consumption gradually came to the fore. 

Nevertheless, the ideological redefinition of housing was more fundamentally conducive to the 
initiation of housing reform. Urban housing was formerly defined as a form of welfare – a means of 
subsistence that was centrally provided, by the state for urban residents (the working class). After the start of 
Chinese Reform, which also pertains to the process of theoretical reinterpretation of socialism, the 
understanding of housing became a question. A series of debates tried to re-clarify the essential attributes of 
housing through the re-explanation of the classical writings of Marxism. Finally housing was labelled as 
“commodity” at the beginning of the 1980s. This attribution was confirmed when “the planned commodity 
economy” was established in 1984. In general, the orientation of housing reform was guided to promote 
commercialisation, in order to realise a financial self-balance in housing development and management. 

With the socio-economic reformation, more diverse and decentralised approaches were adopted to 
encourage urban housing development. The roles of the individual and Danwei were emphasised in the new 
housing construction. In the mean time, real estate development was legally admitted in 1984. The 
“commodity housing” thereafter was able to be traded between different entities. Since the Danwei public 
housing system was still dominant, the majority of commodity housing was “group-purchased” by Danwei. 

However, the reformation of the public housing distribution system, which is the core issue of housing 
reform, was not as successful in the 1980s. The original aim of state government in the housing reform was 
to increase the share of the individual in the total urban housing investment to a reasonable level, in order to 
realise self-financing of the public housing system. But several attempts to reform the socialistic public 
housing system in the 1980s failed, these attempts mainly focused on the enhancement of housing rent 
associated with the subsidised sale of public housings. The enhancement of rent was not easily accepted by 
the tenants at a time of high inflation, while the continuous low-rent policy reduced the possibility to sell 
public housing at a reasonable price. The emergence of the sale of public housing, which particularly 
benefited powerful and rich families, began to provoke critique as to the inequality inherent in the housing 
privatisation. As a result of the failure of housing reform attempts in the 1980s, the shortage and unbalanced 
structure of urban housing investment was not improved. On the contrary, the proportion of housing 
expenditure as part of the total expense per household decreased from 2.3% (1975) to 0.74% (1990). The 
search for more radical reformation of urban housing policy seemed to be necessary. 

 
2  HOUSING REFORM IN 1994 AND ITS CONSEQUENCE 

 
The housing reforms of the 1990s, however, should be not only seen as the response to those 

unsuccessful attempts in the 1980s, but also analysed by considering the social, economic and ideological 
transformations of Chinese society in the early 1990s. 

As in the 1980s, the transformation in the 1990s was directly induced by the process of top-down 
reform. The Chinese government pushed ahead with economic reform, in which marketisation was 
confirmed as the orientation, after the instability in domestic economic development in the late 1980s and the 
collapse of the “communist camp” in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. In 1992, the transition from the 
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planned economy to the “Socialistic Market Economy” was announced in the 14th National Congress of the 
Communist Party. This transition fundamentally changed the orientation of housing reform. 

As a presupposition of market-oriented housing reform, the land form is indispensable. In China, urban 
land is state-owned. Under the conventional planned economy, land was regarded as a means of production 
and therefore centrally distributed by the government free of charge. At the beginning of the 1980s, the land 
lease system was introduced. The amendment of the Chinese Constitution in 1988 and the promulgation of 
the “Interim Regulations of the People’s Republic of China Concerning the Assignment and Transfer of the 
Right to the Use of the State-owned Land in the Urban Areas” in 1990 legislatively separated the right to 
urban land use from the land ownership, as a “commodity”. After the transition to the market economy had 
begun, the process of land reform gathered speed. The first example of land lease in Beijing occurred in 
1993. 

The release of land use transfer boosted the real estate development but also land and housing 
speculation, which directly caused the economic overheating of 1992 and 1993. The state government 
thereby had to strengthen their economic “macro control” to deal with the overheated real estate economy. 
However, the housing reform did not stop, but further developed as an important part of the effort to 
establish a socialistic market economy. 

In 1994, “The Decision of State Council on Deepening the Reform to Urban Housing System” was 
declared. In order to boost the housing reform, there were two new but critical policies in this document. The 
first was to establish two separated housing provision systems – “the affordable housing2 provision system 
with the character of social security for the middle and low income households” and, “the market housing 
provision system for the high income households”. The second policy was to generalise the Housing 
Accumulation Fund System3. These changes in fact indicated that the purpose of housing reform had a 
changing emphasis, from the improvement of public housing system associated with market housing 
development, towards an effort to establish a more unified “commercialised” housing stock, mainly 
composed of owner-occupied housing. Nevertheless, the housing reform decision in 1994 still preserved the 
Danwei welfare housing distribution system. Policies to enhance public housing rent and to partly privatise 
public housing continued within this system. The decision also proposed the development of a housing 
exchange market as well as a housing maintenance/management market. 

However, the measures of housing reform in 1994 could not be well implemented in practice. The 
efforts to enhance housing rent and to partly sell public housing at cost price were still unsuccessful. This 
was due to opposition from both the “privilege group” who occupied many low-rental houses but also the 
low income group – the “loser” in the economic reform, who was guaranteed by public housing. While 
affordable housing was gradually developed, it did not and could not replace the role of public housing. The 
Housing Accumulation Fund only covered the government agencies and public enterprises/institutions but 
was not largely applied in the growing private sector. 

On the other hand, the housing reform that started in 1994 encouraged real estate development in 
Chinese cities. The development of market housing was also thought to be an efficient way to increase 
government income and to promote economic development. The majority of the trade of commodity housing 
gradually shifted from the Danwei to private purchase. In Beijing, the proportion of private purchase in the 
sale of commodity housing doubled from 19.6% (0.35 million m2) in 1995 to 39.7% (1.02 million m2) in 
1997.  

However, the incompatibility of the socialistic public housing system and the transition to the market 
economy presented itself as an increasingly serious problem. The self-financing of public housing 
development, and even maintenance, could not be realised. Along with the process of market-oriented reform, 
the housing standards of the Danwei and individuals further differentiated. Ironically, the public housing 

                                                           
2 Affordable Housing is a government subsidised, owner-occupied housing system. The governmental 
subsidies to affordable housing development include free land lease, financial support and tax reduction. The 
price and profit of affordable housing are highly controlled in order to ensure its affordability for the middle 
and low income groups. 
3 The Housing Accumulation Fund is a public fund monthly paid by the individual and his/her Danwei 
(according to the individual wage and the total wages of employees) it is reserved for purchasing, 
constructing and repairing housing. The savings and interest in the personal account of the accumulated 
housing fund will be refunded upon retirement. 
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system that was originally designed as a basic welfare for urban residents, contributed to the formation of 
privilege in housing distribution. In the mean time, it was impossible for the Danwei public housing to cover 
the increasing private economic sector. A unitary and socialised public housing stock was never really 
established. Therefore, further reform to the Chinese urban housing stock, dependent upon the Danwei 
distribution, seems inevitable. 

 
3  RADICAL HOUSING REFORM IN 1998 AND THE FOLLOWING URBAN PROBLEMS 

 
Unfortunately the next step in housing reform was not toward socialisation but marketisation. The 

reason for this change was rather complicated. Apart from the practical questions (as aforementioned), the 
influence of ethical/ideological transition should not be ignored. The “Reform and Opening-up” process of 
China was timely in catching the wave of globalisation after the 1970s, which also brought neo-liberalist 
thought to China. The Chinese Reform was a process of top-down economic marketisation, in which GDP 
growth gained priority and even the remaining public sector became profit-oriented. It was thus named as, 
“the neo-liberalism with Chinese characteristics” by David Harvey (2007). Until the 1990s, superstition 
towards the market prevailed in the think tanks of Chinese government. The market was ideologically 
aggrandised as a panacea, and therefore the housing problem became distorted, believed to be fundamentally 
solved by the free market. The proposal to establish a mono-structural housing stock dominated by the 
owner-occupied market housing was promoted. 

Besides that, the “Growth Machine”4  particularly emphasizing economic growth or capital 
accumulation was also an important driver force for housing reform. In order to attract investment and to 
increase the local fiscal income, the pro-growth local government, for whom the land transfer fee and the real 
estate tax were principle incomes, would like to promote a housing stock based on real estate development. 
The high savings of Chinese urban residents was regarded as a “pre-condition” for housing privatisation. All 
parties were theoretically prepared for a more radical housing reform, which further deviated from its 
original track. 

Under these conditions, the strategy to completely marketise urban housing stock and to promote real 
estate development was adopted by the Chinese government in order to sustain the economic growth after 
the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997. “The Notice of State Council on further Deepening the Reform to Urban 
Housing System and Speeding up the Housing Construction” was declared in July 1998. The Danwei welfare 
housing distribution was totally ceased, but “the new-developed affordable housing in principle shall be only 
sold but not rented”. The urban housing distribution was absolutely “monetised”. The socialistic public 
housing system thereby finally ended, so that the urban housing policy changed from the state guaranteed 
public rental system toward owner-occupation dependant on the housing market.  

As a direct consequence of the radical housing reform in 1998, most public housing was privatised 
within a few years. The government almost completely withdrew from direct intervention in the housing 
stock. Urban housing provision mainly depended on the real estate market. As a result, the proportion of the 
private, owner-occupied sector in the urban housing stock sharply increased to 81.62% by 2005 (see figure 1). 
Finally, as a form of private property, the private housing ownership was legally recognised and protected 
according to the Constitutional amendment (2004) and the promulgation of Property Law (2007). 

                                                           
4 Growth Machine, is a pro-growth mechanism of American cities described by urban sociologists Logan 
and Molotch in order to indicate the blind competition for economic growth between cities, which in fact 
destroys the fortunes of ordinary urban residents. In their latest writings, the Growth Machine was also 
applied to illustrate the pro-growth urban development in China. For the details, please see J. Logan and H. 
Molotch, “Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place (Deluxe Edition),” 2007. 
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Figure 1 The proportion of private owner-occupied housing sector in Chinese urban housing stock 

 
As a strategy to stimulate the economy, the 1998 housing reform was successful in the short term. 

Housing consumption and investment enlarged the domestic market. The real estate sector soon became one 
of the most important engines of the Chinese economy. On the other hand, the government was finally free 
from its overloaded investment in public housing, and the problem of the privilege or injustice in public 
housing distribution was superficially “solved”. However, the long-term impact of radical housing reform 
was unexpectedly negative. 

 It is firstly an ethical problem that the housing, whose attribute is fundamentally a basic human right, 
was capitalised to be a property. The housing problem almost became a merely economic issue for the 
government. Without an effective balance force, the housing market was destined to be polarised and full of 
speculation. Meanwhile, on the institutional level, the public interventions to the urban housing stock were 
deficient and inefficient. The social-oriented housing, including affordable housing (for the mid and low 
income families) and low-rent housing (for the lowest income group), were not sufficiently well-developed 
in practice because they were not attractive to the pro-growth local government. For instance, the amount of 
annually completed affordable housing only represented 1/10 of market housing in 2006 in Beijing (see 
figure 2). In addition, the Housing Accumulation Fund system had not been truly established. Besides the 
absence of a well-developed social housing system, the financial intervention to the real estate market was 
deficient. Loans and mortgages for real estate investment were not under efficient supervision. Facing the 
opposition of interest groups, the levy of real estate property tax or land value increment tax was still under 
debate. Hence, the housing speculation could not be effectively restrained. 
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Figure 2 The comparison of market housing and affordable housing development in Beijing (2006) 

(Source: Beijing Statistical Information Net) 
It was only a few years after the housing reform that a series of intractable urban problems emerged, 

especially in the big Chinese cities, like Beijing. Although the urban housing building floor area per capita 
quickly increased from 18.6 m2 (1998) to 26.1 m2 (2006) through the enthusiasm for real estate investment in 
China, the urban housing shortage was not successfully solved but transformed into a structuralised societal 
problem with a background of fast urbanisation and social stratification. A result of housing privatisation and 
marketisation was the soaring price of market housing: the average newly developed market housing price in 
the central city area of Beijing had reached over 16,000 RMB yuan/ m2 by 2008, which was already 
unaffordable for the average income group5. In order to earn high profit, the developer and the speculator 
controlled the housing sales so that a large amount of vacant market housing existed6. Contrary to the 
imagination of the promoters of housing privatisation, the end of the public housing system did not restrain 
but, ironically, intensified the injustice in urban housing distribution. Since housing was converted into 
private property, the corruption related to housing distribution or exchange became much more serious, while 
the opportunity for ordinary urban residents to apply for public housing disappeared… Generally, in terms of 
the absence of an effective balance to the market force and especially in regards to the insufficiency of social 
housing, the Chinese urban housing stock significantly polarised. The structural housing shortage 
increasingly presents a situation where low-income families faced severe housing shortage while the rich and 
upper class occupied large amounts of housing. Even the existence of the middle class is threatened by the 
mortgage burden. These factors reactively promoted unbalanced social differentiation and polarisation. 

The differentiation and polarisation was not only temporal but also spatial. This is clearly presented in 
the change of urban spatial structure. Under the planned economy, the social composition in a neighbourhood 
was rather mixed, according to the Danwei public housing system, and the urban spatial structure based on 
the Danwei community was homogeneous. By the year 2000, the spatial structure of Beijing had changed to 
become heterogeneous according to the economic income of households, for which the housing reform was 
one contributory factor (Feng Jian, 2004). Along with the transformation of Chinese society, the social 
stratification started to present itself in the form of spatial differentiation and even segregation, in which the 
land and housing reform provided the institutional precondition. Different stratums were “filtered” from the 
originally mixed neighbourhood, so that the homogenisation of neighbourhoods and the heterogenisation 
between different neighbourhoods were proceeding simultaneously. The economic dimension has become 

                                                           
5 The average annual wage of workers in Beijing was only 44,715 RMB yuan in 2008.  
6 According to Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, the total floor area of unsold vacant market housing 
had reached 4,876,000 m2 in April 2009.  
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the most decisive factor for this spatial differentiation (Liu Fang, 2007). In Beijing, the gated communities 
for the rich and upper stratum occupy the best locations of the city, and the middle class can only afford the 
market housing prices of the outskirts. Most of social-oriented housing neighbourhoods were less accessible 
and far from the city centre. The mid-low and low income groups have to live in decayed, old areas or move 
to the suburbs as relocatees of urban reconstruction. As a phenomenon of residential inequity, this social 
segregation is presenting in Beijing and other big Chinese cities. 

Thus, whether temporal or spatial, the over-marketisation of urban housing provision induced more 
urban social problems. The housing reform toward privatisation and a unitary owner-occupied urban housing 
stock speeded up the process of social polarisation. 

The irony is that the radical housing reform did not only bring urban social problems, but also 
threatened the urban economy, whilst it was originally regarded as an efficient tool to stimulate economic 
growth. In terms of the lack of effective interventions to balance market force, the housing market was 
unprecedentedly “prosperous” after 2000 and the real estate development became an important “pillar” of 
national economy. Capital largely flowed from the manufacturing sector, which is the base of the Chinese 
economy and provides the majority of job opportunities, to the real estate market as short-term investments 
with high profit. The following economic virtualisation and shortage of job opportunities started to threaten 
the sustainability of the urban economy. Additionally, the popularity of housing speculation presented a 
danger to the financial system. On the side of consumption, the absence of an efficient social housing system 
inhibited the growth of domestic consumption. Behind the economic boom and the low inflation of recent 
years7, was the higher growth of expenditure for housing and other welfares (i.e. hospital, pension, education, 
etc.), so that the increment of individual income rarely converted to increased domestic consumption. This 
further limited the development of the manufacturing industries. As a structural problem of the Chinese 
urban economy, at least partly induced by the radical housing reform, this has been an evident factor in the 
latest Global Economic Crisis. 

Furthermore, the privatisation and marketisation of urban housing stock also caused ecological urban 
problems. Unlimited real estate development consumed large amounts of land resources and speeded up the 
process of urban sprawl and suburbanisation. The built-up urban area of Beijing city rapidly sprawled from 
488.28 km2 in 1998 to 1180.1 km2 in 2003 and further to 1289.3 km2 in 2007. Along with the urban sprawl, 
the daily mobility between city centre and suburb hugely increased, thereby creating increasingly severe 
traffic jams and air pollution. On the other hand, the profit-hungry real estate development sector, in which 
one-time investment was much more of a deciding factor than the lifecycle cost of building, obstructed the 
widespread application of ecological building technologies for energy saving. Without a balanced housing 
stock, the ecological problem will present an even larger challenge for Chinese cities. 

All of the aforementioned urban social, economic and ecological problems, brought about through 
radical housing reform, have severely threatened the sustainable development of Chinese cities. Starting 
from the debate on soaring housing price, the housing problem has increasingly become a hot topic among 
the public in recent years. Hence, the Chinese government started to intervene more frequently in the urban 
housing stock, in order to stabilise the market housing price and to re-establish the social housing system. 
 
4 THE EFFORT TO REESTABLISH SOCIAL HOUSING SYSTEM AND THE EXISTING 
CHALLENGES FOR HOUSING INTERVENTIONS 

 
Since 2003, facing the problems of an overheating of real estate investment and soaring housing prices, 

the state government began to carry out a series of interventions to regulate the disordered housing market. 
But the housing problem was still misunderstood as something that could be solved by the market. Even the 
regulation of the housing market mistakenly relied on administrative means. The interventions were thereby 
inefficient in practice. In addition, the pressure from the alliance of local government, developer and bank – 
the beneficiaries of housing marketisation – lead to policy reversals. As a result, the increment of real estate 
investment actually speeded up from 2003 to 2007 and the market housing price was not stabilised but 
continuously increased. The urban housing problem has become more prominent. 

 

                                                           
7 From 2001 to 2007, the average annual GDP growth rate of China reached 10.2% but the inflation was 
controlled below 5%.  
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Table 1 The Framework of Urban Housing Provision System Adaptable to the Demands of Different 
Households  

(Source: Ministry of Construction, “The Research Report of Multi-level Housing Security System,” 2007) 

Typology Target Group Policy Orientation 
Rental 
Market 

High-grade Market 
Housing 

High Income Earners 
Limit the housing supply by land provision, 
tax and credit policy; regulate the housing 

consumption by tax and other policies 

 Villa 
Super High Income 

Earners 

Strictly Limit the housing supply by land 
provision, tax and credit policy; strengthen 
the regulation of housing consumption by 

tax and other policies 

Ordinary Market 
Housing 

Mid-high, Mid and 
Mid-low Income 

Households 

Apply different land provision policies to 
small and medium housing and large 
housing, and appropriately choose the 

location of small and medium housing by 
considering cost of living and job 

opportunity; strengthen the intervention by 
differentiated housing credit policies; 

improve housing tax and differentiate tax 
rates; ensure a certain proportion of the 

housing below 90 m2  

Market 
sale or 
rental 

Market 
Housing 

 
Limited Price 

Ordinary Market 
Housing 

Mainly for Housing 
Needy Households and 
Relocatees below the 

Mid-low Income  

Mainly composed of 90 m2 housing, and 
limit each household to buy only one 
dwelling; supported by land provision 

Affordable Housing 

Low and Mid-low 
Income Housing 

Needy Households 
with a Certain 
Ability-to-pay, 

Supplied by Queuing 
System  

Strictly control housing standard to be 
mainly below 80 m2; clarify housing 

ownership; supported by land provision and 
tax policies 

Only for 
sale 

Low-rent Housing 
Low Income Housing 

Needy Households 

Government-invested housing development 
or family housing aid according to housing 

affordability; set housing aid standard 
(counted by floor area) according to local 

condition 

Social 
Security 
Housing 

 

Low-rent 
Housing for 

Lowest Income 
Households 

Housing Needy 
Households within the 

Minimum Living 
Security System 

Absolutely housing guarantee; provide the 
full or most of rental subsidy  

Housing for Farmer 
Worker 

Migrant Workers from 
Rural Area 

Land provision, tax and long-term 
financing supports 

Only for 
rental 

Housing 
for 

Particular 
Group 

Housing for Civil 
Servant  

Civil Servant of 
Government 
(standards 

differentiated between 
central and local 

government, between 
different regions, and 
between high-rank 
ranking cadres and 
new civil servants) 

Continue the execution of housing subsidy; 
as an interim measure, admit the unified 

development of civil servant housing 
within a certain period; build civil servant 

apartment referring to the preferential 
policies of affordable housing 

For rental 
or for sale 

Preceding those unforeseen housing problems and challenges, the attribution of housing had begun to be 
rethought. Housing was re-cognised as a necessity of human well-being. Therefore, the state has emphasised 
the reestablishment of a “social security housing system”, which was symbolised by the declaration of “The 
Observations of State Council on the Housing Problems of Low-income Families” in 2007. The aim was to 
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build a binary urban housing stock composed of market housing and social security housing. The Chinese 
Ministry of Construction (which has been renamed as the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Construction 
since 2008) accordingly clarified a new framework for an urban housing provision system (see table 1), in 
which the majority of social-oriented housing included limited-price market housing, affordable housing and 
low-rent housing. Following on from this, the new public-rented housing was proposed as a solution to the 
housing problems of the “sandwich” class8. Under pressure from both the state government and the public, 
the local government also reinforced the social-oriented housing development. In 2007, Beijing municipality 
made a developmental plan of 15 million m2 affordable housing / low-rent housing and 15 million m2 
“double-limited” housing9 (24.4% of total urban housing construction) by 2010, including the priority of 
social security housing development nearby metro stations and the mixture of social security housing into the 
newly-developed market housing neighbourhoods. In 2009, the municipal government announced a further 
plan, to develop public-rented housing neighbourhood. The low-rent housing was planned to be merged into 
public-rented housing system by transforming the brick-and-mortar aid into monetary aid for the lowest 
income group in the future. 

In the mean time, the public intervention in land transaction and the housing market was reinforced and 
improved. In 2004, in order to protect land resources and to curb land speculation, the transfer of land use 
rights in private was banned so that land lease must be enacted through public auction, tender or bidding. The 
government retook control of vacant building plots. More, strictly financial means were applied to regulate 
the housing market in 2007. Foreign investment to the real estate market and mortgages for 
non-owner-occupied residential property, such as a second home, were limited. The housing speculation was 
hence partly restrained. 

According to the implementation of these new interventions, the Chinese urban housing stock would 
have been optimised in 2008. Nevertheless, a balanced urban housing stock is still under-construction, and 
inconsistency of housing intervention still exists due to the interference of various interest groups. The urban 
problems related to housing issues are still challengeable. 

Although the development of social-oriented housing has been reemphasised, the social security 
housing system still cannot cover the demands from mid and low income families, who are the majority of 
urban residents. With the continuous rise in market housing prices, the “sandwich” class is increasingly 
enlarging. The confused attribution of limited price market housing and affordable housing10 creates the 
opportunity for corruption and speculation, unchecked by the deficient financial regulatory system of private 
property in China, so that their sustainability is doubtable. In addition, ambiguity also exists in the attribution 
of so-called “civil servant housing” for particular groups, which has been criticised for creating new housing 
privileges and inequity. The approach to transform “social security” housing to actual social housing 
therefore still needs to be explored. Meanwhile, the locations for newly-developed, social-oriented housing 
neighbourhoods are usually chosen in less-valued places, which are far from the centre, less accessible and 
without adequate service facilities. The rate at which social security housing is planned to be mixed into 
newly-built market housing projects is still too low (usually about 15% in Beijing). Hence, the threat of 
socio-spatial segregation is unprecedentedly realistic. 

Besides the problems in social housing development, the public intervention in the housing market also 
met difficulties. The tax interventions to limit speculation, such as property tax or land value increment tax, 
still cannot be implemented, due to the opposition of vested interest groups. Under the pressure to stimulate 

                                                           
8 The “sandwich” class indicates the mid or mid-low income groups of urban residents (including young 
professionals and new immigrants) who cannot afford the price of market housing but also are not covered 
by the social security housing system. 
9 “Double-limited” housing is a kind of limited price market housings in Beijing, in which the price and the 
floor area of dwellings as well as the profit of developer are limited by the government. The target group of 
double-limited housing is the mid-low income households whose annual income is lower than 88,000 RMB 
yuan.  
10 The ambiguity of affordable housing is always a critical question. Even according to the new regulation 
on affordable housing declared by the Beijing Municipality in 2008, the newly-built affordable housing can 
be traded in the housing market in 5 years after the home-owner obtained the property rights whilst 70% of 
the spread between sale and purchase price have to be repaid to the government (the rate of repayment is 
even only 10% for the affordable housing that was purchased before 11th April 2008). 
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economic growth after the Global Economic Crisis, the Chinese government deregulated the restraints on 
bank loans for real estate development and mortgages for second homes, since the end of 2008. Some local 
governments also took this opportunity to slow down the development of social-oriented housing. These 
measures, taken in order to revitalise the economy did not only rescue developers and speculators but also 
caused a new round of housing price escalation in 2009. The state accordingly restrained real estate loans and 
mortgages once more. Thanks to the Crisis, neo-liberalism with Chinese characteristics was revitalised in 
Chinese housing stock. The reversal of and inconsistency in housing policies was repeated. The land and 
housing speculation has not been efficiently controlled. This will further damage both the equity of urban 
society and the sustainability of the urban economy. 

In general, the urban problems following the radical housing reform are not solved, while the efforts to 
redevelop social-oriented housing and to further intervene in housing market have been emphasised. Through 
marketisation, the urban housing in China has been, in Marxist terms, alienated as property. This capitalised 
transformation is not only practical but also ethical. When people enthusiastically devoted themselves to this 
capitalisation, the mechanism of market and capital soon destroyed the original balance of housing stock and 
caused social conflicts. Alongside this chaotic transition, the effort to rebalance is inevitable. But any 
attempts to rebalance housing stock are facing uncertainty and challenges.  

On the one hand, there is the challenge of an inexperienced government to intervene in the housing 
stock under the market economy, while the over-estimation of market force has been rethought and criticised. 
An effective and efficient approach to balance the social and the market is still under construction. This 
challenge critically presents itself in the public intervention of urban housing stock, including the 
development of a new social housing system. On the other hand, any intervention to balance the housing 
stock is increasingly challenged by vested interest groups. The social stratification, brought by the economic 
marketisation, created those groups who were also the “winners” of housing privatisation and marketisation. 
They include groups from local government, bureaucrats, developers, banks, speculators, and other newly 
wealthy groups attached to academia and media, and even some of the middle-class property owners. 
Together with the upward growth of market force, this new rich and privileged class, which is a monster 
created by the mixture of capital and bureaucratic power, becomes influential through lobbying the state 
government or controlling public debate through mass media. They obstruct any social-oriented intervention 
to the housing stock which will damage their vested interests. This is the reason why the inconsistency, 
ambiguity and reversal of housing policy making and implementation repeatedly appear. 

Except for the inefficiency of top-down governmental intervention and the interference from interest 
groups, the insufficient participation of residents is also a key challenge for rebuilding a balanced urban 
housing stock. Three main actors in Chinese housing stock – government, developer and resident (Liu Fang, 
2007) respectively represent the political executive force, the market/capital force and the bottom-up social 
force. Compared with the former two, the bottom-up force from the resident is rather weak. This is not only 
because of the growing combination of capital and political power but also derives from the deficiency of 
civil participation in the traditional centralised socio-political structure of China. But the unbalance between 
the three acting forces is certainly reflected by an unbalanced urban housing stock. In the transition to market 
economy, which means the twin processes of the decentralisation of top-down social administrative power 
and the centralisation of market/capital force, it will be difficult to balance the market force with the absence 
of a civil voice from urban residents. 

Without effective answers to these challenges, the urban problems, including social polarisation 
/segregation, economic unsustainability and ecological threats, caused by unbalanced housing provision and 
distribution will still exist or even be exacerbated. In order to solve the present structural problem of urban 
housing stock, the possibility of the next housing reform has been argued11. Anyhow, how to establish an 
urban housing system with the balance between economic efficiency and social equity is still a question. 

 
5  URBAN RENEWAL: A POTENTIAL APPROACH TO ANSWER URBAN HOUSING 
QUESTION? 
 

Evidently, a return to the dated socialistic public housing system will be impossible. And the large-scale 

                                                           
11 In August 2009, 14 Chinese housing experts signed a joint petition of “the second housing reform” for the 
central government in order to restructure the urban housing stock. 
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development of new social housing areas in the suburbs in the short term would be unbeneficial not only in 
terms of economic infeasibility but also the threat of socio-spatial segregation. Urban renewal, however, can 
be a potential solution to the problem of the structural housing shortage. In fact, the urban renewal of old 
residential areas has been listed as one of the major approaches to recover the social housing system12. 
However, the mode of urban renewal is still under discussion. Most of existing cases are based on 
reconstruction, in which capital played an important role. This means that the threats of segregation and 
gentrification still exist. On the other hand, while the renovation of old housing has been proceeding, it 
focuses only on the technical matters without much attention to the community and the housing stock. Thus, 
in order to deal with the existing challenges in rebalancing the urban housing stock, a new but feasible 
methodology of urban renewal must be developed. 

The new methodology will probably involve the rehabilitation of old neighbourhoods, especially of 
those modern-designed, former socialistic public housing areas that still provide for the housing of the 
majority of Chinese urban residents. Urban rehabilitation does mean that the conventional mode of 
demolition-reconstruction ought to be avoided, so that the local community, including the low-income 
inhabitants, can be maintained in their original place. Yet the housing condition must be improved for the 
local residents, not only through the renovation of old buildings and outdoor environments but also partly 
through demolition and new construction. In the mean time, it will be an opportunity to reintroduce the 
public-rented housing into the old neighbourhoods through the repurchase of vacant apartments or by 
increasing the housing density. In order to balance the economic costs for these social-oriented developments, 
the public-private-partnership (PPP) will be an inevitable strategy, in which private investment will be 
involved but under public supervision. The purpose of the PPP strategy is not only economic but also social – 
a mixture of market housing and social housing to avoid spatial segregation. More importantly, without the 
participation of local community, the PPP mode of urban rehabilitation would never be truly successful. The 
community participation even offers the possibility to introduce innovative typologies of social housing, such 
as community collective-owned housing (Guo Xiangmin, 2006). The bottom-up force from urban residents 
will thereby be strengthened in the housing stock. Last but not least, the rehabilitation itself pertains to an 
ecological approach; the longevity of renovated buildings will be effectively extended, the waste of 
demolition will be avoided, and the application of adequate technologies in renovation will also improve the 
energy saving of old buildings…  

As a response to the existing urban housing challenges, the rehabilitation mode of urban renewal 
indicates the possibility to discover an efficient approach to solve the urban problems related to the housing 
issue. However, the mistake of superstition to any particular modes, theories or methodologies has been 
proved through the lessons of history. Similar to any form of intervention, the approach of urban 
rehabilitation must be tested and adjusted in practice, but may produce new questions. With the transition of 
Chinese modern society, the questions faced by the urban housing stock are changing and yet await 
pragmatic answers. 

 
6  CONCLUSIONS 

In terms of the practical urban housing problems and ideological changes, China initiated the process of 
housing reform at the beginning of 1980s, along with the socio-economic transformation brought about by 
the Reform. However, the early attempts in the 1980s to reform the public housing system, in order to realise 
the self-financing, were not successful. A further housing reform in 1994 started to change the direction 
towards the promotion of owner-occupation. Heavily influenced by neo-liberalistic thought, the radical 
housing reform in 1998 finally ended the socialistic housing system. Most of the public housing was 
privatised, and the owner-occupied market housing development provided the majority of urban housing. But 
the new social housing system was not really established at the same time. 

However, the long-term impact of radical housing reform was more harmful than good. The market 
housing prices soared to an unaffordable level within a few years, and the balance of urban housing stock 
was massively degraded. The over-marketisation/privatisation of the urban housing stock caused a series of 
urban problems, which did not only increase the social polarisation/segregation, but also threatened 
economic and ecological sustainability. In order to solve those problems, the Chinese government started to 
                                                           
12 Please see Ministry of Construction, “多层次住房保障体系研究 (The Research Report of Multi-level 
Housing Security System),” 2007. 



 
 

392 

re-establish a social security housing system and to strengthen the regulation of the housing market, since 
2003. These efforts, however, were not smoothly implemented, and policy inconsistency and reversal 
repeatedly re-emerged. The inexperience in governmental intervention, the resistance from vested interest 
group, and the absence of civil participation have become major challenges to further efforts to rebalance an 
alienated urban housing stock. 

Urban renewal could be a potential response for existing housing challenges. However, the 
methodology of urban renewal is open for discussion. Instead of the conventional modes of 
demolition-reconstruction and technical building renovation, the rehabilitation of old neighbourhood, 
especially former public housing areas, will be a feasible approach to solve the urban problems related to the 
housing issue. Any new approaches, however, must be tested and modified in practice. Faced with the 
continuing process of “neo”-liberalistic globalisation (which is probably nothing really new after the birth of 
the modern capitalistic ethos), in addition to the growing obstruction from domestic, bureaucratic-capitalistic 
groups, it seems that both top-down (i.e.  further institutional reformation of the urban housing provision 
system) and bottom-up initiatives (i.e.  community participation through urban renewal) have to be 
combined. Concerning the historically developing context, the balance of socialisation and marketisation in 
the urban housing stock might still be a critical question in the transition of Chinese society. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper is based on the historical evidence of the socio-political attitude towards the 
minority community, especially the critical issue of the Vested Property Act in Bangladesh and its impact on 
the social discontinuity which raises the challenge of revitalization of the historic town of Panam Nagar. 
Property ownership has been a contentious issue since the 1965 Indo-Pak war when many Hindus lost land 
holdings due to unequal application of the law. This paper analyzes the process of social displacement and 
loss of traditional lifestyle to emphasize that the preservation of urban heritage is not only preserving a few 
historic buildings but rather the urban fabric and the city life as a whole. 
KEYWORDS: Socio-political condition, minority issue, social displacement, urban revitalization 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary urban design is about creating a sense of place and place making. Spaces become places 
through their use by people [1]. Much of the unique character of historic cities comes from the details of 
their urban fabric - pattern of land use, variety of architectural styles, and local activities, because they are 
the sum of many interconnected parts. Only preserving the historic towns without the presence of the original 
inhabitants, the areas will definitely loose their traditional environment and identity. 

Panam Nagar, a distinctive example of early urban settlement of Bengal, is located near Sonargaon, one 
of the prosperous capital cities in Mediaeval Bengal. This town was initially constructed by the Hindu 
merchants towards the end of the 19th century with richly detailed buildings which tells us about the life and 
culture of our past. After the Partition of Bengal in 1947 and during the 1965 Indo-Pak war, most of the 
owners, the minority Hindus, shifted to West Bengal or other parts of India. In 1965, the Government passed 
an Order by which the property of those minorities was declared ‘Enemy Property’. From then the township 
is owned by the Government. In March 2003, Panam Nagar area was marked for protection and conservation 
under the Antiquities Ordinance of 1968. Most of the area was occupied by lease holders, few in numbers 
and largely by illegal residents who had been living there for nearly 40 years and refuse to give their 
possession to the government. In the year 2006, the army backed government took control over this area and 
the second phase of social displacement took place. This paper is focused on the critical issue of the social 
displacement of this area and the present challenges of revitalization. 

2 THE LEGACY OF VESTED PROPERTY ACT 

The Vested Property Act was a controversial law, which has long been criticized in Bangladesh and 
abroad as a major violation of the rights of citizens, especially minorities, allowed the Government to 
confiscate property from individuals it deemed as an enemy of the state. It represents a major source of 
insecurity and of human rights violation against the Hindu community. The vested property was known in 
Pakistan as ‘enemy property’ after the 1965 Indo-Pak war. On 6 September 1965, Pakistan proclaimed a state 
of emergency under the Defence of Pakistan Ordinance at the outbreak of war with India. Central 
Government of Pakistan promulgated on the same day the Defence of Pakistan Rules. Under the rules, the 
Governor of East Pakistan passed an Order regarding enemy property by which the property of the minorities 
was declared “Enemy Property” [2]. This order was directed against the Hindu minority, who had 
temporarily fled to India in fear of their lives, and was used as an instrument for appropriating land 
belonging to those Hindus accused of supporting India. The state was enabled to take their property into 
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custody, with the rationale that a Hindu who went to India was an enemy. With the emergence of Bangladesh, 
the law relating to the administration of Enemy Property remained in force by virtue of the Laws 
Continuance Enforcement Order 1971. Since then the issue has been rolling with ordinances, amendments, 
circulars, and so on. Though renamed as the Vested Property Act in 1974, the law retained the fundamental 
ability to deprive a Bangladeshi citizen of his/her property simply by declaration of that person as an enemy 
of the state. Leaving the country through abandonment was cited as the most common reason for this, and it 
was frequently the case that Hindu families who had one or several members leaving the country for 
economic as well as political reasons, had their entire property confiscated due to labeling as enemy.  

This law was the culmination of several successive discriminatory laws against non-Muslims passed 
while Bangladesh was part of Pakistan. Chronologically the major Acts and laws of this law are:  

• The East Bengal (Emergency) Requisition of Property Act (XIII of 1948)  
• The Defence of Pakistan Ordinance (No. XXIII of 6 September, 1965)  
• The Defence of Pakistan Rules of 1965  
• The Enemy Property (Custody and Registration) Order of 1965  
• The East Pakistan Enemy Property (Lands and Buildings Administration and Disposal) Order of 1966  
• Bangladesh (Vesting of Property and Assets) President's (Order No. 29 of 1972)  
• The Vested and Non-Resident Property (Administration) Act (XLVI of 1974)  
It should be mentioned here that the operation of the Vested Property Law has continued to disturb the 

normal life of the people belonging to the religious minorities of Bangladesh. Land grabbers gabbled up 
more than two thirds of vested property as the government lost control over the lands as the custodian and its 
long-line dithering blocked anti-encroachment efforts. Prof. Barkat points out that 53% of the family 
displacement and 74% of the land grabbing occurred before the country’s independence in 1971, after the 
then Pakistan government, following the India-Pakistan War in 1965, introduced the Enemy Property Order 
[3]. During Bangladesh’s first three decades of independence many politicians made empty promised to 
repeal the act but no tangible action had been taken. Finally in 2001, they succeeded in a drive to repeal the 
act. The Vested Properties Return Act (2001) was implemented in an effort to make amends for the 
confiscated property. However, little progress has been made in returning or compensating lost property yet. 

3 SOCIAL DISPLACEMENT IN PANAM NAGAR 

 
Figure 1 Site plan of Panam Nagar, Sonargaon. 

 

 
(a)  (b) (c) (d)   
Figure 2(a) Panam Street in 2004, 2(b) canal, 2(c) structural condition in 2004, 2(d) Interior of one building.  
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3.1 Background of Panam Nagar 
Panam Nagar is located to the north of Sonargaon, the capital of the independent Sultanate of Bengal 

around the 13th century AD, about 27 km. east from Dhaka. By virtue of its location on the confluence of 
three major rivers, Sonargaon acquired great importance as an inland port, connecting ancient Bengal with 
Middle East and Far Eastern countries. With the Muslim rule in the 13th century, it flourished as the capital 
of Bengal till 1608, when Dhaka superseded it. Although its political importance was diminished, it remained 
a center of commerce and trade for a long time. Panam Nagar came into prominence in the later part of 19th 
and early 20th century, when a cloth trading centre grew up under the influential Landlords. The cloth 
merchants came from various places such as Kolkata, Patna or Mumbai. These wealthy Hindu merchants, 
titled Sahas and Poddars, built their exquisite residences in a beautiful setting in Panam Nagar [4].  

3.2 Physical and social characteristics 
 The residents of Panam Nagar were protected by two artificial moats on the north and south, run 
parallel to the central street on its either side [Fig. 1 & Fig. 2(b)]. Originally there were three bridges with 
gates secured at night for protection. The residences are close to each other with the central street being the 
major access and the canals serving as the secondary or service access. The street is about 5 meters wide and 
600 meters in length, with the urban street front houses, around 52 in number, mostly 2 storied and made of 
small bricks, lined up on the either side [Fig. 2(a)]. The architectural styles reflect the socio-economic 
condition and lifestyle of the merchants and the elite class in the British colonial period.  
 As mentioned earlier, Panam appears to have been founded by the affluent Hindu community, which 
demonstrates one of the best examples of community living and early urban settlements during the 19th 
century. The inhabitants were mostly of business class with some households engaged in craftsmanship. It 
had a very cohesive society participating in similar trade and religion evident in shared use of backyard 
facilities. The residences, most of them having a street side verandah on ground level, illustrate a very close 
relationship with the street life. They often enjoyed religious and other celebrations and musical festivals. 
People from nearby villages were invited to come and enjoy the celebrations and rituals.  
 

 
(a) (b) (c) (d) 

Figure 3(a) Unauthorized addition in Panam, 3(b) &  (c) the graffiti on buildings echoed the sentiment of 
inhabitants in 2004, 3(d) a private Hindu temple on top of a residence. 

3.3 Social displacement in Panam Nagar 
In Panam Nagar, the Hindu merchants lived a vibrant life until 1947, when the partition of the 

Sub-continent into India and Pakistan created a succession of communal unrest in both East and West Bengal. 
The Sahas and Poddars abandoned the town feeling insecure, and majority of them left for India. A few 
families stayed in Panam Nagar till the 1964 riot and the 1965 Indo-Pak war, and then most of them migrated 
to West Bengal or other parts of India. With their departure the whole town was nearly abandoned. In 1965, 
those properties were declared as ‘Enemy Property’. From then the township is owned by the Government. 

For quite sometime, it remained untenanted but later reoccupied by local Muslims illegally as squatters 
and encroachers. Among the 52 buildings, government leased some out for 99 years, but some of the 
inhabitants claimed that the buildings were their own property, and bought by their families from the Hindu 
owners during the riots of 1964. In the year 2003, there were about two hundred and fifty people in Panam 
Nagar. Due to lack of proper maintenance along with the degradation caused by natural weathering and 
unplanned modification, many of the buildings face serious threat of collapse [Fig. 2(c)]. In the face of 
continued demands from archaeologists, architects and cultural activists, the government invoked the 
Antiquities Act 1968 to declare the town, mostly vested property on more than 10 acres of land, as a 
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protected site in March 2003. After the declaration, the residents had initiated a campaign denouncing the 
government drive for the eviction. They argued that they had been living there for the last 40 years, they 
could not leave it for the sake of heritage, and the government should permanently allocate those houses to 
them. The graffiti on most buildings of that time echoed the same sentiment. They said that they would rather 
sacrifice their lives, not Panam; they had the right to live there. [Fig. 3(a) & (b)]. However, in 2006, the army 
backed government took control over this area and the second phase of social displacement took place.  

4 REVITALIZATION ATTEMPT AND CHALLENGES 

Now Panam, a town without inhabitants, has raised many questions. How can we use these abandoned 
buildings and make them active? Who will be the users and the stakeholders for the revitalization process? A 
successful protection plan for this city must manifest physical, economic and social revitalization. But what 
should we do for the social revitalization of this area?  

The quality of spaces and the assemblage of large number of historic buildings in Panam Nagar area 
make it a perfect contender for area conservation. The local and international heritage conservation group 
argued that the structures in the former capital would be totally ruined and lost to posterity unless 
preservation measures were taken immediately. Threats to the site include vandalism, unauthorized 
occupation, illegal development, poor maintenance, flooding and vulnerability to earthquakes [Fig. 3(a)]. A 
lack of sufficient funding has led to a crisis in efforts to preserve the structures of this area. In 2006, with the 
help of some foreign donors, renovation and restoration of these buildings began by the Department of 
Archaeology without having any future plan for particular use of this potential area. Part of the project plan 
of two years had already been carried out. 

The conservation attempt can only be successful when the local people actively participate in the 
process. Here the participation of the local community is impracticable because they are not living here 
anymore. Nowadays, Living in the old town has gradually become more and more popular within the newly 
affluent higher middle class as a symbol of prejudice. If we go back to history, we can find that previously 
this place was a residential area for the affluent class of that time. We may consider this as a revival of 
history. But this new user group desires contemporary facilities and which may hamper the strong character 
and unique experiences of this area. Through a comprehensive revitalization of the social life and activities; 
with active participation of the new community, a sense of pride can be established here. Again, there are still 
many physical features and structures which were used for Hindu religious and other celebrations [Fig. 3(d)]. 
To provide new use to those structures will be challenging. Thus, by the changing social perspective and 
present needs, this traditional quarter is confronting adversity for its authentic existence. 

5 CONCLUSION 

The deterioration of a historical town is perceived differently by a variety of individuals and groups. 
Some of them may consider the decay to be nothing extraordinary - just a part of life. For others, however, 
the deterioration creates a whole series of problems, and they therefore will seek relief in a variety of ways, 
whether it is rehabilitation, conservation, or clearance and building of a modern city center. The perception 
of the value of such heritage is subject to drastic changes over the years, depending on education, awareness, 
fashion and external influences. The minorities, both in religious and economic terms, are having been 
pushed out at the expense of the social elements that gave structure to their lives in the neighborhood. The 
desire of maintaining the inhabitants in their house is fundamental in a certain idea of heritage, but is 
completely unrealistic if we do not change our attitude towards the minority community of our society.  
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In China, educational facility construction has become a significant part of the program to build a 
harmonious society, which is focused on improvement of people’s livelihood. Since 55 percent of the 
agricultural population in China is in rural area, educational facilities don’t only serve the urban area any 
longer with the continuous social and economic development in China. As the county in China is the urban 
spatial structure unit in most tight and direct contact with the vast rural areas, the collocation of educational 
facilities shall meet the needs of the county and provide related educational service for the surrounding 
towns and vast rural areas as well. The county of Chengcheng, located in the center of Shaanxi Province in 
Northwest China, is representative and typical for the regarding study. 

1  CURRENT DEVELOPMENT STATUS OF EDUCATIONAL FACILITIES IN CHENGCHENG 
COUNTY 

1.1  Current status of educational facilities in Chengcheng county 
With the increasingly significance people lay on education, imbalance in educational population 

structure has presented in Chengcheng County. The population of the county seat is 71478 in the year 2008, 
taking up 16.7% of population of the whole county. Thus the population of students in the county seat should 
have taken up 17% of that of the whole county. However, students in preliminary and secondary schools in 
the county seat amount to 25364 in 2008, taking up 38.8% of that of the whole county, and the percentage 
tends to keep increasing in next several years. Besides, according to relevant national standards, class size for 
primary school is 45 students, classes in the secondary school shall be within 18-60 with less than 50 
students per class in principle. Actually, only three primary schools and one secondary school are in conform 
to the standard, and most schools are seriously beyond the size requirements (see Table 1).  

Accordingly, construction of educational facilities is seriously in short. The average land use per person 

in primary and secondary schools is only 4.2-10.0㎡, among which average land use per student in primary 

school is 5.0-5.4㎡, that in junior high school is 2.74-3.4㎡, and that in senior high school is 5.4-5.7㎡, 
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which is far below 10.5-25.0㎡, 12.5-14.5㎡, 7.0-8.5㎡ and 13.5-14.3㎡ in the residential planning 
standards.  

Since a large school-age population around the county seat has poured in, schools are serious 
over-manned and educational facilities cannot improved accordingly, which highlighted the issue of 
“difficulty in admission to school” as a social focus.  

Table 1  the basic indicators for primary and secondary school sites 

School Name 

Land 
area

（㎡） 

building 
area 

（㎡） 

Student 
Enrollment 

(person) 

Plot 
ratio 

Average space 
floor for each 

student 

(㎡/person) 

Average 
building area 

for each 
student 

(㎡/person) 

No. One Primary School of 
Chengguan 

17221 11540 3668 0.670 4.70 3.15 

No. Three Primary School 
of Chengguan 

11108 7235 2716 0.651 4.09 2.66 

No. Three Primary School 
of Chengguan 

13885 4355 559 0.313 23.94 7.79 

Experimental School 41333 12000 1200 0.290 34.44 10 

Chengcheng Middle School 41384 32739 4987 0.791 8.30 6.56 

Chuangxin Middle School 12037 17280 2780 1.435 4.33 11.33 

Mineral bureau School 17564 26570 1525 1.512 11.52 6.70 

Chengcheng Yucai Middle 
School, 

Huaguang school Districts 

 
10775 

 
10223 

 
1070 

 
0.948 

 
10.07 

 
9.55 

Middle School in Suburb 22700 9200 2731 0.405 8.31 3.67 

Guanzhong Middle School 14765 15693 4128 1.062 3.58 3.80 

1.2  Courses for lagging-behind educational facility construction 
 

1.2.1 Urban planning doesn’t work under market economic conditions: In the past, different 
management systems have been adopted in urban and rural areas. Urban master planning were mostly 
instructed and controlled in major districts, lacking integrated consideration, which resulted in short 
allocation and imbalance in structure of public facilities in urban-rural fringe and rural areas, and causes 
constraints in educational resources in the county seat when students in rural area poured into the county 
seat.  

1.2.2 Educational facilities aren’t implemented effectively: Since the government of Chengcheng 
County, located in northwest undeveloped area, has utilized the limited capital into projects to improve 
investment environment and attract external capital investment, there’s no more financial resources to 
address the educational facility construction which is in closely connection to demand of residents. With 
development of the real estate market, the local government has taken construction of primary and secondary 
school into market development. Because the planning hasn’t put enough monitoring and instruction on the 
real estate market and related planning management policies are still in need, some educational facilities that 
should have been furnished have not been implemented.  

1.2.3 The special planning of the education sector isn’t in good coordination with urban planning: Both 
the planning and education sectors have made planning on educational facilities for short, mid and long term, 
but different methods and principles are adopted in the two sectors. In the planning for primary and 
secondary schools made by the bureau of education, the number of schools in the county seat shall keep 
unchanged generally. According to the new master planning of the county seat, since the land use will be 
expanded in large scale in the urban area in next several years, a large population shall be distributed in the 
expanded area, so the number of primary and secondary schools shall be increased accordingly.  
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1.2.4 The planning is in slow response to public policies: Revision of Laws on Compulsory Education 
has significant effect on educational facility planning. Since many fees are exempted, children from many 
rural families are able to go to the county seat for better education, while the number and construction scale 
of schools in the county seat haven’t increased accordingly, which causes that students per class keep too 
much and accommodation conditions in school are at a low level.  

2  ANALYSIS ON STANDARDS OF EDUCATIONAL FACILITY PLANNING IN THE COUNTY 
SEAT OF CHENGCHENG 

2.1  Modify approaches for student number forecast in planning layout of educational facilities 
Based on analysis of student structure, the planning employs classification-phase approach to forecast 

the number of students. Classification means classifying the students by source, that is, students from 
residents in the county seat and students studying in the country seat from villages and towns of the county. 
Phase means classifying the facility planning of primary and secondary schools of Chengcheng County into 
two phases: 2008-2015 for short term and 2015-2025 for long term.  

2.1.1 Make phased statistics on school-age children in the county based the population data provided by 
the bureau of statistics as per 7-12 years old for primary school, 13-15 years old for junior high school and 
16-18 years old for senior high school: In 2008, the actual student population in primary and junior high 
schools in the county was more than larger than the population born in the related years. One of the reasons 
is the population that hasn’t been recorded in statistics in the county, and the other is the floating population. 
There shall be 56878 students in the county as per birth demographics, which is much less than the actual 
number 63096. The variance is 6218, taking up 9.9% of the total of students. The per thousand index for 
students in primary school, junior high school and senior high school in the county in 2008 are respectively 
58.0 people, 46.0 people and 40.0 people.  

As per birth demographics, students in the year 2015 and 2025 will amount to 37143 and 39332 
respectively in the county, and the moved-in students will take 10% of the total number of student in the 
county. Therefore, students in the year 2015 and 2025 will amount to 41000 and 43000 respectively in the 
county, among which, primary school students amount to 19500 and 22000 respectively, junior high school 
students amount to 11000 in both 2015 and 2025, and senior high school students amount to 10500 and 
10000 respectively. The per thousand index for students in primary school, junior high school and senior 
high school in the county in 2015 are respectively 42.5 people, 23.5 people and 23.4 people, and that in 2025 
are respectively 46.0 people, 22.1 people and 21.4 people.  

2.1.2 Carry out classified calculation in forecast of the student number in the county in short term: 
Classify students into two parts by source. One is primary and secondary school students from residents in 
the county seat, and the other is students from villages and towns of the county. It is forecasted that the 
county need provide 13000 seats in primary school and 5500 seats in junior high school in the year 2015 by 
calculating the thousand indexes of students in the county seat by thousand indexes of students in the county 
and considering the students into the county seat from villages and towns and students increased from the 
mechanical expansion of the county. Senior high school education is mostly in the count seat, relatively 
integrated, and the senior high school students in the country seat take up 64% of the total senior high school 
students in the county. To forecast the percentage by 75%, the county needs to provide7700 seats in senior 
high school. Thus the county shall provide 26200 seats in primary, junior high and senior high school totally.  

2.1.3 The education facilities of Chengcheng county seat will face the issues of layout, quantity and 
quality of schools for long term: According to the master planning of the county seat of Chengcheng, the 
population of the county seat will reach 0.2 million in 2025, which takes up 45% of that of the whole county 
that is 0.44million. Thus, facilities of primary and junior high school in the county seat shall necessarily 
increase on the base of the year 2015. Seats in primary school provided by villages and towns shall keep 
unchanged from the year 2015, i.e. 6500. The rest shall be provided by the county seat. Then the county shall 
provide 15500 seats in primary school. Considering that junior high school education is less limited by 
distance, more students will go to the county seat from villages and towns. If the county seat accepts 60% of 
junior high school students from villages of towns, the county shall provide 8600 seats in junior high school. 
Due to increase of promotion rate and being less impacted by population migration, vacancies in senior high 
school students shall keep unchanged in the year 2025. Calculating by 75% also, the county shall provide 
7500 seats in senior high school. Therefore, the county shall provide 31600 seats in diverse schools totally.  
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2.2 Land use shall conform the short- and long-term development trend 
Currently, the average land area per pupil in the county sea is in the range 4.1-8.5 m2, the average land 

area per junior high school student is in the range 3.6-10.5 m2, and the average land area per senior high 
school student is in the rang 3.1-8.5 m2, which is much less than requirements of Standard for Construction 
Land Use of Ordinary Primary and Secondary School. Obviously, it is necessary to improve facilities in 
primary and secondary schools, work out average land area per student, and practice the land use standards 
for standardized school of diverse type recently. (see Table 2, Table 3and Table 4) 

In short term, population of students in primary school, junior high school and senior high school are 
respectively 13000, 5500 and 7700, and that for long-term are 15000, 8600 and 7500. Taking into 
consideration that average land use per student in primary school, junior high school and senior high school 

are respectively 17㎡, 18 ㎡ and 19㎡ in new-constructed schools and reconstruction and expansion 

schools, the relevant land use area for schools is: 221000㎡, 93500㎡ and 138600㎡ for short term, and 

221000㎡, 93500㎡ and 138600㎡ for long term. In short term, 6 primary schools are needed to construct 
with 50 students per class and 24 classes per school, 2 junior high schools are needed to construct with 45 
students per class and 24 classes per school, and 3.5 senior high schools are needed to construct with 45 
students per class and 24 classes per school; in long term, 2 primary schools and 2 junior high schools shall 
be added on base of the short-term construction while the number of senior high schools keep unchanged.  

Table 2   standards for average land use per student in primary school 
Reconstruction and Expansion 

School Class 
Size 

(Class) 

Current School 

(Average Land Area per Pupil) 

Newly-constructed 
School 

(Average Land 
Area per Pupil) Land Area 

(Average Land 
Area per Pupil) 

12 4.3 ㎡ / / / 

18 23.94㎡ in max. and 4.7㎡ in min. ≥20㎡ ≥12000㎡ ≥14.8㎡ 

24 34.44㎡ in max. and 4.1㎡ in min. ≥20㎡ ≥13600㎡ ≥12.6㎡ 

30 / ≥20㎡ ≥15000 ㎡ ≥11㎡ 

Table 3   Standards for Average Land Use per Student in Junior High School  

Reconstruction and Expansion 
School Class 

Size 
(Class) 

Current School 
(Average Land Area per Pupil) 

Newly-constructed 
School 

(Average Land Area per 
Pupil) Land Area 

(Average Land 
Area per Pupil) 

18 4.3㎡ ≥22㎡ ≥15000㎡ ≥16.7㎡ 

24 8.3㎡ in max. and 4.2㎡ in min ≥22㎡ ≥18000㎡ ≥15㎡ 

30 / ≥22㎡ ≥22500㎡ ≥15㎡ 

Table 4   Standards for Average Land Use per Student in Senior High School 

Reconstruction and Expansion 
School Class Size 

(Class) 

Current School 
(Average Land 
Area per Pupil) 

Boarding 
School 

New Non-boarding 
School 

Land Area 
(Average Land 
Area per Pupil) 

18 11.6 ㎡ ≥23㎡ ≥20.47㎡ ≥15000㎡ ≥16.7㎡ 

24 4.3 ㎡ ≥22㎡ ≥20.47㎡ ≥18000㎡ ≥15㎡ 

30 8.3 ㎡ ≥22㎡ ≥20.47㎡ ≥22500 ㎡ ≥15㎡ 
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3  CONCLUSION 

In China, the urban planning is realizing and shall realize transformation to public policy from technical 
document sense by transform and innovation. The planning system shall clearly identify the attention that 
planning of diverse types and levels paid to public and quasi-public benefit service facilities, establish the 
relationship among them, and make policies to ensure that the facilities of the type shall not be substituted by 
other profit-making projects. 
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ABSTRACT:  The present analysis approaches the ways in which collective identity is constituted, through 
the model of multitudes, proving that, the way of multitude construction, shares an abundance of common 
characteristics with the way that collective identity is constructed. The two cases are often identified with 
each other and construct one another. The multitude produces collective identities and collective identities 
shape the form of multitude.  Both models change in effect the image of the cityscape and can be used to 
understand in depth the spatial variations resulting from migrant populations’ inhabitance. 

KEYWORDS: immigration, integration, network society, new urban culture, identity, multitude 
 

 
 
All social processes have substantial spatial components, which in one way or another are 

materialized, and thus rendered empirically observable, in physical places, in particular cities and regions. As 
Manuel Castells mentions “there is no theory of space that is not an integral part of general social theory” 
[1].  In such a perspective, space is constituted by social relations and transformed along with them, 
following the logic of network, since such a model embodies an exceptionally large number of variations, 
persons with different backgrounds, ways of life and aspirations. The relations that these persons form, shape 
the way in which they move in the city, the way they use it and subsequently alter it and vice versa. The way 
of experiencing the city  depends equally on the elements of the environment itself, and to the individual as a 
unique personality and a collective personality. This line of thoughts raises questions concerning the 
mechanism of identity formation and whether different identities, suitably organized and connected can 
produce space that would express their own needs, their right to the city, but also include this space in a 
wider picture of the city, meaning the picture of the current multicultural metropolis.  

The present work concentrates on the significance of identity and its’ formation through the network 
system and the concept of multitudes, in the way they are often defined by social and economic science.  
 
1   CATALYST: THE RIGHT TO THE CITY  
 

The claims of the city residents are expressed in urban space, sometimes through innovative 
measures and others through moderate measures, always however aiming to conquer an urban space that 
suits them. These types of claims are the expression of their right to the city. The right to live in it in their 
own terms and let the city become the image of their own needs. Although the right to the city is 
indefeasible, it is very often violated so much for the permanent/legal resident of the city as for its minorities, 
national or not. Main factors of abstraction of this right are mainly politics, economy and urban planning.   

001: computational image of possible urban structures 
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At this point we are going to concentrate more on the factor of urban planning since space can 
influence the most our lives, not only as a social structure but also as built environment. The well planned 
city allows the free expression in it. The city of barriers, causes fear and creates feelings of insecurity and 
reserve. The feeling of belonging disappears and life receives a procedural character of temporariness. In 
other words the resident is deprived both of the right to the city, and the right to claim equally his wishes.  
There is no need however to raise walls in order to remove the right to the city. It is enough to define in a 
clear way where one can be, and where not, where one belongs and where not. And this is done through 
urban planning. 
  Since the right to the city is constantly offended, the residents get organized and they extend their 
social relations aiming to the recuperation of this right. "The right to city is not only the right to everything 
that already exists in it, but the right to be able to make the city become something radically different" [2]. It 
is the catalyst of construction of communicational networks, social networks/movements and, as we will 
explain further, collective identities. Therefore, in order to better comprehend the way in which these social 
relations take shape while living together in the city and how they find ways of expression through the 
production and claim of urban space, we need to we make in this point a short report to the significance of 
networks as we meet them in the work of Manuel Castells, combining them at the same with the model of 
multitudes as they are discussed nowadays and of course the construction of identity, inside this "network" 
society.  
 
2   ABOUT NETWORKS AND MULTITUDES 
 
 Networks emerge as the fundamental form of organization for the sovereign social activities and find 
their expression through social movements. The foundation material of this rearrangement is the space of 
flows [3], which cuts into pieces physical space, proposing a new logic of organization in which geography 
is simply one of the parameters, sometimes with and others without social importance. "The network", 
according to Castells, "constitutes a system from interlinked nodes, where each node, in a general approach, 
is the point where curves intersect"[4]. Actually the significance of each node alters, depending on its system 
of report, but nevertheless, forms always networks which organize virtually all sectors of social life. The 
networks are forms of organization with duration. What gives them their identity is the creation of certain 
patterns. For this reason partial and brief relations are not enough to create a network. A bidirectional 
relation between nodes and actions exists therefore where the one does not precede the other. 
 Connecting the significance of the networks to sociological matters, we can see each shaped relation 
between the subjects of local or super-local communities, as a network and the subjects as nodes of this 
network. Nevertheless the network constitutes a structure of relations where all subjects act according to a 
certain objective and express a common wish. In other words they share the same collective identity. 
 The way in which the network is altered is directly connected to its internal configuration, its 
identity. In other words the way in which the network changes in time, reflects its history, which is the 
history of all of its members and not the reflecting desire of one person. After all having an individual on the 
top of the network’s power structure, instead of a common idea or objective, destroys the meaning of the 
network. We should not confuse however the existence of a common objective and history with the complete 
resemblance of subjects which are included in a network. The network is not based on the significance of 
homogeneity but on the idea of diversity. 
 Often, in order to clarify the significance of the network and to use this model for the description of 
social structures, scientists as Fritjof Capra, approaches the terms of swarms (biotechnological term) and 
multitudes (political/social term). These approaches, helps us to explain, on city scale, the way in which 
groups of individuals are organized in urban social movements to claim their rights. We can say however 
that, although the definition of network helps us to explain the local and super-local relations that take place 
between individuals (mainly those that are found in distance), in order to conceive the teleology of the 
network, it would be more useful to turn to the model of multitudes, since it is organized based on the notion 
of common purpose.   
 Analyzing therefore, the significance of multitudes, we meet the definition of Eugene Thacker, for 
whom the crowd constitutes a "multiplicity of uniquenesses" [5].  Opposed to the mass, multitudes do not 
constitute a whole, they can however be considered as forms with internal organization.  More precisely, 
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they constitute a representative of self-organization. "Networks provides information(…)multitudes changes 
it" [6], and turns it into "space". 
 This definition of multitudes helps us to comprehend the organization of people in groups with 
common interests and consequently the motive force of social movements. It pushes us to seek deeper to the 
way they are constituted, and the significance of collective identity that emerges from within them. After all, 
individual and collective identity is what shapes the way of inhabiting the city and consequently the 
residents’ claims for public space and the recognition of their particular identity. 
 

 
 
  
3   CONSTRUCTION OF INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE IDENT ITY 
 

The significance of identity, as Richard Jenkins mentions, concerns "the ways according to which 
individuals and collectivities are distinguished by other individuals or collectivities, in their social 
relations"[7]. The last decades of the 20th century brought the issue of identity to the center of discussions, 
because of the existence of minorities that are determined by national, racial and religious characteristics in 
almost all western societies, and their claim of spatial rights. Each group creates its identity through a 
process of parallel actions between "the self'" and "the other". The rise and consolidation of an identity in a 
social space has always importance and repercussions, since it marks the existence of a group seeking its 
differentiation from the others and puts forward demands and objectives. Action and identity constitute 
aspects of the same matter, meaning that each form of collective action requires an identity through which 
the subjects are self-determined, seek to be acknowledged by others as a group, and achieve their goals. 
Thus, when we speak of identities, we approach the meaning of collective action, the relations of power that 
characterize it, as well as the institutional frame in which it is developed.  

The way in which collective identity is constituted, is neither simple nor unidimensional. It begins 
obviously from the constitution of the primary identity of the individual that concerns its corporal undoubted 
characteristics, as the origin and the sex, and is followed by the constitution of its individual identity, through 
the acceptance and comprehension of the environment in which one grows. The nature of the latter however, 
which is incarnated in individuality and does not have meaning outside the world of other persons, presents 
differences in its constitution when we speak about minorities and marginalized groups. In these cases, 
together with the real identity, virtual identity of the individual is constructed and constitutes an integral part 
of the mental perception of others for the marginalized individuals. This process was named by the Goffman 
"stigmatization". Of course, even if the stigmatization becomes more easily perceptible when we examine 
the marginal groups, by definition, it also applies from the side of the marginalized individuals towards those 
having the so called “politically acceptable characteristics”.  

Continuing our line of thoughts and approaching once more time the theory of Jenkins, "the 
individuals are unique and various, but individuality is constituted socially"[8]. It is clear therefore that the 
identity of each individual, as that of the multitude, is under permanent changes depending on time and 
space. Thus an integral part of the identity construction is the mobility and interconnection of individuals and 
multitudes "Most people do not live their life attached in a community. They move between different 
communities, with limited engagement to each other. Their life spreads in ecumenical space: it combines 
bonds (in distance) with parallel activity in the households, in the neighborhoods and in the working places 
"[9]. Even characteristics that would appear stable at first glance, as the concept of nationality, are 
determined procedurally and they arise from the duration and expression of give and take. As Barth mentions 
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"national collectiveness is independent from the individuals that compose it" and "a national group can 
survive despite the fact that individuals during their life might change national identities" [10].    

In the same complicated, but in its substance subconscious, shaping of identity, results the 
constitution of collective identity which does not constitute nothing more than the process of multitude 
construction.  According to Jenkins, there are two different types of collectiveness and consequently two 
different types of determination of collective identity. "According to the first, the members of a collectivity 
can determine themselves as follows: they know who (and what) they are. According to the second the 
members might ignore that they belong to a collectiveness or even ignore its existence altogether. In the first 
case the collectiveness exists to the extent that it is recognized by its members, in the second, it is constituted 
through its recognition by exterior observers "[11]. Let’s remind at this point that multitudes are shaped by 
different individuals which might share no other common characteristic but the sense of common purpose. 
We are referring to unique individuals and not individuals with common identity, individuals with different 
individual identities and a common collective identity, that share a common trait, accepting the variation of 
other.   

Application of this model and connection between collective identity and multitude can be found 
nowadays during the examination of social movements that represent a social form of multitudes. 

Social movements combine three types of claims: program, identity and substance. On one part the 
claims of identity suggest that the members of these social movements, as claimants of some good, constitute 
a single force that should be taken into consideration. On the other hand, the claims of substance, suggest 
that bonds and resemblances exist with other political individuals, as excluded minorities, suitably 
constituted groups of citizens or faithful supporters of the state.   

In short, it becomes obvious that each social movement contains constitutional similarities with 
multitudes. It is based on the uniqueness of its members, it depends on the environment which the members 
of the movement are called to alter (and vice versa), depend on space and time. This of course does not mean 
that, in order to constitute a social movement, physical presence of its members is required. Social 
movements and multitudes act based on common aim and not essentially space.  
 
4   TO CONCLUDE 
 

This analysis approached the ways in which collective identity is constituted, using the model of 
multitudes, proving that the way multitudes are constituted shares an abundance of common characteristics, 
with the way collective identities are constituted. In many cases the two phenomena are identified with each 
other and define one another. Multitudes shape collective identities and organized individuals shape the 
environment they live in. This relation has proven to be in effect during the formation of social movements, 
while its intense character becomes even more obvious when we examine social movements of wide scale 
and appeal. Especially those pursuing the right to the city in the most intense manner, as social movements in 
favor of immigrant populations and minorities.   

These observations raise more questions than the ones we tried to answer, concerning mainly the 
conquest of the right to the city and the production of space, as an outcome of the collective identities’ 
pursuits. Nevertheless in order to answer such questions, the approach that was attempted here is essential 
and integral part of a wider research in regard to the social shaping of the cityscape and the integration of 
different collective and individual identities in it. 
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ABSTRACT: Till now, lesbian spaces are still ignored in China regardless of the fact that a large number of 
women are lesbians. The aim of this paper is trying to show a general view of lesbian spaces in Beijing, 
focusing primarily on four principal aspects concerning lesbian spaces: the background preparing for the 
emergence of lesbian spaces, the historical process of the development, different spatial types, and challenges 
they faced nowadays. The author points out that, lesbian spaces in Beijing are actually a byproduct of 
mainstream gay man movement, that’s why the predominant lesbian spaces are bars. Nonetheless, lesbians 
have invented new types of spaces in the recent years, which demenstrates different value orientation from 
gay man. Meanwhile it is worth noticing that the situation of lesbian spaces can’t explain the living condition 
of all the lesbians in Beijing. Lesbian spaces also represent as a model for the heterosexual women to 
develop their own cultural spaces. 
KEYWORDS: lesbian, space, Beijing

 

1  BACKGROUND 

Homosexuality is a natural phenomenon since the beginning of human race, which exists in all kinds of 
human culture including China. According to the historical Chinese documents, there were always private or 
public gay affairs in China. But since the foundation of new China, gay people seemed to have disappeared 
in the country under the new political and cultural circumstance.  

It was not until the Reform and Opening-up that the issues concerning gay people reappeared in China. 
Information about gay and Aids and their seeming relations came into China along with the economic trading. 
As in the western world, the fear for the spread of Aids helped to make the Chinese people pay more 
attention on gay people, but at first exclusively on gay man. Scholars began to do and publish researches on 
gay man, organizations were founded aiming especially at gay man, and some kind of spaces was formed in 
order to enhance the work concerning gay man. For instance, the first article about homosexuality appeared 
on a Chinese medical magazine in as early as 1981. In 1992, the Institute of Chinese Health Education 
founded the first gay man space in Beijing, which was a saloon serving exclusively to gay man. In the same 
year, the first organization named Love Knowledge Action was founded in Beijing, which focused on sexual 
activities among gay and bisexual men and the prevention of Aids. It was exactly during this process that the 
Chinese gay people acquired a sense of self awareness and grew stronger, ready to create a space for 
themselves. 

Which worth to mention and can’t be overlooked is the widespread of internet in China at that time. 
Connections among gay people through internet were much safer and easier than before. Therefore they met 
each other more, and more people came together to get support from each other. In a sense, internet has 
greatly accelerated the development of gay movement in China and helped to create gay spaces in Chinese 
cities.  

2  HISTORY 

Lesbian space didn’t appeared in Beijing until the first half of 1990s. Till now, there have been more 
than 20 lesbian spaces in Beijing. The emergence of lesbian spaces in Beijing was not solely a contribution 
by lesbians, but rather a byproduct of Chinese gay man movement. For the one thing, it was just through 
working with gay men in the movement that lesbians of Beijing attained their self awareness and grown 
stronger, although the movement was not in the first place for them. For the other thing, discrimination and 
ignorance received from gay man spaces, for example gay bars, forced lesbians to build their own spaces. 



 
 

408 

Lesbians of Beijing have stepped onto stage in the early 1990s. Under the influence of publications on 
gay people and also the influence of western gay culture, some gay people in Beijing began to come together 
and meet each other regularly. Actually, it was a private meeting started in 1994 holding by an English 
woman named Susie, firstly in her own house then in the bars in Sanlitun. Since then, Beijing lesbians, 
though only a few began to emerge from underground onto the surface and participated at the very beginning 
in the gay movement. But the gatherings couldn’t been categorized as a lesbian space as there were only two 
or three lesbians participated compared to a comparatively larger number of gay men, and the meetings were 
not located in a certain place but moved all the time around from one place to another due to discriminations 
of normal people in the bars. 

The 1995 Beijing World Conference on Women provided an excellent opportunity for Beijing lesbians 
to step into the view of the public, and it was the first time that solely lesbians came together and make their 
presence. There was a particular cession on lesbian in the conference. Some Beijing lesbians who formerly 
had contact with foreign lesbians appeared in the cession and participated in the discussion. After the 
conference, all the lesbians both from Beijing and abroad, went to a disco bar and had a dance party there 
together, which really created a sensation at that time. 

Afterwards, more lesbians came out and began to appear in gay spaces in Beijing, mostly bars. But 
usually they only occupied a small part of the space on the edge, and also discriminated by some of the gay 
men. According to an interview of the boss of the biggest lesbian bar in Beijing, at that time, there were 
usually more than 200 gay men in a bar, but only no more than 20 lesbians. In the meantime, some groups of 
lesbians began to extend their existence to and appropriate some public but non-gay spaces in the city, like 
restaurants, to use them as an informal gathering spot. For example, a dining hall on the top floor of a 
shopping mall in Xidan was and still is one of the favorite meeting spot for lesbians in Beijing. 

On the one hand, more lesbians participated in the enterprise of gay movement, and began to form their 
own organizations as well. In 1995, an informal lesbian organization was founded in Beijing, named Women 
Comrades, which mainly focusing on entertainment for lesbians. In 1997, a hot line for gay people was 
created both by gay men and lesbians. On Aug. 1998, the first Chinese Gay Conference was held privately in 
a temple northwest of Beijing, maximal 10 lesbians were present. As they thought the lesbian issues haven’t 
attracted sufficient attention in the conference, they decided to hold their own meeting. On Oct. 1998, the 
first Chinese Lesbian Conference was held in a bar in Haidian District. More than 30 lesbians from more 
than 10 provinces have participated in the meeting. A small organization was formed consequently, named 
Beijing Sisters Group. The members of the group published a lesbian magazine and hold a lesbian hotline. 
They had an office, met each other once to twice a month. But the group lasted only 3 year till 2001. 

From the beginning of the new millennium, great change has occurred concerning lesbian space in 
Beijing. As mentioned above, lesbians usually shared a common space with gay men in a bar but only 
occupy a small and marginal space in it. In 2000, a former lesbian singer Qiaoqiao decided to do something 
to change the situation. She built the first lesbian bar of China in Beijing, named Maple Bar, with its service 
exclusively for lesbians in Saturday evening. Afterwards, more lesbian bars and other kinds of lesbian spaces 
emerged. At the end of 2004, Beijing Lala Saloon was founded, which besides normal chatting and 
entertainment was predominantly a discuss group concerning issues about lesbian. On Jan. 2005, the second 
most famous lesbian bar in Beijing named West Wing Room was founded, meanwhile founded was a 
recently most important lesbian organization Tongyu. On May 2006, the first and still unique Tomboy shop 
was opened. On Aug. 2007, a kind of club house was opened by the same boss of the first lesbian bar, 
providing accommodations and much more private and free environment for lesbians to entertain. On May 
2008, Tongyu, collaborating with other three gay or Aids related organization opened Beijing LGBT Center, 
with a certain time span especially for lesbian chatting. 

As to the development of lesbian spaces in Beijing, although many may have come into being in the last 
15 years, which was really a great success compared to before, some may not be able to stand long for 
various reasons, especially lesbian bars. 

3  TYPES 

The existing lesbian spaces in Beijing might be in the first place divided into two categories, one 
concerning spaces which are normally none-lesbian spaces but might be occasionally or at a regular intervals. 
The other is specialized lesbian spaces. 
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As to the former, normal restaurant or gymnasiums or other kind of spaces might be occupied by 
lesbians at times and become a lesbian space temporally. As mentioned above, the development of internet in 
China has helped to accelerate the development of gay movement in China, so it helped to form some casual 
lesbian spaces as well. There are several lesbian groups on the internet, either on the webpage through BBS 
or through communication software like MSN or QQ. The members of the group launched an activity 
individually and freely, who are interested could join the activity as they wish. According to the interviews 
with several lesbians, small scale gatherings, especially among several acquaintances through internet, are in 
the matter of fact much more frequent than that happened in specialized lesbian spaces. The dining hall on 
the top floor of the shopping mall in Xidan is one of the most powerful evidence for such a situation. 

The latter, namely the specialized lesbian spaces, is also comprised of several different types of spaces. 
The first is lesbian bars. Though there is a seemingly great difference between noisy bars and quiet bars, the 
objective is the same, that is, to provide a safe and relaxed environment for lesbians to release their desires. 
Generally speaking, most of the noisy bars provide noisy music, hot dance and sometimes beauty contest, or 
erotic performance, while the quiet bars focus more on personal communications. The lesbians going to 
lesbian bars are mostly younger ones. 

The second is lesbian saloons. The typical example is Beijing Lala Saloon, which is a lesbian gathering 
every Saturday afternoon from 14:00 to 18:00. Although at present it is located in a bar, it differs greatly 
from lesbian bars. Firstly the gathering is held in the daytime, which makes people more sober and rational, 
which helps to think. Secondly, the activities within it are normally topic-centered discussions, either 
concentrating exclusively on issues concerning lesbians, like the awareness of self identity, or some general 
questions, like how to release pressure, which attract lesbians from all the ages, though most of them are 
comparatively older. 

The third is lesbian shops. At present there is only one such shop in Beijing, selling corsets for Tomboys, 
lesbian books and movies, and sex aid as well.  

4  PROBLEMS 

Although so many lesbian spaces in Beijing now proved to be a great success for lesbians, still there are 
problems which must be dealt with by most of the lesbian spaces.  

The first is how to solve the tension between lesbian spaces and the public. At present, most of the 
lesbian spaces are in a more or less hidden situation, either located far from the main street or in a normal 
residential building or without an obvious sign outside the façade. People can’t identify a lesbian space from 
outside or aware a lesbian space nearby. Even if you enter into it at the right time, you still can’t tell the 
difference. Only people among the circle know everything. 

The second problem regards to the management of lesbian spaces, especially lesbian bars. Several 
factors determine whether a lesbian space exists or on the contrary disappears. The first factor is location. At 
present most of the lesbian space are located in the north-east part of Beijing, where most of the most famous 
bars congregate. Once in Wudaokou, an area in the north-west of the city, near both Tsinghua and Peking 
University is there a lesbian bar but disappeared shortly. The second factor is the managerial skills. How 
could you balance between an exclusive space for lesbian and making money? It was said by a lesbian that 
lesbians usually spend very little money in a commercial space though it is exclusively for lesbian. Beijing 
Lala Saloon asks for an obligatory 25 RMB entrance fee from each guest to obtain the use of the space in the 
bar. They spend four hours in it, only a few of them would ask for more drink beside the one freely provided 
by the bar after you pay the entrance fee. The personality of the boss and atmosphere inside the space are 
also very important. If the boss is once disliked by the lesbians, they will never attract lesbians any more. 

The third problem concerns particularly the governmental attitude towards gay culture and gay people. 
Though gay spaces may exist peacefully in everyday life if only they don’t advertise themselves too much, 
they may be affected primarily under certain circumstance. For instance, several months before the 60th 
National Day of China, some gay spaces in China have been forced indirectly to close in order to maintain or 
guarantee something. 

5  CONCLUSION 

In our societies, homosexual people are usually discriminated more compared to heterosexual people; 
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women are much more often overlooked compared to men. With an identity combining gay and woman, the 
living condition of lesbians requires more attention. Nonetheless, not all the lesbians come out of home and 
go to lesbian spaces in the city. Rather, they’d like to enjoy their own living when they find their lovers. 
Therefore, though investigations on lesbian spaces may show something valuable, they can’t explain the real 
living conditions of all the lesbians in Beijing. As mentioned above, Beijing’s lesbian spaces have grown out 
from gay man spaces, therefore the dominant lesbian spatial type is the same as gay man’s, that is, the gay 
bars. But in recent years, new types of lesbian spaces have emerged, like Beijing Lala Saloon, which 
demonstrates a different value orientation of lesbians from gay men. In the mean time, also as a kind of 
women’s space, lesbian spaces have erected a model for heterosexual women to develop their own cultural 
spaces. 
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ABSTRACT: Following the new economic paradigm, most Latin American countries undertook deep 
reforms in the 1990s, privatising and reforming key urban services – such as water, electricity, social housing, 
public transport and telecommunications – in order to make them function ‘efficiently’ and according to 
market principles. But more recently, equity concerns are beginning to matter again, linking the success of 
the reforms not to the privatisation or modernisation of the service, but rather to their capacity to deliver 
affordable services for the poor (UNDP, 2006).  

This paper presents the case of Lima, Peru, which implemented significant market-oriented reforms of 
its urban services. This study focuses on three of them: telecommunications, water provision, and public 
transport, attempting to answer to what extent these reforms have been successful in terms of delivering 
affordable services for the poor, which make up a great proportion of Lima’s population.   
KEYWORDS:  telecommunications, water provision, public transportation, Lima

 
1     INTRODUCTION 

The tension between economic growth and equity concerns has characterised the debate on the 
development of cities, especially those with high poverty restrictions. International agencies have been 
alternatively dominated by economic growth or poverty alleviation objectives at different periods (Zanetta, 
2001). They have also allocated development funds according to these two paradigms. When ‘La Question 
Urbaine’ was published in the 1970s, a great deal of attention was given by international agencies and the 
academic world to urbanization issues, poverty alleviation and pragmatic solutions to the growing urban 
concerns in Third World cities.  

But in the 1980s, a new political and economic spirit made national and international development 
policies shift sharply and economic growth became the greater good. International funding agencies 
advocated thorough political and economic reforms within the frame of a new paradigm towards greater 
reliance on market practices and the withdrawal of the state. Developing countries were compelled to change 
their model of economic development, opening national borders to global trade and capital. In Latin America, 
the IMF (International Monetary Fund), the World Bank and the IADB (International Development Bank) 
encouraged a profound restructuring of the state. Following these recommendations, most Latin American 
countries undertook deep reforms, reducing the state apparatus and privatising key urban services in order to 
make them function efficiently and according to market principles. Public utilities – energy, gas, water, 
sewerage and telecommunications – were reformed and in many cases privatised. Other important urban 
sectors as social housing and public transportation were also reformed to limit the state’s role and to improve 
market practices.  

Peru was no exception. The political-economic reforms occurring across Latin America were radically 
initiated after the investiture of Fujimori as president in July 1990. Fujimori applied “shock therapy” to the 
economy and drastically reduced the state apparatus, withdrawing the state from many urban sectors. In this 
context, processes of privatisation and deregulation were launched and the largest public enterprises were 
rapidly sold. Admittedly, the public utilities were in serious need of efficient administration because the 
economic crisis of the 1980s had produced a vicious circle of under-financing, under-maintenance and 
under-expansion. The prevailing ideology in policy circles considered that the public sector was incapable of 
functioning with the necessary efficiency to overcome these problems.  

The basic formula for the reforms was simple and included (a) the privatisation of the involved sector, 
(b) implementation of free competition and (c) (independent) regulation of the sector to guarantee free 
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competition. The logic behind this is the idea that free market competition would extend access to services to 
all by lowering prices, while the privatisation of the utilities would improve their efficiency. The reforms 
were framed by successive laws for each of the involved sectors, whose expedition was the first step towards 
neo-liberal reforms.  

After many years of crisis and high economic and political instability, Peru’s economy began to grow in 
2002, with an average rate of growth (as percentage of the GDP) of over 4%, which, since 2005, is 2% 
higher than the average for Latin American countries. The consequences of the growing economy in the 
capital city have been evident. “Blocks of flats or offices are under construction on nearly every street. New 
hotels and restaurants sprout on every corner, while shopping centres multiply in what were once 
shantytowns. Across the city, thoroughfares have been torn up to make way for new bus lanes and terminals. 
Such is the anarchic volume of traffic that just crossing the street has become a time-consuming and perilous 
exercise. Lima, Peru's capital of 8m people, is shedding its former air of provincial lassitude and turning into 
a bustling metropolis. The city is the visible face of a boom that has made Peru South America's 
fastest-growing economy.” (The Economist, 2008, p. 56) 

The improvement of the economy has unquestionably increased the availability of public and private 
resources. After several years of growth without redistribution during the Toledo administration (2001-2006), 
the new government, installed in July 2006, made the fight against poverty its main goal. Educación para 
todos (Education for all), Agua para todos (Water for all), Vivienda para todos (Housing for all) – are some 
of these programmes, whose name suggest their redistributive aims. Poverty rates are decreasing but not as 
fast as expected. 39.3% of all Peruvians lived in poverty in 2008; one third of this total is classed as extreme 
poor. In urban areas 25.7% of all people were poor, and 3.5% were extreme poor (INEI, 2008).  

In this context, the present study examines up to what extent the reforms to improve Lima’s basic urban 
services are successful in terms of delivering affordable services for the poor. By asking who are the main 
beneficiaries of the new situation after the reforms of the water, public transport and telecommunications 
sectors, this paper aims to spell out how the tension between market principles and equity concerns operates 
in a city of the Third World with high poverty restrictions. The paper is organised in five sections, from 
which the following three pay attention to each one of the urban sectors reformed. The last section provides 
the results of the examination and conclusions.     

2   TELECOMMUNICATION SERVICES: ACCESSIBLE BUT UNAF FORDABLE 

Before the reforms of 1993, the telecommunications sector had extremely low coverage. In 1993 Peru 
had 2.7 lines per hundred inhabitants – one of the lowest of the Latin American region. Telephone service 
was concentrated in Lima’s wealthy neighbourhoods. Monthly charges were cheap (US$2) but to get a new 
line was very expensive ($1500) and demanded an average of 118 months of waiting time. Service quality 
was also remarkably low: 40% of phone calls were not completed due to congestion, because of the low 
capacity and obsolete network technology (Torero, Schroth and Pascó-Font, 2000).  

The Telecommunications Law of 1993 established the free market as the new model for the sector, 
forbidding state involvement in its operations. It also created an institution to regulate the sector and promote 
free competition: OSIPTEL. In 1994, the two utilities were sold to Telefónica de España, on the condition 
they expand and modernise the networks. The telephone networks now cover the whole metropolitan area 
and are almost completely digital. The universalisation of telecommunication services in the whole 
metropolitan area is established by the law. Consequently, Telefónica is obliged to provide both telephone 
and Internet connectivity (through ADSL lines) to any household or business that asks for it within Lima’s 
metropolitan area, including the informal settlements. 

The modernisation of the networks improved the quality of the service. Teledensity, the number of 
telephone lines in service per hundred inhabitants, also increased but not as expected because of the high(er) 
charges for the service. The effects of these two features combined – better quality at higher prices – can be 
observed in the evolution of fixed phone density in Peru (black in Fig. 1 left). During the three initial years 
(1994-1997) teledensity almost doubled. But after that period there was very little increase. In the late 1998, 
there was even a drawback, as a consequence of a recession period linked to the Asian crisis and the Niño 
phenomenon. In Lima, 150,000 users (more than 9% of the total users) cancelled their telephone lines during 
the second quarter of 1998, because the service became too expensive. Since 2003 a small improvement can 
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be observed, due to reduced tariffs. Total teledensity in Metropolitan Lima1 (Fig. 1 right) almost doubles the 
rates for the whole country, but presents the same trends observed at national level.  

 
Figure 1  Teledensity in Peru, 1993-2007 (left); Teledensity in Metropolitan Lima, 1998-2007 (right) 

(Elaborated with data from OSIPTEL, 2007). 

Mobile telephones, however, show a sustained growth and are the reason for the swift increase of the 
total teledensity. After the arrival of Claro in 2005, the prices of mobile phones and pre-paid telephones 
decreased. There were 4.85 million subscriptions in Lima in 2006, of which 4.25 million were prepaid 
accounts – attractive because they give the possibility to control the expenses – compared with just 598,000 
monthly accounts (OSIPTEL, 2007). Despite the improvements, the Peruvian teledensity is still one of the 
lowest in the Latin American region (see Table 1). In 2003 it was less than half the teledensity rate of the 
largest countries of the region and even lower than other Andean countries such as Ecuador and Bolivia. 
Chile had four times more teledensity than Peru. Only Cuba, Haiti, Honduras and Nicaragua had lower 
teledensity rates. 

 Table 1 Total teledensity in Latin American countries in 2003 (Plunckett, 2004). 
Country Teledensity  Country Teledensity  Country Teledensity  
Chile 73.2 Argentina 39.6 Ecuador 31.2 
Brazil 48.7 Venezuela 38.4 Bolivia 22.4 
Uruguay  47.2 Paraguay 34.5 Peru 17.3 
Mexico 40.1 Colombia 32.1   

According to the 2004 National Home Survey (INEI, 2007) the average penetration of fixed telephones 
in Metropolitan Lima was 54.1%, for mobile telephones 34.1%, and Internet 5.8%. However, 35% of 
households had none of the three services, suggesting a concentration of the telecommunications services in 
the higher income groups. Among poor households, 27.9% had a fixed line telephone, 14.6% had a mobile 
phone and 0.2% an Internet connection, while 62.7% of them had none of the three. Therefore, the 
universalisation of telecommunication services in Lima still has a long way to go. The existing low rates are 
related to the high tariffs in relation with the (low) average income level, and to uncertainty about future 
income. Until 2001, the telephone charges increased approximately every three months, which led to great 
complaints amongst users. Under pressure of OSIPTEL, however, tariffs have begun to decrease slightly 
since 2001, and especially after 2003. The average charges (March 2007) of the local telephone service 
(monthly charges plus 150 pulses, equivalent to 102 calls), are approximately at the level of 1996: $20 
(OSIPTEL, 2007). Despite the decreasing trends in tariffs, teledensity has not increased much, which 
suggests that the tariffs are still too high. 

In Internet connectivity a similar situation exists: access is hindered by the monthly charges and costs of 
the necessary hardware. To cope with this situation, people use public telephones and collective Internet 
services, which have become consolidated as a neighbourhood facility even in the most distant informal 
neighbourhoods. In 40% of the total urban households in Peru at least one member goes to cybercafés for 
Internet connectivity (Fernandez-Maldonado, 2008).  

In summary, the reform of the telecommunication sector has improved the efficiency of the service: it is 

                                                      
1 There were no statistics for Lima for fixed telephones before 1998 and for mobile telephones before 2003.  
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now easy to get a telephone line or Internet connection. But there is no equity in the access: the service is 
unaffordable for one third of the population. With such results, an important aim of the reform has not been 
achieved. Lima’s telecommunications have a visible divide, which reproduces the socio-economic divisions 
of the city. The poor have to use out-of-the-home services or, at best, pre-paid schemes to accommodate their 
needs. Weak regulation has been unable to balance the hegemonic position of Telefónica to get a more 
sensible tariff structure making it more affordable for users. The existing trends toward diminishing tariffs 
promoted by OSIPTEL however, may increase in the future thanks to competition from a new operator. 
Current tariffs still remain high for the average citizen.  

3   THE WATER SECTOR REFORM: CONSTRAINED BY POLITIC AL OPPPORTUNISM 

From the 1970s, water supply was problematic for Lima, due to falling groundwater tables. The districts 
of central Lima are settled in former agricultural land, while most peripheral poor settlements (barriadas) 
have settled in desert land which never had natural water. In the 1980s, the water utility, SEDAPAL, became 
unable to meet water demands and water quality standards. Lack of financing led to under-maintenance and 
no expansion. When Fujimori began his administration in 1990, the water system was in a state of near 
collapse: there was severe rationing and frequent interruptions of the service, while water became unsafe to 
drink. 

To complicate matters, a cholera epidemic affected Peru, and Lima, at the end of the 1980s, causing 
economic damage estimated at three times the national expenditure on water and sanitation during the whole 
decade and spreading to neighbouring countries (Fernandez-Maldonado, 2008). This event raised the 
awareness of the significance of the water issue, as well as the willingness of international donors and 
governments to help to expand water networks.   

In 1994, the new law opened the sector to private capital and created a regulatory body, SUNASS. 
However, the privatisation attempt did not prosper. Lima is a water-scarce area, with an extremely low 
average rate of precipitation. It occupies the valleys of the rivers Rímac, Chillón, and Lurín, which have very 
low and irregular flows. Lima’s geographic location, therefore, demands high production costs. This, in 
combination with the long neglect of the networks obstructed the intended privatisation (Alcázar, Colin Xu 
and Zuluaga, 1999). Very high charges for water services would have to be imposed, for a private investor to 
have a reasonable return on capital expenditure. After heavy debates and street demonstrations against 
privatisation, it was decided to carry out a process of reform and regulation.  

SEDAPAL became the responsibility of the national government. Extending the networks to the 
peripheral areas of Lima became a crucial mission for SEDAPAL. Beside the loans and money from 
international donors, the government used money from FONAVI (National Housing Fund) for this goal, 
when its original goal was housing construction. However, the continuous formation of peripheral informal 
settlements makes complete coverage an overwhelming task. Figure 2 illustrates the utility’s race to reach 
complete coverage in Metropolitan Lima since 1980. It shows that coverage has improved both in absolute 
and relative terms but there is still a long way to go to achieve universalisation of water services. In 2006 
there were one million people in Lima without water connection (León, 2006). 

 
Figure 2 Evolution of water network coverage in Metropolitan Lima 1980-2006 (León, 2006) 
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The figures from the last two national censuses of population and housing (1993 and 2005) give an idea 
of the improvements in water coverage between these two moments (see Table 2). Water connection (which 
includes 1+2+3) improved from 81.78% to 89.03% in this period.  

Table 2 Evolution of water provision in Lima (not including Callao) according to the 1993 and 2005 
National Census of Population and Housing (INEI, 1993 and INEI, 2005) 

Types of water provision 1993 2005 
1 Connection to public network within the home 66.65% 78.03% 
2 Connection to public network out of the home, but inside the premises 8.01% 6.19% 
3 Public standpipes  7.12% 4.81% 
4 Water trucks  12.93% 8.50% 

    Figure 3 shows the advances of home connection to water services according to the 1993 and 2005 
censuses in each district of Lima. In 2005, four areas can be distinguished: (a) the better served central 
districts with more than 80% of home connection. The old barriadas districts are also in this category, which 
suggests their achieved level of consolidation; (b) the middle-aged barriadas districts, which emerged after 
the 1970s, with rates of connection between 79% and 50%; (c) the more peripheral districts, with 
recently-formed barriadas, with a rate of connection between 49% and 25%; and (d) the most distant 
districts, which still have relatively few residents, with less than 25% of households with home water 
connection.  

 

 
Figure 3 Dwellings with water connection inside the home in the 1993 and 2005 Census (INEI, 1993 and 

INEI, 2005) 
 
The people without connection to the water network live in the peripheral districts of Metropolitan Lima, 

which coincide with the most recently-formed barriadas of the three Cones. They have to buy water from 
truckers, who sell it at $2.20 to $3.00 per m3, which represents up to nine times SEDAPAL’s social tariff 
(León, 2006). Consequently, these households consume much less water. However, water availability not 
only depends on connection to the network but also on water pressure and the regularity of the supply. These 
two variables depend on water production and distribution. Different water supply and water pressure in 
combination with different habits and incomes result in different rates of water consumption per district. 
Figure 4 shows the average volume of billed water per dwelling in the 49 districts of Metropolitan Lima in 
January 2007, illustrating Lima’s typical centre-periphery segregation. The districts with more than 27m3 of 
household consumption per month (in black) coincide with the most consolidated areas of the city.   
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Figure 4 Average water consumption per dwelling in Lima, 2007 (Elaborated with data from IMP, 2005) 

A study of the national ombudsman concluded that the tariffs are a key element for the efficiency of the 
water system and recommended SUNASS to revise its tariff regulations, focusing the subsidies exclusively 
on the poorest groups (Defensoría del Pueblo, 2005). According to law, the resources for expansion and 
maintenance should come from increased tariffs and public-private partnerships (SEDAPAL, 2005), but the 
political pressure to maintain low tariffs is becoming a bottleneck for SEDAPAL. The three largest Peruvian 
cities are among the cities with the lowest tariffs in Latin America (ADERASA, 2005). Low tariffs are 
explained as a result of ‘governmental opportunism’, in which governments “which have relatively short 
time horizons, prefer poor services and low prices over taking politically costly actions, such as increasing 
rates, whose benefits are only seen in the mid- and long-term.” (Marmanillo, 2006, p. 334). An example: in 
January 2006, SEDAPAL announced plans to increase tariffs according to the SUNASS formula: 136% of 
the existing tariffs. But President Toledo declared that “in no way such increases will be approved”. 
SEDAPAL withdrew its proposal, stating that it would not present another proposal until SUNASS revised 
its regulatory frame and the tariff regulations (Guerra, 2006).  

SEDAPAL needs to invest $1.29 billion in the 2006-2011 period for the expansion at 100% of water and 
90% of sewerage connection, as well as for the maintenance of the system (SEDAPAL, 2005). However, lack 
of progress on the expansion and maintenance of water and sewerage networks is evident. On April the 19th 

2008, the collapse of a sewerage collector obliged the government to declare Lima’s sewerage system in state 
of emergency. The utility will have to replace 22% of the main sewerage networks which are older than 50 
years, while 17% of them are between 30 and 50 years. Currently, SEDAPAL only treats a small proportion 
of sewerage water in Lima; the rest goes to the ocean without treatment. Not surprisingly, citizens are 
extremely unhappy with SEDAPAL’s performance. 

In summary, the reform of the water sector cannot be considered a real reform since little has changed 
from the previous situation. The structural problems of the sector have remained: the lack of sustainability of 
the water system is directly related to the dependence from the government funds and willingness to act. In 
the water sector, short-term political considerations have overruled the technical considerations and actions 
towards a sustainable and efficient system.   

4   PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION: FIGHTING INFORMALITY  

Metropolitan Lima has problems of a structural nature regarding the organisation of public 
transportation. Due to the economic crisis of the 1980s, few people could afford a private car and public 
transportation was in a state of collapse, with few, very old, and hugely crowded transport units. This 
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situation changed in 1991, after the government privatised and deregulated the system, allowing the 
importing of second-hand vehicles for public transportation. These measures, however, were launched in a 
moment of high unemployment linked to the radical reduction of the public sector. To work as a (taxi or van) 
driver became, for many people, the way to survive. Lima gradually lost its few units of massive transport – 
articulated buses – and rapidly acquired a disproportionately large number of smaller units (Villalobos and 
Torres, 2006). Figure 5 (left) shows the increase in the number of total vehicles in Peru since 1980, showing 
the leap in the 1990s after the liberalisation of transport and import of used vehicles in 1991. Since that time, 
there are 1.5 imported used vehicles acquired for each new one (Herrera Orsi, 2008). Despite the new units 
that arrived in the 1990s, Peru has a relatively small vehicle stock compared to other countries in the region 
(see Figure 5, right) and very small compared to developed countries; 49 vehicles per 1000 inhabitants in 
2006. However, the public transport fleet is over-represented in the total vehicle stock.  

 
Figure 5 Total number of vehicles in Peru, in hundreds, 1980-2007 (left), and Number of vehicles per 

thousand inhabitants in 2006 (Herrera Orsi, 2008) 

Furthermore, the deregulation of the system was not accompanied by a plan to organise the sector. The 
annual technical control of vehicles was stopped in 1988. The public transport fleet consists of small old 
units – with an average age of 18 years, among the oldest among Latin American cities (Barbero, 2006) – 
which have been adapted to accommodate more people than the vehicle was originally designed for. The lack 
of an organised system for massive transport in Lima, in combination with the lack of regulation has 
produced most of the problems in Lima’s public transportation. The five million users of Lima’s public 
transport system experience long trips, low levels of comfort, many accidents, high levels of air and noise 
pollution, irresponsible behaviour of drivers, little respect to traffic regulations and low levels of security.  

The deregulation of the sector has produced a system whose only goal is to reduce the costs and increase 
the benefits, without taking into account the quality of the service. Formal enterprises can hardly compete in 
this distorted market, which works according to the rules of the informal sector. It is estimated that only 70% 
of public transport vehicles are formally registered (Barbero, 2006). The composition of the system is: 
1. Combis (vans) (average of 11 passengers), which constitute 49% of the supply and 33% of the trips; 
2. Buses (average of 38 passengers), which constitute 18% of the supply and 29% of the trips; and 
3. Micro-buses (average of 22 passengers), which constitute 33% of the supply and 38% of the trips.  

The enterprises that have the license allowing vehicles to work a certain route do not own a fleet of 
vehicles but subcontracts individual operators, who have to pay to be able to work on that route (Barbero, 
2006). Metropolitan Lima has 440 routes, but most are concentrated in the most ‘profitable’ roads, which 
makes them very congested. Nine main roads bear 78% of the total public transportation fleet (Villalobos and 
Torres, 2006). Leaving the sector in the hands of the market has visibly increased congestion. On the other 
hand, there are 188 bus routes that are not in operation because they are not considered profitable. The routes 
are not only saturated but also very long and winding, because the operators save money paying for only one 
route. This, in combination with high unemployment and no regulation, has led to the over-supply of poor 
public transportation. There are approximately 26,000 units of public transport in Lima, while it is estimated 
that only 9,400 are needed (Sebastian, 2008).  

Oversupply results in a great competition for passengers between the different units, in order to be more 
profitable. Evidently, “the competition for passengers in the route substantially contributes to traffic chaos, 
accidents and environmental pollution.” (Barbero, 2006, p.276). At the same time, there are in Lima 220,000 
taxis, while 100,000 are considered enough for the current demand (Sebastian, 2008). Taxis and motor-taxis 
– there are approximately 45,000 – also work in the informal sector, with its characteristic low prices but also 
low quality services. Only 20% of taxis are registered and authorized to provide the service (Villalobos and 
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Torres, 2006). Taxis have no meters and the tariffs are the product of negotiation between driver and 
passenger.   

Since 1980, the municipality of Lima has prepared several plans to improve public transport which were 
not realised. In 1999 public transportation was declared in state of emergency due to its critical situation. The 
Comité de Transporte Metropolitano (TRANSMET) (Metropolitan Transport Committee) was established 
with the mission of coordinating between the different agencies involved in public transport, which are: the 
Gerencia de Transporte Urbano, GTU, (Urban Transport Management Body) – the leading agency, in charge 
of licensing the public transportation routes and vehicles, and organising vehicular traffic – the Empresa 
Municipal Administradora de Peaje, EMAPE, (Municipal Company for Toll Administration) – responsible 
for road and access works – Protransporte – in charge of COSAC, the new system of mass transit – Tren 
Urbano de Lima – the urban train – and several smaller agencies. 

The Urban Transport Management Body (GTU) began to work more proactively after 2004, initiating 
actions to improve the sector. The re-initiation of the technical control of vehicles was announced, after 19 
years without any type of control, but was delayed due to resistance from the operators. In 2007 the technical 
revisions finally began to be implemented, but the municipality stopped the process after four months. 
According to some local experts, it was because 40% of the vehicle stock could not pass the technical control. 
This made the process politically unviable; especially in light of the power of the public transport operators 
sector, which have paralyzed Lima on several occasions. In July 2006 the municipality decided not to give 
licenses to buses older than 35 years, to promote the renewal of the fleet. 150 buses were stopped from 
circulating in 2007 and it is expected that 311 will do the same in 2008. However, experts point out that the 
35 year threshold is still too low. They propose instead 15 years as a limit (Santillán Arruz, 2008), but this is, 
again, politically unviable.   

Financed by the Japanese Cooperation Agency (JICA), TRANSMET commanded the Urban Transport 
Master Plan for Metropolitan Lima, made with surveys to 35,000 households in Metropolitan Lima. The plan 
includes a massive transport system, the management of demand and the improvement of the road network. 
The Municipality of Lima has uncritically embraced the recommendations of this study, without taking into 
account who are the winners and the losers of the implementation of the new system (Avellaneda and Dextre, 
2008).  

The same year, Lima launched the COSAC project, a Bus corridor scheme, inspired in the Curitiba 
model. It is a public-private project, in which the municipality provides the infrastructure and the private 
sector the equipment (Villalobos and Torres, 2006). Ten priority road corridors have been identified, which 
will be tendered in the future. COSAC’s dedicated lane will run from the north (Comas) to the south cone 
(Chorrillos) (see Fig. 6). It will have 18 meter-long articulated buses with a capacity of 160 passengers, and 
12 and 8.5 meter-long feeder buses, with a capacity of 80 passengers (Castillo, 2008).  

 

 
Figure 6 The COSAC bus corridor route (Castillo, 2008) 

The second project for massive public transport is Lima’s city train. The decision to build it was taken 
by the first García administration in 1986, without serious studies about its feasibility. The original design of 
the route did not run along dense enough roads to justify its operation. After the construction of 9.2kms of 
line by an Italian consortium (TRALIMA), the project was paralyzed in 1990 due to lack of funds. In 2001, 
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the system was transferred to the municipality of Lima but the train was never able to operate regularly.  
Recently, the municipality developed a plan to expand the train by 11.7kms to the city centre (see Fig. 7) 

and to acquire the necessary equipment to make it operative. A central station is currently being built in 
downtown Lima (Avenida Grau) to integrate the train and the COSAC corridor. It is expected that the train 
will provide mobility for 300,000 to 400,000 passengers a day. The plan for the train, however, departs from 
some assumptions that generate doubts about its viability. The projected demand of passengers has two 
requirements: (a) a profound reordering of the public transport routes; and (b) that users, mostly of relatively 
low income, would be willing to pay more to save travel time (Villalobos and Torres, 2006). So far, the 
municipality has not tackled the reordering of the existing public transport routes, and there is no clarity 
about the fees that users will pay for the new system. In spite of the criticism from local experts, the 
government has continued with the project. In April 2008, it ordered the execution of works on the second 
phase of the project, which will link the south cone with the centre of Lima along a 16 station route. The 
estimated total cost is US$362 million, from which $220 million will be public funds. The difference will 
come from the company or consortium that wins the tender, which includes the works and project 
management for 33 years (Tren Urbano, 2008). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 7 The route of Lima’s urban train, with 
main stations (Source: www.trenurbano.gob.pe) 

 
To summarise, the early reform transformed the old public transportation from an overcrowded and 

insufficient system into a system characterised by oversupply and low quality services. A recent study has 
demonstrated that this defective system has important elements of social efficiency, due to its wide territorial 
coverage and very high frequencies, even in remote barriadas (Avellaneda, 2007). It is, therefore, very much 
adapted to the existing demand, so it is convenient to the poor. However, public opinion is unhappy with the 
current system due to the problems of congestion, accidents and pollution. On the other hand, the new public 
transport projects, currently in their construction phase, have been thought of in terms of the passengers 
circulating in central and not peripheral areas. Once again, the poor, and especially the very poor, have not 
been taken into account.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 

The analysis of the effects of reforms in the three sectors, which make up an important part of the quality 
of life of urban residents in Lima, gives a clear picture in providing an answer to the main question of this 
study. The reforms in telecommunication, water, and public transportation have certainly improved the 
proportion of the population that has access to these services at aggregated level. However, a closer 
examination of the results shows that the new policies are also promoting the fragmentation and exclusion of 
other groups, precisely the less advantaged groups.  
• The telecommunication sector has seen an incredible improvement in the quality of the service and the 

universalisation of the service to all sectors of the population. But the regulatory body has not been 
successful in promoting competition and lower the tariffs. Approximately one third of the inhabitants of 
Lima still have no telecommunication service inside their house. 

• In the water sector, the expansion of the networks towards peripheral areas during the 1990s was not a 
result of the reform, but of the international mobilisation after the cholera epidemic. The situation of the 
water sector is still worrying and has not been tackled in a structural way by the government, who are 
still in charge of the sector. The tariffs remain a large problem for the utility. Political opportunism 
constrains the implementation of a policy of cross-subsidies to benefit the poor, while the regulatory 



 
 

422 

body has been unable to overcome this problem. 
• In public transportation the reform improved the coverage, but the withdrawal of the government from 

the organisation of the sector has produced an informal and chaotic system, which produces daily 
congestion, discomfort, pollution and accidents. The efforts to improve this situation, however, do not 
seem addressed to benefit the most vulnerable groups, inhabiting the peripheral areas. Political 
opportunism might also play a role in the lack of a structural solution of this sector.  
The changes brought about by the reforms can be summarised as an improvement in the overall access to 

these three urban sectors, accompanied by disregard to the situation of the poorest and most vulnerable 
sectors. The reforms have not been accompanied by the necessary correction mechanisms to provide 
subsidies to those in real need. On the contrary, the current subsidies are being given to the less 
disadvantaged groups. In this way, the main beneficiaries of the new situation regarding water provision, 
public transport and telecommunications have been the middle- and low-middle income sectors. 
Consequently, the reforms have been unsuccessful in terms of delivering affordable services for the poor. 
These results indicate that in the tension between market principles and the equity concerns of the reforms, 
market principles have definitely outweighed equity concerns.  
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ABSTRACT: Existing buildings here are referred to the buildings designed and constructed before the 
energy conservation standard of China was executed. In this paper, the potential of energy conservation of 
urban existing residential buildings in the Hot Summer and Cold Winter Region of China were studied. 
Firstly, three types of residential buildings were selected as the study cases in Hangzhou, which are general 
urban buildings, historic residential buildings and rural housings. Secondly, the present envelop conditions of 
these existing buildings were surveyed and analyzed. Then, suitable renovation plans of thermal performance 
were made according to the considerations of less retrofit, simple technology, short construction period and 
clear effect. Consequently, the effects of energy conservation were simulated according to the renovation 
plan. Great potential of energy conservation could be found in the simulation analysis, which could be 
helpful to the decision and policy making in the practice of renovation of urban existing buildings. 
KEYWORDS: existing building, energy conservation, renovation, simulation
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

With the rapid economic development in China, more and more energy is consumed for the 
improvement of people’s living conditions. Most of the existing housings, however, were built with poor 
thermal qualities, and the energy efficiency of these buildings is very low. 

Existing buildings in this paper are referred to the buildings designed and constructed before the energy 
conservation standard of China was executed. There was almost no consideration of energy conservation in 
these existing buildings; therefore, the thermal performance of the existing buildings is very bad, and the 
indoor thermal environment quality is quite poor. The energy consumption of existing buildings is about 
twice than the requirement of the energy conservation standard; and three times than the standard of 
developed countries with the similar climate conditions. There are large quantities of existing buildings in 
China with high energy consumption and low thermal comfort. Therefore, it is of great emergency to carry 
out research and practice on the renovation for them. 

A number of studies [1-5] in some European countries have proven that energy-efficient retrofitting of 
existing residential buildings with poor thermal quality would benefit much to energy security and 
environmental protection in reducing energy consumption in the city. 

In this paper, the potential of energy conservation of urban existing residential buildings in the Hot 
Summer and Cold Winter Region of China were studied. Firstly, three types of residential buildings were 
selected as the study cases in Hangzhou City, which are general urban housings, historic residential buildings 
and rural buildings. Secondly, the present envelop conditions of these existing buildings were surveyed and 
analyzed. Then, the suitable renovation plans of thermal performance were made according to the 
considerations of less retrofit, simple technology, short construction period and clear effect. Consequently, 
the effect of energy conservation was simulated under the renovation plan.  

The China has 5 climatic regions according to the Thermal Design code for Civil Buildings [6], which 
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are Severe Cold Region, Cold Region, Hot Summer and Cold Winter region, Hot Summer and Warm Winter 
Region, and Temperate Region, see Fig.1. Residential buildings in Hot Summer and Cold Winter region must 
include both heat insulation (in summer) and heat preservation (in winter) in thermal designs. This region 
accounts for more than 40% of the Chinese population and nearly 50% of the country's economy. 

 
 

Figure 1 Climatic Regions of China and the location of Hangzhou City 

Hangzhou City, the capital of Zhejiang Province, is a typical Hot Summer and Cold Winter city in the 
region (Fig.1). It is located in the South Wing of the Yangtze River Delta, which is the most economically 
developed region in China. The per capita GDP of the city grew three times than that of China average 
during 1996 to 2005. The energy shortage of the province has also restricted the economic development and 
normal residential life seriously. The Hangzhou Statistical Yearbook [7] reported that urban residential 
electricity consumption increased from 986 kWh million in 2000 to 2,798 million kWh in 2005.  

The Design Standard for Energy Efficiency of Residential Buildings in Hot Summer and Cold Winter 
zone [8] was executed from 2001 in Hangzhou City. According to the Hangzhou Statistical Yearbook [7], 
more than 250 million m2 of residential buildings were built in the city before 2001. There was almost no 
consideration of energy conservation in these residential buildings. Therefore, the thermal performance of 
these buildings is very bad, and the thermal environment quality is poor. In this paper, three types of 
residential buildings were selected as the study cases in Hangzhou, which are general urban buildings, 
historic residential buildings and rural buildings. 

2 SURVEYS OF THERMAL CONDITION OF THE EXISTING BUILDING IN HANGZHOU 

2.1 General urban building 
A seven-floor typical urban residential building built in 1995 was selected as one of the research objects 

(See Fig.2). It is located in the Zijin Neighborhood of Hangzhou. There are 28 households in the building 
without vacancies. Most of the residential storied-buildings before 2001 were built with the same structure 
and materials as this building. Therefore, it holds typical value for the research of energy efficient renovation 
of general urban residential buildings. 

Thermal performance: The object building's thermal variables were made clear through the surveys of the 
blueprints of the building, as well as some on-site surveys. The exterior windows are made of aluminum 
frame and 5mm flat glass, with the heat transfer coefficient (K) and shadow coefficient (SC) of 6.25 
W/(m2·k) and 0.80. The exterior walls are made of clay brick and the roof is made of cement board. The K 
value of the roof and exterior walls are 3.969 W/(m2·k) and 2.355 W/(m2·k) respectively. 
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Figure 2 Photos of the general urban case residential building 

    Energy Consumption Simulation: The response coefficient method was a proven dynamic 
whole-building simulation method and can accurately calculate the hourly building heating and cooling loads 
of one year. The only simulation program recommended in the standard [8], Doe-2, was eligible and would 
be applied to calculate the energy consumption for heating and cooling loads of the object buildings in the 
paper. Through simulation, we can find that the current annual energy consumption for space heating and 
cooling is 90.79 kWh/(m2·yr). 

2.2 Historic urban buildings 
Wooden building has a history of nearly 3,500 years in China. In the area of Zhejiang Province and 

Jiangsu Province, the main frame structures of traditional dwellings are wooden, such as beam, column, 
stairs and floor slab. The envelop is often made of brick and the inner surface is made of thin wooden sheet. 
Windows and doors are also wooden. Although almost all of the residential buildings in Hangzhou are built 
with the concrete structure now, there are also some old wooden buildings in the city, which are of high 
historic values. These residential buildings should be protected and renovated instead of demolition. 

The residential building of Zhu Yangxin, is one of the case buildings of this research. It is one of the 
Designated Historic Conservation Buildings of Hangzhou City. It is located in Dajing Lane, which is the 
famous historic district of Hangzhou. The building is constructed in the Late Qing Dynasity of China, with 
the typical wood and brick structure. 

General architectural conditions of Zhu Yangxin Historic Building: We made investigations on the basic 
status of the building. We found that the envelop of the building is made of brick and rammed soil, and the 
frame structure and inner surface of the wall are wooden. 

Although the whole structure of the existing building is kept relatively completed, some parts are 
damaged seriously. The roof has several leaks, and the air tightness of windows and doors is rather poor. 
Some parts of the envelop were damaged and were repaired with materials of poor thermal insulation 
properties, such as iron sheet. The outer and inner plastering surface of the rammed-soil envelop split off in 
many places(Fig. 3). 

Investigation on the thermal environment condition: There are two kinds of external walls in the 
building: Type 1 is made of 600 mm rammed soil and Type 2 is made of 40 mm wooden sheets. The pitched 
roof is also made of wooden boards. 

For the safety reason, we could not conduct measurement of thermal environment on the building. 
Therefore we conducted investigations on a similar building nearby, which is preserved in relatively good 
condition. The investigation was conducted on 25-27, Feb., 2009. 
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Figure 3 Photos of the case historic residential building 

The investigation was divided into two steps. In Step1 of the condition of no-heating, the temperature, 
humidity and thermal comfort level were investigated. In Step2 of the condition of heating, heat transfer 
coefficient of the envelop and external windows were investigated, as well as the factors of temperature, 
humidity and thermal comfort level. 

From Fig.4, we can see that the mean outer temperature is 7� with the maximum temperature 9.6� and 
minimum temperature 6�, and there is no abrupt change in temperature, which shows the typical condition 
in winter in Hangzhou. In the case of no-heating, the mean indoor temperature is 11.2�, 4-5� higher than 
the outer temperature, with the maximum indoor temperature 13.55�and the minimum indoor temperature 
9.5�. There is also no abrupt change in indoor temperature. 

 

 
Figure 4 Indoor and outdoor temperature in condition of no-heating 

It is indicated in the Fig.5 that in the condition of no-heating, the mean PMV is -1.07, and the minimum 
PMV is -1.39, which both are beyond the standard of China, -0.75~0.75[9]. People indoor feel cold living in 
such conditions. During 24 hours in a day, PMV of daytime is slightly higher than that of nighttime and in 
the early morning the PMV is minimum. PPD shows that there are at most 45% and at least 14.4% of the 
people, who are not satisfied with the indoor thermal environment. Anyway, in the condition of no-heating in 
winter, thermal comfort level in such building is generally low. 

From Fig.6, we can see that the mean outer temperature is 6.7℃ with the maximum temperature 7.4℃ 

and minimum temperature 6.1℃. In the condition of room heating, the indoor temperature range from 

20-25℃, and when heating to stable condition the indoor temperature keeps at 25℃. The temperature 

difference between indoor and outdoor is 16-18℃.  
When heating, the maximum indoor PMV is 0.56, and the minimum PMV is -0.615 (Fig.7). There are at 

most 12.9% and at least 5% of the people, who are not satisfied with the indoor thermal environment. 
Although there exist some fluctuations, the PMV are still in the range of the standard of China, -0.75~0.75. It 
is concluded that after heating the thermal comfort level has been improved significantly and can meet the 
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thermal comfort request of most people indoor. 
 

 
Figure 5 PMV in condition of no-heating 

 
Figure 6 Indoor and outdoor temperature in condition of heating 

 
Figure 7 PMV in condition of heating 

As indicated in the Fig.8, before 13:00 siginificant change amplitude can be noted due to unstable 
indoor temperature and frequent people move in and out. After 13:00, the indoor temperature tends to be 
stable and the heat flux could be adopted to calculate the thermal resistance of the envelop. 

It is also sown in the Fig.8 that the heat flux of Wall 1 and Wall 2 are close, and heat loss of Window 2 
is more than that of Window 1 due to poor air tightness of Window 1. In general, the heat loss of inner wall is 
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relatively small, with the average of 24.7W/m2. Then comes the wooden external wall, with the average of 
31.6 W/m2. The heat loss of the window is the biggest, with the average of 51.2 W/m2. 

 
Figure 8 Heat flux 

Accordingly, the heat transfer coefficients of these parts of the envelop are calculated, see Table 1, in 
which the heat transfer coefficients requested by the design standard are also listed.  
 

Table 1 Heat transfer coefficients 
 External wall window 

Heat transfer coefficient by measurement（W/m2·K) 3.378 5.618 

Heat transfer coefficient requested by the standard（W/m2·K) 1.5 2.5 

 
The thermal comfort level was improved after using the heating appliance; however, the heat transfer 

coefficient of the envelope was very big, which means the heat loss of the envelope was very high. From 
Table 1 we can find that the heat transfer coefficients of the external walls and windows are about twice than 
that of the requirements of the design standard. Therefore, the energy conservation potential is very high for 
this kind of existing historical residential buildings. 

2.3 General rural buildings 
There are about 800 million people living in the countryside in China now. By the end of 2005, there are 

22 billion m2 rural residential buildings in the country, and the annual construction area of new building is 
about 800 million m2, in which residential building area is about 600 million m2. However, in the new 
constructions, only basic living conditions such as safety, sanitary, space arrangement etc are considered, 
while the thermal comfort and energy conservation of the building are seldom taken into consideration. 
Although the design standard of energy conservation has been taken into effect in the Hot Summer and Cold 
Winter Region since 2001, the construction of rural housings are not compulsorily required to obey the 
standard yet. Furthermore, large quantities of exiting rural housings are of severely poor condition of thermal 
performance. With the rapid economic development of the countryside in China nowadays, the energy 
consumption of heating, cooling, lighting and so on increase faster and faster year by year. Therefore, the 
potential of the energy conservation through renovation are very huge in the countryside. 
    On site survey and measurement: In February 2009, we conducted an on-site survey and questionnaire 
survey in Anji County. We found that most of the existing rural residential housings are constructed during 
the end of last century and the beginning of this century. Most of the housings are of 2-3 floors, with the area 
of 150~250 m2 per building.  

In this research, a typical building was selected as our research subject, see Fig.9. This building of 2 
floors and total area 220m2 was constructed in the May of 2008. The external wall was constructed with clay 

brick of 240mm thickness, whose average heat transfer coefficient is 1.62 (W/m2.K). The pitched roof was 
made of wood frame with asbestos cement board, whose average heat transfer coefficient is 1.59(W/m2.K). 
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The windows are push-pull type, single glazed windows of aluminum frame, whose average heat transfer 
coefficient is 6.4(W/m2.K). According to the design standard of energy conservation of residential buildings 
in Zhejiang Province, the heat transfer coefficient of the wall, roof and window cannot meet the requirement.  
 

 
Figure 9 Photo of the case rural building in Anji County of Zhejiang Province 

The measurement of thermal comfort of the housing was performed on 13th, February, 2009. The 
climate that day is quite typical in the winter. The indoor and outdoor temperature is illustrated in Fig. 10, 
without space heating. The thermal comfort level of the indoor environment is shown in Fig.11. 

 
Figure 10 Indoor and outdoor temperature in Anji rural building 

From Fig. 11, it can be seen that the thermal comfort of the room is dissatisfied. The PMV values were 
all below -1.0, which means that the thermal environment was evaluated to be cold. Few people use heating 
equipment in the winter in the countryside like Anji County, and the thermal environment condition of the 
housing is poor. 
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Figure 11 PMV in Anji rural building 

Simulation of the energy consumption of space heating and cooling: Most of the people do not adopt 
space heating and cooling in Anji nowadays. However, with the development of the economy and quality of 
life, it is predicted that more and more people will use the electrical appliance to improve their thermal 
comfort condition of the buildings, and the energy consumption of the rural buildings will increase quickly. 
Therefore, we simulated the annual energy consumption of the housing in the condition of using air 
conditioning equipment by means of the software recommended by the design standard. As a result, the 
simulated annual energy consumption for space heating and cooling will be 104.861 kWh/ m2, which will 
exceed the required value of the design standard greatly (68.184 kWh/ m2). Because there is not any measure 
for the energy conservation in the design, the waste of the energy will be very serious in the near future. 

3 SUITABLE RENOVATION PLANS OF THE EXISTING BUILDINGS AND THE ENERGY 
CONSERVATION EFFECTS 

3.1 General urban building 
Suitable renovation methods: Six rational renovation methods are suggested according to the 

considerations of less retrofit, simple technology, short construction period and clear effect. 
Method 1: Installing two doors at the two entrances of the building respectively and installing windows for 
the entire staircase to separate the staircase from the outside air. 
Method 2: Substituting plastic double glazed windows for old ones. The K and SC of the exterior windows 
change to 2.85 W/(m2·k) and 0.70.  
Method 3: Applying curtains and/or aluminum blinds to reduce the SC of the exterior windows to 0.30 in 
summer. 
Method 4: Adding insulation material (40mm XPS) to the roof to change the roof's K and D to 0.672 
W/(m2·k) and 2.376. 
Method 5: Adding insulation material (10mm XPS) to the exterior walls to change the K and D to 1.296 
W/( m2·k) and 3.236. 
Method 6: Applying light colored paint to the surface of the exterior walls and roof to change the absorption 
coefficient of the outside surface to 0.4.  

Analysis of energy saving effect of the renovation methods: After completing the simulation calculation, 
the total energy use for heating and cooling loads of the suitable plan was 48.77 kWh/(m2·yr). While the 
current value is 90.79 kWh/(m2·yr), the overall energy-saving effect of the suitable plan was very 
encouraging, with about 46.28% reduction of the annual energy use for heating and cooling loads in 
simulation calculation. 

3.2 Historic urban residential building 
Suitable renovation methods: The suitable renovation methods were proposed to the historical urban 

residential buildings with consideration of their special wooden structure and historical value, as following: 
External walls: For the rammed soil walls, the external insulation of insulating mortar consisting of 
gelatinous power and expanded polystyrene pellets of 40mm thickness was applied. For the wooden wall, the 
internal insulation of rock wool of 20mm thickness was sandwiched inside the two layers of wooden sheets. 
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Internal walls: two layers of the wooden sheet were used for the internal walls.  
Windows: double glazed window was applied.  
Roof: 60mm XPS board was used in the roof for the heat insulation. 

Analysis of energy saving effect of the renovation methods: Through calculation by using the software 
recommended by the energy conservation standard for residential buildings in the Hot Summer and Cold 
Winter Region (2001), the energy consumption of the building for space heating and cooling after renovation 
will be 63.2 (kWh/m2). Before renovation, the energy consumption of the building for space heating and 
cooling was 155.9 (kWh/m2). Therefore, the energy conservation efficiency of the renovation plan will be 
59.45%. 

3.3 General rural residential buildings 
Suitable renovation methods: According to the respectively low economic level, the energy conservation 

renovation of rural buildings should consider more about the economic condition of countryside, such as the 
rural material and resource.  
External wall: Through our survey, most of the external walls in Anji County are made of clay brick with the 
thickness of 240mm, whose thermal performance is poor. In this case, the external insulation of insulating 
mortar consisting of gelatinous power and expanded polystyrene pellets of 40mm thickness was applied. 
Roof: Through the surveys we can find that most of the newly constructed rural buildings are of pitched roof, 
while existing housings are of flat roof. However, none of the roofs was designed with the thermal insulation 
measures. Here, we adopted insulating mortar consisting of gelatinous power and expanded polystyrene 
pellets of 40mm thickness, and the average heat transfer coefficient of the roof will be 0.94(W/m2.K). 
Windows: The single glazed windows with steel or aluminum frame are widely used in Anji County right 
now. The heat transfer coefficient of this kind of windows is far bigger than the requirement of the design 
standard nowadays. According to the economic condition of the countryside, the simple energy saving 
windows of low price should be selected for the suitable renovation, such as glass membrane, plastic-steel 
window frame and so on. Here, windows were changed to plastic-steel double glazed window with the heat 
transfer coefficient of 4.2(W/m2.K). 
Sunlight shading: The indoor soft curtains are used popularly in Anji County as the sunlight shading. 
However, due to the strong radiation from the south and west direction, the indoor curtains are not enough. 
Therefore, the following methods for sunlight shading are recommended: (1) fixed shading; (2) movable and 
adjustable shadings. Anji is famous for the bamboo, which is called the County of Bamboo. Therefore, this 
local material should be made full use as the sunlight shadings; (3) greening shading. It is a suitable method 
for low-rise buildings like rural building. With the trees planted in front of the windows and the bines on the 
western wall, not only the direct sunlight through the window, but also the heat transfer through the wall will 
be reduced. Furthermore, the cost is low and the construction is easy. We adopted simple shading in the 
renovation plan. 

Analysis of energy saving effect of the renovation methods: The energy consumptions of the sample 
building were simulated in the two cases of before and after renovation of the envelope. After simulation of 
the annual energy consumption by using the software recommended by the Chinese standard, the energy 
consumption for space heating and cooling will be 79.55kWh/ m2 per year. While for the current condition, 
the energy consumption for space heating and cooling is 104.86 Wh/ m2. The energy saving effect of the 
renovation will be 24.13%. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

In this paper, the potential of energy conservation of existing residential buildings was studied in the 
Hot Summer and Cold Winter Region of China. The present envelop thermal performance of three residential 
case buildings: a general urban building, a historic residential building and a rural building, were investigated, 
which illustrated that all these three residential buildings are poor in thermal performance and comfort no 
matter when they were built. Then, the suitable envelop renovation plans of the case buildings were 
formulated considering less retrofit, simple technology, short construction period and clear effect. The effects 
of energy conservation were simulated under the renovation plan. Simulation results shows that the general 
urban case building could achieve 46.28% reduction of the annual energy consumption, historic case 
building 59.45%, and the rural building 24.13% respectively. This result illustrates that for China the existing 
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residential buildings have huge potential of energy conservation, and the renovation plans formulated in this 
paper could be effective and suitable. 
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ABSTRACT: The thesis attempt to propose a ‘Urban Waterfront Greenway System’ （UWGS）, in order to 
create a healthy, abundant and efficient life circle in urban waterfront. It aims at how to make full use of the 
urban waterfront, which acts as the interest origin, to guide the healthy life style at first. States the concept of 
‘interest gravitation’, points out it is the power and emphasizing its importance in helping the waterfront to 
realize its aim. Then, the thesis brings forward a kind of space carrier UWGS, which can generate interest 
gravitation. It takes behavior habits of different people as breakthrough points, and analysis the daily 
activities type and demand of different people in different frequency. Furthermore, the features of UWGS can 
strengthen its effect of interest gravitation which can attract people along UWGS to the waterfront and the 
riverbank. Finally, it discusses interest gravitation facilities arrangement in UWGS.  
KEYWORDS:  urban planning, interest gravitation, greenway, space reintegration

PREFACE 

With the development of modern science and technology as well as the enormous progress of 
productivity since the 20th century, on one hand, the greatly increasing material wealth of society leads to an 
obvious decline of people’s necessary labor time; on the other hand, people’s physical and psychological 
health have not been improved as time goes on. However, with the accelerated urbanization process, a 
growing number of urban residents go into both physically and psychologically sub-health status, such as 
tiredness, fidgetiness and anxiety. 

It is reported by investigation data that, recently, there is an obvious change in disease spectrum of 
residents in our country, which lies in the rapid growth of incidence rate and mortality rate of chronic but 
non-communicable diseases. In 2004, the number of patients suffering from hypertension and diabetes 
reached approximately 160 million and 20 million respectively; while the figure for overweight and obesity 
was about 200 million and 60 million respectively. This situation is mainly caused by deficient physical 
exercises. According to the synchronous statistics data of the Department of Health, The burden of 
psychological diseases on society, which has outnumbered that of cardio-vascular disease, respiratory disease 
and malignancy, accounts for 1/5 of the total disease burden of our country. Although mental handicap and 
psychonosema can result from a various number of factors, no one can ignore the influence of space 
environment to psychological health. The environment with excessive congestion, monotony and 
confinement, caused by high-density development, leads to the privation of outdoor communication 
activities and moreover, nervous psychological condition, such as anxiety, fidgetiness, irritation and 
disappointment. 

From this point, relaxing leisure and outdoor activities can be considered as efficient measures to solve 
a large number of healthy problems mentioned above. Currently, citizens have more spare time, but they 
cannot actually perceive the increase of leisure time. One reason for this involves that a great deal of leisure 
time is occupied by fast-paced job; another has to do with the inflexible and dehumanized urban inhabited 
environment, which makes it unrealistic for leisure activities in many forms. On this point, urban design 
discipline, aiming at ‘designing high-quality urban spatial environment for people’, is responsible to pay 
close attention to healthy problems in cities. 

What kind of urban spatial environment can be so attractive that people are more likely to do outdoor 
leisure activities after rush work or heavy housework rather than watch TV or surf on Internet at home? First 
of all, we need a strongly attractive interest origin and urban waterfront is undoubtedly the best player of this 
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role for the sake of its ecological function, landscape aesthetic features, open-wide space and presentation of 
urban culture. Followed by making clear the position of interest origin, it is more important to create interest 
gravitation, because only this can induce citizens to interest origin, covering in certain paths, and do all kinds 
of leisure activities during this process. Consequently, the main problem discussed in this thesis lies in how 
to create a space carrier with strong gravitation of interests. 

1  INTEREST GRAVITATION 

In the 1990s, Western scholars have found the aggregation of commercial entertainment venues with the 
meaning of life and behavior value form the city’s multi-entertainment ‘interest gravitation area’. The size of 
its gravity proportionality with the number, diversity and attributes of the attraction field directly, which is 
composition of this area. 

American scholar engaged in research on commercial micro location, and put forward the concept of 
‘interest of gravity’ (attractiveness, novelty and convenience). [1] The convenience mainly refers to the traffic. 
Attractive and novel issues are primarily achieved by the business of advertising, promotion, store decoration 
and business, and to the urban morphology is identify issues, something about the level of easy to find. 

As early as 1897, Fredrick • Law Olmsted aimed at creating a natural connection between Boston 
downtown and the Park District in the design of Boston’s Emerald Necklace Plan. The philosophy behind the 
design idea is to create the universal accessibility of public space beyond the class differences. Then, these 
series and links can achieve the purpose of attracting the people, generate in the role of interest gravitation 
actually. Nowadays, interest gravitation has been applied to a large number of subjects in urban planning and 
design, in order to enhance people’s chances of outdoor activities, and create a variety lifestyle experience, 
while increasing the quality of life in various regions and community acceptance. 

2 URBAN WATERFRONT GREENWAY 

2.1 The Greenway 
The Greenway Planning Movement widely developed in Western countries from 1990s plays an 

essential role in the improvement of city and regional ecological environment [2], the protection of culture 
heritage and resources, and the providing of recreational spaces. 

Conceptions: The concept of greenway provided by Ahern is widely accepted now [3], which considers 
the greenway to be the planned, designed and managed linked linear open space system with the 
multi-function of ecology, recreation, culture and appreciation, and a sustainable land use pattern. 5 
meanings could be implied from this concept: linear contour figure, connectivity, multi-function, meeting the 
requirement of sustainable development strategy. 

From the perspective of rationality, its significance of connecting broken natural spaces and recombine 
natural ecological systems is also obvious [4]. 

The Classification: From the description of Charles E. Little in his American Greenway, greenways can 
be divided into 5 types: city riverside greenway, recreational greenway, natural corridor with ecological 
meanings, landscape lines and historical lines, and all-sided greenway system or network. In practice, since 
these types are always overlapped, the type of greenway is determined by the content of the specific program. 
Some classifications are also provided according to other standards [5]. For example, Little classifies it by 
purpose and scale, Fabos by attribute1, and Chinese professor Yu Kongjian by shape and function. According 
to him, the three types of greenways in China are riverside greenways, parkway greenways or greenways 
with the function of traffic, and garden city greenways2. 

According to the analysis of the waterfront greenway cases home and abroad and the relationship 
between greenway and waterfront line, this essay divides greenways into greenways parallel to the 
waterfront line, greenways vertical to the waterfront line and greenways neither parallel nor vertical to the 
waterfront line. Moreover, this essay explores the greenways which are led to waterfront zone and vertical to 

                                                           
1 Fá bos, J., ‘Introduction and overview: the greenway movement, use and potentials of greenways’, 
Landscape and Urban Planning, Vol.33, No.1-3, 1995, pp1-13. 
2 Yu K., Li D., Li N., ‘The evolution of greenways in China’, Landscape and Urban Planning, Vol.76, No.1-4, 
2006, pp 223-239. 
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the waterfront line. (Fig. 1) 

2.2 The Greenway Features 
1) Linearity and High Accessibility: The greenway is traverse between the city and the water. The urban 

Figure 1 Waterfront greenway type analysis 
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waterfront greenway is the low-density, linear urban space of scenically and ecological significance. 
Therefore, it has wide visual field and open line of sight. The vertical bank greenway enables the people to 
enjoy the horizon of the whole city directly 
from the city center; it provides the interface 
for watching the water not only for the 
district near the water, but also for the city 
interior. This raises the land prices near the 
greenway, stimulates the advance of the land 
prices within the city too. Simultaneously, 
the greenway has the function of attracting 
the people to the waterfront, boosting up its 
accessibility. 

The Greenway is the buffer zone of 
high strength exploitation. As a public open 
space, the vertical bank greenway and the 
low-density zone insert into the ‘gaps’ of 
waterfront horizon. They could help to space 
pressure caused by the waterfront high-rise 
buildings, clear up the high strength 
construction of the waterfront and part of the 
center zone, obtain the whole balance of the 
floor area ratio in large area coverage, and 
form the buffer zone of waterfront and the 
center zone. (Fig. 2) 

The greenway is a wind channel for 
adjusting the microclimate. Because of the low-density construction and nice ecological environment, 
vertical bank open greenway will drive the appreciation of the surrounding land and the high strength 
exploitation; form the high-rise building aisle besides the greenway. Thus the natural aeration channel could 
be formed, by which the sea and land wind could be lead into the city directly. So, the airs in the cities could 
be purified and the heat island effect could be weakened. 

2) High Connection 
Urban ecological passage system ‘weaved’ by the vertical and horizontal greenways. Greenway could 

reduce the fragmentation of the landscape. As the space carrier, the greenway connects the work place, 
residence, and the waterfront. Its core function is the connection of the spaces. These ones include the 
connection between the resident environment and the natural environment, and the connection among the 
park, natural site, historical ruins and the open spaces. So, in the construction of the greenway, connectivity 
is the sticking point; forming network is the objective. [6] 

Security channel. Greenway becomes the appropriate carrier of the linear sports, such as the bicycle and 
the ambulation, because of its feature of linearity, high connection, and high accessibility. It can be used as 
the work route for the workers, the security route for the children, the transit environment and space for the 
foot passenger, cyclist, handicapped, slide plate player, and slider, etc. 

Social intercourse space. Compared with any other open spaces, greenways have the social and 
individual intercourse function. This type of non-motor trip mode could not only reduce the dependence on 
vehicles, but also promote the social connect and intercourses, connect the leisure space, residential space, 
and the work space, and advance the spirit and physical health. Lusk advocates that the planning of 
greenways should follow the human need theories and the location spirit and make it the rules to obey3. 

Urban public facilities traverse and emergency channel. Greenway could provide the public service 
facilities to the buildings besides it, including the sewer, public facilities, optical cable and railway. This type 
of low-density space could provide evacuation channels and disaster relief channels. 

3) Natural Ecology and Conservation:  
The attractive sources of outdoor sports. Greenway can be called as the breathing corridor and pressure 

                                                           
3 Lusk A. C., “Guidelines for greenways: determining the distance to, features of, and human needs met by 
destinations on multi-use corridors”, Doctoral Dissertation of University of Michigan, 2002 

Figure 2  Manhattan greenway systems in New York 
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relief belt with its 
special ecological 
featureistics and the 
function of water 
cleaning, air purifying, 
noise reducing and 
pressure relief, which 
are quite qualified to 
attract the attention of 
sub-health population 
who are too busy to rest 
all the year round, and 
make it possible for 
them to do healthy 
outdoor sports after or 
on their way to or back from work. (Fig. 3) Greenway can provide a good space for walking or bicycle riding, 
and serve for outdoor sports including hiking, jogging, walking, riding, fishing, boating and picnic, and 
reduce the expenditure of medical treatment by decreasing the incidence rate of cancer, diabetes and heart 
diseases. 

The function of cultural and ecological protection. Greenways can fully reveal the cultural and historical 
heritage of the region, protect buildings and geomorphic features of historical and artistic importance, 
increase the economic use value of relative establishment, increase the prices of circumjacent land, and thus 
produce great social benefit. 

By ecology, the major aim of greenways is to sustain and protect the existent physical environment and 
biological environment in nature and thus protect the biodiversity and water resources. For instance, as the 
smallest nature reserve and the only which is located in the city, Shenzhen Mangrove Park with an area of 
368 hectare is a green corridor in urban district. Along the beautiful esplanade and facing the green waves of 
Shenzhen Bay, the park is the paradise of the birds, plants as well as human beings4. 

4) Compact Function and Diversity 
The function of amusement and leisure. Urban waterfront greenway is different from the traditional 

urban park. Except for the low-density and graceful landscape, it also could organize different activities with 
the landscape to create health, comfortable, natural and enterable leisure district; build the pride of the 
residence. The waterfront urban greenway not only provides weekend and holiday service, but also meet the 
need of people by offering various recreational activities which enable them to enjoy the beautiful scenery 
when finishing daily affairs. A good example is the multi-functional public buildings constructed in or along 
the greenway including aquariums, hotels, shopping centers, restaurants and office buildings.  

Low-carbon living mode. We can lay out public buildings of mixed function in the greenway, which 
connects several residences. This will not only enrich the people’s daily life, but also shorten the trip time, 
reduce the trip degree, depress the trip frequency; provide a sort of low-carbon living mode. 

Catalysis to the economy development. The construction of the greenway is propitious to increase the 
tour incomes, drive the commercial boom of the whole district. This could achieve the aim of attracting the 
tourists, boost the commercial development, and revive the old city. For instance, the revenue of Little Miami 
Scenic Trail in Warren County of Ohio is over 2,000,000 dollars from 150,000-175,000 customers, which 
brings an income of at least 2,770,000 dollars per year indirectly [7]. As a public environment resource, 
greenway helps to increase the real estate price substantially [8]. 

2.3 Urban Waterfront Greenway 
Urban waterfront is a particular region of the space in a city. It means the land or buildings which are 

adjacent to the city part of the water body such as the rivers, lakes and oceans, and it plays an important role 
in the city. 

Urban waterfront own the advantage of landscapes and traffic, could supply the people’s lives 
hydrophilic sites, and attract a large number of people and business to be gathered here to view the water, 

                                                           
4 http: //baike.baidu.com/view/946976.htm referred on 22/05/2009. 

Figure 3 The outdoor sport facilities provided by the greenway 
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play with water, and enjoy the water. As a word, the urban waterfront can provide people with health, leisure 
and quality of life. The greenway has the feature of the linearity, high connection, and high accessibility. It 
will exert the advantage and the feature of the greenway that we use it in the space plan and design of the 
waterfront.  

Urban waterfront greenway should locate in urban built-up area with high population density, which can 
be considered as the ‘ventilation corridor’ or ‘decompression zone’ in high-density urban environment. As 
the space carrier connecting workplace, inhabitation and urban waterfront line, connection is its core effect, 
which includes the link between inhabited environment and natural environment, between parks, natural 
yards, ancient ruins and other open spaces, between economic development, environment protection and 
living quality. 

Urban waterfront greenway is not only undertaking the mission for people to play and leisure, but also 
guiding the people from the city center to waterfront. However, drive people to move forward to urban 
waterfront and do all kinds of leisure activities, we need a space carrier with strong gravitation of interests 
and, utilizing relative implication of ‘Greenway’ in landscape planning as a source of reference, the author 
puts forward the concept of urban waterfront greenway in order to create interest gravitation. 

2.3 Function Components of Urban Waterfront Greenway 
Generally speaking, the functions of urban waterfront greenway constitute two parts: publicity and 

commerciality. The former is in dominant position, because, unlike shopping mall for commercial purpose, 
urban waterfront greenway is a low-density linear urban space with important landscape and ecological 
significance. Merely after the fulfillment of this premise, it can be endowed with ‘ventilation corridor’ or 
‘decompression zone’ in high-density urban environment and make the positive effect of the improvement of 
the health condition of citizens come true. These public spaces are made up of rich-plants little gardens or 
landscape way, rich-pavement small plaza, small public buildings and their affiliated spaces. 

Meanwhile, urban waterfront greenway is different from traditional urban parks, for the reason that the 
later lacks of various commercial facilities which are necessary for citizens’ daily life, as a result, when 
people cannot spend a long period on strolling around, the attraction of urban parks will decay dramatically. 
This is why people are more likely to visit urban parks at weekends. Accordingly, apart from low-density and 
graceful landscape of urban waterfront greenway, it should have various commercial functions closely 
interrelated to people’s daily life so that it can not only provide a comfortable natural environment to citizens 
on and off duty, from and to school and after dinner, but also help them accomplish some necessity. From 
this point, the commercial function of urban waterfront greenway should be mainly made up of all types of 
shops and outdoor selling posts which are small, distinctive and closely related to daily life. 

To sum up, the interest gravitation of urban waterfront greenway, which needs to be flexible enough to 
adjust to different groups of people, different usage time and different activity targets, should be attributed to 
the diversity of its functions and landscapes. 

3 SITE COMPONENTS OF URBAN WATERFRONT GREENWAY 

3.1 Features of lifestyles of different groups of people 
Lifestyle means all the activity forms and behavior features for an individual’s self living necessity 

under the control of certain social conditions and instruction of certain values. It depends on age structure, 
income level, educational background and vocation situation, among which the first and the second factor are 
more important and directly influential. Due to these different factors, the lifestyles of citizens also present 
evident heterogeneity, diversity and individuation, moreover, different lifestyles means different 
requirements of urban space. In consequence, if there exists enough interest gravitation of urban waterfront 
greenway, it will be ought to meet different space requirements of citizens’ behaviors based on different 
lifestyles. 

Borrowed ideas from international criteria of age classification, people can be divided into following 
stages based on lifestyles of different groups:  

1) 0~14 years old, juvenile stage. The outdoor activities of this group can be divided into two types: 
with families and with friends. Children usually spend time to go to school and leave school with their 
friends and tend to choose interesting public spaces, small fast-food restaurants, and distinctive retail stores 
and excite places of entertainment with low consumption. While with families, often at weekends, they 
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prefer quite public spaces or the ones with holiday celebrations as well as public or commercial retail stores 
in culture category. 

2) 14~25 years old, adolescent stage: The outdoor activities of this group can be divided into two types: 
by themselves and with friends. They usually spend time to go to school and leave school alone and tend to 
choose distinctive retail stores and the ones selling daily living goods whilst with friends, often at weekends, 
they favor food and beverage places at intermediate level, popular gyms and excite places of entertainment 
with moderate consumption, such as bars and KTVs. 

3) 25~45 years old, youngster stage: The outdoor activities of this group can be divided into two types: 
by themselves and with friends. They usually spend time on and off duty alone and tend to choose retail 
stores selling daily living goods or fast-food restaurants in medium-to-high grade while with friends, often at 
weekends, they favor food and beverage places at high level, excite places of entertainment, gyms and 
leisure sites suitable for chat and discussion.  

4) 45~60 years old, middle-aged stage: The outdoor activities of this group are largely influenced by 
their income levels and those activities can be divided into two types: by themselves and with families. 
Among them, the group at intermediate income level is likely to do morning exercises in public spaces 
before go to work and also visit breakfast retail stores and food markets. While on their way home, they 
usually choose retail stores selling daily living goods. The group at low income level tends to favor retail 
stores, food markets, the ones selling daily living goods and public spaces. The places preferred by the group 
at high income level involve mainly in high-grade entertainment places as clubs, cinemas and concerts 
coupled with high-grade cultural places as art galleries and musical instrument stores; in the afternoons, 
high-grade leisure places like coffee shops; in the evenings, high-grade food and beverage places; at 
weekends, high-grade gyms.  

5) Above 60 years elder stage: This group often does outdoor activities by themselves in the mornings, 
afternoons and after supper. They love quiet public spaces, places with convenient medical treatment and 
service places.  

3.2 Types of Daily Activities in Different Frequency 
According to different incidence frequency, the types of citizens’ daily activities are made up of four 

levels: daily, weekly, monthly and yearly. As a spatial carrier supporting these activities, urban waterfront 
greenway has different proportions of all types of places related to different frequency of counterpart 
activities. Having concerned this factor, we can take full use of its limited resources and create the strongest 
interest gravitation. 

1) Daily activity type: The amount of the activities in this type is the largest and meanwhile, most 
citizens have to do these every day. It mainly contains: fast-food, purchase of family living goods, morning 
exercises and all kinds of convenient services, and the places they need have to do with small fast-food 
restaurants and distinctive restaurants, food markets, Convenience stores, public spaces as well as convenient 
facilities, all of which represent the biggest proportion of place types in urban waterfront greenway. 

2) Weekly activity type: The amount of the activities in this type is intermediate and meanwhile, most 
citizens have to do these at weekends or short-term holidays. It mainly contains: dinners, purchase of family 
generally-used things, parties, entertainments, sports and setting-up exercises, and the places they need have 
to do with commercial places in medium-to-high grade, which determine the environmental quality of the 
whole urban waterfront greenway, such as dining rooms, stores or supermarkets, gyms, healthy places and 
entertainment places. 

3) Monthly activity type: Citizens have to do these activities at weekends or in holiday celebrations. It 
mainly contains: charity activities, holiday celebrations and bulk purchase, and the places they need have to 
do with large public venues, commercial places and public spaces, which locate in marked important nodes 
of the whole urban waterfront greenway, such as large public and cultural buildings, large supermarkets or 
stores, large plaza and parks. 

4) Yearly activity type: Citizens usually do these activities in long-term holidays and it mainly aims at 
tourists to strange lands. As for urban waterfront greenway, it is not necessary to include the places 
supporting these activities, whereas for the ones facilitating these activities, they just stand on some 
architectures, blocks or parks with crucial historic significance. 

3.3 Types of Places Relative to Different Activity Requirements 
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Urban waterfront greenway has to satisfy the activity requirements at different frequency levels of 
different groups of people in order to reach great interest gravitation. For the target to appeal people to all 
kinds of outdoor activities, it should offer those place types which can support people’s various activities 
everyday, every weekend and even in long-term holidays. Based on the analyses before, place types of urban 
waterfront greenway include following categories: 

1) Health category: It mainly contains: outdoor spaces such as green lands, plazas, little gardens, 
ball-game courts; gyms utilized for swimming, bowling, ball games and body building. 

2) Food and beverage category: It mainly contains: dinner rooms, Chinese and Western fast-food 
restaurants, food and beverage stalls and vehicles and stores for beverage and cold drinking. 

3) Shopping category: It mainly contains: stores for finery, hats, shoes, and clocks, pairs of glasses, 
make-ups, jewels, sports goods, household appliances and communication facilities. 

4) Daily necessities category: It mainly contains: convenience stores, shopping malls, newsstands and 
stores for grain and oil, pastries, vegetables, stationery, medicines and audio and video products. 

5) Entertainment category: It mainly contains: cinemas, KTV, game rooms, Internet bars, bars and 
handmade studios. 

6) Literature and art category: It mainly contains: art galleries, libraries, musical instrument stores, tea 
rooms, concerts, museums, memorial halls, cultural palaces and art communication sites. 

7) Service category: It mainly contains: photo studios, barber shop, post offices, banks, agencies, travel 
agencies, welfare houses, ticketing centers and consultation centers. 

After the analysis of the place constitution of urban waterfront greenway, the focal point will be shifted 
to the following problems: how to plan these places on this spatial carrier? What are the relationships and 
distances between these places? What should be paid attention to when designing details? 

4 ‘‘‘‘INTEREST GRAVITATION ’’’’ FACILITIES 
ARRANGEMENT MODES AND CHARACTER 

4.1 Linear Ligament 
1) We can connect each residence by greenway, improve 

the ecology and compound degree of the ‘Interest Gravitation’ 
facilities, and ensure that the ‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities is 
close to the residence. Thus the convenience and accessibility 
of the ‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities could be enhanced, and 
the trip time and distance could be shortened. Low-carbon trip 
is realized. 

2) We can ensure the open line of sight between the 
facilities and the residence. This will not only boost up the 
domain sense and guidance by using the linear guidance, but 
also guarantee the security of the ‘Interest Gravitation’ 
facilities. 

3) We can add the entrance to the ‘Interest Gravitation’ 
facilities, ascertain the exit location, and enhance the 
accessibility. 

4) Heightening the convenience of the ‘Interest 
Gravitation’ facilities by using the continuity and the 
accessibility of the greenway. (Fig. 4) 

4.2 Increasing Function Mixture and Advocating Compact 
Layout 

1) We can make the ‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities land use intensively. Through combination the 
‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities of different rank (such as community level, block level, district level and 
municipal level etc.), we can form the sharing and the compound spatial layout, which include the 
community public center, the business street and resident daily facilities. And through link the ‘Interest 
Gravitation’ facilities with the important transport hub and the ancillary facilities, we can raise the frequency 
of land use, and reduce the demand of parking lot, and decline the consumption of energy and expense. At 

Figure 4 Linear space layout patterns of 
the public facilities in waterfront 
greenway 
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the same time, we also can enhance the convenience and the 
accessibility of the ‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities. 

2) We can provide the ‘one-stop’ work style service in 
‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities by mixing different kinds of 
functions. It can raise the trip frequency, and reduce the 
essential long-distance trip times. Simultaneously we must 
strengthen the relationship between the commercial facilities 
and the connection between various commercial spaces by 
establishing a skyway system, which can enhance the 
continuity of pedestrian system also. 

3) Because of the land and the function centralism of the 
‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities, we can provide a place for the 
around communities activity. It can enhance the community 
harmony and form the community sense of pride, while we 
carry on the community education and community activities. 
(Fig. 5) 

4.3 Interest Gravity Spot Diversity 
1) Natural ecology landscape attraction. We can create 

high quality landscape for the ‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities 
and take advantage of natural environment re-creation to 
reflect the personality of the ‘Interest Gravitation’ facilities, to 
produce the landscape full of interest. 

2) Trip comfort level is another kind of interest gravity 
spot. In order to increases the trip comfort level, we should 
provide an enjoyment vision for the non-mobile trip to 
improve trip quality of the resident. 

3) Outdoor activity place and the facilities is the best 
interest gravity spot. According to each group people’s 
demand and their behavior characteristic, we should increase 
the outdoor activity places and the facilities nearby the 
community, and arranges massive low cost sports facilities 
according to their sports custom. The more community 
activity places and facilities we have, the more group activities 
(such as sport, entertainment, leisure and so on.) opportunity 
we make. (Fig. 6) 

CONCLUSION 

Healthy city should be the cities which have citizen with 
healthy body, healthy psychology and healthy lifestyle. To 
achieve these health goals, leisure and relaxation and outdoor 
activities are essential. Based on its excellent qualities, urban 
waterfront area has the necessary good objectives 
characteristic of interest gravitation birthplace. As a space 
carrier of contact living environment and natural environment, 
the urban waterfront greenway system can both have the 
advantages of Park and Commercial Street which can be able 
to produce strong interest gravitation through rational analysis and design. Then, the interest gravitation 
points can attract the people to the outdoors and enjoy variety of convenience eventually. At the same time, 
close to nature and with nature can make people received a comprehensive upgrade on physical and mental 
level. Therefore, as an important constitute element of healthy urban space, the urban waterfront greenway 
system with interest gravitation should be attention and reflection by all the waterfront cities. 

Figure 5 land use intense and function 
mix of public service facilities in 
waterfront greenway 
 

Figure 6 Interest gravitation facilities in 
waterfront greenway system 
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ABSTRACT: During the last two decades the use of plants on rooftops to produce ecological and 
architectonical quality in city landscapes has grown fast. The technology is well known amongst specialized 
firms. Technological problems should not be of any hindrance for transition of this technology on a larger 
scale. For many kind of roofs there are suitable technical solutions to construct a green covered roof with 
high quality. Many cities around the world developed policies to support the implementation of green 
covered roofs because of the benefits for the city. Most importantly the slowing down of rainwater run off is 
mentioned. Secondly the positive influence of large scale covering of roofs with plants on the city climate is 
argued. However, some of the arguments used to support urban policies do not match urban designers 
arguments. It seems that making a green covered roof is more an activity of retrofit than part of spatial de 
and urban design policy. The paper summarizes the arguments of cities, as part of their policy and concludes 
there is a gap between the intentions of policy makers and design criteria of urban planners. The paper 
concludes with a set of recommendation for policy makers and urban designers where to smoothen their 
relationship. 
KEYWORDS:  Green roofs; Social cost benefit analysis; Water-management; Process innovation; 
Sustainable Development. 

 

1 LARGE GREEN ROOFS REALISATION 

During the last two decades the use of plants on rooftops to produce ecological and architectonical 
quality in city landscapes has grown fast. How do cities argue to make policies on a large-scale possible and 
to fit these policies into design strategies and design processes? There seems to be a gap between intentions 
of policy makers and design criteria for urban designers. We try to find the answers. 

1.1 Technological 
The technology of making green covered roofs is well known amongst specialised firms. You can 

recognize those firms at the specified information of their roofing and greening systems. If a company does 
not offer special advise on its products and if the company does not show a list of successfully finished 
projects, you might get suspicious.  

Specified information should be provided on: 
- Roofing material and technical handling of the materials, including detailing of special devices and 

detailing of the edges and corners of roofs; 
- The kind of substrate and specific characteristics of the different layers of materials supporting the 

substrate; Specifications should include information about the amount of water that is retained by the 
substrate, the delay of rainwater flowing down from the roof, the insulation value during winter and 
summer time, as a function of soil humidity and information about noise reduction through the roof 
or above the roof; 
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- The kind of vegetation, especially on the choice of plants for special purposes and within price 
ranges; 

- Product qualifications and quality guarantees during construction and during maintenance; 
- Certification of the product qualifications and certification of the construction; 
- Certification and insurance of the finished roof for some years, with a minimum of the legal 

obligations;  
- Arguments for investment in green covered roofs are: protection of the construction and membrane 

which led to al longer lifetime, lower risk for damage, extra buffering for cooling in summer 
conditions, providing green in the city and nice surface to look at. 

Although these are all arguments on the scale of one roof, it gives a clue for the arguments that cities 
and urban designers need to support large-scale implementation of green covered roofs. If principals are 
aware of the specific information mentioned above, technological problems should not be of any hindrance 
for transition of this technology on a larger scale.  

1.2 Types of roofs 
For many kind of roofs there are suitable technical solutions to construct a green covered roof with high 

quality. Most typologies distinguish four types depending on the sloop of the roof and the kind of vegetation 
growing on it. Since this four types of green roofs also fit to the different profiles of environmental effects, it 
seems only logical to use this typology worldwide. This would make exchange of information for research 
and for design easier.  

Table 1   Make examples of typical solutions for four categories 

Maintenance \ sloop Flat roof Attached roof 
Intensive Sometimes subsidised Never subsidised 
Extensive Always subsidised Sometimes subsidised 

 
Other distinguishing arguments between the four types of green roofs can be: 
- Technical details that are locally determined like: Height, amount of square meters and type of roof 

as well of choice of materials; 
- Design conditions such as: City climate, surrounding environmental restrictions, interaction with the 

surrounding buildings, interaction with the surrounding green and water; 
- Policy interaction: The roof is part of the green mapping and planning in an area, the roofs is part of 

environmental policies to reduce hazardous environmental effects on the scale of a larger area, the 
roof is part of a political campaign to raise awareness about environmental city problems;  

 
From these arguments three design levels can be distinguished: 
1. Technical design level of scale and choice of materialisation. 
2. Organisation level of how much interaction is supposed to be taken into account. 
3. Social level of how much a green covered roof contributes to the realisation of higher political and 

social goals. 

2 CITY POLICIES 

Because of the benefits for the city many cities around the world developed policies to support the 
implementation of green covered roofs. Many of the programs do take the levels mentioned above into 
account. We highlight some of them.  

2.1 Toronto  
Although the total amount of realised surface of green roofs is not available, studies has been done for 

the effects of green roofs up to 100% of the flat roofs in the city.  
Under the actual program owners of commercial, industrial or institutional buildings can receive 

subsidies up to $50 per square metre to a maximum of $100,000 for a green roof, which supports vegetation. 
For a cool roof, which is designed to reflect the sun’s rays, they can qualify for $5 per square metre up to a 
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maximum of $50,000. 
Most important reason to support green roofs is to save money. Money can be saved on Rainwater 

management; Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO); Air Quality; Building Energy; Urban Heat Island. Also 
other benefits are mentioned like availability of green space and so on, but these are not directly related to 
save money. [1,2] 

2.2 Düsseldorf  
Düsseldorf promotes green roofs for a long time. Already in the nineties of last century green roofs were 

even obligatory for new (flat) roofs in the inner city. Nowadays over 730.000 square meters of roofs do have 
vegetation. Main reason is to increase the quality of the city climate, especially to decrease the city-
temperature in summertime. Besides other positive effects are mentioned like rainwater management, 
binding of CO2, filtering of dust and pollution out of the air and insulation value of the roof. [3] 

2.3 Chicago  
In 2008 more than 3.1 million square feet (279.000 square meters) of green roofs were installed in 

North America according to Green Roofs for Healthy Cities. Which is a 35% increase from year-ago levels. 
But also 2007 was a ‘good’ year for the green roof. Chicago was the leader in green roof construction, with 
more than 548,000 square feet (49.320 square meter) installed in 2008. 

2.4 Other cities  
These are just some examples, many other cities subsidise the greening of roofs, e.g. Hamburg, Paris, 

London, Montreal, Antwerp. 
And the number of cities subsidising green roofs is increasing, so the mentioned cities are only a few 

examples. Not only municipalities give money, sometimes also other organisations like Washington DC 
where one can get a green roof subsidised by a foundation ($5.00 per square foot = per 0,09 square meter).  

3 DUTCH CITY POLICIES 

Examples of Dutch cities that have policies to support the implementation of green covered roofs are 
Groningen, Rotterdam, Amsterdam and The Hague. 

These cities just started realising several square kilometres of green roofs and subsidise the construction 
of green roofs in large areas of their cities. Most cities do have specific technical demands for the roofs to be 
subsidised.  

The green covered roof has to consist of at least four or five layers of techniques: 
a. A roof membrane resistant to roots of plants so that no damage can be done by the plants during dry 

times; 
b. A specifically constructed layer to provide draining during times of excessive water; 
c. A membrane that is filtering the water from the substrate, to prevent the drainage to be silted up;  
d. A substantial amount of substrate to feed the plants with air, water and nutrients; 
e. A visible layer of plants and vegetation.  
Most cities limit the subsidising of green roofs to flat or slightly tilted roofs. Roofs steeper than 45 ° are 

not subsidised.  

3.1 Groningen  
In this city subsidy can be obtained of € 30 per square metre to a maximum of €1.500. The subsidy is 

only for private households. 
Groningen emphasises the saving of energy in winter and summer situation, the rainwater management, 

and the effects on flora and fauna. Besides the positive effects on human health an bringing nature in the city 
in general. 

3.2 Rotterdam  
Rotterdam has high ambitions already over 2400 square meters has been realised. Subsidy can be 

obtained of € 30 per square meter, €25 from the Municipality, another € 5 can be obtained from the district 
water board. There are no data of a maximum available. 
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Main reason to support the green roofs is the water-management of the city related to water storage. 
Like the other cities also other effects are mentioned as buffer the air-pollution, providing a better air quality, 
saving energy by insulation, decrease the air temperature in the city and making the city more green, which 
increase the liveability and makes room for flora and fauna. 

3.3 Amsterdam  
Subsidy can be obtained of € 20 per square metre to a maximum of €1.000. 
As main reasons, Amsterdam mentions the roofs have a positive effect on the environment, can provide 

a better (rain)water management, and increase the (air)humidity. Besides the positive effect on the quality of 
the run-off of the rainwater, the positive effects the air quality by binding Particulate Matter (PM), the 
insulation, the indoor climate and the life time expansion of the roof covering 

3.4 The Hague  
Subsidy can be obtained of € 25 per square metre to a maximum of €20,000. 
Most important reasons mentioned by this city are the insulation values (summer and winter); rainwater 

management; longer lifetime of the roof covering; noise reduction, more nature in the city and a better air 
quality.  

 

 
 

Figure 1   Peak run-off of green roofs compared with not greened roofs [6] 

4 EFFECTS 

The effects mentioned by the cities above are extrapolated form research in the last century. However 
these data are only validated on the scale of single roofs.  

Already in the eighties of the last century plants grown roofs have been appearing all over Western 
countries. At the same time the discussion started about the benefits of these roofs. Some of the ‘experts’ 
claim various benefits for plants grown roofs. For over fifteen years the authors of this article did research 
whether these claims are true [4]. During the research, three groups of claims were investigated: intangible 
claims, tangible claims (both regarding advantages) and negative claims. Intangible claims were most 
difficult to describe. They included claims about aesthetic and psychological aspects as well as claims about 
using the roofs. Tangible claims were the most important part of the research. This second group of claims 
included all tangible benefits of plants grown roofs. That plants grown roofs benefit the (micro-) climate is 
an example of these claims. Other benefits of these roofs that belong to the second group of claims are: 
energy saving, noise reduction, providing a place for plants and animals to live, preventing rainwater 
flushing away into the drains, protecting the skin of the roof, low maintenance requirements and so on. 
Negative claims mostly concerns the high weight of the roof, the risk of fire, the risk of making construction 
errors and not to forget the often-mentioned higher initial costs. 

In the new millennium the focus changed. Partly due to the research there was more agreement about 
the benefits. Also it became clear which benefits were most important. Due to ‘environmental hypes’ e.g. 
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initiated by Al Gore and the Cradle to Cradle philosophy the interest in environmental issues increased and 
more and more the consciousness arises one could make money about the benefits of green roofs.  

So starting to inform architects and project-developers on how to deal with green roofs, here also the 
focus changes in addressing to municipalities and get them interested for the challenge to get green roofs 
actually realised on al large scale.  

5 RETURNS ON INVESTMENT 

When we look at the reasons why cities subsidise green roofs, most importantly the slowing down of 
rainwater run off is mentioned.  

Secondly the positive influence of large scale covering of roofs with plants on the city climate is argued. 
Some cities perform Cost Benefit Analysis to calculate the cost for the parties involved and the benefits. 
These benefits are often not only for the investing parties. This is the purpose for that the policy of most 
cities is tailored. The policies for green covered roofs is to make private investors willing to contribute on 
their small scale of several square meters of roof to make it possible tat the cities benefit from positive 
effects on a much larger scale. Small pieces of green covered roofs apparently can make a noticeable 
difference.  

It seems that no Dutch city makes a difference, yet, for the place in the city where a green covered roof 
is constructed. E.g. subsidies are connected to selected areas in these cities. From the benefits of green 
covered roofs, it would be advisable to subsidise inner city and down town areas more. In these areas city 
climate problems like urban heat island effect and Particulate Matter problems are most severe and urgent. 
Also water problems are most common in these high-densely populated and high-density built areas.  

It seems that here arguments used to support urban policies do not match urban designers arguments.  
Also it seems that making a green covered roof is more an activity of retrofit than part of spatial and 

urban design policy.  
How can you expect them to cooperate, they are not subsidised for their effects to develop large areas of 

green covered roofs. 
 

 
 

Figure 2   Social cost benefit analysis 

5.1 Organisation process 
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From the designers perspective it seems also not clear how the potential of green covered roofs can be 
fully organised. Remarkable results where achieved in a London City survey for participants in the design 
and construction process [5]. The thesis: “The physical structure of many buildings prevent the use of green 
covered roofs” has to be answered. Only yes and no answers were allowed.  

Table 2   Results of the English survey 

Profession  Percentage of agreement 
Actor analysts  67 
Architects  40 
City designers  33 
Construction engineers 27 
Developers and investors  92 
Advisors ecology and water 13 

 

6 CONCLUSIONS 

It is very interesting to see that especially the initiators and decision makers do not specifically approve 
to using green covered roofs. Even 92 percent of the interviewed persons in this group agree with the thesis.  

Whereas only 27% of the construction engineers can agrees with them. The explanation is found in lack 
of knowledge on this aspect. Other secondary explanations could be: 

- Lack of policy from public authorities; 
- Benefits and positive effects are unknown; 
- Many participants think to know that costs are higher, but do not have any clue about how much 

higher; 
- Many parties do not want to take risks in design tasks they do not know; 
- Most of all the collaboration between design parties is insufficient.  
The research summarises the arguments of cities, as part of their policy and put them opposite of the 

arguments of urban designers in order to distinguish gaps between intentions of policy makers and design 
criteria of urban planners, which led to recommendations for both. 

This paper concludes with a set of recommendation for policy makers and urban designers where to 
smoothen their relationship, which are:  

1. Differentiate subsidised green covered roofs according to local urgency and need; 
2. Use green covered roofs to enlarge the effects of urban water management; 
3. Do not hesitate to invest in green roofs; 
4. Subsidise efforts to get urban quality by means of green roofs; 
5. Subsidise the work of architects and urban designers in their effects to realise green roofs. 
 
Since work is still in progress al over the world and some data is never measured, we don’t have the 

intention the list in complete, but it’s enough to start implementation. 
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ABSTRACT:  Sustainable urban sanitation presents one of the most significant service delivery challenges 
related to poverty alleviation and sustainable development in the decades to come. To illustrate what putting 
sustainable sanitation into practice realistically means is crucial. In the developed world, the challenge is to 
initiate a transition from disposal oriented, water-based infrastructure regimes towards more sustainable, 
reuse oriented, and productive sanitation regimes. Decentralised approaches to “productive sanitation” 
(including e.g. the production of biogas, fertilizer, water for irrigation, etc.) with a source-separation focus 
(separation of flow streams with different properties) allow for considerable cost and resource savings and 
are thereby increasing sustainable. In the developing world, the sanitation challenge is about leapfrogging 
dead-end approaches and technologies as an opportunity, especially for those areas which are currently 
without sanitation services, and to overcome the huge service backlog. This paper gives an initial overview 
of the current state of urban sanitation with a North-South perspective, followed by a discussion of the new 
role of sustainable sanitation systems in future eco-cities. Planning innovations for urban sanitation, initial 
lessons learned and current challenges faced are addressed. Context specific challenges and opportunities are 
illustrated in a variety of urban settings, from non-tenured low-income settlements (slums) to middle- and 
high-income inner-city areas, to stimulate action on the ground.  
KEYWORDS:  urban, environmental sanitation, infrastructure, productivity, reuse & recycling 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Today it is widely recognised that sanitation is a core precondition for development. In the beginning of 
2000, over 25% of the developing world’s urban population lacked adequate sanitation. Approx. 80% of all 
diseases and 25% of all deaths in developing countries are caused by polluted water (United Nations, 1992). 
In many low-income areas the modern city inhabitants suffer from ill health, lost income, inconvenience and 
indignity, particularly due to the lack of proper toilets. Studies have shown that investments in sustainable 
sanitation in developing regions brings a return in the range of US$5 to US$46 (depending on the 
intervention) for every US$1 invested (Hutton, Haller, and Bartram, 2007). In order to address the most 
severe problems caused by poor sanitation the focus needs to be in the fast growing cities of today. In the city 
of the future “sanitation” will be intermingled into other infrastructure and management processes in a way 
completely different from what we see today. Productive sanitation systems that produce e.g. renewable 
energy from biogas, or fertiliser (from the nutrients contained in excreta and waste water) will be fitted into 
general city planning in a mosaic of decentralised and centralised systems - using a range of technological 
components. This paper is intended to serve as an “eye-opener” for innovative approaches to sanitation and 
is dedicated to illustrate what putting sustainable sanitation into practice realistically means. It focuses on 
sanitation in the urban sphere, but underlines the relevance of addressing the rural-urban interface and the 
importance of avoiding negative downstream consequences. The “sanitation crisis” has to be addressed in a 
way that helps to bridge the existing gap between urban planners and sanitation engineers. Bridging this gap 
is considered essential to move the sustainable urban agenda forward. An integrated trans-disciplinary 
approach and the development of a language that both communities can understand and develop ownership 
for, are therefore required. 
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2 LOOKING BACK TO MOVE FORWARD 

Based on available sanitation technologies and systems, concepts and visions for sustainable cities 
address amongst other things “reuse of energy from wastewater through biogas”, “reuse of wastewater and 
greywater for irrigation” and “reuse of nutrients from human excreta to recover limited resources like 
phosphorous”. However, it was only about 150 years ago, that around the globe nutrients where already 
reused as a resource in urban sanitation systems. We can learn for the future, if we better understand why 
excreta management in many European cities changed fundamentally at the end of the 19th century – and 
what may be the framework and conditions that will provoke the next fundamental change in the near future. 

Collection, transport, and reuse of excreta and wastewater in agriculture were practiced around the 
world for millennia. In Europe, for example, this continued well into the middle of the 19th Century in urban 
areas, and the marketing of excreta derived fertilizer was a thriving business (Brown, 2003). In China, soil 
fertility has been maintained over millennia, despite high population densities. This knowledge however was 
culturally codified and based on a poor understanding of disease transmission, and as such left those 
involved in the transport of excreta and the farming population particularly exposed and vulnerable to 
disease (Bracken, Wachtler, Panesar, and Lange, 2007). However, whilst excreta reuse addressed the 
sanitation problems of settlements and contributed to securing agricultural productivity, it did not become the 
conventional approach to sanitation we know today in industrialised countries. At the time of its demise in 
industrialising countries there appear to have been three main driving factors that generally put an end to the 
reuse of excreta in agriculture: 

• Firstly, urban settlements had grown dramatically, and the logistical challenge of removing the 
excreta from densely packed city centers to increasingly distant agricultural areas proved too great. 
Sanitary conditions in the hearts of major European cities degraded dramatically, as they choked on 
their own waste. In nineteenth century Britain an average of 26% of children died before the age of 
5, in the cities this average was over 50% (Brown, 2003). 

• Secondly, the development and widespread implementation of industrialised pipeline borne 
domestic water supplies from the 19th century also made widespread use of flushed sewerage 
possible. Water flushed systems dramatically transformed the situation, with sewage being flushed 
into nearby rivers. Water borne sanitation greatly increased the volume of sewage and diluted 
nutrients, making it impossible for them to be recovered and reused on land as they were 
previously.  

• Thirdly, the nutrient demand of farmland was met by the start of the 20th century for all three major 
nutrients (N, P and K) using affordable chemical fertilizers, making any efforts to recover and reuse 
the nutrients and organic material from city waste uneconomical. 

At the turn of the 20th century it seemed the urban sanitation problem was solved – at least in the global 
North. Cities became cleaner, healthier places to live, even for the poor, and farmers had access to chemical 
fertilizers to feed growing cities. This model was exported around the world and the water-borne sewer 
system became the standard approach for urban areas of industrialised countries and indeed around the world 
- but it has not benefited the urban poor in the global South. 

In many ways, the sewage systems of the 19th Century were an emergency solution to a social health 
crisis, and for 150 years engineers have continued to try and perfect this system. In order to improve the 
abysmal sanitary state of cities it was initially considered acceptable to discharge raw sewage to surface 
water bodies, spending large sums of money to install vast sewerage networks throughout cities to do so. 
Later, when the effects of the resulting severe river pollution became obvious, mechanical treatment of 
wastewater was introduced, followed in time by biological treatment for the degradation of organic 
substances, and tertiary treatment to remove nutrients and reduce eutrophication of the receiving water 
bodies. These three steps now represent the present state-of-the-art in wastewater treatment. These 
conventional sewer systems have improved the public health situation in towns, cities and countries that can 
afford the massive installation, operation and maintenance cost. However they have also caused severe 
problems, like polluted and squandered fresh water resources, broken nutrient cycles, impoverished soils, 
and high monetary cost. For almost half of the world’s population, the estimated 2.6 billion people who do 
not have access to adequate sanitation today (WHO/UNICEF JMP, 2005), “end-of-pipe” systems remain 
both unaffordable and inappropriate. An estimated 2.2 million people, most of them children under the age of 
five, die every year as a result of illnesses caused by contaminated drinking water and poor sanitation and 
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hygiene in developing countries. At the same time soils are impoverished and nutrients lost to water bodies 
as the “end-of-pipe” paradigm discourages recovery and reuse. In Africa, 85% of arable land is losing an 
average of 30kg of nutrients per hectare per year (Morin, 2006). 

 

3 THE STATE OF URBAN SANITATION 

The growth of cities and the implications for resource consumption and climate change will be the single 
largest influence on development in this century. The year 2008 marked the first time in history that half of 
the world’s population lived in urban areas, a population of over 3.3 billion urbanites. If the population 
growth rate continues at this speed the total urban population will reach 4.9 billion in the next 20 years. 
Cities are today the focus of all major economic, social, demographic and environmental transformations. 
However, they are also increasingly the focal point for world poverty as informal settlements and slum areas 
expand. Since the majority of urban growth will continue to occur in the cities of the developing world, what 
happens there will have real impacts for the rest of the world, both negatively and positively. 

Although urbanisation offers economic opportunities, the increasing human density also corresponds to 
increasing quantities of waste. Excessive waste accumulation leads to environmental degradation, water 
pollution and a multitude of related health and livelihood impacts. Increasing the provision of sanitation 
services to the urban multitudes is a challenge that urgently needs to be addressed. While urban sanitation 
coverage had risen to 79% in 2008, the global statistics hide large discrepancies between the “haves” and 
“have-nots”, regionally as well as within individual cities. It is too early to claim a victory on urban 
sanitation coverage and indeed, the increasing complexities and diversity of cities will make reaching the 
remaining under-served populations that much more challenging. Solutions will require recognition of a 
variety of typical urban settings and an innovative approach to linking them to appropriate sanitation systems. 
Water and sanitation is usually worse in small urban centres. In world averages, urban centres with less than 
100,000 inhabitants have the lowest proportion of their population served with piped or well water on 
premises, with flush toilets and with sewer systems. On average in these areas less than 40% of the 
population have flush toilets while in cities with 1 to 5 million inhabitants the proportion is more than 70% 
and in cities with 5 million plus it is more than 80%. (UN-Habitat, 2006) 

3.1 Scale of the Sanitation Problem 
As hinted at above the size of the urban waste problem is huge, and growing. In terms of strictly human 

excreta, given that an average human produces about 1.5 litres a day, a city of one million would excrete 
1500 cubic meters of waste daily. This is of course only excreta and does not include the volumes of 
greywater and solid waste that are quickly piling up in the waterways and byways of today’s growing cities. 
Even when some form of “improved” sanitation service exists; it is often just transporting the waste to 
another location without proper treatment or disposal. The most obvious examples are found in the lack of 
facilities and infrastructure in the urban areas of developing countries. For example, a 1990 survey of Delhi 
showed that 480,000 families in 1100 slum settlements had access to only 160 toilet seats and 110 mobile 
toilet vans (Chaplin, 1999). Additional statistics from India show that only 17 of 3,700 cities and large towns 
have any kind of primary sewage treatment (Davis, 2006). Other countries report similarly low treatment 
rates, for example Argentina reports treating 10% of this sewage and Colombia only 5%, while only 2% of 
cities in sub-Saharan Africa have sewage treatment, and only 30% of these are operating satisfactorily 
(UNESCO/IHP & GTZ, 2006). In generally, it is estimated that more than 90% of sewage in the developing 
world is discharged directly into rivers, lakes, and coastal waters without treatment of any kind. 

However, proper disposal of human waste remains a challenge even in the “developed” countries of 
Europe and North America. Until 2007 only 349 out of the 571 big cities of Europe (population greater than 
150,000) complied with the treatment requirements of the Urban Waste Water Treatment (UWWT) Directive. 
In fact, 17 of these cities had no treatment at all. In southeastern European countries (Turkey, Bulgaria, 
Romania) approximately 40% of the population is connected to wastewater treatment facilities. (Commission 
of the European Communities, 2007) 

Present urban waste water management include amongst others the following main problems: 
• Sewage streams with different properties are mixed and are not treated and reused according to their 

specific properties.   
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• Contamination of freshwater resources such as groundwater by leaking sewers, on-site collection and 
treatment systems like pits and septic tanks, as well as surface water bodies by discharge of treated 
and untreated sewage. 

• Centralised sewer born systems incur high investment and service costs, are not flexible and are not 
secure against catastrophes. 

• For existing on-site systems, faecal sludge management is generally missing.  
• Uncontrolled reuse of polluted sewage by millions of farmers in developing countries. 

 

 

Figure 1  Percentage of wastewater that is being effectively treated worldwide (WHO/UNICEF, 2000) 

4 SUSTAINABLE SANITATION IN THE URBAN CONTEXT 

4.1 It’s our future 
Worldwide, there are a number of concepts and visions, on what future cities could look like. So-called 

“Eco-Cities” or “Sustainable Cities” are presently amongst others planned for example in China (e.g. 
Dongtan) and in South Korea (e.g. Public Administration Town). Since the beginning of the ecological 
movement in the 1960s, worldwide cities and districts have been developed or redeveloped using the concept 
of sustainability as a leading design criteria. Curitiba (Brazil), the Solar City in Linz (Austria), the City of the 
Sun in Alkmaar (The Netherlands), Freiburg Vauban and Luebeck Flintenbreite (Germany) are only a few of 
many existing examples. Recently developed approaches such as “Eco-City movement”, “Sustainable Cities”, 
“Permacity”, “Ecological (or aquatic) Footprint of Cities”, “2000-Watt Society”, or the concept of 
“Environmentally Sound Technologies” (Schuetze et al., 2008) aim to contribute to the (re-) development of 
the urban environment according to the concept of sustainability. In some of these new approaches the topic 
“water and waste management in the urban context” is explicitly addressed, and some of them can be seen as 
ways to put “Integrated Water Recourse Management” (IWRM) into practice. Whether these examples are 
seen as dreams or as more pragmatic approaches, they all claim to allow for a better tomorrow and are based 
on the logic of the definition of “sustainable development” (Brundtland Commission, 1987). “Sustainable 
development” relates to what a society agrees on as being a desirable future. Pragmatic concepts, as well as 
attractive visions, do both play their role when a society decides on future steps to take. This direction can be 
described in goals and objectives – as it has been done e.g. in the “Bonn Charter for Safe Drinking Water” 
(IWA, 2004) and in the “Draft Vienna Charter for Urban Sanitation” (IWA, 2009). 

4.2 Getting ready for change 
Whenever wastewater management is addressed more seriously in the above approaches, it becomes 

clear that in the city of the future “Sanitation” will be intermingled into other design, infrastructure and 
management processes in a way that is completely different from what we see today. Urban vegetation with 
constructed wetlands integrated in the urban water cycle will contribute to better spatial quality and city 
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climate. Wastewater from households and industry will be kept separate to facilitate economical reuse. 
Wastewater will in general be treated to the need of the next user. Fertilizer required for urban vegetation and 
agriculture can be produced from the nutrients that are contained in wastewater. Additionally biogas plants 
fed with wastewater and organic waste can produce renewable energy. As a result a mosaic of different 
technologies or subsystems based on different approaches can form the sanitation system of a city, such as: 
centralised and decentralised, conventional and closed-loop, high-tech and low-tech, separated or combined 
treatment of flow streams, as well as traditional and innovative. Appropriate solutions can be developed 
based on the adjustment of the local basic conditions with available technologies, related management 
solutions as well as the enabling environment such the social, legal and institutional framework. In practice, 
the huge variety of different technical and operational combinations may represent a considerable challenge 
for involved actors, such as architects, urban designers, planners and sanitation engineers. 

4.3 The role of objectives and criteria to guide decisions towards sustainable development  
One way of guiding the decision-making processes towards social, economic and ecological 

sustainability is to use sustainability-oriented criteria when comparing and choosing sanitary systems. Such 
criteria should be used across the entire range of planning, implementation and operation levels – from the 
macro to the micro level. Developing and using such a context-specific list of criteria to indicate the overall 
sustainability of a sanitation system therefore helps gear the decision making process towards the issues 
relevant to the different stakeholders, and away from basic economic and techno-centric discussions. This 
allows more room for the implementation of innovative sanitation solutions that are tailored to the needs of 
the system users (Tischner, Schmidt-Bleek, 1993). 

Along with “criteria” some “general and context specific objectives” are required for the definition of 
sustainable sanitation and for the development of a guiding vision on how this sector can be fitted into the 
intricate organism of the “city of the future”. The set of objectives and criteria should therefore not be based 
on complex computer models but based on the description of a vision (in the form of “story telling”) for the 
future that a society wants to achieve. The terms “objectives”, “criteria” and “indicators” are often used and 
have specific “roles” in the discussions and decision making around sustainability. To clarify these “roles” 
two examples are presented that illustrate the relations between these terms when used in the context of 
“urban sustainable sanitation”. 

Example 1: In the case that “health protection of the entire population” would be one of the general 
objectives for decisions linked to sanitation planning, a context specific objective could be, “health 
protection of the working population that are involved in reusing wastewater in agriculture”. Criteria would 
be recognised by the “identification and specification of the types of water related diseases” relevant for this 
part for the population. The related indicator would be the percentage of this part of the population affected 
by the specified diseases. The target value would be the percentage to which the population affected by these 
diseases should be reduced. 

Example 2: In the case that “environmental protection and sustainable use of resources within and 
outside the city” would be one of the general objectives for decision linked to sanitation planning, a context 
specific objective could be the “protection of urban water bodies for urban recreation, increase of quality of 
life in the city, and reduction of travelling demand”. Criteria would be identified by the “specification of 
appropriate types of water related urban recreation sides” which meet the demands of the population. The 
related indicator would be the “distance and required travel time to reach the next water based recreation area 
of the specified type”. The target value would be the reduction of the distance and travel time to suitable 
water bodies from specific areas to a specific level. 

4.4. Sustainability in sanitation 
Several attempts have been made to address sustainability as the guiding principle for the design of 

sustainable sanitation systems. The focus of related publications is amongst other things on sanitation 
systems as such (e.g. SuSanA, 2007), on “environmental sound technologies” for water use efficiency in the 
urban and domestic environment (e.g. Schuetze et al., 2008), or on urban excreta management (e.g. IWA, 
2009).  

The general definition of “sustainable development” (Brundtland Commission, 1987) can be broken 
down to the level of “urban sanitation” as: “urban sustainable sanitation is one that meets the basic 
sanitation needs of all population segments of the present generation within a city (principle of equity) 
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without compromising the present and future generations living inside and outside of the city to meet their 
own needs”.  

Technologies and management models applied in sustainable sanitation systems will look different in a 
desert city in Africa, in a flood-prone monsoon city in Asia or in a city on the foothills of the Alps in the 
temperate climate of Europe. In each of these cities, the inhabitants of low-income settlements and high-end 
apartments might have quite different preferences and priorities when selecting a sanitation system that they 
find suitable for their situation. Tradition, religion and cultural habits may play an additional role for 
accepting specific systems. The selection of criteria for sanitation systems is context specific, and hence it is 
difficult to describe general criteria for sustainable sanitation. When improving an existing and/or designing 
a new sanitation system, context specific sustainability criteria should be identified which refer to ecological, 
economical and social aspects (SuSanA, 2007). 

4.5 Definition of sustainable urban sanitation systems 
“The sanitation system should comprise from the cradle to the final destination all parts of the sanitation 

system, including: the users and other stakeholders demands and needs, collection, transport, treatment, reuse 
or final disposal of human excreta and domestic wastewater, organic household wastes, with option to 
include as well industrial wastewater, storm water, solid waste, animal manure or other agricultural wastes” 
(NETSSAF, 2006). This broad definition explicitly recognises that sanitation is more than simply an element 
contained entirely within the water cycle. These boundary conditions also deliberately include the social 
aspect of sanitation, the economic and logistical side, and the idea of resource management, as well as any 
indirect impacts, costs or benefits of the system. Setting the boundaries of the sanitation system sets the basis 
for the comparison of entire systems, rather than simply comparing different technical elements of the system. 
The same boundaries have to be used for all systems so that the comparison will reflect the true conditions of 
the problem to be solved.  

As a consequence of different regional or local environmental, economic and socio-cultural conditions, 
sustainable urban sanitation systems can only be realised in a context-specific way. Due to this, no single 
sanitation system can be considered universally sustainable. However, if the sanitation system is to be made 
sustainable, a more holistic planning and decision making process is needed, which is geared towards finding 
sustainable solutions in a broader sense. Sanitation decisions therefore need to be made on the basis of a 
much broader range of criteria than the ones used presently and using appropriate planning approaches.  

5 PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABLE SANITATION IN CITIES 

Planning for sustainable sanitation in cities needs to bridge the gap between different practice 
communities such as architects, urban designers, planners, and sanitation engineers. Shifting trends in 
planning theory and the spill-over of that thought process into other disciplines means incorporating new 
principles into the way sanitation planning is done. When planning for example the complex realities of the 
one billion people currently living in informal urban settlements worldwide, some radical rethinking is 
required. While it is certainly true that “...there is little evidence that any overarching approach has had any 
significant impact in the complex situations faced by the urban poor and those charged with delivering 
sanitation services to them” (Tayler, 2008), this paper attempts to map out briefly the key issues that need to 
be addressed if there is to be progress in replicating good practice and moving to scale. Due to many factors, 
such as the current status and heterogeneity within the urbanised area, the challenges of delivering sanitation 
services are markedly different between cities as well as areas within the city itself. Despite this diversity 
there are common guiding principles available. Some key issues and pointers for adopting successful 
planning approaches are discussed below. 

5.1 Understand power relations 
A thorough stakeholder assessment is the first and most important step in understanding the complexity 

of urban and societal dynamics. This should include making different interests transparent at an early stage. 
Other issues of great significance when dealing with urban development are corruption and clientelistic 
relations. While it will not always be possible to deal with the intricacies of local level politics and deeply 
rooted vested interests, people-centered and transparent planning approaches can provide guidance by 
promoting the greatest possible transparency in planning decisions. 
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Stakeholder assessment, institutional mapping, or regulatory review tools of analysis are effective for 
scrutinizing existing power relationships and vested interests in an urban context. This must include formal 
and informal institutional arrangements, public, private, and civil society institutions, and focus on groups or 
individuals whose interests are likely to diverge. Understanding the dynamics and the regulatory 
environment of an urban setting is a prerequisite for producing informed planning solutions. Clearly this also 
pertains to the many fault lines that run through local communities: religious, ethnic, social class, caste or 
gender. 

5.2 Build partnerships - reaching consensus 
Good partnerships and participatory programmes begin when actors come together to achieve a common 

goal based on agreed priorities. Of great importance is developing local champions at community and/or 
municipal level which can drive forward the process. Wherever possible, one should utilise participatory 
action planning methods to converge the interests of stakeholders and pool resources. This should start with a 
realistic and thorough assessment of different stakeholder perspectives to make diverging interests and 
claims transparent. It should be noted however, that partnerships are not always easy and it takes 
considerable effort and time to maintain them and to keep them going over time. 

5.3 Ensure effective participation 
It is today acknowledged that stakeholder participation is a linchpin to catalyse change and craft people 

into active participants of their own development. User participation can take on many forms and degrees of 
empowerment, from weak “participation by consultation” to an empowering “interactive participation”, 
where stakeholders are fully involved in analysis and action planning, right down to project implementation. 
The choice of which approach to use depends on the complexity of the issues and the purpose of the 
engagement. Real user participation is constrained by numerous factors such as the absence of secure tenure 
rights, inappropriate technical standards, rigid, technocratic planning methods and time-bound project 
management requirements. It is therefore crucial to first consider if a favourable (or unfavourable) policy 
context or “enabling environment” exists. In order to achieve good participation, it is of great importance to 
empower local people through raising their skills and capacities. The key issue here is information-sharing 
from the outset of any project or programme. Individual and collective capacity developments deserve 
special attention - individual capacity referring to particular skills individual people in the community have 
and collective capacity referring to a community’s capacity to organise, mobilise and support collective 
actions (Goethert and Hamdi, 1997). 

5.4 Aim for closed-loop solutions 
In line with the concept of ecological and economical sustainability, waste should be considered as a 

resource and its reuse should be encouraged from the very start of any planning process. When introducing 
closed-loop options to the planning agenda it is important to consider the policy and user implications of 
these systems. Specific sanitation policy may not be written to include innovative and closed-loop designs, 
but there is an increasing body of environmental legislations (e.g. EU Water Framework Directive, renewable 
energy initiatives, and environmental pollution laws) that can be used to justify systems that will recycle 
water, nutrients, or energy. In addition, since closed-loop solutions often mean introducing new technologies, 
experience shows that education and the implementation of case studies can be the first step for building 
awareness and in convincing stakeholders and actors (such as users and the legislature) about safety, 
advantages and convenience.   

5.5 Drivers of sanitation  
Sanitation improvement has many drivers and sources of motivation, not only including the existing 

sector institutions and their agendas, but also individual aspects such as customs and habits, context specific 
practices and status, or desire for reuse. Sanitation systems must be adapted to meet the needs of the user, but 
they also need to be marketed appropriately to increase their popularity. Marketing messages for sanitation 
need to be adapted to what the local population sees as a driver for improving their sanitary condition. To 
bring urban sanitation coverage to scale, new innovative tools must be adopted and applied in a context 
specific way.   
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6 SANITATION SYSTEMS  

Sanitation systems - contrary to sanitation technologies - consider all components required for the 
adequate management of human waste. Each system represents a configuration of different technologies that 
carry out different functions on specific waste inputs or waste products. The sequence of function specific 
technologies through which a product passes is called a flowstream. Each system is therefore a combination 
of product and function specific technologies designed to address each flowstream from origin to reuse or 
adequate and safe disposal. Technology components exist at different spatial levels, each with specific 
management, operation and maintenance conditions as well as potential implications for a range of 
stakeholders. Starting at the household level with waste generation, a system can include storage and 
potentially also treatment and reuse of all products such as urine, excreta, greywater, and rainwater, organic 
solid waste from the household, and agricultural activities or manure from cattle at or near the source of 
waste generation. However, problems can often not be solved at the household level alone. The household 
“exports” waste to the neighbourhood, town, or downstream population. In such cases, it is crucial that the 
sanitation system boundary is extended to include these larger spatial sections, and that take into account 
technology components for storage, collection, transportation, treatment, discharge or reuse at these levels. 

Sanitation systems can be distinguished as being water-reliant (“wet”) or non-water reliant (“dry”) with 
regard to the transport of excreta. This systematic distinction is used in characterising sanitation systems (e.g. 
NETSSAF, 2006; Water and Sanitation Program, 2005; The World Bank, Water and Sanitation 
Program-South Asia & Government of India, Ministry of Urban Development, 2008). Next to water-reliant 
or non-water reliant another distinction can be made in the various degrees of separation of incoming wastes, 
such as urine diverting sanitation systems, which keeps urine separate from faeces from the very beginning. 
On the other hand sewered sanitation systems mix faeces, urine, flushing water, and greywater as well as wet 
or dry anal cleansing materials, and in many cases even rainwater, resulting in a waste product classically 
called wastewater. It is important to note that, depending on the degree of waste mixing or separation, 
various “flowstreams” can be distinguished which consequently must be accounted for in the subsequent 
functions of the sanitation system. It is also important to note the similarity in naming convention between 
products and flowstreams. For example, blackwater is a product, but the entire process of collecting, treating 
and disposing of blackwater is referred to as the blackwater flowstream. Similarly, greywater can be 
managed separately as an independent product, but when it is combined and treated along with blackwater, 
the flowstream is referred to as the “blackwater mixed with greywater” flowstream. 

The classifications “wet” and “dry” give only a limited indication of how wet or dry the collected waste 
materials will be. Although flushing water might not be used (and would not therefore qualify as a “dry 
system”) a system may nevertheless contain anal cleansing water or even greywater. Also, wet systems are 
characterised by the production of a parallel product: faecal sludge. In wet systems then, the faecal sludge 
flowstream must be taken into account and treated accordingly with its own set of process and product 
specific technologies until the point of reuse or ultimate disposal.  

As an example for a set of sanitation systems with a promising combination of different technologies, 
the following categorisation is given (based on (NETSSAF, 2006) and (Tilley, et al., 2008) 
• Wet mixed blackwater and greywater system with decentralised treatment 
• Wet blackwater system 
• Wet urine diversion system 
• Dry excreta and greywater separate system 
• Dry urine, faeces and greywater diversion system 
• Dry excreta and greywater mixed system 

7 ENTRY POINTS FOR IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE URBAN SAN ITATION 

The background knowledge discussed in the previous sections is a basic condition for the 
implementation of sustainable sanitation in the urban environment. As already discussed, planning situations, 
legal frameworks and the technical options themselves can vary depending on specific urban settings. To 
provide sustainable sanitation for a whole city can be seen as a daunting task. However a strategy that helps 
to start now, and develop a better base for decisions, is to analyse what are the typical entry points for action, 
and the related representative settings in a given city. Even though each situation is unique, a useful tool for 
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understanding the complexity of the urban setting is to characterise a number of typical urban contexts or 
settings which house the overwhelming majority of urban residents and offer the greatest potential for 
reconfiguring urban infrastructure regimes in cities of the future (SuSanA, 2008): 
• Tenured or non-tenured Low-Income Settlements (slams and slums) 
• Tenured or non-tenured Peri-Urban Settlements 
• Planned Urban Development 
• Non-residential Buildings 
• Inner city middle and high income settlements with potential for upgrading 

The typical urban settings can be used as templates to illustrate how the dynamics between physical, 
demographic and socio-economic factors within each of these settings present different challenges and 
opportunities for the provision of sustainable sanitation. Sustainable sanitation options for different urban 
settings will vary, depending on the different regional or local environmental, economic and socio-cultural 
conditions. Although every situation is different and adapted solutions have to be developed based on the 
specific basic conditions of each location, the guiding principles for comparable urban settings can work as 
entry points for the design, planning and implementation of adapted sustainable urban sanitation solutions. 

Tenured or non-tenured low-income Settlements are settlements with maximum population densities 
reaching up to 2000 persons per ha (e.g. in Dharavi, India and Kibera, Kenya). Generally there is sparse if 
any formalised form of sanitation. Typically suggested incremental improvements are the installation of 
small mobile pit-emptying units owned and operated locally, as well as community or publicly run sanitation 
blocks, buying and selling water, connected to waste management systems and nearby sewers, if available. 
More sustainable approaches may include collective treatment and reuse systems, community based 
organisation, independent service providers, community sanitation blocks connected with on-site bio 
digestion for energy production, the local use of greywater and the reuse of sanitised sludge in urban 
agriculture.  

Tenured or non-tenured Peri-Urban Settlements are settlements with population densities between 
100 – 300 persons per ha (e.g. Dodoma, Tanzania). Due to the low population density compared with most of 
urban low income settlements, there is high prevalence of peri-urban agriculture and more space is available 
for individual or community sanitation. However there is often low awareness about the consequences of 
unsanitary conditions and practices. Human waste is often disposed in simple pits, which are covered, left 
and re-dug in new locations. Independent services for sewage and waste management are usually rare. 
Typically suggested incremental improvements are the installation of double pit latrines (emptied manually) 
or pour-flush toilets, septic tanks and leach fields (a health threat in the case where shallow groundwater is 
used as a drinking water source). More sustainable approaches may include decentralised systems, such as 
dehydration and compost toilets (e.g. “Urine Diversion Dehydration Toilets” (UDDT)) and greywater 
gardens, or semi-centralised reuse orientated solutions, such as biogas systems or constructed wetlands.  

Planned urban development areas are settlements with population densities that are dependent on the 
type of development and income of the residents (high, middle or low). These generally planned areas offer a 
great potential for sustainable urban development and sanitation solutions with the integration of rainwater 
harvesting, as well as separation and reuse systems for greywater, human waste and organic solid waste. 
Typically applied technologies include sewers, septic tanks or pit latrines, which can contribute to the 
contamination of groundwater. Management and maintenance is often missing. Typically suggested 
incremental improvements are pit latrines for low-income settlements and septic tanks with connections to 
small-bore sewers. More sustainable approaches may include community-level, semi-decentralised treatment 
and reuse options, including shallow sewers, greywater gardens, allotment gardens, productive constructed 
wetlands, biogas-systems, UDDTs or even vacuum systems. 

Non-residential buildings can have public functions, be communal or tourism facilities or office 
buildings. Public buildings are crucial for providing affordable services in cities particularly to low-income 
residents. Schools play an important role in awareness building and behaviour change. Sanitation systems in 
public buildings have to meet the demands of users, which may have different habits. The fact that people 
use facilities without owing them means that the level of care and ownership is low, which consequently 
leaves the facilities in a poor state of maintenance. Poor hygienic conditions are the main reason for low user 
acceptance of sanitation facilities in public spaces. In high-income areas with sewer systems, typically 
standard water born sanitation systems can be found. In low-income areas without sewer connections 
typically a few pit latrines are provided at schools while unmaintained poor flush toilets may be provided at 



 
 

460 

markets or hospitals. Operation and maintenance must be carefully planned, since the management structure 
is the crucial element of a public facility. Typically suggested incremental improvements are communal 
urinal and/or (pour) flush toilets to a sewer main, operated and maintained by organisations and financed 
with user fees. More sustainable approaches may include constructed wetlands, greywater gardens, UDDTs, 
community sanitation blocks, bio digesters, vacuum systems and membrane technology. 

The four typical settings and structures presented above house the overwhelming majority of urban 
residents and offer the greatest potential for reconfiguring urban infrastructure regimes in cities of the future.  

Existing inner city middle and high income settlements also house a large proportion of urban 
residents, particularly in urban areas which face only limited growth, or are even shrinking, such as in parts 
of Europe. However although, many of these areas are in most cases already equipped with sanitation 
systems, they have potentials for upgrading, particularly regarding environmental and economical criteria. 
Existing wastewater treatment plants can be optimised for treatment efficiency and energy consumption, e.g. 
by anaerobic digestion. (SuSanA, 2008) 

8 THE WAY FORWARD  

It is suggested that each city starts now to introduce productive sanitation systems using the entry points 
indicated above and the principles summarised below. To learn already today how the general idea of 
“sustainable sanitation” can best be applied and adapted to the individual local conditions is a good 
investment in monetary and social terms. Urban complexity is part of the reason why sanitation today still 
belongs to the world’s most imminent, least well-resourced problems. However, in the holistic approach 
towards sustainable sanitation outlined in this paper, the complexity of the urban context provides not only 
problems, but also distinct opportunities. The chances of successful sanitation provision lie in exploring 
linkages to more sectors than solely water supply and sanitation. Some possible opportunities for the way 
forward are summarised below. 

8.1 Economic and business opportunities 
It is now accepted that sanitation brings a higher rate of return than initial investment, and not only in 

terms of health impact (Hutton, Haller, and Bartram, 2007). Urban sanitation systems comprise a range of 
processes that represent potential business opportunities. These may include small-scale service provision for 
construction of appropriate system components, collection, transport, storage and processing/recovery of 
products from sanitation systems (e.g. biogas, fertiliser, soil conditioner or irrigation water). 

Other opportunities exist in: 
• Resources management (dealing with resources that are scarce in the local context and evaluating 

how a sanitation system can reduce resource pressure) 
• Surveys, analyses, and impact evaluation (e.g. market surveys, institutional analysis, impact 

evaluation of previous sanitation strategies, and sustainability assessments) 
The promotion, development, and implementation of sustainable sanitation systems in an urban context 

need to be based on three pillars: (a) local demand, (b) appropriate local supply, and (c) an enabling 
environment (policy, regulation, legislation, etc). Addressing these pillars increases effectiveness as 
discussed in the following section. 

8.2 Create local demand  
Merely supply driven sanitation programmes have not proven effective - often the supplied facilities are 

not accepted and deteriorate quickly. Creating ownership, by contrast, proves to be a major success factor. 
Thus, sanitation provision must be more demand oriented. Tools for creating local demand include: 

• Community led behavioral change campaigns (e.g. Community-led Total Sanitation (CLTS) in 
India) 

• Social marketing approaches 
• Awareness raising campaigns 
• Hygiene promotion 

In the process of demand creation, no special sanitation option should be imposed onto users.  
However, only if sufficient information on sustainable sanitation options is available for a given context can 
a truly informed choice be made. Demonstration projects may play an important role here, as they allow 
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comparison and the chance to experience different options. 
While in a rural context individual households may choose their technology of choice independently, in 

an urban context, a multitude of stakeholders are involved in this decision making process and many 
decisions can not be made on an individual household basis. Accompanying measures including educational 
and empowerment approaches are therefore necessary to provide information on innovative options to 
improve sanitation provision and the health situation, and to influence hygiene behaviour. 

Ensure appropriate local supply of hardware, labour and software skills 
Following on from the Bellagio Principles (WSSCC, Eawag Sandec, 2000), sanitation problems should 

be solved on the lowest appropriate level. This can be achieved by developing responsive supply chains of 
goods and services. Wherever possible these should draw on local experience with good practice examples, 
e.g. small scale hardware producing and service providing companies, capacity building for community 
sanitation workers, well-managed community toilets, successful combinations of sanitation provision and 
urban agriculture or biogas production and the like. 

8.3 Understand and work towards an enabling environment 
Local authorities and governmental institutions are responsible for establishing the framework 

conditions for the implementation of sustainable sanitation systems. They can, however, be more directly 
involved by initiating local, regional or national sanitation programmes which promote or even require 
sustainable approaches (e.g. Case study on Cagayan de Oro, Philippines, SuSanA 2008b).  

Governments are also responsible for ensuring the creation of an enabling legislative environment 
making it possible to implement and use sustainable sanitation systems to their full potential. A primary goal 
is to bring on board local administration and decision makers as local champions for better sanitation 
solutions. The development of an enabling environment for sanitation includes the following, which will in 
turn create local demand for sustainable sanitation options: 

• Awareness raising campaigns and lobbying  
• Targeted workshops 
• Advocacy material for decision makers  
• “Learning alliances”, e.g. (IRC, 2009) 

With the 2015 Millennium Development Goals (MDG) end target date now in sight, programmes at a 
national, regional and local level must gain traction. There will be no quick fix to these problems; no 
blue-print solutions and no substitute for long term policy and practice commitments to get sanitation back 
on track. By learning from the experiences explained in this briefing, and adapting this to local conditions, 
practitioners and policy makers have an opportunity to make an impact on the lives of millions of urban 
settlers. To do so requires courage and conviction: 

• To develop coherent institutions, with consistent operational responsibilities and accountabilities; 
• To foster innovation, technical and non-technical in nature, through legal and regulatory adaptation; 
• To encourage stronger and more deeply rooted peer-to-peer learning amongst key stakeholders 

(utilities, government, public/private sector providers) in order to help address common problems 
in common operational situations; 

• To support and lobby at training institutions, universities, research institutes and donors to ensure 
that more and better quality technical capacity is developed, so we become capable of coping with 
the pressures and challenges of modern day water and sanitation service provision.  

Sanitation has been a taboo subject for too long. The UN International Year of Sanitation 2008 has 
kick-started the process to change this. It has raised consciousness about sanitation and impacted operational 
change that will affect future generations. The time to act is now. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

Thanks are going to the Sustainable Sanitation Alliance (SuSanA) meta-network as a whole – who 
inspired and contributed to this publication. SuSanA is digitally available at: http://www.susana.org/  

REFERENCES 

UN (United Nations), “Agenda 21 – Report from the Conference on environment and development (Earth 



 
 

462 

Summit) in Rio de Janeiro 3-14.6.1992”, Chapter 18 / 18.47, New York, USA, 1992 
Hutton, G., Haller, L. and Bartram, J., “Global cost-benefit analysis of water supply and sanitation 

interventions”, Journal of water and health, vol. 5, no, 4; p. 481–502, 2007 
Brown, A.D., “Feed or feedback: agriculture, population dynamics and the state the 

Planet”, International Books Utrecht, the Netherlands, 2003 
Bracken, P., Wachtler, A., Panesar, A.R., Lange, J., “The road not taken – how traditional excreta and 

greywater management may point the way to a sustainable future”, Water Science & Technology, Water 
Supply, 2007 Vol.7 (No.1), 2007  

WHO/UNICEF JMP (World Health Organization and United Nations Children's Fund Joint Monitoring 
Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation), “Water for life: making it happen”, World Health 
Organisation, Geneva, Switzerland, 2005  

Morin, H., “L'Afrique agricole”, LE MONDE Diplomatique, 09.06.2006, 2006 
UN-Habitat, “Meeting Development Goals in Small Urban Centres - Water and Sanitation in the World’s 

Cities 2006, p. 37, Earthscan, London, 2006 
Chaplin, S., “Cities, sewers and poverty: India’s politics of sanitation”, Environment and Urbanization, Vol. 

11, No 1, pages 145-158, 1999 
Davis, M., “Planet of Slums”, Verso, USA, 2006  
UNESCO/IHP & GTZ, “Capacity Building for Ecological Sanitation”, Paris, France, 2006 
Commission of the European Communities, “4th Commission Report (Executive Summary) on 

Implementation of the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive”, Brussels, Belgium, 2007 
World Health Organization (WHO)/UNICEF (United Nations International Children’s Education Fund), 

“Global Water Supply and Sanitation Assessment 2000 Report”, WHO/UNICEF, Geneva, Switzerland, 
2000 

Schuetze, T. et al., “Every drop counts: Environmental Sound Technologies (ESTs) for urban and domestic 
water use efficiency”, Sourcebook and Trainings material on Environmental Sound Technologies, UNEP 
DTIE IETC & TU Delft, ISBN 978-92-807-2861-3, Shiga, Japan, November 2008 

Brundtland Commission, “Our Common Future”, Oxford University Press, 1987 
International Water Association (IWA), “The Bonn Charter for Safe Drinking Water”, IWA, 2004 
International Water Association (IWA), “ The Vienna Charter on Urban Sanitation” (Draft), IWA, 2009 
Tischner, U., Schmidt-Bleek, F., “Designing Goods with MIPS”, Fresenius Envir. Bull., 2, pp.479-484, 1993 
Sustainable Sanitation Alliance (SuSanA), “Towards more sustainable sanitation solutions”, 2007.  
Network for the development of Sustainable approaches for large Scale Implementation of Sanitation in 

Africa (NETSSAF), “Criteria for the evaluation and classification of conventional and innovative low 
cost sanitation technologies”, 2006 

Tayler, K., “Urban Sanitation - lessons from experience”, Waterlines, Vol. 27 No.1, January 2008, p. 30, 
2008 

Goethert, R. & Hamdi, N., “Action Planning for Cities - A Guide to Community Practice”, Wiley & Sons, 
1997 

Water and Sanitation Program (World Bank), “Philippines sanitation sourcebook and decision aid: water 
supply and sanitation performance enhancement project”, government of the Philippines, Water and 
Sanitation Program - East Asia and the Pacific, World Bank, German Technical Cooperation Agency 
(GTZ), government of Australia, 2005 

The World Bank, Water and Sanitation Program-South Asia & Government of India, Ministry of Urban 
Development, “A Guide to Decisionmaking - Technology Options for Urban Sanitation in India”, 2008 

Tilley, E. et al., “Compendium of Sanitation Systems and Technologies”, Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic 
Science and Technology (Eawag), Duebendorf, Switzerland, 2008 

Sustainable Sanitation Alliance (SuSanA), “SuSanA – Thematic Paper Sustainable Sanitation in Cities”, 
2008  

Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC), Eawag Sandec, “Summary Report of Bellagio 
Expert Consultation on Environmental Sanitation in the 21st Century”, Duebendorf, Switzerland, 2000 

International Water and Sanitation Centre (IRC), “Learning Alliance”. Digitally available at: 
http://www.irc.nl/page/14957 (09.2009) 



 
The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 

 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 
The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

463 

 

THE DIGITAL CITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM IN HANGZHOU  
AS A PRACTISE OF URBAN GOVERNANCE IN CHINA 

  
Shutian Li* & Ka Wang** & Lei Xu***  

 
*  Department of Architecture, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou China, Email:shutianlee@163.com 

** Department of Architecture, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou China, Email:zdjj@vip.163.com 
*** Department of Architecture, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou China, Email: zdjj@vip.163.com 
 

ABSTRACT: During City Regeneration Program of Hangzhou, a Digital City Management System was 
created in order to improve the effective of city management. The system is a significant part in regeneration 
program. The system realized the digital-object, digital-subject and digital-component. It is a public 
participateble system, which integrated and distributed city resource in an equal way. It is a system guided by 
city governance concept. The practice will help the complex city create a new harmonious management 
mechanism. 
KEYWORDS:  Digital City Management System, Urban Governance, Public participation, Integrate 
resource, Hangzhou

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 Present Situation 

During the first 20 years of reform and opening, Hangzhou’s modernization is mainly depending on the 
development of industrialization. At the end of 2000, the total GDP had reached 138 Billion RMB 
($16.7Billion), 22342RMB ($2725) per person. However, the urbanization level is Uncoordinated with 
economic and social development. Therefore, the urban regeneration projects in Hangzhou have begun. In 
last decade, there are great progresses in material aspect. In order to continue to develop and maintain the 
results, the government needs to improve urban management methods.  

 
1.2 Disadvantages 

Last century, the city management method in Hangzhou remained a traditional model which focuses on 
Cleaning and Greening.  
The traditional city management methods can not afford the new century’s needs any longer. Beyond 
Cleaning and Greening, as a complex program, management’s field covers city planning management, 
infrastructure management, urban traffic management, urban ecology management, urban habitation 
management, economic management, social management, etc. 
In traditional management, executive order is the primary means. Public participation in city management 
was still in a low level (Fig.1). It is opposite to current universal values. Nowadays, public concerned about 
every aspect of city management, especially in public transport, parking, water support and infrastructure. 
New management methods need to be people-oriented and focuses on the humanistic spirit. It will call for 
public participation not only the city government but also the individual and other organizations. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Fig.1 The Citizen’s Participation 
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As a traditional management method, there was a shortage in effective resource allocation. It has resulted 

in an un-synchronized phenomenon that the urban expansion is faster than construction of infrastructure and 
service provide. An inefficiency will serious restrict the resident’s life quality. 
 
1.3 Challenges in digital era 

In the new century, Globalization, Reterritorialisation and Informatization are three key words in city 
development. The existing management system has been put in front of challenges. The ordinary 
management system has its own boundary and resources, however, the diversity of public ask for differences 
in demand (Fig.2) and equitable distribution of resources. And the limitations of the present management 
system cannot keep up with the pace of open-development of Hangzhou city. So it is urgent to set up a new 
city management system. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.2 The Citizen’s Needs in Management 
 
2. THEORY 

 
Therefore, a new management system, which put City Governance idea, Sustainable Development concept 

and Digital Cities together, has been created during the Hangzhou City Regeneration Program. 
 
2.1 Governance (Management) of Metropolitan 

Different from traditional city management, City Governance is a higher and modern situation of city 
management. The primary difference between them is whether allow public, which includes normal citizen 
and other social or economic organizations, play important roles in system. City Governance says “yes”, but 
City Management says “no”.  

City Governance emphasizes a process in which local government and public coordinate with each other 
and try their best to reach a common destination. The process comes from a universal value system that 
combines politics, economy and society together. And it is an interactive process among citizen, government 
and organizations.  

The basic reason of this phenomenon is the diversity powers in the real society have been strengthen by 
Globalization, Reterritorialisation and Informatization. Thus there are no unique and concentrated decisive 
factors. The control powers in management become diversity and distributed. 
 
2.2 City Complex System 

System is a special functional entirety of some relational and interactional parts.  
Modern cities, as a centre of regional politics, economics, culture, technology and information, are 

accumulated by labor force, capital and civil infrastructure. There are busy crossroads of person, funds, 
goods, energy and information. The city system always has a compound structure that includes multiple 
sub-systems, different levels, diversity functions.  

In the system, factors interact each other continuously. It is necessary to find an effective mechanism to 
make full use of each factor. 
 
2.3 Digital City 

Digital City means integrating and using the city information resource with the help of digital information 
management technology and internet technology during the city planning, construction and operating. The 
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city planner and manager can do their planning, decision and management in a virtual 3D model. The Digital 
City Project integrates city information resource, sets up E- government affairs, E-business, E-communities, 
etc by some supporters like multimedia-Tech and GIS. In this project Digital city Management is an 
indispensable field. 
 
3. METHODS AND GOVERNMENT’S STRATEGIES 

 
3.1 Government’s Main Strategies 

In 2003, it was the beginning of the city management system reform in Hangzhou. The local government 
had published a principle of City Management (Governance). The document says it management is as 
important as construction and a effective management could benefit the whole city. And it is not only the city 
government’s affair to manage all things; local governments should play an active role. Public participation 
is also encouraged in the document. 
 
3.2 Change the Government’s Role 

The Hangzhou city has changed the traditional government role in which government make all the 
decisions, it is a compound of manager, caretaker, executor, constructor and operator. Nowadays, the city 
government’s responsibilities are providing administrative license, which is considered as an indirect 
management. The other tasks are decentralized to lower-level departments.  
 
3.3 City Management Joint committee 

Setting up a City Management Joint committee can enhance coordination among the various departments 
and define the duties of the departments.  
 
3.4 Management Market 

It is not the best way to allocate resources by Government’s executive orders. Government can’t deal with 
so much information immediately. As a public commodity, such as public traffic, water supply, Waste 
disposal, city management should be put into the market. Competition will reduce the public costs and 
improve government efficiency. 
 
4. ANALYSIS OF DIGITAL CITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 

 
4.1 Main Contents 

4.1.1 Process 
The program finished the City Management Information System in 3 steps (Fig.3). First step created a city 

street management system by “3S-Tech” and “2C-Tech”, which takes city case and city component as 
system’s core. During this course, 10 sub-systems like GIS, Wireless Communications and Information 
Collection system, Video Surveillance System had been built up. The second step created an Underground 
Pipe Network Supervision System. The third step realized the Informatization in civil engineering, 
environment and public service. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.3 The Steps of the Digital City Management Program in Hangzhou 
 

4.1.2 Categories 
The program divided city (190.95km2) into 10074 grids and built a city case and component database 

Step1 Step 2 Step 3 

Basic System Underground 
System 

Informatizatzition 

Public Service 
Environment 
Civil Engineering 

Pipe Network 
Supervision 
Sub-System 

Surveillance  
Sub-Sys 
Info-Collect  
Sub-Sys 
GIS Sub-Sys 
… 
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covering 2.02million details. There are 6 categories (97 sub-categories) of city case and 5 categories (61 
sub-categories) of city component. After that a series of atlas and Regulations on digital city management 
had been published. 
 
4.2 The System 

4.2.1 Object (Fig.4) 
Grid takes a number of square meters as the basic unit. It will locate the city case and component 

accurately. According to the principles of territorial management, geographic distribution, the system divided 
city's administrative region into irregular polygon grid units. In the grid management method City 
Management Supervisor monitors his duty unit at any time.  

City Cases are behaviors and problems that come out from the process of management, such as illegal 
rubbish dumping, illegal structure, advertisement, public order, workplace management, etc.  

City Components are the direct material object in city management. It includes all civil infrastructures. 
This category covers street, bridge, water supply, energy supply, Power Supply, garden, doorplate, etc.  

All the cases have been put into the grid network in accordance with the geographical position. In that way, 
the management has become precise from rough and digital from artificial. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.4 The Structure of Objects                                 Fig.5 Space Structure 
 

4.2.2 Subject  
After innovating city management system and integrating government functions, two departments have 

been made. One is the city's comprehensive management committee which plays an important part in the 
management process as headquarter. It is a centre of command, scheduling, coordination. Another is 
supervision center. Monitoring and evaluation are its main task. This department will collect and arrange 
information timely, accurately and comprehensively. This mechanism will make the whole system more 
effective. 
 

4.2.3 Space 
There are 5 space levels in the system, from top city level to root unit level. Space level is a material 

response to the management system and its service network. Different space level has its own responsibility.  
 

4.2.4 Digital City Management Structure (Fig.6 Fig.7) 
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Fig. 6 The Structure of the Digital City Management System (Translated from X.B.Wu’s PPT) 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Fig.7 How Does the System Work (Translated from X.B.Wu’s PPT) 
 
4.3 The Characteristic of System 

4.3.1 Digitalization 
The root of the system is Info-Tech and internet. From the management unit to management space, from 

city case to city component, from information collection to final operation, every step in the system is 
coming from digital signals. Working with the network is the basic style when managing the city. 
 

4.3.2 Marketization 
In the system, Management and operation are separated from each other. Public service, like information 

collecting, parking operation, public traffic, is no longer monopolized by government. Reduce the duty of the 
government improve the efficiency; on the other hand competition between economic organizations improve 
the quality of service. 
 

4.3.3 Recourses Integration 
The management system is a resources- information exchange platform which was built on the public 

network service. That means the total budget had been reduced from 70 Million RMB to 40 Million RMB 
including a 10 Million RMB network project cost. There are 359 base community stations in the city. In 
another word, the whole city can share the information recourse equally, especially in some unexpected 
events. 
 

4.3.4 Decentralization and Public Participation 
Government is no longer managing the city directly as the process of introduction of market. Management 

functions of government are gradually degrading while Service functions strengthened. It becomes an open 
and indirect manager and operator. Its primary duty is Administrative License.  

Public can get information from the open network. It is necessary for public participation. In that situation, 
more economic/social organizations will get their access and take part in the management system.  
 
5. CONCLUSIONS & EVALUATION 

 
5.1 Citizen’s evaluation  

After all, there are more citizens involved themselves into the city management program and express their 
opinions. The statistics below (Fig.8) show the citizen’s evaluation of the program. 
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Fig.8 Citizen’s Evaluation for Digital Management in 2007. 
 

5.2 A Practice of City Governance 
The digital city management system is a practice of city governance in China. It abandoned the traditional 

government-oriented management style. In the system city government, local governments, social/economic 
organizations and individual work together. All Participants create an effective network. 
  In the Hangzhou’s Practice, the creation of the whole system is an integration of currently existing 
resource. To build up a digital city management doesn’t mean spend a lot of money in High-Tech instruments, 
but it is a challenge to make full use of existing resource under the management theories. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper aims to examine the various approaches in urban planning handling environmental 
principles and it focuses on introduced design techniques. Sustainability refers in this sense primarily to 
smart and bioclimatic design aspects in terms of social, cultural, economical and technical contexts. Besides 
an historical overview, contemporary perspectives have been taken from different sections in the urban field. 
A strong shift has occurred over time in environmental design techniques from early practical methods to 
ideological prescriptive principles, culminating into a combination consisting of effective instrumental 
parameters and criteria. A second important change involves the visionary focus from final design product to 
design process. 

KEYWORDS: environmental design strategies, design process, urban design techniques, integration. 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Environmental design techniques had early on their share in urban planning. In fact, it used to guide 
the building design and process substantially in early societies and continued to influence until the rise of the 
industrial era and the modern movement. Whereas previous historical time epochs had always managed to 
handle the cultural dimension in line with natural basics, this was not the case since ca. 1850 when firstly, 
machinery was introduced, and secondly, eclectic style fashions took the main stage, leaving hardly any 
attention for other values. Cultural considerations started to surpass natural logics in a radical way and its 
results are still visible at present, evidenced by the present building stock and its organizational and political 
systems. Although environmental concerns have clearly had an incredible boost within the urban domain, it 
is primarily expressed in technological matters and final touches instead of innovative design approaches.  

This paper specifically focuses on design techniques used during the design process that are essential 
to its results, rather than emphasizing technical specifications, which is often the case within reflections on 
the environmental field. It generates the opportunity of a relatively neutral display of design approaches and 
gives the possibility to compare. Within the broad perspective of architectural and urban design history in 
general, three basic design techniques are to be distinguished: zoning, modeling and montage1. Zoning can 
be defined as the reciprocal positioning of elements in a three-dimensional setting, modeling as to plan or 
form after a pattern (Webster’s Dictionary, 2002), and montage as an artistic composition made by 
combining heterogeneous elements (Webster’s Dictionary, 2002).  The purpose of this paper is to examine 
whether environmental design principles have been part of these basic design principles in an integrative way 
or that specific design solutions have been introduced as an extra element in the design process. It should 
lead to better insights into the basic structure of environmental designing during history.  

Criteria to judge if environmental design standards are integrative or additional to the basic design 
method are based on the mentioned definitions: in case the environmental techniques seize respectively a 
spatial, sculptural or compositional dimension inherent to the overall design they are regarded as rather 
integrative; in case the environmental practice involves measures that are fairly independent of the main 
design it is conceived as additional. To disclose as much information as possible about the projects, this 
paper draws on references to the built work and, if existent, to written works.   

                                                           
1 Fleurke, N.,  "Strategies in Architectural and Urban Design handling Complexity On Techniques and 
Visions", in:  EAAE Conference Proceedings "The Urban Project", Delft, 2008.  
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Sustainability and environmental principles primarily refer in this study to smart and bioclimatic 
design aspects in terms of social, cultural, economical and technical contexts. It is interesting to examine 
sustainable design techniques applied in varying climatologically regions and especially geographical areas 
that have a long tradition coping with extreme climate and environmental conditions. This study of 
environmental design techniques is restricted to approaches and methods that explicitly address design 
principles.  

2 HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

2.1 Context 
The course of environmental movements is in writings typically described with a focus on a specific 

movement or area. Particularly the western development in respectively the US and Europe is extensively 
discussed in works. Other parts of the world are mainly analyzed for specific countries or continents and 
occasionally a reference is made (mostly to the US) in order to compare developments. Attempts to examine 
environmental movements at a global scale (in works as Doherty – 2002, Sinha – 1998, Carter – 2007) tend 
to concentrate on the political arena rather than on design and management aspects of ideas, opportunities 
and implementations. As a result, environmental movements are mainly explained as part of the social 
movement’s framework and the debate concentrates on its position within the political scene.   

The relatively few reviews on environmental movements that are fairly oriented on the urban 
planning, architecture and industrial design tend to be widely descriptive of character, setting the spotlight on 
the projects itself and not on the intentions. In case it discusses the designer’s approach, it mostly involves a 
rather biographical description providing information about developments without explicit references to the 
exact designer's principles. Other reviews in the urban and architectural field document in a detailed way 
technical parameters of the projects in order to compare the most advanced projects and techniques and, 
consequently, do not mention older periods.  

Within more detailed studies, although often forming an introduction to current environmental 
policies in the architectural field, a sharp distinction is made between vernacular and monumental 
architecture and its inherent intentions. In this perspective, environmental vernacular architecture is not 
considered as part of the early environmental discourse since it culminated as result of practical 
considerations and not on basis of ideological holistic worldviews (Jones, 1998). Instead, according to these 
writers, the roots of the environmental approach originated in the Age of Enlightenment when self-
consciousness and ideals became basic elements in the strongly human-centered society. ‘It was at this time, 
in the late eighteenth century, that ideas such as harmony with nature, care for the rights and well-being of 
the individual and the efficacy of technological development came to the fore.’2 

Although these views provide insights into the advancement of social and political green movements, it 
omits large parts of the development of environmental design techniques. In effect, most environmental 
discourse reviews have been remarkably human-centered instead of world-environment centered and focus 
on the one-sided relationship how nature can serve human. I would argue it is essential to study the mutual 
relationship between human (including its built environment) and the state of the world-environment as 
single entity. It emphasizes not just the natural elements in human settings in this way, but fundamentally the 
effects of the two units on each other – instead of observing a static situation it examines a rather dynamic 
situation on basis of the earlier mentioned environmental design techniques.  

2.2 Early Directives 
For more than 5000 years, people benefited from environmental elements of the earth in its built 

settings. Local temperature, wind directions, earth materials and land structure have been major influences 
since the beginning and a huge variety in application can be found. I shall highlight a few significant 
contributions in order to illustrate the early understanding of the climatologically conditions of the world's 
environmental system.  

One of the oldest major building structures concerns the ziggurat complex; a building consisting of 
temples and merely accessible for the priest. The first ziggurat complex dates from 2900 B.C. and the 
latest from 6 B.C, all built in old Mesopotamia, which is present-day Iraq and Iran.  

                                                           
2 Jones, 1998, p.19 
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Figure 1 Drawing of ziggurat model as in Ur, 2900 B.C. (Source: ref. [3]). 

Although the environmental aspects are basic, they mark the exterior in a noteworthy way: the 
sideways used to be vegetated along the terraces of each platform and were as important as the solid walls in 
its urban appearance next to the fact that they kept the inner rooms cool. Secondly, drainage water holes are 
built within the characteristic walls in order to drain the water from the rooms and the terraces and they break 
the firm wall by detailing it. Within the complex itself, often a water construction system was present and 
connected to long canals, usually supplied by a river. Purification took place in several basins that were 
mostly situated outside the ziggurat, but sometimes inside the complex. In modest addition, some ziggurats 
had sundials on top of the complex, making use of the sunlight. Considering the whole complex, the 
environmental design techniques have a sculptural (drainage holes, vegetation) and compositional (terraces, 
water supply system) dimension within the architectural and urban main approach and are therefore clearly 
integrated in the entity. 

Land conditions and presence of water have always formed incredibly important parameters for the 
origin of cities and its built structures. This is especially the case in cities with an informal labyrinth pattern, 
responding directly to local circumstances. Many ancient city patterns in old Mesopotamia show an 
orthogonal grid as basis and, although environmental values were of concern for its foundation, it lasted long 
before environmental conditions became an important directive in the further city-layout of these cities. 
Originally in Mesopotamia, this model was grounded on religious and supremacy motives: a south-north 
street running from the royal kingdom and an east-west street to the temple cross each other at the central 
square and this naturally formed the centre of the city. In Asia, a light variation to this model is introduced 
from 15th century B.C. onwards: instead of two intersecting streets, it was known for nine crossing streets 
with the royal palace in the south, the market place in the north and the ancestral temple in the east. After 
further development of the grid in Greek and Roman cities on basis of the acropolis and military functional 
structures, cities finally also became planned according environmental principles in a deliberate way.   

Vitruvius was the first one to write down important environmental principles in a clear way. He 
regarded it of high importance to plan the city lay-out of the Roman town according to the principles of 
protecting people against wind, heat and cold, while ensuring views from public places across the sea if 
possible or ‘with a view to general convenience and utility’ (Vitruvius, 25 B.C.). Hence, on basis of health 
and spatial/functional premises the cities were configured with great environmental precision and included 
zoning guide lines, important view lines, walking routes along colonnades and detailed recommendations for 
the use of materials, waste management and water systems. In this kind of approach, the environmental 
urban principles are integral part of the urban design as they have large influences on compositional and 
spatial zoning regulations.  

A further reference forms the Chanchan complex in Peru (950 A.D. – 1470 A.D.), which shows both 
an extensive water drainage construction at the scale of an urban complex and environmental zoning 
principles. The city is founded in a triangular form and has no enclosement to the north side in order to block 
the sun. High walls on the south-western side provide protection against the winds from the coast, while the 
northern walls are lower. It consists of 10 citadels, small walled cities, and each city holds its own main 
water basin and distribution construction. A wide canal and purification system, built in brick and mud, 
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facilitates the complex in its water needs and is connected to the Pacific Ocean nearby.  
 

 
 

Figure 2 Wind catchers in Yazd, Iran (photo taken by F. Fleurke) 

An outstanding development in areas with a sharp temperature difference between day and night has 
been the wind catcher that was traditionally applied in Persia and later on in many desert-oases areas. 
Although it is mostly known for its architectural use, wind catchers have also been applied to large 
complexes and can generate cool air and water for entire city parts. In general, cold wind is let in at night and 
keeps the spaces cool on day time as it generates a ventilation stream. The wind catcher can be used in 
several ways and it is even used as a refrigerating device, often in combination with traditional water 
reservoirs. Both the environmental principles applied in the Chanchan complex and the wind catcher are 
integral part of the overall design, strongly manipulating its spatial, compositional and sculptural (in case of 
the wind catcher) facets.  

2.3 Regained Interest: Environmental Pioneers 
After a sincere interest in environmental techniques early on in all parts of the world, gradually, the 

reasonable advanced techniques became less common. Although basic principles were still in use, the focus 
shifted slightly to establish prestigious buildings with a strong attention for style icons. Typical building 
typologies of these times are churches, temples, palaces, town halls and market halls without many 
environmental principles incorporated. The human function had clearly become the centre of the attention 
and environmental elements had become secondary or redundant. Although Renaissance and Classicism in 
western countries obviously revealed old utilizations and standards of the Greek and Roman times, the 
environmental practices were almost left out. The modest attention was mainly restricted to water supply and 
sunlight manipulation.  

Renewed interest in the classic period firstly focused on artistic ideas, and secondly, during the Age 
of Enlightenment, on political, social and organizational ideas. It led to a rearrangement of society and, in 
building terms, to a large amount of new typologies that were needed to accommodate its cultural rise: 
theatres, museums, libraries, universities, parliament buildings, stations, warehouses and stock exchanges. As 
environmental issues still had not been reintroduced in a principal way, it was rather the newly established 
social and political structures that stimulated the first modern environmental pioneers. Strongly influenced by 
the technological revolutions and its accompanying disadvantages, the environmental concerns were fairly 
ideological of character and could be defined as a counter-attack.  

The first relevant writings about the environmental subject in this period were accomplished by a 
few individuals as William Morris and John Ruskin. Slowly, it led to early environmental movements of 
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which the most well-known is the Arts and Crafts movement. These visions were mostly expressed in a few 
broad 'rules' or described by some adjectives that could be widely interpreted. Ruskin, one of the most 
significant critics during the 19th century, supported the artistic group Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, which 
later on inspired the Arts and Crafts movement. A few general ideas were developed as set of rules, as 
Vitruvius had done before, and included amongst others the following: ‘to have genuine ideas to express, to 
study Nature attentively, and to sympathize with what is direct and serious and heartfelt in previous art’3. 
Morris argued rather to focus on ‘individuality, simplicity and usefulness’4 of the design product and was the 
one who introduced the Arts and Crafts movement around the end of the 19th century, which endured a strong 
focus on the original 'natural' craftsmanship of the designer instead of modern industrial realizations or 
eclectic historic styles.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3  Wightwick Manor Houses in Wolverhampton, England, inspired by the Arts and Crafts 
movement. (Photo taken by F. Fleurke). 
 

Both the Pre-Raphaelite group and the Arts and Crafts movement approached the environmental 
aspects from the perspective of tradition and ethics. It was explicitly a reaction upon the new modern 
techniques and diverse historic styles of their time and therefore not an independent movement of pure 
interest in environmental issues.  

Within the rising scientific climate, new theories with a certain basis in environmental interests have 
been developed during the first half of the 20th century. Kevin Lynch has extensively researched the presence 
of history and time in the urban environment and the influence of the built environment on human with a 
strong focus on the psychological aspects. Lynch argued for a design technique based on human perceptions 
and the physical forms of urban environment. According to Lynch a good place is a place that easy can be 
remembered because of its spatial organization - the ‘imageability’ is determining for its environmental 
quality. He developed on basis of a normative theory five criteria and two 'meta-criteria' for performance 
dimensions of a city instead of rigid standards, which should be differently prioritized in each society: 
vitality, sense, fit, access, control and as meta-criteria: internal efficiency and justice. It is clear that his 
environmental interests focus rather on the human perception and psychological aspects than on building 
physical design techniques. Ruskin, Morris and Lynch all maintain a holistic view and stay unclear about the 
exact design techniques; the views are rather descriptive and ambiguous. It is consequently hard to judge 
whether the maintained design techniques are integral or additional of character. As in theory the formulated 
principles should be applied to every single design step, the design statements could be conceived as an 
integral part of its final design. Though, the design techniques are obviously just directed at the conditions of 

                                                           
3 This set of rules was defined by William Michael Rossetti at the founding meeting of the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood in September 1848. 
4 Stansky, 1983,  p. 67 
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the human, leaving the world conditions out, and therefore it could even be regarded as not specifically 
environmental from a building-physical perspective.  

Since the 1960s Christopher Alexander worked on a design technique with roots in natural principles 
called 'A Pattern Language'. The main idea behind the theory is that every building complex should be built 
out of specific structural and classic patterns like a 'generative grammar' as is visible in nature. The 
mentioned patterns are based on long-standing examples of successful building traditions. Alexander defined 
15 common features of successful structures, which are the following: levels of scale, strong centers, 
boundaries, alternating repetition, positive space, good shape, local symmetries, deep interlock and 
ambiguity, contrast, gradients, roughness, echoes, the void, simplicity and inner calm, and non-separateness. 
The different properties are described in an exact way and Alexander prescribes a rather strict way of 
designing architecture based on these principles, relating all scale levels to each other via detailed defined 
patterns. As a result, the structuring aspect heavily characterizes the design technique in an integral way. 
However, although this approach has a basis in natural environmental principles, it does not include the 
environmental state of the world and just focuses on human conditions.  

2.4 Movements 
As part of scientific and political discourse, the environmental movement became a significant and 

explicit sub discipline in the 1960s. During this time, platforms and groups were formed to discuss the 
architectural and urban possibilities, which continued on thoughts of the early pioneers. Examples of these 
formations are 'Principles of Intelligent Urbanism' (1960s), 'Permaculture' (1970s) and 'New Urbanism' 
(1980s).  

‘Principles of Intelligent Urbanism’ (PIU) has its roots in Team Ten and the ‘Congresses 
International Architectura Modern’ (CIAM), which took place during the 1960s. Christopher Benninger is 
the most prominent practitioner of the movement and the principles focus on integration of different urban 
and management issues. Ten axioms of design principles have been formulated: environmental sustainability 
– balance with nature, heritage conservation – balance with tradition, appropriate technology, place making – 
conviviality, efficiency, human scale, opportunity matrix, regional integration, balanced movement – 
integrated transport and institutional integrity. Instead of approaches from one single discipline 
(tradition/ethics in Arts and Crafts movement, structural perspective of Alexander and psychological 
perspective of Lynch), PIU introduces an environmental integrated view. It covers the wide range of 
environmental issues from building technology to management ideals, social ideals, preservation theories 
and urban zoning strategies and clearly includes in this way the spatial and compositional dimension.  A new 
interest in old environmental principles exposed during early civilizations and ancient periods is shown. PIU 
does not involve any architectural prescriptions, although it strongly focuses at a social hierarchy from the 
individual scale to the public scale by introducing different entities: individual domain, friendship domain, 
householder’s domain, neighborhood domain, community’s domain and city domain. The social component 
turns out to be the connecting principle within the integrated city structures and has therefore a strong 
emphasis.  

Initiated by Bill Mollisson and David Holmgren in Australia during the mid 1970s, the term 
permaculture referred in its origin to permanent agriculture and was developed as an alternative for industrial 
agricultural practices. Later, the term permaculture also stood for permanent culture, since social aspects 
were regarded as a vital element of a sustainable system. Permaculture has a strong sustainable systematic 
focus since it evaluates the ins and outs and the properties of every transfer, object and process. The roots are 
based in ecological theory in which characteristics and relationships of natural systems are analyzed and 
applied to characteristics and potential relationships between design elements in order to coordinate an 
optimal sustainable system. Synergy should be achieved and complex systems can emerge; the 
organizational and connecting principles as spotted in nature are the central instruments in permaculture. 
David Holmgren has developed 12 main design principles for permaculture for all its applications of which 
are the most important: observe and interact, catch and store energy, apply self-regulation and accept 
feedback, use and value renewable resources and services, produce no waste, design from patterns to details, 
integrate rather than segregate. Permaculture clearly approaches the environmental design technique from a 
integrative relationship structure of intelligent linked processes in which it analyzes both the characteristics 
of the structure itself as the designed relationships and comprises the spatial, compositional and sculpturing 
dimension in its design results. 
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Figure 4  The Permaculture Flower developed by Holmgren in 2002. The loop goes around the key areas 
that require transformation in this order to create a sustainable culture; it reflects the evolutionary path.  
 

The movement New Urbanism, originated in the United States during the 1980s, envisages designed 
urban area for pedestrians and considers the neighborhood as the basis of good urban design. It has a strong 
rooting in traditional concepts and gives the pedestrian a central place in the urban environment in opposition 
to the car-centered and sprawled cities in the US. In 1993, the first Congress for the New Urbanism was hold 
and in 1997, the Charter of New Urbanism was established. It contains different sections for the region 
(metropolis, city and town), the neighborhood (neighborhood, district and corridor) and the block (block, 
street and building). Each section has 9 design principles of which the most important elements are the 
following: 
 

- Neighborhoods should be diverse in use and population 
- Communities should be designed for the pedestrian and transit as well as for the car 
- Cities and towns should be shaped by physically defined and universally accessible public 

spaces and community institutions 
- Urban places should be framed by architecture and landscape design that celebrate local 

history, climate, ecology, and building practice 
 

The New Urbanism movement focuses on traditional and social architectural concepts, leaving the 
environmental building physics aside. Although this movement prescribes functional, cultural and social 
aspects, it has not explicit spatial, compositional or sculptural implications for its design and can therefore be 
considered as an additional design technique.  

3    THE CONTEMPORARY  INSTRUMENTAL  PERSPECTIVE 

During the 90s, the environmental focus gradually shifted to the quantitative parameters, setting 
minimal limits to be reached within projects. The DCBA-method of Duijvestein is a clear example of this 
approach, in which building materials, energy and water cycling methods are divided into 4 categories. 
Variant A stands for the most sustainable alternative, while variant D is the less environmental orientated 
option. Also this technique is rather additional of character since it implies no spatial, compositional or 
sculptural parameters for its design.  

Within the current domain, it is clearly the ambition to integrate and combine different 
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environmental perspectives and options shown during history with a strong emphasis on new technical 
techniques and possibilities. It does not focus any longer on just one scale, but covers the wide spectrum 
from micro-algae to large-scale urban planning. It has become the aim to use the environment in a smart way, 
and even more, to facilitate the world’s complex climatologically environment and, if possible, to improve its 
conditions. The design process has taken a central place in this approach instead of the final design product, 
in which integration and balancing the different demands has become the main aspect.  

Ken Yeang has shown a long tradition in combining a large amount of design parameters on large-
scale building projects. His buildings feature amongst others vertical landscaping, zoning principles, stepped 
terraces, wind scoops usage, eco-land bridges, vertical linked enclosed atria and smart energy and water use. 
Yeang distinguishes four infrastructures which are key to defining a holistic approach towards urban 
planning and to repair ecosystem fragmentation: eco-infrastructure, engineering infrastructure, water 
infrastructure and human infrastructure.  

       

               
 

Figure 5 Perspective drawing of plan for Zorlu Ecocity in Turkey by Ken Yeang. (Source: ref. [19]). 

At the scale of an architectural building he defines as well four infrastructures: the red infrastructure of 
energy, the blue infrastructure of water, the grey infrastructure of installations and lastly, the available 
resources to actually make the building. It is the main task to find a balance between all these different and 
conflicting demands, in which strategies have become crucial. Interestingly, the urban scale approach shows 
a strong involvement on spatial, compositional and sculptural values and can therefore be regarded as 
integrative. The infrastructures on the architectural scale however, are rather independent of architectural and 
urban design parameters and can be regarded as additional in character.  

4 CONCLUSION 

Land zoning, wind - sun usage/blockage and facilitating water structures mark the early 
environmental design techniques. It clearly shows a focus on the physical building component of 
environmental design principles generating relatively convenient conditions for both the inhabitants and the 
world system. After the fall of the Roman Empire during the 5th century, environmental knowledge and 
applications are lost in a significant way and the attention turns to establishing communal places of 
economics and religion and private expressions of power without particularly environmental interest. For 
almost a millennium the environmental building qualities are reduced to facilitating water structures and sun 
usage/blockage.  

Consequently, instead of a gradual evolution of early environmental techniques, a strong disruption 
is visible and almost a new start occurred in the second half of the 19th century with a main focus on the 
human conditions. Within this new approach, it is the social, political and organizational perspective that 
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gave attention to environmental issues and, as a result, an opposite vision is noticeable – holistic, ideological 
world views are predicted in sets of ideas, strongly stimulated by the present social, political and technical 
conditions in society.  

During the 20th century, both perspectives merged and were significantly enriched in both its 
technical aspects as the social and political sides. An important addition was the quantification of design 
techniques, measures and results. Recently, it has become the aim to integrate the entire spectrum of 
environmental techniques varying in scale, discipline and management, which requires tactical strategies and 
improvisation. This approach has led to effective instrumental parameters and criteria, and secondly, to a 
shift of the visionary focus from final design product to design process. 

Regarding the character of the environmental design techniques in general, it can be concluded that 
most ancient and pre-modern principles have integrative dimensions and influence to some extent the spatial, 
compositional or sculptural features of the design result. More precisely, these designs would have been 
fundamentally different if no environmental techniques were applied in its construction; the design and 
environmental aspects are inseparable related to each other. This relationship changes considerably within 
main design approaches in the last decades. In these cases the environmental techniques are rather technical 
in character and can exist independently of the architectural and urban main convictions. It would be 
interesting if environmental aspects and design techniques start again to influence the typological pattern of 
building settings in a noteworthy way.  
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ABSTRACT: Economic growth in China has declined between 2008 and 2009 from almost 11 percent per 
year to just 6 percent. Exports decreased even more rapidly and millions of workers have lost their jobs in 
Chinese cities and were advised to go back to the rural areas. However, November 2008 the Chinese 
government announced its first economic stimulus program and currently the effects are noticed (Financial 
Times, 18-6-2009). A lot of funds for infrastructure development were made available and cities and 
provinces were also invited to make a contribution. Although exports keep declining, local consumption has 
taken up and in fact sales of cars increased 23 percent in May 2009, which contributed to the increase of the 
oil price in June.  
   In the paper an analysis will be made of the repercussions of the financial crisis for different mega cities in 
China. A distinction will be made between short en medium term effects and the expected rebound of the 
economy:  
Short term 

1. Higher unemployment and the need to support unemployed workers 
2. Problems with social services for migrant labour: schooling, health, housing, etc. 
3. Reversal in migration flows 
4. More political unrest 

Medium term 
5. The impact of the one child policy 
6. Growth of intermediate towns 
7. Decline of Chinese export-oriented development model 

Rebound 
8. Urban spending has increased 
9. Shortage of skilled labour 
10. A different kind of urban development  

 
A change has taken place, where economic power has moved from the Western countries to the Far East. 
The emphasis in China on increasing local consumption has contributed to more consumption and the 
development of new infrastructure, which could make Chinese cities in fact more competitive than in the 
past. We will also deal with the issue, what this new urban growth means for the environment. Examples of 
some Chinese eco cities will be given to show how China deals with urban environmental issues. 
 
KEYWORDS: mega cities China, economic recession environmental consequences 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Economic growth in China has declined between 2008 and 2009 from almost 11 percent per year to 
predictions of just 6 percent growth per year. Exports decreased even more rapidly and millions of workers 
have lost their jobs in Chinese cities and were advised to go back to the rural areas. However, November 
2008 the Chinese government announced its first economic stimulus program and currently the effects are 
noticed (Financial Times, 18-6-2009). A lot of funds for infrastructure development were made available and 
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cities and provinces were also invited to make a contribution. Although exports keep declining, local 
consumption has increased. Sales of cars increased for example 23 percent in May 2009, which contributed 
to the increase of the oil price in June.  

Urban planning in China has resulted in “dissatisfying urban sprawls featuring inadequate services and 
inconvenient settings, which are particularly unfavourable to the low-income families” (China Daily, 5-11-
2008). The opposite way of planning would lead to a harmonious society, “narrowing the expanding gap 
between different social groups and getting every member of society to benefit from economic growth”. 

In this paper an analysis will be made of the repercussions of the financial crisis for different mega 
cities in China. The emphasis in China on increasing local consumption has contributed to infrastructural 
development, which could make Chinese cities more competitive than in the past. We will also analyze what 
this new urban growth means for the urban environment. Examples of some Chinese eco cities will be 
presented to show how China deals with urban environmental issues. The question will be asked whether 
China is just going for more ecological cities or for introducing a very different and more integrated 
approach to a number of related environmental issues. 
 
RECENT ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS IN CHINA 

 
China seems to be recovering rapidly from the international financial crisis and the world wide 

recession that resulted. A number of indicators show these developments, but there are also some more 
fundamental trends suggesting that the high economic growth of the past can not be sustained in the future. 
In the first place foreign investments are declining in China, while China itself invests more and more 
abroad. Secondly, the increase of the internal consumption in China does not go as fast as expected, while 
there is still a big gap between China and the western countries as far as the level of social services is 
concerned. This would require more government expenditure, but also a different kind of expenditure than 
the current expenditure which focuses on providing infrastructure. Finally the US and China seem to hold 
each other, because of the huge trade deficit between the US and China, resulting in a dollar surplus in 
China. These dollars then need to be used to buy US T-bonds to allow the US to continue to import Chinese 
goods. 

Consumers in China still delay certain investments while private entrepreneurs try to lower wages 
instead of firing employees. The problems of China are largely concentrated in the export-oriented coastal 
regions (in particular the exports from the Pearl and Jiangtze River Deltas declined). Many migrants coming 
from provinces in the interior have been fired. (China Daily, 8-11-2008). As alternative reasons, besides the 
credit crisis, the Olympic Games, the heavy snows storms early 2009 and the earth quake in Sichuan in May 
2008 are mentioned. In total 23 million Chinese would have lost their job (Financial Times 25-8-2009) and 
many have to return to the rural areas.i That would mean some 15 percent of the estimated 130 million 
workers who left the rural areas during the last decade would have to return. Usually these people are not 
counted in the statistics, but just expected to go back to the rural areas. The official registered urban 
unemployment has increased to 4.3 percent in the second quarter of 2009 (China Daily, 25-7-2009). 
However, in particular the 6.1 million graduates hitting the market in 2009 will find it difficult to find jobs 
(Financial Times 25-8-2009). They are also not included in the official urban unemployment figure, although 
the Chinese authorities are particularly concerned that these young people will cause unrest (Wall Street 
Journal, 23-12-2008).  

Chinese entrepreneurs sometimes react in a surprising way. In China wages in the private sector were 
sometimes decreased instead of firing people. Often local governments in cities in East China had to support 
these unemployed workers because no severance payments were made and no system of unemployment 
benefits exists in China (China Daily, 7-11-2008). Cities react by also investing more in infrastructure (China 
Daily, 7-11-2008). November 2008 a program to stimulate the economy was presented of 500 billion dollar 
(table 1) and an ambitious plan to safe the Chinese economy was presented (Volkskrant, 11-11-2008). A 
second program was announced by the prime minister early 2009 (Financial Times, 2-2-2009). 
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Table 1Distribution of the expenditures of the stimulus program 
 

Category of expenditure 

 

Percentage (%)  

Infrastructure: rail roads, high ways, airports and an electricity grid 45 

Repair activities after the earth quack in Sichuan province 25 

Rural development and infrastructure projects 9,25 

Ecological and environmental activities 8,75 

Housing  7 

Innovation activities 4 

Health care, culture and education activities 1 

Source: Wall Street Journal (28-11-2008) 
 

The table shows that most of the money is spent on infrastructure and only a small part on services, 
such as housing or health care. Critical questions have been asked whether all this money is additional (new) 
money, or whether planned investments have just been moved forward. In total about US$ 409 billion has 
been made available in the form of loans (Financial Times, 25-8-2009). Some of these expenditures had to be 
financed by the provinces or cities themselves. The stimulus program is meant to be temporary. The question 
is what is going to stimulate the economy once these expenditures are exhausted. The result is certainly 
going to be a huge government debt which needs to be served and could lead to crowding out of private 
investments by dynamic small enterprises in China. Usually these smaller companies create the jobs that 
China needs desperately.  

The money has been used partially for consumption and partially for speculative purposes. This can be 
derived from the increased value of the stock market in Shanghai (where about 20 percent of the loans ended 
up; Financial Times, 25-8-2009), but also from a spectacular increase in the number of new cars sold 
(because of the incentive given for buying amore recent car with a more fuel effective technology). Because 
of a premium on new cars, the number of cars sold in China increased to 12 million (South China Morning 
Post, 31-7-2009) and because of all the loans available the real estate prices also increased substantially 
(absorbing 30 percent of the loans provided). This implies that only a part of the stimulus money was 
invested in the real economy. Recently the government reacted to these monetary developments by making 
lending more difficult (International Herald Tribune, IHT, 31-7-2009), which may have a negative effect on 
the Chinese economy. If capital is less available, investments will be more expensive and the private sector 
does not create the jobs! 

In the end the consumers started to spend a bit more. Revenues of the urban population increased 8.9 
percent in the first half of 2009, one percent more than the economy itself. This may have aprtially 
compensated the falling export demand. The government also offers all kinds of products cheaper in 
particular in the rural areas to boost consumption. Finally the purchasing power has increased in the first half 
of 2009, since prices were still declining. This process of deflation started to turn into low inflation in July 
2009 (China Daily, 28-7-2009). Other measures to increase the consumption in China concerned an increase 
in pensions and more support to low income people. In some cities vouchers were distributed to allow people 
to buy luxury prducts (China Daily, 28-7-2009).  

The most recent figures of the Chinese government are 7.9 percent growth, which for China is closer to 
normal. (21st Century, 22-7-2009). This result is largely the influenced by the ambitious stimulation program 
that will be discussed. 75 percent of the growth would be the result of this program (NRC, 8-8-2009). 
 
THE REPERCUSSIONS OF THE CURRENT CRISIS FOR CHINESE CITIES 

Cities have reacted to the crisis by investing more in infrastructure (China Daily, 7-11-2008). 
Gradually the Chinese population has also started to consume more and hence compensated for the declining 
exports. The government is providing a number of products at a lower price and purchasing power has also 
increased since prices were falling (deflation) in China during the first half of 2009. July 2009 prices started 



 
 

482 

to increase again (China Daily, 28-7-2008). Other policies resulting in an increase of the consumption were 
an increase in government pensions, increased support for low income earners and the distribution of 
vouchers in some cities (China Daily, 28-7-2008). Ten repercussions for Chinese cities were identified and 
will be discussed now. A distinction will be made between short en medium term effects and the expected 
rebound of the economy: 
 
 
Box 1 Repercussions of the financial crisis for Chinese cities 
 
 
Short term 

1. Higher unemployment and the need to support unemployed workers 
2. Problems with social services for migrant labour: schooling, health, housing, etc. 
3. Reversal in migration flows 
4. More political unrest 

Medium term 
5. The impact of the one child policy 
6. Growth of intermediate towns 
7. Decline of Chinese export-oriented development model 

Rebound 
8. Urban spending has increased 
9. Shortage of skilled labour 
10. A different kind of urban development  

 
1. Higher unemployment and the need to support unemployed workers 

During the first half of 2008 60.000 small and medium enterprises in China stopped working. In the 
second half of the year another 80.000 enterprises gave up. These figures only concern the power house of 
China, the Pearl River Delta. However, during the last three month of 2008 103.000 new enterprises were 
created in this region. These are mainly high tech companies creating limited employment for the 20 plus 
million unemployed of the current crisis. Other indicators of a recession in China are that government 
budgets of different levels of government do not increase automatically with 5 percent per year any more. 
Given there is no payment system for unemployed workers in China the cities on the east coast had to 
support unemployed workers when the crisis started in 2008. They helped the workers to survive and gave 
them money to get back to their villages. 
 
2.  Problems with social services for migrant labour: schooling, health, housing, etc. 

The problem with 130 million Chinese who have left home in search for work in the last decade is that 
an estimated 58 million children have been left behind in the rural areas (Financial Times, 3-9-2009). 
Roughly half of those have been separated from both parents and are living with grandparents or other 
relatives or friends.  ‘Informal’ schools have been set up in the big cities to cater for the needs of children of 
migrants staying ‘informally’ in the cities on the east coast. The official term for these schools are Minban, 
or people-run schools. In the famous Dongguan district there are about 200 such people-run schools where 
an estimated 7 to 10 million ‘new Dongguan people’ (the official name for migrants) get their education 
(Financial Times, 3-9-2009), for which the parents have to pay, contrary to the common practice in the 
‘local’ schools. The same source indicates an expected lower enrolment of 5 percent is expected for the 
school year 2009-10, due to the crisis. The idea is that migrants are more likely to settle if their children can 
come and follow education. It is a challenge for China to eventually do away with this dual educational 
structure. 
 
3. A reversal in migration flows 

130 million people have migrated, however an estimated 20 million have returned to their villages 
jobless before the Chinese New year holiday in late January 2009 (Financial Times, 3-9-2009). However, in 
the Guangdong province it is observed that by the end of February more than 90 percent had come back to 
this province. This would mean three things. First it shows a determination among many migrant workers to 
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move permanently to the coast. Secondly, it would mean an increase in the level of urban unemployment, 
although these people may not be included in the official statistics. Finally, it means that the level of demand 
for urban services (such as houses, health, food etc), would currently be slightly lower, giving the smaller 
number of people and their lower income. The increase in purchasing power because of wage increases in 
the public sector and the decrease in purchasing power because of unemployment could compensate each 
other. 

If there is no complete reversal of the migration flows, it could very well be that the future flow will 
slow down. It was expected that in the following ten years another 200 million would migrate to the Chinese 
cities (Van Dijk, 2007). This may not happen at the expected speed. Meaning the cities will have a lower rate 
of population growth and the  
rural urban income distribution will remain skewed forcing the government to spend more in the rural areas. 
Partially people may opt to go abroad (Van Dijk, ed., 2009). 
 
4.  Political unrest 

Although the number of registered political unrests is no longer published, there are indications that 
the number of protests against the government has increased. Newspapers reported demonstrations by 
unemplyed people indifferent cities. Also cases of citizens who protested against the destruction of their 
houses have been reported (IHT, 31-7-2009). Even workers killing a manager who announced their dismissal 
has been reported in the local press (China Daily, 27-7-2009). Even more clear is the violent reaction of the 
government against events that are considered to be a risk for stability, such as the demonstrations in Tibet in 
2008 and in Xinjiang in 2009 (Financial Times, 13-8-2009). It seems Chinese citizens have become more 
vocal and even dare to incriminate the government and these cases are reported in the official press: 
“Government taken to court over pollution”. A recent positive example is the closure of a number of 
factories processing led after complaints form parents about the consequences of the pollution for their 
children (Financial Times, 22-8-2009). However, there is no free press in China, the population does not 
have unlimited access to internet en and there are all kinds of restrictions on travelling. In particular the 
better educated part of the population is quite annoyed about all these restrictions. 
 
5. The impact of the one child policy 

It is known for some time that the one child policy has saved China another 300 million inhabitants 
since it was introduced at the end of the 1970s. However, it also leads to a skewed distribution of the 
population as far as age is concerned. China will have more aged population. Currently the percentage of the 
population in the 0-14 year range is only 21 percent (even 14 for Hong Kong), which is comparable only 
with the US, Japan and the EU (World Bank, 2009). Already certain cities have started to liberalize the rule. 
In Shanghai a large number of categories of citizens are now for example allowed to have a second child. 
However, before such a policy will have an impact the problem of an aging population may well present 
itself. 
 
6.  Growth of intermediate towns 

Cities make an important contribution to development. Good policies, high investments and an export 
orientation help to explain the competitiveness of cities. The differences between mega and big cities suggest 
however that there may be a maximum size for city, beyond which coordination problems, the environment 
and traffic become problems that are hard to solve. We found that there is a great potential in what we called 
the in-between cities, good for about 70 percent of GDP in China and for 54 percent in India with the 
potential to increase their contribution to GDP from the present two to 2.5 times the average to three times 
the average, just like the mega-cities in China and India! 
Van Dijk (2007) 
 
7. The decline of Chinese export-oriented development model 

Van Dijk (2008a) argues that the end of the Chinese economic model based on export could 
be expected for a number of reasons. Guo en N’Diaye (2009) argue that no growth of export 
markets is possible through lowering prices, given this would go at the expense of the already low 
profit margins, or would require even higher subsidies. The alternative would be increasing the 
productivity of the Chinese economy, increasing the value added or a change in the composition of 
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China’s export, which are all not very likely. Hence China has to stimulate domestic expenditures to 
grow out of the crisis by increasing local wages. The alternative would be to continue to rely on 
exports, but to markets outside the current major regions: the US, Europe and South East Asia. In 
these regions purchasing power is lower and hence the Chinese export model is not sustainable 
according to these researchers. The major argument provided is that China has become such an 
important producer that it can not continue to expand production capacity in certain sectors. 

Other factors which could lead to a decrease of the future growth are the increased pollution and the 
lack of social security for workers, unemployed, and retired people. One of the reasons for the high current 
saving rate (up to 40 percent) is that people consider they have to take care themselves for a number of 
things other countries have solved collectively (pensions, education, health etc.). Finally, not all the positive 
figures published by the Chinese authorities are accepted by the experts (Financial Times, 25-8-2009). The 
real growth of the internal consumption could be lower and not enough to compensate for the decline in 
exports. If structural factors in the labor and capital market continue this could lead to a next crisis (Financial 
Times 25-8-2009). The rebound could be temporarily and never lead to the same levels of growth China was 
used to in the 1980s and 1990s. Also China’s recovery could not be V, but rather W shaped. 
 
8. Urban spending has increased 

Because of an increase in available wages in the urban areas and because of the economic stimulus 
program urban spending has increased, but the question is to what extent this is sustainable in the future. 
 
9. Shortage of skilled labour 

In Guangzhou, the capital of the Guangdong province there exist a shortage of skilled labor. In this 
dynamic province it has been suggested by the party chief to use the current crisis to become a modern 
country. He argues in favor of a more capital intensive way of producing and points to the number of new 
startups in his province and the shortages of skilled labor. (South China Morning Post, 31-7-2009). 
 
10. A different kind of urban development 

The results of all these development would be a different type of urban development It is hoped that 
such a different type of development would spend more attention to urban environmental issues, which can 
be tackled in a labor intensive way and hence would help to create urban employment, more local purchasing 
power and local economic development. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 

What does this new urban growth means for the environment? We would like to use some 
environmental indicators to measure a positive effect on sustainability (see Van Dijk and Mingshun, 2006). 
However, there is not one definition of ecological or for short eco cities that is generally accepted. Different 
authors have very different views of what makes a city an ecological city (Van Dijk, 2009). My definition 
would be: environmentally friendly cities are liveable and energy saving, promote integrated water and 
sanitation, better urban waste collection and processing, more gardens and trees, bio diversity and better 
public transportation and deal with climate change. On the negative side one could mention: do away with 
air, water and soil pollution, congestion, flooding and the lack of green areas.  

Ten dimensions for sustainable city development in the Third world were developed by Kenworthy 
(2006, pp. 67-86) see box 2 . Ecological initiatives can be taken at three levels. In the first place at the level 
of the city, and new towns or neighbourhoods would be an example. We will point to all kinds of ecological 
districts or neighbourhoods appearing. Secondly at the level of buildings one notes ecological villas or block 
of houses/apartment towers with common heating/cooling systems or a common grey water re-use facility. 
Finally individual initiatives can be noted at the household level, spontaneously or triggered by incentives or 
price increases. There are a number of Chinese eco-city initiatives. We will now give some examples of how 
Chinese cities have tried to become ‘eco-cities”. In particular we will give examples for Beijing, Shenzhen, 
Shanghai and Wuhan. 
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Box 2 A sustainable city is according to Kenworthy (2006) characterized by: 
 

 
1. A compact, mixed urban form that protects the natural environment, biodiversity and 

food-producing areas 
2. The natural environment permeates the city’s spaces and embraces the city, while the 

city and its hinterland provide a major proportion of its food needs 
3. Freeway and road infrastructure is deemphasized in favour of transit, walking and 

cycling infrastructure, with a special emphasis on rail. Car and motorcycle use are 
minimized 

4. There is extensive use of environmental technologies for water, energy and waste 
management—the city’s life support systems become closed loop systems 

5. The central city and sub-centres within the city are human centres that emphasize access 
and circulation by modes of transport other than the automobile, and absorb a high 
proportion of employment and residential growth 

6. The city has a high quality public culture, community, equity and good governance. The 
public realm includes the entire transit system and all the environments associated with 
it 

7. The physical structure and urban design of the city, especially its public environments 
are highly legible, permeable, robust, varied, rich, visually appropriate and personalized 
for human needs 

8. The economic performance of the city and employment creation is maximized through 
innovation, creativity and uniqueness of the local environment, culture and history, as 
well as the high environmental and social quality of the city’s public environments. 

9. Planning for the future of the city is a visionary debate and decision process, not a 
predict and provide computer-driven process 

10. All decision making is sustainability-based, integrating social, economic, environmental 
and cultural considerations as well as compact, transit-oriented urban form principles. 
Such decision making processes are democratic, inclusive, empowering and 
engendering of hope 

 
1. Examples of some Chinese eco cities 

Examples of some Chinese cities will be presented to show how China deals with urban environmental 
issues. In Beijing there are thousands of ecological initiatives and other Chinese cities are also trying their 
best. The question is, whether this is enough to counter a looming environmental crisis. Praising sustainable 
development is a beginning, but not enough. The development of rain water harvesting and urban agriculture 
in Beijing has a very specific background and the question is, which elements can be repeated elsewhere and 
to what extent. All such projects are examples of eco sanitation (re-using urine and compost for urban 
agriculture) and could be elements of a more ecological city. The six principles for a more ecological 
approach (see box 3) mentioned above could also include the promotion of urban agriculture. 
 
 
Box 3 Six principles for a more ecological approach 
 
 
1.        Integrated water resources management: closing the water cycle 
2.        Energy management, reducing greenhouse gases 
3.        Waste minimization and integrated waste management 
4.        Integrated transport policies 
5.        Objectives concerning justice, for example promoting an equal distribution of the benefits 
6.        Integration in the framework of urban management, while also managing urban risks 
 
Source: Van Dijk (2007b) 
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Private developers in China are looking for new ideas, but they are mainly interested in cost savings 
and attractive alternative options for their projects. Given a number of the problems are related to water 
governance, an institutional analysis is required to identify the different bottlenecks. Constructed wetlands, 
which help to clean the water, was not used in Beijing as this approach required too much land use. 
Riverbank infiltration projects may be an alternative, for constructed wetlands, which require much space, 
while river banks are available for this purpose. The model of Singapore, closing the urban water cycle 
completely, may also be an appropriate option and could help to economize the expenditures for this kind of 
projects. The example of Beijing shows how difficult it is to be an ecological city. Shenzhen is another 
example of a major Chinese city trying to become an ecological city 

There are a number of eco-city initiatives in China, ranging from simple water and sanitation 
technologies for the western part of the country (through a project financed by the Netherlands) to 
sophisticated ecological projects in the framework of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. The Chinese 
authorities exhibit a preference for large modern high tech solutions; even if they know they cannot always 
manage the technology properly. They are less willing to pay for management support, training or software; 
while given the high energy use per unit of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and the huge water consumption 
in per capita terms, there is scope for improvement on the efficiency of the system through better 
management. Box 4 summarizes an initiative in Shanghai to create an environmental neighbourhood. 
 
 
Box 4 Shanghai’s an environmental neighbourhood 
 
 
Shanghai plans to build on an island at the mouth of the Yangtze River the city of the future 
(Economist 23-9-2006; Trouw 9-11-2007; Financial Times 15-9-2006). The idea is that the city 
will be self-sufficient in energy and water and will generate almost no carbon emissions. Petrol 
and diesel vehicles will be banned in favour of solar-powered boats and fuel-cell-driven buses, 
according to the Economist. The city should number around 500,000 inhabitants in 2040 and 
will house an agro park of 27 km2 to grow food in a sustainable way (Trouw, 9-11-2007). 
Finally the Financial Times describes energy conservation at the level of the house and shows 
the use of water conservation (rain water harvesting). The houses will use only one third of the 
energy consumed by a normal house, while the energy will be renewable, for example through 
windmills. The project received attention and press coverage, but the question is what happens 
to diminish pollution in neighbouring Shanghai city, with 20 million inhabitants and many 
polluting industries. 
 

 
Another example is Shenzhen is another example of a major Chinese city trying to become an 

ecological city (see box 5). 
 
 
Box 5 Is Shenzhen already an ecological city? 
 
 
In 2002, the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) and the Ministry of 
Construction jointly formulated a series of standards and rules on the construction and 
recognition of ecological cities, which are related to economic development, environmental 
protection and social progress. All detailed standards are published on the website of SEPA 
www.sepa.gov.cn. SEPA is the decision-maker to approve or disapprove cities’ applications. On 
June 2nd, 2006, SEPA for the first time awarded the title of the ecological city to the following 
cities: ZhangJiaGang City, ChangShu City, Kunshan City and JiangYin City of Jiangsu 
Province.  
 
The city has set this target for the year 2010. Shenzhen’s urban greening ratio has reached 
51.1%, with 16.01 m² of green area per person, ranking top among other cities of the country. 
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With 218 parks and 5,000 hectares of ecological scenic forests, Shenzhen takes the lead in both 
the area and quantity of greening compared to other cities. The City has been awarded titles 
including “China’s Best 10 Cities for Greening”, “National Garden City”, “Nations in Bloom”, 
“National Greening Pioneer”. At present, Shenzhen has been on her way of thriving 
development with the aim of building Shenzhen into an “ecological city with high tastes”. 
Above-mentioned information is quoted from the website of the Shenzhen Bureau of Trade and 
Industry.  
 

 
Wuhan, one of the largest cities in China, with total area of 8,494 km2 and a population of 8.3 million.ii 

Unlike Beijing, Wuhan has much richer water resources, ranking first among the largest Chinese cities. 
Called water city in China, Wuhan is located about halfway along the several thousand kilometres reach of 
the Yangtze River and has nearly 200 lakes of various sizes. The water area makes up 25.8 per cent of 
Wuhan’s entire territory. Although Wuhan has abundant water resources, the Yangtze River and many lakes 
suffer from serious pollution. In 2000 Wuhan's wastewater discharge totalled about 2 million cubic meters 
per day with domestic sewage and about 25 per cent of that was industrial wastewater. Water quality in 
Wuhan has significantly decreased over the last 15 years, making the concern for sustainable urban water 
management in these cities greater than in other cities.  

It is our impression that these projects just continue, despite the economic crisis. Even Chinese 
provinces want to get the label eco-province and take initiatives to achieve this. In China this usually means 
that competition is created and a prize may be given to the most ecologically friendly province or city. The 
Jiangsu province is an example a province that is implementing a policy for sustainability. It will implement 
the Jiangsu Eco Province plan with the Nanjing Eco city project as a major component. 
 
Initiatives at the level of buildings 

Although many initiatives are taken at the level of the city, the real promotion of ecological 
innovations comes from the national level through policies and subsidies. For example a 30 per cent subsidy 
of the construction cost is possible in the case of an ecological housing project. An interesting case of an 
ecological neighbourhood can be found in Wuhan and concerns a project of about ten buildings with seven 
or eight floors per building. The project would receive a 30 per cent subsidy for using energy saving 
techniques, but one of the conditions was that the project would also recycle their grey water.iii  Energy 
savings is based on double-glazing and the use of ground source heat pumps. The geothermal heat pump uses 
a system of pipes absorbing latent heat from the ground and transferring it to the home’s heating and hot 
water systems. 
 
Initiatives at the household level 

Finally individual initiatives can be noted, spontaneously or triggered by incentives. Environmental 
awareness may not yet be very developed in China and more time and policies that raise the consciousness of 
the people may be needed to achieve more activities at this level. However, people may save energy and tend 
to use less water than in developed countries, but this is partly due to the level of development, availability 
and price. Individual households usually install water heaters on the roofs of houses. In certain cities this is 
becoming a trend; the question is whether the systems are efficient enough to be recommended to large 
numbers of people and to have a substantial impact. 
 

2. Is China going for an integrated approach to environmental issues 
The question will be asked whether China is just going for more ecological cities or introducing a very 

different and more integrated approach to a number of related environmental issues. What can we learn from 
these different experiences to build the ecological city of the future? There is currently no definition of what 
an ecological city would really be, so we need to agree on what we consider the important criteria for 
sustainability and I would go for stakeholder planning to assure that all partners will work together for the 
common future of the city. Stating that it requires an integrated approach is not enough, because this could 
mean integrating the analyses of the issue (look at them in relation to each other). But also an integrated 
approach to deal with the issues can be chosen and finally the activities undertaken to solve the problems can 
be integrated.  
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Ecological cities are more than ecologically managed closed urban water systems. Sustainable urban 
water management is just the beginning. Changes in the behaviour of consumers will be required, just like a 
combination of better water management, collection and treatment of solid waste and striving toward 
integration (Van Dijk and Oduro-Kwarteng 2007). Water demand management may be a good start at the 
household level, just like separation at source and composting at home is a good start for ecologically 
friendly solid waste management.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 

Because of the financial crisis economic power has moved from the Western countries to the Far East. 
Chinese cities have become important players in the world economy and have borne the brunt of the crisis. 
They had to deal with a number of serious repercussions and the full consequences are not yet clear. For the 
environment all these developments may be positive since there is a stronger incentive to go for more 
ecological cities. 

In China ecological initiatives have been undertaken at three distinct levels, but there is no real 
integrated approach at the provincial (Fujian province for example, China Daily, 27-8-2002), or at city level. 
The institutional framework of provinces taking the initiative, provincial capitals trying to do something and 
a state level Ministry of Construction to approve projects are in place, while the state level Environmental 
Protection Agency that does the regulation, does not function properly at the moment. 

Consultancy firms claim that sustainable urban development starts with integrated design (DHV 2007). 
However what’s important is convincing people that it is essential to do something to improve one’s 
environment. As the Dutch government claimed in a media campaign: The environment starts at home. More 
is necessary than consultancy reports. Good research showing what works and why would help to come up 
with realistic suggestions for ecological cities of the future. 

Urban development in this decade means forging new partnerships between parties that have not often 
worked together: government officials, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and private sector 
businessmen. This requires 'organizing capacity' (Van den Berg et al. 1996) and the ability to develop an 
integrated approach to the key issues facing the city. This is the job of an urban manager. This perspective is 
very much stressed in the Urban Masters Course of the Institute of Housing and urban development Studies 
(IHS) of Erasmus University. Ideas change over time and this affects the design of policies and projects to 
help the poor and to improve the urban environment in which they live. We assume they will change again, 
once the consensus thinking of the 1990s will start to fall apart because we will start to realize that countries, 
cities and wards differ from one part of the world to another, as anthropologists, non-western sociologists 
and geographers keep telling us. Pollution, solid waste and wastewater problems, all aggravated by climate 
change require a different urban management approach to build the ecological city of the future! 

The China Daily of November 5 2008 published an article in its ‘China Forum” claiming that it is time 
to rethink ideas on urban planning. Urban planning in China was characterized as a celebration of the present 
at the expense of historical heritage and future generations’ well-being. This pattern of unsustainable 
development has been challenged time and again and should be replaced by “integrated approaches to the 
planning of cities, metropolitan areas and regions”. Planning then becomes a tool for healthy urban 
development and environmental management. The Chinese ideal is than expressed in terms of steering 
toward harmonious settlements: “putting places in harmony with nature and between people 
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Notes 
                                                
i A much higher figure of 40 million unemployed is circulated in a report of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. 
(Financial Times, 11-9-2009) 
ii The case study has been undertaken in Wuhan in November 2007 with a doctoral student, Mrs. Xiao Liang. 
iii  Grey water is wastewater generated in households, excluding water containing human excreta or urine, but including 
water from kitchens, bathrooms and laundry rooms. 
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ABSTRACT: Various organizations have documented significant problems developing in The Lurin Valley 
in Lima.  Specifically, the likelihood of The Valley’s complete disappearance. There are several small 
settlements known as Centro Poblados Rurales (CPR), that have been forming within the valley during 
recent years. CPRs are located at the outskirts of Lima city and host between 200 to 500 underprivileged 
families. Despite its proximity to the city, these families live in a rural environment.  The focus of this 
research will explore the contrast between urban and rural areas in the hope that these settlements may be 
replicated in order to generate political action in the Valley. 

By exploring the contrast between urban and rural areas, our hope is that people will understand the 
gravity of the problems that settlers of the Lurin Valley face. This information could be useful to write 
proposals for these urban communities. Among them is the sustainable development plan which could be 
replicated at a larger scope in the long run.  This research reflects on the advance of urban growth in areas of 
high ecological value, such as the valley of Lurin, and what policies should be implemented to prevent its 
complete degradation and subsequent disappearance. 
KEYWORDS: Rural, urban, sustainable, environment, settlements 
 
1. CURRENT SITUACION 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Detailed location map of tourist attractions of the Lower Basin of the Lurin River. Source Lurin 
River Valley Tourist Brochure. 
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1.1. Low basin Lurin river 
The lower basin of Lurin River consists of Lurin, Pachacamac and Cieneguilla districts. The main 

activities consist of agricultural and recreational. Although in recent years, an intense urbanization process is 
endangering the valley with pressure of the new edifications. In response to this, some organizations are 
taking actions to prevent urban expansion into this area. The Strategic Plan for Sustainable Development of 
the Valley of Lurin and the Plan for a Green Lima and Callao, are safeguarding the ground of the valley 
basin. The activities planned are to create a system of metropolitan areas that integrate green agricultural 
valleys, hills, wetlands, parks and gardens. Part (“some”) of the main objectives are:  

1. Promote a policy of public spaces 
2. Recognize the Watershed environmental services 
3. Ensure the preservation of farmland in the valleys 
 There are a variety of civic organizations and public agencies concerned with the conservation of the 

Lurin Valley. These organizations are conducting joint activities to promote awareness of metropolitan Lima 
residents and the importance of environmental services that the valley offers. For this reason, we have built 
campaigns that promote awareness of eco tourism found a few minutes from the city. Over time, there has 
been significant progress in this area. The partnership between Prom Peru, Mincetur and the NGO GEA, will 
help to achieve these objectives. The availability of information and tourist circuits have allowed the growth 
of tourism. However, these organizations promote responsible tourism which should help to spread the 
importance of preserving the Valley later.  
 
1.2. Centros Poblados Rurales 

The resolution No. 915 Chapter IX “General Zoning Regulations of metropolitan Lima”, created 
Centros Poblados Rurales (CPR) on 20 April 1985. This established the legal framework and lead to the 
regularization of tenure of the area occupied by the settlers. 

 “Quebrada Verde”, “Guayabo” and “Picapiedra”, the CPR that are the focus of this study belongs to 
the Pachacamac district. These settlements have been established in uncultivated slopes without affecting the 
area of agricultural land. Agriculture was the main economic activity at the beginning of the settlement. The 
CPRs are in a privileged position due to their direct contact with the ecotourism trail of “Lomas de Lúcumo”. 
This Ecotourism trail has a cyclical ecosystem creates mist in the low hills and the slopes oriented to the sea. 
During the months between June and December, the vegetation reboots attracting wildlife. The area is 
accessible by the Panamericana Highway. 
  

 
 

Figure 2 Picapiedra View. 
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Figure 3  Aerial Photography. CPR Quebrada Verde, Guayabo and Picapiedra. Source Google Earth. 
 
1.3. CPR Quebrada Verde 

This CPR is close to Pachacamac with a population of approximately 2,400 inhabitants and 600 
families. It has electricity, public lighting and potable water which is restricted for hours without a sewerage 
system. The population is engaged in various economic activities originating from early settlers. Among 
these are: agriculture, livestock, construction with a high percentage working in the textile industries and on 
farms near the site. Livestock include: goats, sheep and beef. Through the support of some organizations, the 
settlers have implemented small industries of dairy products. 

The Board of Water Users for Irrigation is one of the most important among the various local 
organizations.  This is made of 17 people who own an average of 2.5 hectares per plot. The agricultural 
products which are exported from the area are: pepper, peas, beans, alfalfa and sweet potatoes. Therefore, 
their most important business is the factory belonging to Santa Natura, a company dedicated to the 
development of natural health products. 

 This CPR Health Center lacks equipment and operates only Monday to Friday mornings. 
Consequently, the population of the area prefers to go to Pachacamac for health treatment. The community 
has a pre-school ("Reina de los Angeles' No. 662) with approximately 40 students, as well as an elementary 
school (No. 6100) with an estimate of 80 students. It is noteworthy that part of the school age population is 
enrolled at schools in Pachacamac (main urban settlement and capital of the district). 

There are several civic organizations. The most notable is the Tourism Commission Quebrada Verde, 
which is responsible for the administration of the ecotourism circuit of “Lomas de Lúcumo”.  Here one can 
visit the natural attractions and wildlife (vizcachas, gray foxes, eagles and other small animals); and the local 
flora (the flower of Amancae, tara and lucumo). One could also observe pre-Hispanic rock paintings and 
platforms. The whole circuit could take from 2 to 4 hours. Over the years, the number of visitors during the 
months of June throw November, the wet season, has increased. 
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1.4. CPR Guayabo 

The CPR Guayabo has a population of approximately 2,140 inhabitants and 510 families. It has 
electricity, public lighting and potable water. The water is extracted from a “puquial” in an area near the river 
but it lacks a sewer system. The main economic activity is agriculture. Another important historical activity 
in CPR Guayabo is to herd cattle and goat, which over time, has reduced due to urban growth. There are 4 
families that raise goats and 2 families that raise cattle, which produce goat cheese and milk. Moreover, there 
are also some small farms that cover large market and take up small physical space. The rest of the 
population participates in several activities or are unemployed. 

The CPR has a medical center that operates Monday through Friday mornings. Once again when 
health problems occur, many residents prefer to travel to Pachacamac. The area includes a pre-school and an 
Elementary school, which teach 40 and 80 students correlatively. Nonetheless, the scarce amount of teachers 
is a problem. As a result, the largest school-age population group, about 230 students, prefers to go to 
Pachacamac. The rest of school age population goes to Picapiedra. 

The existence of cave paintings in the area of the hillside adjacent to this CPR, has potential for tourist 
activity. Unfortunately, no research has been done by the National Institute of Culture (INC). Shamefully, 
environmental erosion and vandalism are causing its destruction. In the area, there are also vestiges of pre-
Columbian cultures such as pottery shards that have been destroyed by organizations that extract sand.  

The bank of the river has become a seasonal public recreational space where one could observe 
families from different places who come to enjoy the landscape. This is because the ground provides a flat 
area with easy access to the river from Paul Poblet Avenue. Close to this area, one can find food retailing 
establishments. The importance of this place is reinforced by the future construction of a pedestrian bridge of 
53 meters which would cross the river without going to the vehicular bridge Quebrada Verde. 
  
1.5. CPR Picapiedra 

CPR Picapiedra has a population of approximately 1,500 inhabitants and 253 families. It has electrical 
service, street lighting and potable water which is restricted by schedules and lack of a sewer system just like 
the other CPR. The main economic activities of the population are to farming and the industries that develop 
in places nearby, such as the textile industry and plastics. A percentage of the population engages in 
businesses such as wineries and restaurants that are located along Avenue Paul Poblet route between 
Pachacamac and Cieneguilla. A small percentage is dedicated to the poultry business. 

Picapiedra has a school that teaches elementary, middle and high school levels. Elementary students 
are approximately 250 and high school students are 130. Some of them come from the villages of Guayabo 
and Manchay. A significant percentage of children and adolescents of go to Pachacamac because of the 
schools are much better equipped. This CPR has sport facilities for the population. 
 
2. SETTLEMENT PATERNS 
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Figure 4  Urban settlement from 1910 to 1925. 
 

 
 

Figure 5  Urban settlement from 1970 to 1990. 
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Figure 6  Urban settlement from 2001 to 2008. 
 
By analyzing the patterns of occupation of these three rural towns, there are a number of factors that 

determine their growth and their interconnections. The research established a temporary cut to generate a 
snapshot of each moment and to compare the logic of occupation from population centers.  

In the initial stage of occupation, we can see that the first people settled in the CPRs between the late 
nineteenth and early last century. In the case of Quebrada Verde, the settled in the highlands and near the site 
where spring hills permit natural pastures and plants. This is because the first inhabitants were engaged in 
grazing livestock, mainly goats. In the case of Picapiedra and Guayabo, the initial occupancy of population 
takes place on the border of the agricultural area. Significantly, these areas also were used by pastoralists 
seasonally that were located on hills.  As well as times of the settlements described in the work related to 
permanent settlements population.  

The construction of the train Lima-Lurin was significant to promote employment starting in 1918. The 
possibility of being able to transport agricultural products to the city of Lima, energized all economic 
activity, attracting population to towns that are built to perform various jobs. By 1925, we can see that in 
Quebrada Verde there is a greater population density due to two factors: the train station and the cotton gin. 
Additional shops in relation to these activities are located mainly along the railway line and the area near the 
gin. Guayabo population increases focusing mainly on livestock. The Picapiedra population settles in along 
the way but with less intensity than in the other villages.  

In 1963, the train Lima-Lurin stopped working which was felt by the village of Quebrada Verde, which 
caused the closure of the cotton gin. Moreover, it promoted the migration of some families who sought better 
employment opportunities. In the mean time, Guayabo and Picapiedra were less affected because most of the 
population was engaged in farming activities. After the agrarian reform of 1969, which recognized the 
existence of these settlements, the residents began their urban planning.  

The legal recognition of the City council (1985) of the three CPRs, allowed reorganization and the 
improvement of the physical urban infrastructure in them. This reflected the increase of the occupation in 
three CPRs in the 1990’s. 

 We can see that the general growth pattern has been from the agricultural zone boundary. Around the 
mid-nineties, the company “Cementos Lima” built a concrete wall at the top of the hills. This construction 
has been done in Guayabo and PicaPiedra. The population Quebrada Verde managed to avoid the 
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construction of the wall that restricts access to the circuit to drive the ecosystem of coastal Lomas tourism 
potential. 

Cementos Lima wall became the limit for growth at the tops of the villages of Picapiedra and 
Guayabo. Today, Quebrada Verde is the only one out of  the three CPRs that has the potential to continue to 
expand primarily by the morphological configuration of the hills that border it. It has not reached the 
physical boundaries facing the other two CPRs. This has resulted Guayabo to enable residential use in the 
area reserved for sports equipment. Picapiedra reserved an area for sport facilities located on the edge of hill 
but later it became a housing area. The urban communal areas are taken to be privatized and handed to the 
relatives of local people. With regard to changing the dimensions of the lots, we can refine a feature that is 
repeated in the three villages which is the gradual and steady decrease in surface dimensions of a typical lot.  

Thus, Quebrada Verde at an early stage has lots of 500 m2, as opposed to the 200 m2 lots of new areas 
of urban sprawl. In Guayabo, initial blocks were divided into lots of 1500 m2, and then the population 
subdivides in lots of 500 m2. The latest urban lots have areas of 100 m2. One could clearly note the 
differences in morphology and density of their surfaces. Picapiedra is no exception.  Initially, it had the 
layout of a typical lot of 450 m2 and with each new expansion has been decreasing its size to the 120 m2 
area.  

It is important to note that this is a critical point at the evolution of these urban centers for rural. The 
reason for that is the rapid population growth which is demanding the residential occupation of areas 
designated for public. Ultimately, this could generate a greater social conflict and environmental degradation 
in the quality of life in these towns. Until the now, these towns have opted for the strategy of increased 
population as a means of livelihood and their ability to pressure the state. But this growth without adequate 
planning can ultimately be counterproductive and follow the logic of privatization of spaces for community.  
Public places are very important for the construction of identity and generate the sense of belonging of a 
community.  
 
3. COMMON PROBLEMS 

 
There are a number of common problems to the 3 CPRs who are present with varying degrees of 

intensity. Historically, the populations of these settlements have been engaged in farming and depend on the 
water supply to develop their activities. In the case of the livestock, it´s depend on the coastal hills 
microclimate that allows the growth of natural vegetation. The morphological conformations of the hills 
permit the moisture retention. Agricultural activity depends on the surface and groundwater of the Lurin 
River. The irrigation canals and proper water management through the Board of Irrigation is essential. 
Unfortunately through the years farmers express the decrease of water resources. A fact that causes concern 
for the local population is the construction of water wells of 60 to 100 meters deep for the extraction of 
groundwater to supply the population of the Manchay. Such infrastructure competes with artesian wells built 
by farmers. Besides CPRs populations depend on groundwater for carrying out their daily activities. The new 
infrastructure will create a major conflict for the use of this water resource. The problem is compounded by 
regulations of SEDAPAL (National Water Supply company) cannot do work for the implementation of a 
water supply system and drainage in rural population centers increasing social tension between the towns of 
the valley and Manchay (new settlement near the area). 
 

  Figure 7  Lurin River View. 
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Also one problem that has been expressed by the inhabitants is the poor conditions of health facilities 

and the limited hours of operation. Therefore, the population prefers to move toward Pachacamac (the 
principal settlement in the valley). Another important issue to improve is education. Despite the existence of 
schools in the three CPRs, a large percentage of school-age population go daily to attend classes in 
Pachacamac with the consequent problem of generating a large flow of students who struggle to go to their 
school in the mornings. The deficient infrastructure and equipment of schools have created a lack of interest 
in attending to local schools closest to their place of residence.  

Public transport services which cover the route from Lurin to Cieneguilla are used by the population. 
40 vehicles operate from 7:00 am to 9:00 p.m. There are also motorbike taxis companies that have 
established rates based on distance and number of people using the service. These two modes of public 
transport have allowed greater accessibility to the area and a higher frequency of travel between villages. 
However, the infrastructure conditions of the Paul Poblet Avenue (road that connect the CPRs) are not the 
most appropriate. It has deteriorated asphalt increasing the risk of accidents. 

The pressure to urban growth promotes expansion in areas close to the hillsides and the change in land 
use for agricultural parcels to individual houses. The most common form of allotments provides lots of 
approximately 1,000 m² in private condominiums. The average price per square meter is between 13 to 20 
American dollars. In other cases some private investors bought agricultural parcels waiting for the possibility 
of changing the land use to urban. This change in property ownership has resulted in the decrease of the 
agricultural activity in the area affecting local people who work there. Also, the new owners of agricultural 
parcels are not interested in increasing productivity because they are waiting for the change of land use. 
Thus, the valley is losing his role as a food producer needed to Lima, and becomes a new urban expansion 
area of the city. Therefore, a significant percentage of the population is engaged to work in nearby industries, 
whose have growth in recent years.  
 
4. COMPARISON BETWEEN THE 3 CPR 

 
To compare land use we have made two considerations: First, compare the percentages of each land 

use with respect to its own total area. This allows us to compare the percentages of each use relate 
specifically to their own area. The second is to take all surfaces of the area occupied by the 3 CPRs and 
define what percentage uses on the total availability in the sum for each use established.  

Regarding the first case, when comparing the area for housing, it appears that the largest percentage 
intended for this use is Guayabo with 52.50%, with similar percentages in the other two CPRs. When we 
analyzed the public equipment, Picapiedra has the smaller percentage, affected by the change of use of 
community recreation center to housing. In the case of the areas earmarked for education is quite marked 
difference between the 3 villages. Quebrada Verde uses 7.58% of its area for education, while Picapiedra 
3.51% and Guayabo 1.42%. Picapiedra provides more area for green spaces and recreation facilities.  
 
When we made the comparison referred to the sum of the total area available between the 3 CPRs, we found 
that the area occupied by Quebrada Verde is almost 3 times higher than the other two CPRs. This size 
difference is manifested proportionally in the comparison of all land uses. Quebrada Verde reserves an area 
for higher education, which is the 82.32% of education land avaibility.  
 

Table 1  Land uses comparison between 3 CPR. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Activities in the three CPRs have a distinctive common characteristics depend more on the system 

which are embedded, which in this case is the Lurin Valley. Policies that arise on the CPR should not only 
consider isolated activities. They must take the interdependence of these rural settlements. Historically 
Quebrada Verde, Guayabo and Picapiedra have had a relationship of cooperation and exchanges that 
currently is losing strength because they begin to operate autonomously. It has increased the dependence to 
Pachacamac that is where all services are. Besides local people stop working in occupations related to 
agricultural activities to seek work in the factories that were beginning to set in the valley, running the risk 
that the CPRs are becoming "dormitory towns". Despite the persistence of Livestock and agriculture, the 
available spaces for these economic activities are disappearing. Among the biggest problems, you can 
highlight the scarcity of water resources which affect local farmers and populations of the CPRs, who has 
increased in recent years.  

In the settlement patterns of the three villages we can learn a good example of good practice because 
they settle in the uncultivated hillsides. They established in the agricultural border, allowing that urban and 
agricultural areas can coexist without any major impact. This harmonious relationship is related to the fact 
that they depended economically of the valleys. In recent years, and from the legal reorganization of the 
villages, there has been a notable increase of population that has exceeded the limits of growth of the model 
established by the original urban layout. This has resulted in a second process of densification from the 
original batch subdivision and development. Nowadays we can see the privatization of the areas reserved for 
community use to create more housing areas. The densification, without specific planning, brings the loss of 
quality of life in these villages.  

Finally we conclude that we are at a key moment in the urban history of the CPRs Quebrada Verde, 
Guayabo and Picapiedra, because they have reached their limits of growth and the pressure housing for the 
population will remain. This calls for coordinated actions taken and planned with the residents of 
communities to define their vision and try to assume certain commitments to achieve them. Furthermore, we 
have to seize the potential to work cooperatively with other CPR to reach joint solutions that strengthen the 
economic activities, acting responsibly with the environment. 

 It is essential to understand the importance of CPRs and settlements inserts into the last valley that 
Lima has. The coexistence of populations located there and the economic activities taking place are required 
to ensure a high quality of life, respecting the existing environment. The logic of settlement on the slopes can 
be a model of future population growth in the area, preventing the expansion of agricultural production land. 
This research is a first attempt to understand the problems of the Lurin Valley, from recent urban 
developments. It needs to continue with other CPRs to have a broader picture for analysis. These studies 
should be accompanied with future proposals to have a real impact on the inhabitants of the area and work 
with them to ensure the continuity of the rural within this increasingly urban world.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper analyses design strategy and tools for planning and designing urban transformation areas, 
from the point of view of practitioners. In our role as concept developers, who are directly participating in 
urban transformation, social housing & real estate project development, are closely involved in projects with 
many investing participants. In these projects we experience the need to of find new ways to join forces and 
to enjoy working together. We also notice that the economic value of urban design is no longer mainly 
appreciated from traditional short and long term financial perspectives. There is thus a question for a 
different approach to the development of economic value. This asks for design strategies that can guide this 
development of the economic value on the long term.  

In this paper we exemplify how we interpretate this economic change and introduce a practical case in 
which we used a design strategy that met these changes. We will describe strategic planning and design for 
transformation of Kleurenbuurt (Colour quarter) in Zaanstad, north of Amsterdam. One specific design tool 
that is based on the principle of Mould and Contra-mould will be explained further. 
  
1    THE PARADOX OF INTEGRAL PARTNERSHIP AND THE NE ED TO ACT FREE  
 

Urban transformation is always a matter of the involvement of many parties. This asks for forms of 
collaboration of these parties. Well known examples of these are Public Private Partnerships (PPPs), which 
are usually constructions to governance complicated economical investments. The participants in PPPs 
constructions can be understood as shareholders. During time consuming urban developments, ten to fifteen 
years of planning and developing to transform an urban area, business contracts are normal guidelines to 
control the process.  

PPPs are constructions to combine the interests of parties with a long term perspective (e.g. 
municipality) and of those with a short time perspective (real estate developers). They have been effective in 
projects where the economic value of projects is about balancing investments and profits in terms of money. 
The surplus value of PPPs in this is mostly about financial risk sharing and other financial advantages 
(Wolting, 2008).  

In PPPs’s, a typical way of laying down agreements on spatial transformations are Master Plans, which 
usually describes spatial boundaries in which a certain urban program has to be realised within a certain time 
period. In time, PPPs have proved to be effective constructions in the transformation of derelict areas (e.g. 
brownfields). 

Transforming residential and mixed-use areas (for example post-war housing estates and inner city 
areas) involves many participants with a wide range of interests in a variety of time perspectives. This makes 
it per definition impossible to base cooperation only on financial issues and thus the economic value of these 
projects cannot only be determined in direct investments and profits. The value-handbook of CABE explains 
how these projects need to be valued in different terms (CABE, 2006).  
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The participation of the different is thus not only based on shares, but more strongly on specific stakes. 
That’s why we call them in this paper stakeholders, who join forces in dedicated alliances.  
The question is how to integrate this variety of interest and corresponding values in to sustainable urban 
projects by means of design strategies. This is what we like to illustrate by our experimented design 
strategies based on the principle of Mould and Contra-mould in the case of ‘Colourquarter’.  
 
2    COLOR QUARTER IN ZAANSTAD:  PRIVATE INITIATIVE  TO RESTRUCTURE A 
NEIGHBOURHOOD BASED ON VISION AND STRATEGICAL PLANN ING. 
 

In 2005 the basic idea of transforming a sober modernist residential neighbourhood in Zaanstad by the 
name of Color quarter (Colourquarter) into a vital and sustainable urban quarter came to life.  

This was the shared desire of housing corporation ZVH that owns all of the six high rise apartment 
blocks and other dwellings, of Kristal, being the project developer for ZVH and of commercial project 
developer Rabo Bouwfonds, who joined to redevelop the local shopping centre. These parties propagated 
their idea as an act of empowerment of their shared desire as one, by the name of ‘De Zaanse Kracht’ (Power 
of  Zaan). The shared desire of De Zaanse Kracht was this:  

“The future urban quarter of Color quarter will be a particular, recognizable, and beloved quarter in 
Zaanstad, to live, to visit and to work. For people who choose to live in Zaanstad, here in this place, free and 
together in a sustainable and wonderful future.”  

From the very beginning local residents have been participating and also other local stakeholders like 
social care and elderly care institutions took part. The local government became involved much later because 
restructuring this neighbourhood had no local political priority so far. Nevertheless the empowerment 
worked and other governors and curious knowledge institutions became attracted by the initiative of ‘De 
Zaanse Kracht’ by paying national and professional attention.  
 

  
 

Figure 1a & 1b: Color quarter in Zaanstad 
 
2.1 Task and ambition of the ‘Zaanse Kracht’ 
To revitalise this vulnerable neighbourhood socially economically and physically by transforming the 
existing into a sustainable environment with following conditions: 

• An intimate village atmosphere without loosing the urban touch. 
• Intensification of mixed use of green area and of public space. 
• More dwellings in a wider range of typology. 
• A neighbourhood focused on living together, meeting people and sense of safety. 
• Reinforcement of facilities and a balanced shopping program. 

 
2.2 Description of the existing area 
The ‘Color quarter’ exists of typical Dutch post-war residential buildings in an open allotment including four 
characteristic 13-storeyed slab buildings of galleried flats. There is a lot of green area inside the 
neighbourhood and surround including a park, waterways and green borders. The orientation of the 
neighbourhood is well appreciated by residents and visitors. There are direct connections with the national 
and regional traffic network, also with the city centre and with recreation territories. The planning zone is 
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160.000 m2 wide. Dominant presence of large parking grounds and a 100m wide central traffic road offer 
little quality to public space. Residents are mainly autochthonous elderly people and immigrant families. 
There is little inflow of new residents who choose specifically to live here. A distinction between 
owner/residents of the row houses and residents of social rental flats is noticeable. Remarkable in this area is 
the wide range of facilities such as a shopping centre, sport facilities and care institutions. However their 
overall image and spatial fragmentation do not support attractiveness of the local living environment.   
 

 
Figure 2: typical image of the Color quarter 

 
2.3 Present critical match of stakeholders 

• Users: residents and entrepreneurs and civic institutions 
• Initiators: coalition ‘de Zaanse Kracht’  
• Governors: Municipality of Zaanstad 
• Others: Kroonenberggroep (owners of the shopping centre) and representing consultants 

 
2.4 Shared Desire of the coalition   

The ‘Color quarter’ will be the comfortable and sustainable urban quarter of Zaanstad, of a vital and 
active community, to be recognized by characteristic green townscape, offering a living environment with a 
range of different attractive public spaces and facilities. 
 
2.5 Bottlenecks in the development process 

• Over a long period of time there was no agreement about demolishing or renovating of the existing 
buildings of gallery flats.  

• Competition between developing parties within the coalition became apparent during the process of 
design and development 

 
2.6 Process of design & plans for development during the early stage of planning and design 

The establishment of the Zaan Power in 2006 was based on a vision. Stakeholders in Zaan Power had 
a shared desire in transforming the area into a green urban quarter with sense of belonging to residents. 
Stakeholders decided with shared images of characteristic urban spaces and buildings to discuss the design 
assignment for complementing the sustainability of urban fabric.  

A first document with the name and content of a development vision by the authors of the housing 
corporation ZVH and of the developers Kristal and Bouwfonds stated their point of view.  

Next there was the Integral area development plan as a result of: 
• Vision of residents from the neighbourhood: a desired future vision written by the locals who were 

supported by an independent professional. 
• Social plan: composition of housing plan and house moving plan for the renters of ZVH 

(corporation) directed by ZVH. 



 

 

504 

• Spatial concept design and the Strategic Masterplan: the concept of Mould and Contra mould 
projected on the actual planning area and completed with the definition and localisation of Strategic 
Projects, directed and produced by Kristal MC² (Kristal concept development). 
The urban space design: the design of durable quality of public space and the spatial edge towards 
private developments, which was directed by Kristal MC² and designed by Khandekar (urban design 
firm). 

• Community plan: the organisation of empowerment for a connected, social network of the 
neighbourhood, organised and coordinated by representation of the coalition Zaanse Kracht, based 
on participation of stakeholders of all kind. 

• Communication plan: the organisation of various tracks to attract expected and unexpected 
stakeholders within the process of renewal, coordinated by the representation of the coalition. 

• Branding and identity plan: the development of the typical BRAND of this Color quarter for 
marketing reasons and for reasons of appreciated social cohesion between residents and future 
residents, coordinated by the representation of the coalition. 

• Financial plan: plan of insight and overview of financial feasibility and financial risks, produced by 
the planning economists of Kristal and Bouwfonds.    

 
2.7 Typical for Kristal project development was their role of concept developer  

Within the coalition Zaan Power each stakeholder fulfilled a guiding role. ZVH provided social 
housing program and housing management strategy based on accurate knowledge of local people and 
buildings. Bouwfonds contributed economy planning related to commercial real estate and shopping 
concepts. Kristal supported economy planning from the social housing program point of view and did 
process management of the overall development assignment. Kristal MC² delivered concepts for social 
planning and concept design for spatial transformation of this area. A typical Kristal MC² task, especially 
during the early stages of the process, was constant visualising of shared interest of stakeholders and further 
concept development to be documented and discussed with others. 

In later stages organising and supporting the design of plans and planning and organizing for external 
and internal communication was another typical responsibility that Kristal took care of. 
 
2.8 Program of the development and design assignment for the area 

• Some 1200 new built dwellings, including 30% social housing (+/- 450 dwellings) and +/- 200 
streetlevel based homes. 

• About 30.000 m² floorspace for facilities such as commercial, school and neighbourhood services, 
sports hall, swimmingpool, social institutions. 

• Between 1800 and 2000 built parking places and another 600 parking places in public space. 
• Focus zone for high quality public space: by realising an sustainable attractive shopping area, by 

refurbishing the green edges towards the water and the park. 
• Focus cluster for Healthy Life support, including a concentration of social institutions, sportshall, 

swimmingpool, social housing and built parking. 
 
2.9 Planning ambition for the area 

• May 2009 Development plan of the coalition Zaanse Kracht handed in to be supported by the local 
government of Zaanstad municipality. 

• 2010 Start of executing Social plan, by starting house moving of present residents. 
• 2011 Start realising transformation of the first development fields. 

 
2.10 Costs and business  

The coalition Zaanse Kracht has calculated the economical feasabilty for the area together to find out 
about flexibility in exploitation of grounds and real estate.  
 
2.11 Success & result 
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• The coalition of private parties managed to put renewal of the Color quarter on the political agenda 
of the municipality of Zaanstad. Actually the local government gives priority now and is effectively 
participating in the development of the process. 

• Another effect of the effort of the Zaan Power is wide spread support by local stakeholders for the 
development and future projects.  

  
3 THE PRINCIPLE OF MOULD AND CONTRA-MOULD,  

A FLEXIBLE DESIGN STRATEGY FOR URBAN AREA DEVELOPME NT 
 

The Mould and contra-mould technique is based on the idea of how a sustainable and strict frame 
allows freedom and flexibility to materialise coherent solid shape, again and again.  

This idea is a suitable method for the purpose of designing NEW URBAN FORM that will allow 
freedom and flexibility for participants in the making or transformation of urban area to create strong and 
independent projects within a spatial structure of sustainable and shared stakeholder value. 
 
 

         
 

Figure 3a and 3b: the mould & the contra-mould 
 
 
3.1 The concept of Mould and Contra-mould is a technical design strategy.  

In general, the ambition of the desired and sustainable future for urban area focuses at long-term 
interest. Normally realisation of such a transformation will take place through short-term projects and lucky 
chances. To transform a complete neighbourhood into a desired and sustainable future will take some 15 
years what we consider to be medium-term. It is this term that we concluded to be most relevant in planning 
strategy and in designing for urban area development. 

The future Color quarter will be structured by the Mould, a spatial framework. The Mould offers a 
skeleton to the Contra Mould, a pattern of fields. This concept is a design strategy for medium-term 
guidance. The concept is generic. The design strategy works out specific to the location and the force of 
stakeholders. 

The Mould is a durable system of connected public spaces that offers recognisable and beloved 
character for people to value and to identify with. 

The Contra-mould is a pattern of fields for developing free and flexible in fills at different times. 
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3.2    The Color quarter Mould 
This Mould has critical dimensions and a range of characteristics. It is constructed by elements of typical 
space with program fragments of characteristic use. The space within the Mould will be function flexible, for 
public stay, for water management, playgrounds, trees and grass, for parking vehicles and traffic movements. 
The critical dimensions of the Mould must be designed precise. However ideal measurement will grow by 
the gradual transformation of the existing built-up into the spatial structure of completed urban fabric. 
Gradual realisation is crucial because the edge between public and private domain will change. In fact this 
edge will demonstrate conflict between interests of actual owners or shareholders with the interests of actual 
and future stakeholders. That is why we find our true design incentives to design sustainable public space 
and durable collective space at this boundary. Think of typical aspects like shadow and sun orientation, 
flexible building density and cultural features, energy and waist infrastructure, gardening and food growing, 
playgrounds and collective parking, which are all critical values of the living environment.  
 
3.3    The Color quarter Contra-mould 
The outer dimensions of the Contra-mould are the result of free space that will be allowed by the Mould. 
Like the openings in a piece of netting bounded by the material from which the netting is made. Other 
dimensions within the fields are result of logic and essential fulfilment at the actual time of realization. 
 
3.4    Further design to define strategic projects of sustainable value creation 

The spatial structure of the urban quarter is based on the different ways of people to move through the 
neighbourhood. Transformation of the existing local urban fabric became for that reason a significant design 
problem. Equally the public-private land use needed to be restructured into an adjusted pattern for 
densification of the built up area and for intensification of use of open and public spaces. 

In fact it had been decided now to transform the connecting traffic road into an attractive public space 
(the red boulevard) for people to meet and enjoy a concentration of local and urban provisions. This new 
‘high street’ is to be a major public space element of the renewed local system of ways and lanes, residential 
streets, small squares and pocket parks, public gardens and secret yards. The new local system will be 
limited by the soft water borders of the waterways of Gouwe and De Weer, part of the regional water system. 
The local water system in the quarter will be logically reinforced and sexy integrated in the urban fabric. 

The image of the urban quarter is one of beauty of the calm to be experienced in many ways. Imagine 
the combination of typical compact urban streets and unbending public gardens with tree rows and green 
carpets, or picture remarking majestic facades along the red Boulevard and a solid gate at the Gouwe.  But 
the beauty of the calm will also show in typical urban life here, in the shadow of the heart of Zaanstad, along 
the river Zaan and Railroads. No calm of drowsiness or monotony but pleasant go together of vital 
contemporary business with quietness, of light and shadow, of sound and colour. This shall be the radiation 
of buildings, of public spaces and naturally the charisma of people and their daily pursuits and chores here.  

The future of the urban quarter is one of constant change, of evolution. The existing neighbourhood 
will fill up gradually with new and renewed buildings and with lively streets that replace old traffic roads and 
tracks. The existing shopping centre will transform ultimately from the introvert spot into a vibrant 
connection between the northern and the southern part of the quarter, attractive to local people and visitors 
passing by. The green fringes of the area will support the diversity of green area and water to be used for 
supply infrastructure and energy balancing for strolling and watching and flexible collective use. 

The people of the city quarter will feel stimulated to find space within their territory to do their 
business and to share community activities. The local economy is based on enduring investment in shared 
values of local stakeholders. This is a matter function flexible space and of flexible ownership. Function 
flexibility will be simplified by legal permission to switch objectives between housing and working spaces. 
Flexible ownership will be made possible by marketing houses and spaces in innovative terms. To own and 
use by arrangement of mixed renting and buying of property  per house or per building, and also for example 
per interior and exterior, per ground level and other building parts, per cluster and so on. Literally by having 
buildings and dwellings not just tailor-made in size for standard use but making them larger and smarter to 
be easily suitable for flexible use. Further value creation can be guaranteed by supplying vitality ‘of building 
skin’, especially in a rainy climate. This can be done by means of connecting public space and (collective) 
open space with transit zones between inside and outside. These can be either collective or individual spaces 
like hanging gardens, bay windows, comfortable and respectable collective entrees, playful galleries, 
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impressing roofscapes and ecological biotopes, balanced climate systems and so on, mind peoples typical 
and sustainable values.  

Therefore the spatial concept of the urban quarter is not to make everything extra large but to arrange a 
combined design for flexible use as well as for multi functional use and sustainable infra structure. This way 
the sum of functional and non specific spaces is the sum of overlapping spaces, or in other words: the sum of 
overlapping investments that generate integral profit on the medium-term.  
 

 
Figure 4: living room stakeholders meeting 

 
The buildings of the urban quarter are characteristic and unique. They play different games with sky 

lines and touching ground, with trees, grass, water and flowers but the link between building and green space 
will be evident everywhere. Meanwhile, existing buildings, new sustainable buildings and temporarily 
buildings need to be balanced out between them, in image as well as in use. This is essential. Instead of 
creating an area that appears to be one big building site for the next 15 years, improvement of the existing 
neighbourhood should be successful from the first new building on. Perception of façade design will be 
fundamental to success of sustainable shared value. Therefore façade design must be treated as to design the 
authoritative border of public space. The facades of the new Red boulevard will compose interconnection of 
individual buildings. Facades along lanes and streets offer relaxed image representing people’s freedom to 
express them.  

The spatial concept of the urban quarter requires an open planning process that creates an ineffective 
match with traditional type of plans. Instead of making an urban design for the planning area to show the 
complete image of the final result in fifteen years from now, we designed strategic plans. A strategic plan is 
an incomplete image showing the systematic and structural relations between strategic projects, named 
framed and mapped on a site.  

First in a Concept design for the new quarter we illustrate abstractions of a long term area vision.   
(If we make a concept design for a building we draw images of the generic idea of the building) 
Next we designed a Strategic Master plan which combines the system and typology of public space 

with definition of strategic key projects. In this case designed the Mould. By designing the Mould we 
implicate organising freedom of design within the Contra-Mould. 

At the same time design of the Mould must act as a structural composition of sustainable identity 
bearer. Design of the pattern of fields for free development and design is the result of the framing effect of 
the Mould. In the edge of Mould and Contra-mould specific strategic projects will appear. 

The Strategic Project Plan is the design of urban fabric including key projects such as public buildings, 
landmarks, or basic system components for sustainable and collective climate facilities. 
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The strategic key-projects are generic. They guarantee sustainable value and can act as propellers in the 
successful development of transformation, by stimulating entrepreneurship and functional change and by 
keeping tactics for temporary and sustainable completion open. 
The Strategic Masterplan fixes the urban quarter in terms of public and collective space with bordering built-
up, based on sustainability in time, money wise, quality value, flexible use, endearment and the respect and 
love of people and nature. 

Further design for the future Color quarter was and will be done at the scale of individual building 
projects or for specific spots and technical solutions and refurbishments. 
 

 
Figure 5: possible future image of the mould and contra-mould 

 
4  A REFLECTION ON MOULD AND CONTRA-MOULD  

design strategy for planning and designing sustainable urban space 
 

Today, transformation of the Colour quarter is definitely a topic on the political agenda of the 
Municipality of Zaanstad. Future vision and strategic plans of private parties are associated by local 
stakeholders and other prepared private participants. Actual project planning for transformation is a time 
consuming process which just started now. From our experiences in this process, we have developed three 
statements. Although we present the statements here as conclusions on our reflection, they should be read 
rather as questions on which the answer should be discussed with the experience from many other cases. 

 
Design for value of public life, statement 1: 

New Urban Form is about modifying urban context to new social economical and cultural 
circumstances. This implicates that we need to know about true conditions and coincidences and their effect 
on future value. 

In case of Colour quarter private initiators tried to find out by organising so called ‘pressure cooking’ 
meetings. These meetings were meant to determine future value of this neighbourhood between delegates in 
a range of stakeholders except of the Municipality. We had two meetings during 6 weeks each for three 
working days in a row without a break. As result of these sessions the coalition by the name of Zaanse 
Kracht was founded based on a future vision for the neighbourhood and on the notion of shared interest of 
the participants. The idea of an open planning process to redevelop the area has been investigated and agreed 
with enthusiasm by all participants. All participants contributed suggestions from their specific points of 
view and it became clear that we needed new techniques to manage and design for planning. Therefore 
communication experts joint in and the sessions were conducted by a neutral chairman.  

Various illustrated concepts for sustainable urban quarters were subject of broad discussion. 
The idea of Mould and Contra mould has been presented and studied further at the spot. Understanding 

sustainable future value in public space has been discussed in technical senses as well.  
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Meanwhile experts in planning economics and others in spatial design combined adequate calculating 
and sketching at the spot. They were criticised by the local stakeholders. 

Although people were tempted to discuss the image of preconceived solutions of vague problems, most 
participants brought clearly forward that they need proof of how planning and design will make things work. 
This appeared to be interesting insight for many professional planners and designers who are often busy to 
explain how things will look like or why they will be too expensive. 

As it turned out after the two ‘pressure cooking’ events we worked out all together a proposal for our 
final decision makers. Delegated participants focused on their long-term shared interest in value creation and 
on typical individual strategic investments to achieve long term ambition.  

This is what we could learn from our experiment:    
It is the actual need for more sustainable solutions of spatial problems that raises the ultimate 

new urban question. And still, the need for more sustainable solutions of spatial problems is primarily 
a fundamental social economical problem to be reflected on by urban planners and designers when 
(re)shaping cities and when calculating urban projects for the metropolitan.  
We notice that urban design culture is shifting towards a culture of designing for smart urban life, 
eventually.  
 
Design for value of space, statement 2 

In case of Colour quarter public value of public space is at stake. We needed strategies to make the 
border between public and private more flexible, to facilitate collective space for collective program. These 
strategies are often based on the creative interpretation of value development of both private real estate and 
of public space surrounding private buildings.  

To match these economical strategies with programmes for design we need to investigate questions 
like: who values and when? Or: what is sustainable value creation in terms of urban projects and space, why 
and how do we design sustainable value of public and private space?  

Typical space concepts and strategic designs need to concentrate now at the urban fabric. Urbanists 
must study the operating quality of collective space and of complementary urban zônes and localities.  

There is a task for planners and designers to develop new design tools and methods as a need for 
effective design in practices and processes of multi stakeholder alliances. 

Urban design in general has been accepted as key to a better urban environment. However as we 
move on, urban design should evolve to create public space and design to accommodate urban living of 
greater sustainability. Urban design and building typology must allow definition of space ownership 
and building ownership in much more flexible ways. 
 
Design for value of shared desire, statement 3 

Designers and planners who have the ambition to generate sustainable urban buildings and spaces must 
create by knowing technical, wonderful and spatial solutions and by knowing how to match them with 
peoples real and complex interests and their shared long term values. In a way that these values become 
natural parts of the design assignment for buildings, neighbourhoods and urban projects and of the design 
process.  

Although this seems logic, we learn from the “colour quarter” and other Dutch experiences that we 
need to find a complete opposite approach to the usual. In meetings where stakeholders are about to work out 
New Urban Forms an inevitable question comes to mind. What do we know about the conducting power of 
design strategies? Especially and clearly to be answered by designers who mostly are busy and responsible to 
visualise what is in the mind and spirit of owners, of organisations and institutes of people, of governors, 
developers, and further investors in these New Urban Forms. 

Planners and designers are confronted by an increasing variety of stakeholders, individual 
people and organisations of people with shared desire. Planners and designers need to analyse what 
these stakeholders value and why they would be interested to participate in the local spatial agenda on 
the search of New Urban Form.  
 
5  CONCLUDING REMARKS  
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In new scenarios created by complex interactions between stakeholders, public space is the result of 
complex negotiations that need to be managed using tools such as: 

a. Concept plans and formulas for urban area. 
b. System designs for sustainability. 
c. Strategic Master plans and definition of Strategic Projects 
d. Prototypes of building/ program concepts 

And so on.. 
It is common sense that all parties need each other to realise sustainable urban space for sustainable 

urban life of people together. This ambition is an exciting one meanwhile a never-ending story, the ever 
ongoing story of the shared desire that is the vital power for successful sustainability.  

The new urban question of how to organise people’s freedom to participate in the planning and 
designing of New Urban Forms while realizing projects together without having to share everything, will 
still be relevant for further practical experiment as well as theoretical study.  
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ABSTRACT: China is now beginning to build eco-cities throughout the country. Eco-city means much to 
Chinese cities, which are faced with rapid urbanization and development. But the eco-city plans in China are 
carrying on in different ways. Caofeidian eco-city in Tangshan is a important and large-scale project in China, 
and it absorbs many interests from different parts. Caofeidian eco-city plan presents some attempts on how to 
build a coastal eco-city under severe conditions. However, it shows that eco-city planning is far from quite 
perfect, and there are lots of things to be done. 
KEYWORDS: Eco-city, Conventional planning, Eco-city planning, Caofidian

 

1 RECENT PROGRESSES OF ECO-PLANNING IN CHINA 

Chinese government has called for building “a conservation-oriented and environment-friendly society” 
since 2003, which is called in other words, “Two-oriented society”. From then on, a new policy emphasized 
on “harmony between humanity and nature” has emerged. Nearly at the same time, a new notion, 
“conservation culture”, has been appeared in China, which is first mentioned by President Hu Jintao during 
the 17th Chinese National Communist Party Congress in the time of Oct.2007. 

As the most important physical space to build the “Two-oriented society”, more and more Chinese cities 
realized that they should develop, plan, build themselves by totally different ways. 

 
Figure 1 Three representative eco-city examples in China 

 
The hope well-timed echoes a new wave of city ecological planning (eco-planning, ab.) globally. As we 

know, “eco-city” was first systematically proposed by Richard Register in his book “Eco-city Berkeley: 
Building Cities for a Healthy Future”, 1987. Since then, the notion of eco-city became fashionable 
throughout the world. 

In the beginning of 21th century, there is an upsurge in China to build eco-cities. In May, 2003, Chinese 
ministry of Environmental Protection issued “Guidelines on building ecological province, ecological city and 
ecological county”, which was revised in 2007. 
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However, how to plan, design and build a eco-city physically is not defined clearly. There are two 
different ways in eco-city planning and design in China nowadays, one stems from eco architecture design, 
in another word from microscope level, which focus on “designing” an eco-city physically; the other roots in 
ecology and environmental science, which do researches from macroscopic level, mainly on “research”. But 
how the conventional city planning should change following the tide of “eco-city” is underdetermined. 

In these circumstances, otherwise, Chinese cities do not hesitate to carry on kinds of eco-city plans, 
which consist of different scale development, in which the most famous three examples are Dongtan Eco-city 
in Shanghai, Sino-Singapore Eco-city in Tianjin, and Caofeidian Eco-city in Tangshan. 

1.1  Dongtan Eco-city Planning 
Dongtan eco-city, planned by Arup in 2003, was located on Chongming Island close to Shanghai, with 

accommodation for 50,000, in time for the Expo 2010 in Shanghai. By 2040, the city is slated to be one-third 
the size of Manhattan, with a total planned population of 500,000 . Dongtan was presented at the United 
Nations World Urban Forum by China as an example of an eco-city. The cities are planned to be ecologically 
friendly, with zero-greenhouse-emission transit and complete self-sufficiency in water and energy, together 
with the use of zero energy building principles. Energy demand will be substantially lower than comparable 
conventional cities due to the high performance of buildings and a zero emission transport zone within the 
city. Waste is considered to be a resource and most of the city's waste will be recycled. 

 
Figure 2 Master Plan of Dongtan Eco-city 

 
However, no construction of the eco-city has taken place yet, and all references to Dongtan were 

removed from the Shanghai World Expo website. 

1.2  Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city Planning 
The Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city, designed to be 34.2 square kilometers, is the result of a 

collaborative agreement between the Governments of China and Singapore to jointly develop a socially 
harmonious, environmentally friendly and resource-conserving city in China. Designed to be practical, 
replicable and scaleable, the Tianjin Eco-city is actually the first experiment to plan, build a new city in an 
ecological way. 

The Master Plan of Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city was jointly developed in 2008, by the China 
Academy of Urban Planning and Design, the Tianjin Institute of Urban Planning and Design, and the 
Singapore planning team. In the planning of the Tianjin Eco-city, one of the main guiding principles was to 
adopt a holistic approach towards creating and designing a livable, efficient and compact city, which would 
be developed in an ecologically sound and environmentally sustainable manner. 

There is a set of 26 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city. In 
formulating these KPIs, reference is made to national standards in China and Singapore, as well as 
international standards. These 26 KPIs were divided by four groups, (1) Good Natural Environment, (2) 
Healthy Balance in the Man-made Environment, (3) Good Lifestyle Habits, (4) Developing a Dynamic and 
Efficient Economy. 
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The planning of Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city has great influence on the way of eco-city planning in 

China. According to the leading planners of this project, there are seven distinct innovations in this planning, 
such as protection on natural ecological structure, land use layout planning, green transportation, ecological 

neighborhood planning, cultural context preservation, water resource utilization, energy saving as well. 
Especially, to build a system of KPIs in the process of planning was followed by many other eco-city plans. 

Marked with the planning of Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city, Chinese cities enter into a massive period 
of eco-city planning. 

1.3  Caofeidian Eco-city 
Following Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city, Tangshan municipality also wants to build a new coastal 

eco-city, Caofeidian Eco-city, which is near to the south of Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city. 
Caofeidian, located offshore to the south of Tangshan, was a small belt-like alluvial sandy isle formed 

over 5,500 years ago under the lashing force from inlet flows of the ancient Luanhe River into the sea. 
Caofeidian has the best condition to build coastal harbor in the area of Bohai sea. From 2003, the central 
government of China and Tangshan authority began to construct the Caofeidian harbor which can stop a ship 
up to 300,000 tons. Moreover, many big industries have move to Caofeidian industrial area, in which the best 
known is “Capital Steel and Iron Corporation”. 

Following the construction of great harbor of Caofeidian and subsequent industrial development, there 
is a urgent need to build a new city to provide accommodation and public facilities for the people working 
there. Furthermore, the top officials in Tangshan city wish this new city to be a sub-center of Tangshan. 

The top officials hope the new city should meet their some expectations. First of all, the planning of 
Caofeidian new city should gives answer on where the city is. The government wishes the city is totally by 
the sea, a coastal new city. Secondly, the plan should answer how the city will to be. The new city should be 
built based on a totally different modal compared with nowadays conventional cities in China, in other words, 
an eco-city will be favorable; Thirdly, Caofeidian new city should be play much more roles on supporting the 
industrial development. 

Figure 3 Master Plan of Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city 
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Figure 4 Location of Caofieidian Eco-city 
 
In order to facilitate the planning of Caofeidian new city, a research titled “Strategic Planning of 

Southern Coastal Area of Tangshan” was carried on, in 2006, by three Chinese planning institutes, including 
Urban Planning and Design Institute of Tsinghua University, Chinese Academy of Urban Planning and 
Design, Shenzhen Urban Planning and Design Institute. By this strategic plan research, the background of 
Caofeidian area was deeply investigated, and the site, the population and the land of Caofeidian new city 
were determined elementarily. The formal name of the city was confirmed with “Caofeidian International 
Eco-city” (in this paper, the abbreviation of “Caofeidian Eco-city” is used frequently). 

2  THE PLANNING OF CAO FEIDIAN ECOCITY 

2.1  The planning procedure of Caofeidian Eco-city 
The planning procedures were arranged with four phases.  
Phase 1, Nov. 2007-Apr.2008, first round of international planning competition;  
Phase 2, Apr.2008-June, 2008, second round of international planning competition;  
Phase 3, July,2008-Feb. 2009, joint concept planning by Sweco from Sweden and Tsinghua; 
Phase 4, July,2008-Nov. 2008, master planning by Tsinghua, which was approved by provincial 

government of Hebei in the end of 2008. 
The planning of Caofeidian Eco-city absorbed interests globally, over 10 teams from different countries 

took part in the planning competition and processes, mainly including Arup from UK, EDAW from USA, 
DHV from Netherlands, ArchA from Italy, Sweco from Sweden, and many domestic institutes, mainly 
including Urban Planning and Design Institute of Tsinghua University, and Chinese Academy of Urban 
Planning and Design. Several overseas universities also involved in the planning process, such as Harvard 
University, Nottingham University 

Tsinghua University took part in the whole progress of Caofeidian Eco-city plan, and won two round 
competitions. Now team of Tsinghua is preparing the regulatory plan for the first development of Caofeidian 
Eco-city. 

2.2  The Challenges of Caofeidian Planning 
How to build Caofeidian city is confront with several challenges, for example, natural resources, energy 

supply, protection of natural ecological system, transportation, and so on. Like other northern coastal cities of 
China, Caofeidian city is in the region lacking of fresh water, especially where is inadequate of rainfall and 
threatened by salt water heavily. Absolutely by the Bohai sea, Caofeidian city will be faced with threat of 
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storm surge, which will increase the difficulties and cost of construction. Additionally, the development of a 
new coastal city will heavily affect the original natural condition of the coastal beach, which habitat many 
wild animals and clusters of plants. Definitely, Caofeidian city must be constructed by the way of Eco-city, 
which can cope with the complicated conditions of challenges. 

From the beginning, we set several principles for the planning. 
(1) An environment-friendly city: respect and harmony with natural conditions and system. The 

detrimental effects on natural systems by the development of Caofeidian eco-city will Reduce to a 
minimum level. 

(2) A conservation-oriented city: compact city and resources saving. Caofeidian eco-city will 
significantly decrease demand of land, water, and energy. 

(3) A hi-tech city: reaching the standard of tomorrow city. All the ideas of Caofeidian eco-city should 
have long-term perspectives. So many advanced ecological technologies should be widely utilized 
during the building process. 

(4) A healthy, safe, livable city: meet the demand of citizen. Caofeidian eco-city will provide safety of 
environment and ecological system. 

2.3  Proposals and Response to The Challenges 
Integrating ideas from many participants, Our Tsinghua team provided a planning framework including 

four sub-systems to deal with the challenges Caofeidian eco-city will face with. 

Figure 5 Framework of eco-system protection of Caofieidian 
 
� Comprehensive ecological protection and repair system, which is placed as the premise of eco-city. 
Caofeidian eco-city is in a transition region between land and sea. There are four major rivers flowing to 

the gulf, and there are full of sauternes and shrimp fields by the coastal area. The first thing we did is to 
preserve such “corridors and wetlands” in our proposals. Furthermore, we established a framework and grid 
of “ecological green space” based on these wetlands to keep the original ecological system from ruin.  

Figure 6 Changes of eco-system before and after built 
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There is another balance should be considered carefully, which is how to deal with the threat from the 

sea. The threats can be divided into two parts, one is storm, and the other is salinization of soil. Enlightened 
by the scheme of DHV, a team from Netherlands, we suggest that two dams be built by the way just like in 
Holland. These two dikes form three kinds of water space from beach to outer sea. Between the beach and 
inner dike is a lagoon, which could keep freshwater of two rivers. And by this way, it will be very helpful to 
mitigate the salinization of soil and groundwater. Between inner dike and outer dike, there is inner sea, which 
is peaceful and capable for many water sports. Beyond the outer dike, there is ordinary sea, which can hardly 
be controlled. The inner dam itself is for coastal avenue and could under the shelter of outer dike, which is 
used to prevent the storm and surge and therefore keep whole eco-city safe. 

 

 
Figure 7 Caofeidian Eco-protection and repair system 

 
By these means, Caofeidian eco-city will connect the natural ecological systems in a way of harmony 

and integration. 
 
� Integration of land-use and green transportation 
An eco-city will play much more attention on the integration of land-use and transportation. Prior to our 

research, we did lots of case studies of eco-planning, including from Europe, Australia, America, and Asia. 
We noticed a notion called “short distance city” from the report sponsored by EU, which is titled with 
“Eco-city: A better place to live”. The report considers that an eco-city could be studied from four parts, such 
as urban structure, transport, energy & material flows, and socio-economy. The most important part is urban 
structure, and the paper suggest an eco-city could be realized from different visions, in which the key vision 
is “city of short distance”, that is, an eco city should achieve balance and integration between land-use and 
transportation. 
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How will Caofeidian eco-city turn to be a “city of short distance”? We think this goal should be 

achieved mainly by two measures. First, Caofeidian eco-city was planned to be mixed land-use, which could 
guarantee it to be a more compact city, which was separated to be more districts and sub-centers. Secondly, 
we design the city to be a transit-oriented city, city center and sub-centers were supported by light rail 
systems and BRTs. By these methods, the structure of Caofeidian eco-city will be heavily affected by public 
transportation and will be a city of the least land-consumption, and will be reduce trip distance. The city will 
be more livable and pedestrian-friendly, which will encourage less oil-consumption and carbon emission. 

In the area of road system plan and transport policy, we suggest that Caofeidian eco-city adopt 
European road pattern, which features narrow right-of-way, dense road network, and restriction of car-use 
subsequently. By all means, we hope Caofeidian should be a city of short distance, traffic-calming, 
transit-oriented development and pedestrian-friendly. 

 
Figure 9 Conventional Planning and Eco-city planning 

 
� Green energy and material conservation 
Caofeidian eco-city locates at the site full of wind energy. So we decided that it should rely heavily on 

renewable energy sources, such as wind-energy. For there is oil and gas fields there, we suggest clean energy 

Figure 8 Vision of an eco-city, EU 



 
 

518 

resources, such as gas, should be utilized as possible. We planned a large wind field offshore, and hope wind 
energy will amount to at least 80% of total energy demand.  

Learning from experience of Sweden, we realized renewable resources to be very important for the 
material-saving. We suggest wastes should be collected separately and treated carefully. The organic part will 
delivered to the recourse-management-center to get the biogas, which could fuel the public transportation. 
The other part of wastes could be burned for warming and to generate electric power. 

Water-reuse is very important for Caofeidian eco-city. The plan encourages water-saving and reuse. We 
suggest reused water will account for 50% of whole water supply. 

 
� Environment protection and urban safety 
As a coastal city, Caofeidian eco city should build its flood-prevention system carefully. We provided 

strong dam system dependent on the outer dike, and we made use of lagoon, inner sea as space to store 
floodwater in emergency. 

By the means of reducing emission, establishing green protection, and increasing recycling, Caofeidian 
eco-city will reach higher standard of environment protection. 

Figure 10 Master plan for Caofeidian eco-city 

3  RETHINKING OF ECO-CITY PLANNING IN CHINA 

What has been shown from the planning of Caofeidian eco-city is a obvious shift of development 
strategy from conventional mode which is distinguished by high spatial expansion and economy growth 
speed, to a more rational and ecological pattern which emphasize more on efficiency. Caofeidian eco-city 
planning also reveals several important topics on eco-planning and eco-city, which should be clarified 
basically and deeply.  
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Figure 11 Bird-view of Caofeidian eco-city 

Firstly, what are the eco-city and eco-planning, in another word, what are the key issues an eco-planning 
should emphasize?  It can be revealed from nearly eco-city planning that what emphasizes most is the 
practice of ecological techniques, such as water treatment, waste recycling, and green energy. In term of 
planning techniques, there is little differences between eco-city plan and conventional plan. Therefore, We 
consider that there should be a methodology shift of city planning in term of eco-city. Besides the application 
of advanced techniques, we should need more planning techniques, especially of integration of land-use and 
transportation. 

Secondly, how international ecological ideas and experiences is adopted by Chinese cities more 
efficiently?  Chinese cities open to the overseas planners, which bring advanced ideas and technologies. 
However any treatment of planning should fit for today’s situation in China.  

Finally, how the stake-holders, such as authority, developers and citizens cooperate to implement the 
eco-plan until the eco-city principles ameliorate behaviors of citizens. There is a fever of eco-city in China, 
and what we urban planners and researchers should do urgently is to identify, clarify, and put into practice 
the eco-city principles scientifically and rationally. 

4  CONCLUSION 

Caofeidian eco-city is now one of the biggest projects in China. Its planning is good for the eco-city 
planning movement. We gain wider experiences through the process of the planning, and learn much from 
many other planners. We do feel that Chinese cities need changing to eco-city, and eco-city planning is very 
promising in China. 

Figure 12 City hall of Caofeidian eco-city 
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ABSTRACT: The process of industrialization and urbanization brings industrial structure and city layout 
changes. Consequently, manufacture factories retreat from urban area and leave sites as legacy, which are 
threatened by the presence or potential presence of contamination. These sites could be recognized as 
Brownfield, a concept that is being widely accepted internationally. Landscape design as well as other 
remediation practice is directly impacted by management strategies. The environment protection agency of 
Beijing takes the lead on the remediation management strategy development on the background of 
underdeveloped system of legislation, management and standards in China. This article tends to explore the 
latest development of management strategies rose by Beijing environment protection agency. 
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FOREWORD 

After industrial enterprises closed down or relocated, the properties they left in the cities could be 
recognized as Brownfield, according to a broadly understanding of the definition to Brownfield. Among 
these properties are contaminated sites. Recently, the remediation of contaminated sites has been increasingly 
becoming a theme of concern in the field of Landscape Architecture in China. The practices of remediation 
are directly influenced by the legal system, including laws, regulations and policies. Accordingly, the 
development of this system, as a particular point of view, indicates the development of remediating practices 
in China. Referring to the actions to clear contaminated manufactured sites, Beijing Municipal 
Environmental Protection Bureau (BMEPB), who has experimented series of policies for these actions, 
makes Beijing a leading city in China on tackling Brownfield remediation. However, in the early stage of 
these actions, there are still many upcoming problems to be dealt with. 

1 BACKGROUND AND DYNAMICS  

1.1 Industrialization and Urbanization 
The process of industrialization is one of the background conditions of manufactured sites 

redevelopment. The process is proceeding in 5 divided stages. China has reached its later phase of middle 
stage. And with current developing rate, the process of industrialization is supposed to be completed in 
2021[1]. However, this process is not one with average balance. Beijing and Shanghai are much closer to the 
goal of accomplishing industrialization (see Table 1) .They are at early phase of the post-industrial stage, and 
about to enter the era of post-industrial society. The revolution of the industrial structure within the process 
of industrialization leads to land-use changes. Meanwhile, when the former industrial properties and 
industrial facilities lost their production function in the industrial structure adjustment and are turn into city's 
industrial legacies, how to redevelop and utilize these legacies will be the following problem. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

522 

Table 1 Comparison of the stage of industrialization in various regions of China 

Stage 
The 
entire 
county 

The 4 
economic areas 

The 7 economic 
regions 

The 31 princes, cities and districts 

Post-industrial     Beijing(100), Shanghai(100)  

Later 
phase 

  

Yangtze River 
Delta(85) 
The Pearl River 
Delta(80) 

Tianjin(96),Guangdong(83) 
Late 
stage 

Earlier 
phase 

 East China(78) 
Circum-Bohai-Sea 
Region(75) 

Zhejiang(79),Jiangsu(78),Shandong(66) 

Later 
phase 

China(50)   Liaoning(63), Fujian(56) 

Middle 
stage  Earlier 

phase 
 

Northeast 
China(45) 

Northeast 
China(45) 

Shanxi(45),Jilin(39), Inner 
Mongolia(39),Hubei(38),Hebei(38), 

Heilongjiang(37),Ningxia(34), 
Chongqing(34) 

Later 
phase 

 
Central 
China(30) 
West China(25) 

Central China(30) 
Northwest 
China(25) 
Southwest 
China(20) 

Shaanxi(30), Qinghai(30), Hunnan(28), 
Henan(28),Xinjiang(26),Anhui(26), 
Jiangxi(26),Sichuan(25),Gansu(21), 
Yunnan(21),Guangxi(19),Hainan(17) 

Early 
stage 

Earlier 
phase 

   Guizhou(13) 

Pre-industrial    Tibet(0) 

remark: the numbers inside the brackets are corresponding industrialization index 
source: Blue book of industrialization  

 
Urbanization is the other prominent background of contaminated sites remediation and manufactured 

sites redevelopment. At the end of 2008 China's urbanization rate has reached 45.7%, total of 607 million 
urban populations, which means the county has entered a rapid developing period of urbanization. [2] The 
developmental tendency of urbanization could be read in Figure 1 as followed. The process of urbanization 
brings city sprawl and expansion as well as land value changes. Spatial expansion raises more demands for 
land and the need of adjust the layout of the city's industries. So, manufactured sites redevelopment for new 
residential, commercial and other land-use is proposed as sustainable solution to meet these demands and 
needs. On the other hand, some original mining areas, landfills, etc. located in the outskirts are becoming 
much more valuable plots as the land value changing with the process of urbanization. To clear and 
redevelop these Brownfield becomes reasonable strategies of city’s further development. 

 

Regions 
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Figure 1 Urbanization rate of China (1949-2006) 

Source: Annual Report on Urban Development of China (NO.1) 

1.2    Land Value Changes under Market Discipline 
Land value change is the dynamic of manufactured sites redevelopment. The current land resource 

allocation mechanism is a government-led open competing mechanism of market. Except for sites such as 
educational or public facilities, most urban plots are subject to the market discipline, which means the rights 
of land developing are allocated by the bidding mechanism in the market. The development of urban land is 
impacted by the demands and recognized value. Land uses of inconsistent with the rules of the market value 
are likely to be changed. 

Based on the arrangement in the early days of the found of P. R. China in 1950s, industries were 
concentrated in the city areas. Nowadays, with industrial structure changes and process of urbanization, 
urban spatial layout changed. The value of former industrial properties increased substantially. Meanwhile 
the market demand of residential and commercial development is greatly rising as well. Under such situation, 
original profit from manufacture production would not be able to match the profit from residential or 
commercial development on the same plot, even take the high cost of site remediation into account. So, 
nowadays, when the city renewal happens on the base of 1950’s plan, manufactured sites become first 
priority to be redeveloped. 

1.3  Presence or Potential Presence Environmental Pollution Threats  
The other dynamic for contaminated sites remediation is the threats of pollution, no matter presence or 

potential presence. The threats came from activities of previous manufacture production. Even though these 
threats are not perceivable, they could damage people's health and impact the surrounding ecological 
environment. With the awareness of environmental and ecological values, the entire society began to pay 
attention to environment improvement, especially to the clear of hazardous contamination. Comparing with 
the effort by United States and other Western countries, the dynamic in China is some different. In western 
country, Brownfield remediation plays roles of combating urban decay, creating employment opportunities 
and encouraging market development. However, in China, with rapid economic development, there no issue 
of abandoned and decline problem after domestic enterprises closed down and before the beginning of the 
redevelopment. So, the government supervises and manages the remediation of manufactured sites mainly 
for public health and safety as well as welfare considerations. 

2  REGULATIONS AND POLICIES 

Contaminated urban manufactured sites, broadly speaking, are a kind of Brownfield. At present, China 
has not specified the definition of Brownfield, neither any law nor regulations even policies were released 
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directly on remediation of Brownfield sites. However, in laws and regulations of environmental protection, 
there have been some relevant contents about soil pollution which could be recognized as legal base of 
remediating actions. these contents could be categorized as table 2.  

Table 2     Legislation and administrative regulations about site remediation 

Laws 

� Environmental Protection Act of The People's Republic of 
China 

� Solid Waste Pollution Prevention and Control Act of The 
People's Republic of China 

State Council 

� the State Council’s approval on the 10th Five-Year Plan of 
National Environmental Protection 

� Hazardous Chemical Safety Regulations 
� Economic and Social Development 11th Five-Year Plan 

Ministry of 
Environmental 
Protection 

� Administrative Note of State Environmental Protection 
Administration issued in June 2004 

� Abandoned Hazardous Chemicals Environmental 
Pollution Prevention and Control Approach 

� Guidance on Establishment of Mining Environmental 
Management and Ecological Restoration Accountability 
Mechanisms 

Administrative 
regulation 
 

Beijing Environmental 
Protection Bureau 

� Site Environmental Assessment Guidelines 

2.1  National Regulations and Policies 
On November 26, 2001, the State Council published "the State Council’s approval on the 10th 

Five-Year Plan of National Environmental Protection " and clearly pointed out the need to actively promote 
pollution remediation by enterprise, industry and market-oriented combination, expanding domestic demand 
through multiple channels to raise funds, encourage and support a variety of social funds to invest in 
environmental protection, and increase the collection efforts of urban sewage treatment fee, waste disposal 
fee, so that pollution remediation facilities can run with financial self supporting and some profits. The 
government, enterprise, social plural investment and public participation together form the environmental 
protection mechanism. [3]  

On January 9, 2002, the 52th State Council executive meeting adopted and announced on January 26, 
2002, The People's Republic of China State Council Order No. 344 promulgated, and on March 15, 2002 
shall come into force " Hazardous Chemical Safety Regulations." [4]In this regulation it provides legal 
liability for waste disposal of dangerous chemicals and provides a legal basis on handling with hazardous 
chemicals abandoned on the contaminated sites. 

Amended on December 29, 2004, April 1st 2005 " Solid Waste Pollution Prevention and Control Act of 
The People's Republic of China " was enforced. [5]The law with regard to supervision and management of 
industrial solid waste, life rubbish, hazardous waste and pollution, providing for prevention and control 
methods, clarifies the legal responsibility. It furnishes legal basis for the contamination caused by solid 
pollutants disposal.  

On March 16, 2006, "Economic and Social Development 11th Five-Year Plan" clearly put forward to 
"carry out the National Survey on soil pollution, and integrated management of soil pollution." [6] Although 
this request was made mainly targeted at the rural environmental protection, but this plan is made to concern 
of pollution of land from the national policy level, which has important significance on the urban industrial 
pollution as well. 

2.2  State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA)'s Policies 
In June 2004, SEPA issued a notice requiring the relocating enterprises should pay attention to 
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prevention and control work on soil pollution in the process. Clearly due to legacy that issues of pollutants in 
the soil caused by environmental pollution should be responsibility of the original business units, and the 
enterprises should restore the function of soil under the governance. [7] 

In 2005, SEPA issued Decree No. 27, "Abandoned Hazardous Chemicals Environmental Pollution 
Prevention and Control Approach" [8], which provides concrete methods for management on abandoned 
hazardous chemicals transportation, storage and disposal.  

On February 10, 2006, SEPA together with the Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Land Resources issued 
"Guidance on Establishment of Mining Environmental Management and Ecological Restoration 
Accountability Mechanisms" and proposed gradually establishment of a mining environmental management 
and ecological restoration accountability mechanisms from 2006. [9] 

2.3  Local Laws and Regulations Policy Standards of Beijing 
On January 17, 2007, the Beijing Municipal Environmental Protection Bureau (BMEPB) issued a 

circular to implement the "Site Environmental Assessment Guidelines"[10]. Although regulatory policies and 
standards are still not perfect yet, it was the first step taken on local standards setting in both exploration and 
practice. Using the experience of U.S. Superfund Act and combining with the actual operation, BMEPB 
standardized environmental assessment of contaminated sites, the content, procedures and evaluation criteria. 

3 REMEDIATION STRATEGIES OF CONTAMINATED SITES IN B EIJING 

The practice of site remediation in Beijing began to draw public attention around 2004. For one thing, 
large-scale renovations of manufactured sites were proceeding to improve the city’s air condition for the 
coming Olympic Games; for the other, several accidents related to the previous chemical factories’ legacy 
took out in the new residential development projects and new traffic facility construction. Practical problems 
brought challenges to the government agency on the administrative approaches for the related remediation 
actions. To response to the increasing practical challenges, Environmental Protection Bureau (EPB) of 
Beijing began to absorb existing abroad experiences and experiment new adapting mechanism, and have 
harvested some workable results. 

3.1 Supervision Agency 
Environmental Protection Bureau (EPB) of Beijing is the local governance institutions of contaminated 

sites management. As a governmental agency, EPB carries out the management, coordination, supervision, 
review and so on in activities of remediation. Environmental Protection Bureau of Beijing is under the lead 
of both Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP) of the People’s Republic of China and Beijing 
Municipal Government (Figure 2). One of the most important responsibilities of MEP is to supervise 
environmental protection actions of the entire country. By setting agencies at all levels of governments, MEP 
fulfills this responsibility. Beijing EPB is such a governance agency under direct leading of MEP. Meanwhile, 
Beijing municipal government also leads Beijing EPB by controlling its personnel and finance etc. In 
remediation actions, Beijing EPB play roles mainly on determining the implementation entity and liability 
entity, examining and monitoring remediating programs, combing the specific funding channels etc.. 
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Figure 2 Beijing Environmental Protection Bureau’s position in administrative system 

3.2 Liability Entity 
"Polluters take the liability according the law" is the first principle to determine the liability entity. It is 

enterprise that usually carries out polluting behaviors and cause contaminated results. If the enterprises close 
down, the transferees take responsibility of the contamination remediation. If those liabilities cannot be 
identified, or the responsible person cannot afford the liability, it has to be committed to the government.  

3.3 Sources of Funding 
Source of funding for treatment are divided into three categories, namely, funded by the Government, 

by the plot subscriber and by the developer. In government-funded mode, the Land Office purchases the plot 
for storage from the state-owned enterprise which is closed down or moved away. The land will be managed 
by land center. Then, Land Office funds the remediation and lists the land transactions. The cost of 
remediation is contained in the land transaction costs. Another way is as following. Land Office purchases 
plot first and then commit a professional institution to assess the situation of pollution. The result of the 
assessment is to be submitted to the EPB for approval. The assessment is required to include the rough 
estimate of remediation cost. After the report is finished and approved, without any treatment, the plot is to 
be list transactions directly together with assessment report, EPB's approval and the results of cost estimate. 
Plot subscribers weigh according to the above to determine the purchase of land. Although these two 
methods of remediation are funded by either the government or subscriber, the remediation costs are both to 
be contained in the plot purchasing cost in land purchasing and storage process. In the third situation, the 
remediation is funded by corporate enterprise.The relocation of large state-owned industrial enterprises 
usually accompanies with new residential development projects to resettle laid-off workers. The owner of 
such projects is the enterprise itself, so the polluter and user are the same entity. In this case, land-pollution 
remediation is to be funded by the enterprise itself. 

3.4 Procedures 
First of all, site environmental assessment is carried out by professional institution, according to the 

standards of evaluation guidelines. The assessment report is supposed to identify the contaminant. If the 
contamination is detected, the report should contain pollution identification, risk assessment and 
management proposal. After the report is approved by EPB, competitive bidding is to be proceeded to decide 
the remediation organizer. The specialized organizer is responsible to work out project program according to 
the assessment report and submit the program to the EPB for examination and approval. In the end, after the 
EPB’s approval of the program, the project will be recorded and monitored by EPB in the whole process. 
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3.5 Technology 
In current completed remediation projects in Beijing, off-site technologies are the only implemented 

technologies, mainly including incineration and landfill. Incineration with lime-kiln burning is a very 
effective, low-cost approach to deal with organic contaminant. Main cost of this method occurred in the 
transport process. Because contaminated soil has to be transported to disposal sites and after incineration, it 
has to be transported to the receiver sites. A large number of soils and long-distance transportation result in a 
very high cost. At the receiver sites, the treated soil can be used for different purposes according to different 
quality levels such as concrete additives. Another off-site technology is landfill. Landfill disposal is very 
demanding, which is similar structure as landfill dump, which need for underground-waterproof facilities, 
gas and leachate gathering and    treatment facilities as well as surface of the isolation facilities. What’s 
more, in the landfill process, the contaminated soil pile was strictly limited to a certain area, which cannot be 
nearby farmland, orchards, gardens and other land-use in order to strictly prevent pollutants from entering 
the food chain, affecting human health. 

4 PROBLEMS OF CONTAMINATED SITE REMEDIATION MANAGEM ENT IN BEIJING 

4.1 Imperfect Laws and Regulations 
Existing relevant laws and regulations lack of specific regulations of contaminated sites soil. The 

contents in existing "Environmental Protection Law" don’t provide any specific measures and requirements 
about contaminated sites and soil. And other laws and regulations, such as the Land Management Law and 
Solid Waste Law etc., which involve a number of the requests the on contaminated soil and contaminated 
sites , cannot stand with regard to remediation of contaminated sites on legislative point and have no specific 
requirements on the differences and relationship between solid wastes, contaminated sites and contaminated 
soil. On the other hand, although BMEPB took a trial to the local standard, they are not managed to 
comprehensive standard indicators of the soil. For example "Soil Environmental Quality Standard" 
(GB15618-1995) didn’t regulate the pollutant components and lack of the standard of pollution control, 
neither the classification of contaminated sites and grading control standards. [11] 

4.2 Inadequate Supervision and Management mechanisms  
Nowadays there are still no specific organizations and personnel to manage the contaminated sites yet. 

There is nether adequate basic data of contaminated sites, nor national survey of soil pollution situation [12]. 
Although BMEPB has tried to organize contaminated sites investigation, there still little knowledge on the 
several of types, quantities, pollutants, and proliferations of contaminated sites, with the difficulties of 
shortage on financial support and manpower etc. In addition, the completed remediation projects need 
long-term monitor and management, however for the reason of present corresponding system, social 
awareness and the drag of construction corps, the long-term management cannot be achieved recently.  

4.3 Divorced Treatment and Development  
In the context of rapid economic development, on contaminated sites remediation or redevelopment 

projects, the developers tend to propose the remediation program before the construction, so that they can 
clean up the site in a short time, and pursuit the highest profit in the shortest time as well as get high returns 
for redeveloping manufactured plots in Beijing. The drastic measures to deal with the contaminated sites in 
such a short period of time must follow more stringent environmental standards, which accompanies much 
higher remediation costs. Although this strategy and development mode accelerates the pace of 
redevelopment and ensures the rapid harvest of profit, it rules out other possibilities that based on land-use 
program, which originally targets to develop a comprehensive sustainability of restoration and development.  

5. SUMMARY 

Under the situation of the rapid process of industrialization and urbanization, manufactured sites 
remediation and redevelopment are driven by market discipline and the government's public service 
responsibility. It becomes increasingly compelling in urban renewal and the further development. By 
exploration on contaminated sites management policies of Beijing, the lack of relevant laws, regulations and 
management mechanism is clarified, which leads to a broken linkage of contamination detecting, 
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remediating process with site designing and planning process. In the trend of ecological civilization 
developing, high-input extensive redevelopment mode is bound to be turned into sustainable and smart 
development mode. It is helpful to prepare for the developing mode transform to think out the development 
of laws and policies from the initial stage of contaminated sites remediation in China. And ultimately, it will 
contribute to the sustainability, integration of remediation with development. 
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ABSTRACT: The enhancement of GPS technology enables the use of GPS devices as tools to capture 
travelled routes [1]. Activity Patterns in Public space investigates the use of GPS as instruments for analysis 
and design. In Rotterdam the instrument has been used to track elderly for an assisted-living project.  
This paper will describe a motivation to deploy GPS tracking technology as one of the methods of Urban 
Analysis. GPS tracking adds an invaluable source of information to traditional methods, but doesn’t replace 
these existing analysis methods. The paper investigates the potential of layering GIS data sources in GISweb. 
The method will be used in a design oriented approach leading to design tasks. 
KEYWORDS:  GPS; Tracking; People; Behavior; Mapping; Movement; Flows; Activity patterns; Urban 
Analysis, Public Space, Large Urban Project

 

1 ASSISTED LIVING 

‘Assisted Living Areas’ is the central theme in the Urban Design elective course running in April-June 
2009. The study area is located in Oud-Charlois, Rotterdam. The education is organized in cooperation with 
Veldacademie and SOZAWE (Municipality of Rotterdam). The motive for this Assisted Living project is the 
report ‘Assisted Living Areas in Rotterdam’: Drastic changes in the care system and the shifting demands for 
care due to a new generation of elderly requires new concepts of housing and new ways of offering facilities 
such as care. The actual design of the so-called assisted living areas requires detailed insight in activity 
patterns of elderly and their (future) needs. Based on the analysis of (actual) patterns of movement new and 
valuable solution for these areas can be developed and designed. [1] 

A group of (inter-) national master students of TU Delft firstly developed projects for Oud-Charlois 
based on assumption of lifestyles and suggested activity patterns of elderly. As part of the urban analysis real 
patterns of use of elderly are investigated using GPS devices in combination with a questionnaire. The track 
logs collected with the GPS devices and the outcomes of the questionnaire were used to validate the 
assumptions made by the students regarding the spatial behavior of elderly in the district. [1] 

2 GPS TRACKING TECHNOLOGY 

GPS is a Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS). GNSS is a system for location or position 
determination, or so called geopositioning. Using a special receiver, a geoposition in space and time can be 
calculated based on the reception of satellite signals. The United States’ Global Positioning System (GPS) is 
the first available system using satellite Position Determination Technology (PDT) [3]. Other GNSSs are 
under development in Europe (Galileo) and Russia (Glonass). [2][3][4] 

The availability of so-called geopositioning devices such as GPS (Global Positioning System) devices 
has grown enormously in the last decade and is still increasing. More and more people own a navigation 
system such as TomTom or Garmin, a GPS for outdoor uses, biking, geo-caching and photo tagging or a 
mobile phone such as iPHONE with built-in GPS for LBS (Location Based Services) [2][3][4]. These 
devices are mainly used for orientation (determining where you are), navigation (determining where to go) 
and communication (exchanging information with others or accessing information services). But the devices 
can also be used for tracking, i.e. saving a travelled route into a track log. This ability makes the technology 
useful to collect spatial-temporal data and thus as ‘logger’ for observing and measuring activities of people 
[1][3]. In Urban Design, the data will be used to investigate and address urban issues [5]. Examples of this 
type of research are the tracking experiments in Norwich, Rouen and Koblenz [6][7][8]. 

The GPS devices deliver gpx log files, called trajectories. These files consist of a location in space (x,y: 
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lat,lon) and time (t). The GPS device captures the location and time at a specific interval. In this case an 
interval of 2 seconds was used. Three types of GPS devices have been deployed: Garmin MAP60Cx (3), 
Qstarz BT-Q1000P (10) and Qstarz BT-Q1000X (2). There’s a slight difference in the characteristics of the 
devices. This didn’t influence the research experiment as the devices were used as blackbox: recording the 
traveled path at a specific interval. 

3 METHOD 

The collection of spatial-temporal data in a project like Assisted Living contains two main parts: data 
collection and data processing [2]. The collection can be split up in five main phases: project definition, 
approach and selection of participants, deploying devices, using devices and returning devices [2]. After this 
phase, the data processing starts. This part of the method also consists of five phases [2]: retrieval of data, 
validation, processing, conversion, analysis and visualization & interpretation.  

For Assisted Living the project definition started in the beginning of May. Based on the proposal the 
students approached an elderly house were aged people still live on their own, but have assistance in the 
vicinity to rely on. The main building is a fully serviced high-rise complex. The inhabitants were informed 
by the administration. For a period of only three days the students posted in the lobby distributing a GPS 
device to all inhabitants leaving the building. On return, a questionnaire was taken. The questionnaire 
consists of questions related to personal characteristics and trip related characteristics. The questionnaires are 
used to profile the participant, investigate regular behavior and available modes of transportation. 

After the first part collecting spatial-temporal data and background statistics, the data was processed: 
cleaning and filtering of trajectories, selection of valid tracking data. The background data was analyzed in 
SPSS and linked to the trajectories in ArcGIS. In ArcGIS spatial analysis was carried out on individual tracks 
and on collective use of space, e.g. by using the density tool (see Figure 1: cumulative use in time). 

 

 
Figure 1 Density analysis (time correction): hotspots of activity 

In the next phase the data was visualized in Adobe CS. The result is a series of images showing track 
specifications such as speed, duration, destination(s), mode of transportation, but also distance and radius. 
The distance represents the trip length: total length of the travelled path. The radius represents the maximum 
distance from the origin. For this paper, we mainly take into account the distance, radius, duration, purpose 
and mode of transportation. Figure 2 shows the trajectories organized by purpose. 
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Figure 2 Trajectories organized by PURPOSE: social, recreation, shopping and care. 

Finally conclusions were drawn and the outcomes were compared with other layers of information to 
explain the outcomes. In this part GISWeb played an important role (see Figure 3 and Figure 4). GISweb is 
an online GIS-application of dS+V. The collected tracks were uploaded in this system enabling the 
comparison with geo referenced statistical data, such as social, economic and demographic information, but 
also information representing local conditions, eg functions, traffic intensity, air quality, crime rate. 

 

 
Figure 3 GISWeb (©dS+V): layering of trajectories with local databases such as crime rate, violence, 

vacancy, land value, occupation, income level, education,…etc 
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4 RESULTS/OUTCOMES 

The experiment was restricted to three days of data collection. Due to weather conditions elderly left the 
building only during two out of three days. In total 26 tracks were collected which limits the project to an 
experiment, an exploration. Nevertheless, the results lead to some remarkable outcomes and discoveries and 
were very useful for the students. Table 1 shows the valid tracks. To make the data anonymous a number 
replaces the participants’ name. Per participant the distance, radius, duration, purpose and mode is shown. 

External activities are the main reason to leave the building. The elderly mainly left the building for 
recreation: walking outside for a short while with family or friends. Walking mostly appeared to be around 
the building and to the park as expected. Surprisingly walks are short and the main road in east direction is 
not crossed.  

A second major reason is shopping. Although the basic requirements are available in or directly near the 
building, people travelled to shops further away as well. But, the destination for shopping was surprising: the 
wide variety of shops along the Wolphaertsbochts is NOT visited. Moreover, the whole area up north from 
the complex is NOT visited at all. An explanation can be found using GISweb: crime rate and violence is 
rather high in this area, preventing the elderly to pass the area (Figure 3).  

Table 1 Trajectory specifications 

Trip ID 
DISTANCE 

(km) RADIUS (km) 
DURATION 

(hrs:min)  PURPOSE MODE 
001 1,40 0,50 1:50 social walk 

002 1,70 0,60 0:30 recreation wheelchair 

004 10,00 3,00 2:00 care scooter 

005 11,00 2,00 1:10 shopping car 

006 1,50 0,30 1:25 recreation walk/d 

008 1,20 0,45 0:45 recreation walk/d 

009 1,20 0,25 0:40 recreation walk/d 

010 4,20 0,45 5:10 recreation scooter 

011 9,80 1,00 7:25 other call 

012 6,30 1,50 1:30 shopping car 

013 3,40 1,50 2:15 social public 

014 2,60 0,75 1:10 recreation walk/d 

016 10,20 2,25 1:15 shopping public 

017 7,50 1,60 1:15 shopping scooter 

019 2,50 1,00 0:25 recreation walk 

020 5,30 1,60 1:00 shopping public 

021 10,90 2,10 3:05 shopping car 

022 2,70 0,70 0:50 recreation walk 

023 6,10 1,00 2:05 care bike 

024 3,90 1,00 1:00 other call 

025 2,20 1,00 0:25 recreation scooter 
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Figure 4 GISWeb (©dS+V): layering of trajectories and pollution  

An important outcome of the project is the use and requirement of other modes of transportation for 
elderly. Although the sample is rather small, a large number of modes is included. Some exceptional modes 
are wheelchair, walking with device, electric scooter (scoot mobile) and elderly buses. The scooter surprised 
by the distance covered and continues speed. People drive from the building into the destination, eg a 
hospital. The range covered up to three kilometers! The elderly bus is a bus on demand, but unfortunately 
NOT flexible: people have to make a reservation at least one week in advance. All trips with this bus are 
planned for or regular, weekly trips. 

In general we can conclude that elderly hardly leave the building. From the main building, NO tracks 
were collected. During the rainy day, only one person left the building (planned trip). On the other days in 
average only 12 trips a day were collected. The relation between space and activities has to be addressed 
very careful. It is no use to bring all facilities to the assisted living complexes, as the elderly hardly use them. 
But, today’s distribution makes the facilities hardly accessible. An intermediate form needs to be developed. 
The students have come up with several proposals. The solutions involve the integration of the assisted living 
complexes in neighborhoods leading to hybrid buildings or hybrid blocks (see Figure 5: proposal Back to the 
City by Rafael Alencar-Saraiva and Figure 6: Hybrid Living Unit by Kangnin) [1]. 

Alternative modes of transportation offering flexibility and on demand transportation could solve a part 
as well. Further, the amenities in public space need to be designed and build well. The comparison between 
tracks and pollution (air, noise, traffic intensity) shows that attractive public space is required to pull people 
out of their complex (Figure 4). Ana Duarte’s research focused on “The Interaction Between Public Space 
and Building Typologies”. All recreational activities take place in the greener, quieter and saver area. 
Therefore a masterplan consisting of a special, barrier-free network for elderly was developed (see Figure 
7)[1]. An important project herefore is “Taking Care of Public Space: Selective Interventions to Heal the 
Heart of Society” by Eline Oort [1].  
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Figure 5 Proposal “Back to the City” by Rafael Alencar-Saraiva 

 
Figure 6 Proposal “Hybrid Living Unit” by Kangnin 

 
Figure 7 Masterplan “barrier-free network for elderly” 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 

The tracking experiment contributes to the ‘Assisted Living’ theme in a number of aspects. Firstly, the 
collection of spatial-temporal data adds a new layer of information to existing data layers and statistical 
information. For example, the type and length of trips is statistical data (see Table 1).  

Secondly, using GPS and GIS we can simply project this information on a map, making the information 
visual and easier to understand (see Figure 2) and communicate. An extra dimension is added as the real 
locations were people moved and stayed become visual.  

Thirdly, the spatial-temporal data provides insight in processes. Before, this type of information was 
very limited: GPS tracking is more accurate, offers new details and is more reliable then methods using 
activity diaries [2][4]. This insight is a useful instrument to develop proposals, which reflect on actual 
activity patterns and thus on real use of public space and amenities.  

Fourthly, an important aspect of this experiment was the integration with GISweb. This web-based GIS 
offered direct access to geo referenced statistical databases, enabling layering of information. The 
comparison of the outcomes with several layers of data provided some essential clues. 

Finally, the exploration based on the experiment offered a foundation for addressing urban design issues 
as well as architectural design issues: new proposals were made for the public domain within the district, 
transportation systems, building blocks, buildings and housing typologies. The method can easily be 
expanded for a larger sample. And more important, the method can be applied to other subjects, research 
questions and other specific user groups. 
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ABSTRACT: The Taiwanese countryside, based on its water-orientated production landscapes, distinguishes 
itself as a society constructed on water. The irrigation system of paddy fields and fish ponds connects the 
society in collective units, like families or unions, which frames their social morals and behaviors. In the 
comparison of the different agriculture plains in Taiwan, the figure ground maps demonstrate a difference in 
the settlement patterns related to topography and the management of water. It also shows the how early 
settlers solve water threats and manage a stabilized water source. By reorganization of the water structure 
and utilization of the ecological value of paddy fields, the study proposes a potential city density which 
benefits food production, flood control and water purification. Therefore, the concept for the new city 
structure could extend the timeline of the historical relationship between “water”, “agriculture”, and “city 
construction”, and develop into a new major landscape composition.  
KEYWORDS: agriculture, paddy fields, water management, urbanism, Taiwan 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 

 
We may claim that water is the most crucial factor in an agriculture civilization. Before modern 

technologies, the supply of water for paddy fields influenced the community relationships of that rural 
society, which formulated the landscape. J.B Jackson referred to the classical landscape as “a place where 
men and environment were in harmony with one another and environment where an overall design was 
manifest in every detail.1” The every day details referred to the interaction between man and their usage of 
water. 

As one of the rice production landscapes, water management is not a new concern for the Taiwanese; 
water has influenced society development throughout history. The cultivation behaviors were driven by the 
appearance of water, which directly impacted the form of settlements. Under the similar context of a 
Taiwanese rural society, a comparison of the three agriculture plains in Taiwan showed the pattern of 
settlements differ due to their topography and water source. Although historically the image of hydraulic 
systems displayed a mental influence on the rural spatial relation, but with modernization, the image of water 
had vanished in the urban blocks of Taiwan. Today, by rediscovering the culture of a water field production 
civilization, along with its ecological value, we can reconsider the rural urban form, where the development 
should evolve from the local, from the land, and from the form of water. Spatial planning should also take 
into account food production, energy saving, water purification and retention, to target a sustainable society.  

 
2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 
Vacating farm towns and rural landscapes are the result of the economical shift from the primary industry. 

Holiday villas now occupy the countryside, and a weak urbanization process is dispersing dwelling units in 
the fields. The ever-expanding city is booming beyond the boundary of the zoning patch works. In Taiwan, 
the farmers cultivate in small and independent units, so as individual farmers retire, an abundance of residual 
land are fragmented. The disintegration of the rural landscapes signifies the lack of maintenance and 
cultivation. The Taiwanese countryside is left without long range goals, structure, and without social or 
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Fig.1. Taiwan and the three 
agriculture plains 
(source: drawn by author) 

moral order.  
The change in global climate resulted in a decrease in rainfall periods, but in significantly larger quantities. 

Taiwan is located in the monsoon zone of south-east Asia, averaging 3.5 typhoons and dozens of torrential 
rainfall, causing 2.56 hundred million Euros lost each year. One consequence of this heavy rainfall is the 
sudden floods from river overflows, which is originated from upstream hinterlands. Another culprit for the 
damages is the lack of appropriate sewage systems, since they were not built to support the current degree of 
housing and factory developments. Thus, the runoff water seeks close irrigation channels for relief, and 
congests agricultural drainage systems which lead to flooding of massive areas. The lack of hydraulic 
concerns has been a common issue in Taiwan. Therefore, the challenge is how water management could be 
implemented into the development process.  

The vanishing paddy fields are a great loss to the maintenance of surface water bodies. After Taiwan 
joined the World Trade Organization, the government began subsidizing the farmers more than their earnings 
from actual cultivation, resulting in half of the farm fields being abandoned. The outcome is a major loss of 
food production and a change in the urban form where fewer people are willing to farm. On the other hand, 
the government is replacing the economy with technology oriented industries to redefine its position in the 
global market. So the transition from farmlands into hi-tech industry zones is a popular investment. Today, 
the high income engineers are moving towards the outskirts of the new industry platform, but also in 
environmentally fragile areas, like water plains. This provides a potential opportunity for a new urbanity for 
a mixture of offices, housing, social facilities and sustainable water systems, while employing water as a part 
of the source of life.  
 
3 TAIWAN AND ITS HYDRAULIC TRANSFORMATIONS 

Taiwan(Fig.1.) is an island located in the Pacific Ocean southeast of 
China. Two-thirds of the island is occupied with rugged mountains, and 
91 large and small rivers run towards the Taiwan Strait in the west 
plain. The highest point is Yu Shan Mountain, at 3,952 meters, which 
makes it the world's seventh-highest island. With the extreme variety in 
topography and concentrated rain falls, rivers along the east plain are 
mostly torrent and have unstable water levels, resulting in a challenge 
to live in this territory. During normal periods, the land suffers from 
shortage of water, while during monsoon and typhoon seasons, bear 
extreme and heavy rain falls.  

Revolution of the Taiwanese hydraulic system has always led to a 
major transformation in the society. Since Taiwan is located on the 
corridor where Chinese and Japanese cultures combine, it has been 
influenced hydraulically and urbanisticly also. The first immigrants to 
form a society are the Han-Chinese, who came from China around 
1620. They transplanted their cultivation notions onto the new land, 
and their relationship with the water for agriculture influenced the 
original settlements. Later, during 1895~1945, Taiwan was colonized 

by the Japanese, who were the first to establish a governmental systematic hydrologic system: “great 
cannels”, which excavated the crop production in the plains. Since then, the vernacular water landscape was 
transformed, and the central-managed water system no longer relates to the settlement typologies. With the 
stable supply of water, it lowers the conflict between farmers fighting over water sources, and stabilized the 
society. Solving hydrology problems resulted in the country’s first economical growth. But in modern times, 
the transportation infrastructure now guides the development, and water no longer influences the urban 
structure. 
 
4 THE THREE AGRICULTURE PLAINS 

 
The flat plains in the west side of Taiwan are home to most of the island's population. Here, locates the 

two biggest agricultural plains in the country: the north, Tao-yuan plain; the south, Chia-nan plain. And over 
the mountains, the Lan-yang plain lies in the valley of Lan-yang river in the north-east corner. Water 
formulated the landscape patterns differently in the three regions, due to the different topography, soil, and 
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Fig.5. Map of Taiwan Bao-Tu, 1904 
(source: “ 台 灣 堡 圖  (Taiwan Bao-Tu)“Yuan-Liou 

Publishing Co., Ltd., Taipei, 1996.redrew by author
3
) 

Fig.2. Tao-yuan plain         Fig.3. Lan-yuan plain         Fig.4. Chia-nan plain     
(source: National Geographic Information System, “Basic and topography map, Version 1982”, redrew by author 

2
)  

water source. Today, the spatial experiences are diverse. The next section discusses how the image of water 
changes, and how it reflects on the settlements and landscape.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.1 Tao-yuan plain (Fig.2.)  
  The farm ponds of Tao-yuan forms a unique landscape compared to other irrigation systems in Taiwan, 

due to its special soil type. The washout of Gu-shi-men River first formulated the table of the Tao-yuan plain, 
but with the shifts in the riverbed, the streams in this alluvial fan have lost its stable water source. Also, the 
land has difficulty retaining water due to the loam soil in this area, and results in major issues during dry 
seasons. In response, the earliest settlers dug out thousands of ponds for storage use, which formulated the 
special landscape for this region. The ponds are built following the contour lines, and as the gradient runs 
gentler, the ponds grow bigger, dispersing into the land. After the construction of the dam in 1960s, water is 
provided by centralized channels. Three to four families manage a single pond, and the whole water chain 
becomes a unit of social relationship. Today the Tao-yuan plan is under the pressure of mass population, and 
farm ponds start losing its function, and are filled in to create more land for estate development. The 
landscape today is changing radically and no longer reflects its water structure.  
 

4.2 Lan-yang plain (Fig.3.) 
The Lan-yang plain is an alluvial fan located on the east side of the Central Range of Taiwan, surrounded 

by mountains in three directions. The rivers rise here from the mountains, flowing downstream east toward 
the Pacific Ocean. When the river reaches the gravel fields, it runs underground until the foothill, and 
surfaces again as springs, formulating a sequence of big 
and small rivers running throughout the plain. The 
inhabitants therefore block rivers to store water for 
cultivation. This area is abundant in rain and fine 
drainage systems, so the plain is very suitable for 
agriculture production. The first Han-Chinese settlers 
assort land in a traditional collective way, but since the 
Lan-yang plain was the last cultivated territory, along 
with improved farming techniques, and reduced conflicts 
between different races in this area, settlements soon 
divided into smaller and individual plots. This resulted in 
a dispersed pattern of settlements in this region, where a 
single family house correlates to each agriculture plot. In 
2006, the highway from Taipei to Lan-yang commenced, 
shortening the transportation time from 2 hours to 40 
minutes, making it a hot estate as a suburb for Taipei city.  

 
4.3 Chia-nan plain (Fig.4.) 

The Chia-nan plain was the first area that the 
mainlanders settled and cultivated 400 years ago. 
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(source:  Zhuang,Y.M. etd.,“台灣鳥瞰圖(Arial portraits of Taiwan)”, Yuan-Liou Publishing Co., Ltd., Taipei, 1996.5) 

Historically, the farm land here was called “the fields relying on heaven”, because the rainfall fluctuates 
radically in this region, so the non-consistent water source is shared and irrigates the farms in turns. This 
drove the inhabitants to unite and cultivate each land alternatively, and lived in collective towns. These towns 
also created a defense line for the Han-Chinese against the aborigines. Thus, the notions of survival and 
water characters influenced the settlement typology, where these small collective towns formulated a 
network. Later, the Japanese constructed the Wu-shan-tou dam and the great Chia-nan water way and 
elevated the production output, establishing the Chia-nan plain as the main rice provider in Taiwan til this 
day. However, from the map of 1904, we see the Japanese channels were mainly built outside of the existing 
towns, so it was not planned to supply human use4 (Fig.5.). Today, the fields are occupied by factories, and 
this region is now the most polluted area in the country. With the decrease of agriculture production, the 
Chia-nan plain suffers both environmentally and economically.  

 
5 THE NOTIONS OF SETTLEMENTS AND THE IMAGE OF WATER 

 
The landscape is a way one understands the man’s habitat and microcosm, and in each site, the typologies 

of settlements showed a different structure of clusters. The image of the agriculture field, the cultivation 
behavior is influenced by the location’s social and environmental consequences. In general, there are two 
forms of county towns in Taiwan: collective towns and dispersed villages. The spatial relations are quite 
diverse, but we still can find both types of towns in the three plains. However, the morphology of settlements 
could be generalized following the perception of urbanity which follows the water systems. Where in the 
Tao-yuan plain, we find three to four families gathered as a unit to manage the farm ponds that dispersed in 
to the landscape. In Lan-yang plain, the dispersed single family housing is related to the agriculture grid 
system. And for the Chia-nan plain, the lack of water in this region led the people to cultivate collectively, so 
small but concentrated towns are mainly observed in this area.  

 
From the human perspective, the image of the irrigation system is not obvious in the fields. The ponds are 

hidden behind role houses, or abandoned as waste land. The channels are framed by concrete, lacking an 
ecological base. Elements like pumps or major water gates shows a hint of the irrigation structure, but they 

rarely formulate today’s mental map. On the other hand, while reading historical maps of 1930s, the 
half-perspective Japanese maps exhibit an extreme image of the field that reflects on the era’s psychological 
emotions. The maps of the three agriculture fields emphasize the hydrological interpretation in different 
ways: 1. Tao-yuan plain, the farm pond system (Fig.6.), outside of the town, dispersed as fragments in the 
fields; 2. Lan-yang plain, the concentrated streams (Fig.7.), where the rivers run peril to each other and 
framing the grid system; 3.Chia-nan plain, the Yu-shan-tao Dam (Fig.8.), the dam was exaggerated in size. 
This was caused by advocating the government’s official accomplishment, but also reflected the issue that 
inhabitants didn’t recognize the “great Chia-nan cannels” to be a part of the land’s spatial character.  
 
DESIGN SCENARIOS 

 Design scenarios of “agricultural cities” for Asia were first proposed by Kiso Kurokawa in his 

Fig.6. Tao-yuan plain         Fig.7. Lan-yuan plain         Fig.8. Chia-nan plain     
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Fig.9. Proposal site: new town for the 
southern hi-tech industry  
(source: P.C.Wen, “Water urbanism- agriculture and the city 

edges, Chia-nan plain, Taiwan” ,EMU thesis, Delft, 2008.
8
) 

“Exhibition of Visionary Architecture”, held in 19616. He diverted from the thinking that farm villages and 
cities are inherently distinct, and created homogeneous living spaces. The designed town was planned to be 
constructed as an open architecture element which super-composed itself over the fields, held above the 
ground by pillars. His scenario was proposed to be located in a well planed compact sub-urban area, hoping 
in the future it could be a part of the city itself. But here in this Taiwanese proposal, the intention was to 
build up a new form of urban tissue, where the open development process interacts with the water production 
landscape. 

From the previous research, the dispersed and collective towns represent the cultivation culture of the 
three different plains, but the current concepts of urban design and territorial planning elevated the 
development into a chaos of urban sprawl. The differentiation behind the two town types is about density. 
The absolute density for a collective town is similar to the city tissue; where it is a continuation of urban and 
rural, and its location mainly follows the infrastructure. But for the dispersed town, the density is much lower, 
and is driven by the source of water. It reveals a potential for a vernacular approach for the mixture of 
dwellings, transportation and production.  

 
In the rural areas of Taiwan, due to the shift in 

application of agriculture fields and water sources for 
other uses, along with the global greenhouse effect, it is 
crucial to maintain a certain amount of self-sustaining 
food production and stable surface water. Today the 
government is encouraging the upgrade of traditional 
industries into hi-tech industries, which became the new 
attraction for urbanity towards the countryside. But taking 
the southern hi-tech industry zone for example, the total 
population in the Cha-nan region did not increase 
significantly after its establishment; which suggests the 
estate developments shifted from the city center towards 
the field.    

 
The first stage of development was planned for 4000 

families in the new town proposal for the hi-tech industry 
zone of the Chia-nan region. But instead of the proposed 
density of 149 families/ha, the design scenario decreased 
the density to 64 families/ha, as in the “collective farm 
house estate7” law. Under this law, the developers must 
buy off a certain amount of farm land for utilization, and 
unite the management of farm land production. This 
defines the agriculture landscape as a semi-public green, 
and solves both the problems of the cultivating vacant 
farm lands and maintenance of the fields. The design(Fig.9.) is orientated around the newly established train 
station, and existing irrigation channels. The main open space is composed along the irrigation channels, 
heading towards the rail line. The water stretches out into the land, linking water fields and purification 
systems. Parts of the wet fields can be drained, and function as sport fields and playgrounds, while most of 
the land still retains water.  

In the design, the production landscape becomes crucial, because it defines the spatial quality and image 
of the countryside. First, we should divide the agriculture production in two types: the water fields and dry 
fields. The water fields distinguish the rural-scape of south east Asia from the rest of the world. It is based on 
loam soil. Mainly utilized as paddy fields, but also includes lotus fields and fish farms. And for the dry fields, 
they are based on sand and clay, its main production can be corn or vegetables, and is mostly located at the 
end of the irrigation channels where the water source is least sufficient. The water fields could adjust the 
temperature in the microclimate, absorb waste carbon, and stabilize the underground water. Most of all, the 
water fields can retain the overflows in peak rain seasons to buffer excess flooding. Therefore, to increase the 
surface water is critical, and while parts of the land could be paddy fields, it could also be substituted by 
lotus fields for beautification. The element of water thus penetrates through the fields and shifts as a part of 



 
 

542 

Fig.10. The new dispersed landscape of 
dwellings, purification systems, and production 
fields (source: P.C.Wen, “Water urbanism- agriculture and the 

city edges, Chia-nan plain, Taiwan”,EMU thesis, Delft, 2008.
9
) 

 
 

production, a part of purification systems, and a part of water retention pockets. The water defines the new 
spatial dimension and the new density (Fig.10.)  

 
 
CONCLUSION 

Today we start to understand that we can play a 
profound role in shaping our future by hydraulic 
structures with an urbanistic perception. We are 
required to understand the water morphology in a 
planning procedure, and to view the water system 
not as a concern, but a basic structuring foundation. 
Thus, in order to assess influence of the water tissue 
on urbanism, the perceptions and integrated water 
management maps, a complete ecological structure 
can be established.   

The current field of landscape architecture is 
trying to find the design problems through analysis 
and experiments of the landscape. So landscape 
theories are more based on observations of past 
experience, and one should find its meaning from the 
site as given. Thus, looking through maps from 
different perspectives show hints for the genius loci 
of the place, and the site becomes the catalyst of 
creating new programs and space. The proposal 
intends to utilize the existing landscape notions of the native irrigation systems and water fields, and 
incorporate the agricultural program as a part of the new developments.  

The re-configuration of urban and rural became a new unit of development which is beyond the division of 
zoning in Taiwan. The perceptions through the rural-scapes exhibit concepts behind the transformations of 
the territory which is oriented from the landscape. But we must say the best way to maintain the landscape is 
through a constant usage of land, by cultivation or by a new economic but environmentally friendly industry. 
The concept of a hybrid urban and agriculture city form is embedded in its development procedure, and the 
argument refers to an open process, where the tissue is filled in by elements that support a sustainable 
environment.  
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ABSTRACT: Atriums is a spatial form that often appears in buildings, atriums with good natural lighting 
can not only be used for their own, but also gives consideration to the rooms around atriums. It can be 
effectively reduce the lighting energy consumption. In this paper, Zhong Gang International Trade City as 
example, use computer to simulate the effect of atrium’s natural lighting, analyze the benefits and 
shortcomings. Then refer to the best cases of natural lighting atrium, conclude the natural lighting modes, 
propose lighting optimal solutions for Zhong Gang International Trade City, and use computer simulation to 
verify the results. 
KEYWORDS:  atrium, natural lighting, computer simulation, reflector

 
According to statistics, China's lighting energy consumption accounts for 13% of total electricity 

consumption, it almost accounts for 40% of total energy consumption in large commercial buildings. So 
there is enormous energy saving potential of architecture lighting. (Figure 1 is the proportion of the 
equipment power consumption of a large commercial building in Beijing.) 

1  PROJECT INTRODUCTION 

Zhong Gang International Trade City is located in South Lake District, Jiaxing City, Zhejiang Province. 
It is a multi-merchandise center facing the whole Yangtze River Delta. Its total gross area is 250000 square 
meters. It is the first professional market with energy-saving and environmental protection in China. The 
main building of International Trade City is Y-shape, in which six floors on the ground and one floor 
underground, 40m of total height, and 6m of story height. The two wings of the building have seven atriums 
in three forms. All of the atriums use natural lighting to reduce lighting energy consumption. 

2  ATRIUMS’ STATUS QUO AND LIGHTING SIMULATION 

The atriums studied in this paper are located in the Y-shape’s two wings of the building, marked the 
atriums No 1 to No 7 as Figure 3. No 1 to No 6 are six-story-high, and have top natural lighting. No 1 and 
No 6 have side-lighting at the same time. Top light plane which supported by the metal grid is parallel to the 
roof. Space around the atriums was directly connected with the atriums. The space can maximize using light 
from the atrium. Atrium No 7 is located in the left of the north wing. It has three-story-high and north-side 
lighting. 

This paper will simulate the natural lighting effects of these atriums. The simulation software is Ecotect 
Analysis 2010 which presented by Autodesk company. 

 

Air-conditioning system

Linghting

Elevator lift

Figure 1[1] 
Figure 2[2] 
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2.1 Model simplification and establishment 
Using Ecotect to simulate the natural lighting, we should simplify the model first. The simplified result 

is as Figure 3 and Figure 4. After finishing the model, establish the analysis grids according to each plane. 
The density of grid number is 140X85. China’s architectural lighting standards ordain that illuminance value 
is got at 0.75m height from the ground, so set the analysis grids at 0.75m height from each floor. 

 
2.2 Interior illuminance simulation 

Use the option of Natural Light Levels in Ecotect, which can calculate indoor illuminance, daylight 
factors, and reflected components along with the Design Sky Illuminance. According to the provision of 
China’s architectural lighting standards, set the sky illuminance model as CIE Overcast Sky Condition, set 
Design Sky Illuminance value as 5000lux. Then calculate each story’s illuminance, Figure 6 to Figure 11, 
respectively floor 1 to floor 6. 

 
2.3 Full-time natural lighting simulation 

Based on the illuminance simulated data, use the option of Daylight Autonomy in Ecotect, which gives 
percentage of time throughout the year that each point will need no additional light to maintain the selected 
level. Set the time as whole year, in accordance with China’s architectural lighting standards, set the 
Required Lighting Level as 500lux. And then do the calculation of each story, data of Floor 1 to 6 is 
respectively shown in Figure 12 to Figure 17. 

 

3 ANALYSIS OF SIMULATION RESULTS 

As the illuminance simulated results shown in Figure 6 to Figure 11, the atriums’ own space can get 
adequate natural lights. On Floor 1 of the atriums, illuminance is still 1200lux, fully satisfy the requirements 
for 500lux of luxury store. Begin with the edge of the atriums, Light Level decays sharply, and the situation 
is different on each floor. There is an atrium in the north side of the left-wing, so left-wing’s lighting 
condition is considerably better than the right-wing. The simulated results of second floor (Figure 17) show 
that Floor 2 has a greater range of lighting than Floor 1 (Figure 6). Because the lights reflect from first 
floor’s ground to second floor’s ceiling, then re-reflect to second floor’s ground. On Floor 3 (Figure 8), Light 
Level of No. 7 atrium in the left wing decays most sharply. Although it has north-side lighting, the window 
height is only one third of Floor 1’s. It shows that the height of windows have a great effect on side-lighting 
atriums. In other words, illuminance of side-lighting atrium is very uneven at different heights. In the case of 
top lighting, the results show that there are slight differences between various heights in the atrium space. 
Look at the simulated results of Floor 4 to Floor 6 (Figure 9 to Figure 11). Floor 6 (Figure 11) is the top floor, 
so the lighting range is much larger than Floor 4 (Figure 9) and Floor 5 (Figure 10). Synthesizing simulated 
results, we can find that in top-lighting atriums the lowest and the highest floors have better lighting effects 
than middle floors. Lights can better diffuse on the top floor, but the lights can’t reach the lower stories 
because of blocking and height. Due to light reflection and diffusion on the surface of first floor’s ground, 

Figure 4 Figure 5 

Figure 6 to Figure 17 
 

Figure3 
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the lighting effects of Floor 1 and Floor 2 have been enhanced. But the lights can’t reach the higher stories. 
Full-time natural lighting simulation takes into account the weather conditions throughout the year. It 

can measure more comprehensive conditions of natural lighting. As shown in Figure 12 to Figure 17, with 
natural lighting, each story can reach the required illuminance in most of the year. In poor weather conditions, 
as shown in illuminance simulated results, only the atriums’ own space and the surrounding areas can reach 
the required illuminance, most space still need artificial lighting. Both two simulations have shown that 
lighting conditions of the junction area between the two wings is worse than the others. In the full-time 
natural lighting simulation, this area has the least time of satisfying the illuminance requirement. Therefore, 
natural lighting of the area should be improved. 

4 NATURAL LIGHTING OPTIMIZATION AND SIMULATION 

There are quite a number of outstanding cases in the use of atriums’ natural lighting. The atrium of 
Genzyme Center (Figure 18) is set the reflectors falls from the top to the bottom floor. The atrium of 
Germany Capitol (Figure 19) has a fixed structure of the inverted cone-shaped reflector. Dacheng Sapporo 
Edifice in Japan (Figure 20) sets a system of reflective panels in the edge of each floor around the atrium. 
The reflective panels can automatically adjust in accordance with the direction of sunlight. These methods 
have achieved good effects of natural lighting. 

International Trade City’s atriums are located in two wings of the building, not as large and complete as 
the Genzyme Center’s and the Germany Capitol’s, the space is too narrow because of plane’s constraints. If 
installing a central reflector system, the view of the atriums will be blocked. The atrium of Dacheng Sapporo 
Edifice is also small, so its reflector system is more appropriate for International Trade City. But its 
automatic control system is very expensive, taking the cost into considerations, we decide to use fixed-type 
reflective panels in International Trade City. 

With the analysis of the plane, atrium No 3 and No 4 are beside the worse-lighting area, and they have 
greatest impact on natural lighting of the area, so we consider setting reflectors in these two atrium space. As 
there are beams on the floors’ edges in the atriums, the reflectors can be installed on the surfaces of the 
beams. Modeling 1m high beams in the previous Ecotect model and set beam material as paint. 

4.1 Selection of the reflectors’ location 
First, calculate the natural lighting conditions of the area without reflective panels. As Ecotect does not 

support calculating multiple reflections of light by itself, we need to export the original data to Radiance. 
Calculation condition set to CIE Overcast Sky Condition, viewing angle is set as shown in Figure 21. Profile 
was shown in Figure 22, the results shown in Figure 23 to Figure 28. 

Refer to the setting approach of reflectors location in Dacheng Sapporo Edifice, installing reflectors 
staggered by floors. Atrium space is provided with handrails on both sides of the floor, so set up reflectors on 
handrails in the model, reflectors’ material is set to metal. Now there are 2m high reflective panels, as shown 
in Figure 29. Calculate the lighting conditions, the results are shown in Figure 30 to Figure 35. 

According to the light reflection principle, the area can get reflected lights though setting reflectors on 
the south-side beams of the two atriums. Change back the north-side beams in the atrium to the original 
material, remove the reflectors on handrails, change the south-side beams  into reflective panels, install 
reflectors on south-side handrails , as shown in Figure 36, then calculate, and the results are shown in Figure 
37 to Figure 42. 

Finally, calculate the lighting effects of the area with 2m high reflectors around the atriums, as shown in 
Figure 43, and the results as shown in Figure 44 to Figure 49. 

Figure 18[3] Figure 19[4] Figure 20[5] Figure 21 
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Comparing the results, staggered installation and south-side installation of reflectors exert better effects. 
And then compare with these two kinds of installation, from Floor 2 to Floor 5, the effect of south-side 
installation is better than the effect of staggered installation. Overall consideration, installing reflective 
panels on the south-side of the atriums is the best choice. 

4.2 Selection of the reflectors’ height 
The heights of reflectors can also affect the lighting condition. After determining the installation 

location, we need to simulate natural lighting effects of reflective panels with different heights. 
In the previous step, we have completed the simulation of 2m high reflective panels, then remove 

reflectors of the south-side handrails, stimulate lighting effects with 1m high reflectors, the results are shown 
in Figure 50 to Figure 55. 

Figure 56 to Figure 61 are the Figure 37 to Figure 42 in the previous step. 

As each story is 6m high，reflectors can be installed below the beams. Therefore, we stretch the 
reflective panels of south-side beams to 2m, and remove reflectors of the handrails. Calculate again to 
research the impact of the different location of 2m high reflective panels, the results are shown in Figure 62 
to Figure 67. 

Lastly couple with the reflective panels of the south-side handrails, calculate the area’s lighting effect 
with 3m high reflective panels. The results are shown in Figure 68 to Figure 73. 

Comparing the results, overall consideration, 3m high reflectors have the best effects. Installing 2m high 
reflective panels on the beams and handrails is the second. Comparing the results of the respective stories, 
setting 1m high reflectors has the best results on the first floor. The lighting effects of Floor 2, Floor4 and 
Floor 5 have slight differences between installing 2m high and 3m high reflectors. With economic 
considerations, 2m height is more appropriate. On Floor 3 and Floor 6, the effect of 3m high reflectors is 
more excellent than other heights. 

The final optimized design is integrated of all plans. As shown in Figure 74 and Figure 75, reflective 
panels have been installed on the south-side of the atriums. Set 1m high reflectors on the beams of the first 
floor. Set 2m high reflective panels on the beams and handrails of Floor 2, Floor4 and Floor5. Set 3m high 
reflectors on the beams and handrails of Floor 3 and Floor6. In this way, we can achieve the best results. 
Lighting simulated results are shown in Figure 76 to Figure 81. 

In the situation of setting reflectors by the simulation results, lighting situation of the area is improved 
obviously. Although it is difficult to reach the illuminance requirements in cloudy days, artificial lighting 
energy consumption can be reduced. 

Figure 74 to Figure 81 
 

Figure 22 to Figure 49 
 

Figure 50 to Figure 73 
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5 SUMMARY AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Architects should have a comprehensive understanding of the architecture. In the design process, 
architects should take into account the effect on energy-saving by architectural form itself. The research 
method of this paper can be combined with the design process. Bring energy-saving design into preliminary 
design phase, in order to arouse the architects’ awareness of energy saving in lighting. This paper only 
studies on the problem of atriums’ natural lighting with computer simulation, the actual operational should be 
verified, so in subsequent studies, the results of the studies need to be applied to practical design projects, to 
gradually execute and verify effects, and obtain the actual measured data. 
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ABSTRACT: Green Building has become an important part of China's national sustainable development 
strategies since 2005, and gradually appears to show Chinese own characteristics in the 4 years. In 
combination with the participation in the top-level Green Building design programs and a number of Demo 
Projects, the author summarises and analyses the main characteristics of development of Chinese Green 
Building in the following 7 aspects:1.The critical role of the government; 2. Four Savings&One Protection 
as the core content; 3.Building energy conservation as a starting point; 4. Technical system ; 5. The 
appropriateness of technology; 6. Security system and market mechanism; 7. Evaluation System. Those 
summary and analysis will not only be a great help in facing the new challenges,but also a necessary 
prerequisite to promote sustainable development of Green Building in China. 
KEYWORDS:  Green Building, China, Characteristics, Demo Projects 
 

1 OVERVIEW OF CHINA'S GREEN BUILDING 

In 2005, State Department of China promulgated the The People's Republic of China Science and 
Technology and long-term Development Plan (2005-2020), which explicitly building energy conservation 
and Green Building, as a national long-term scientific and technological development in the major fields of 
research. Since then, China's Green Building has been in the full implementation with the strong promotion 
of government. 

The current status of the construction industry in China is considered,which includes several major 
pressures: 1. The pressure of demand in housing(Figure 1); 2. Resources and environmental pressures 
(Figure 2); 3. Pressure in improving the quality; 4. A demand of national long-term strategy on the 
construction industry. developping the Green Building in China is the only way to get into the world's 
mainstream and realize the international responsibilities.     

          

 
Figure 1 The growth of China's urban housing 

construction area (1 billions per year)1 

 
Figure 2  Resource status of China 

2  CHARACTERISTICS OF DEVELOPMENT OF CHINESE GREEN BUILDING 

Chinese Green Building development system comes from developed countries, mainly reference to the 
U.S. Green Building Rating System LEEDTM (the US Green Building evaluation system - Leadership in 
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Energy and Environmental Design Rating System). Thus both of the System Formation and Operation mode 
are in line with international practice. Chinese Green Building system is formed with Chinese characteristics 
in accordance with the LEED mode. 

Look back to the four-year development course, the Green Building development in China has shown 
several characteristics in the following 7 aspects:  

2.1 The critical role of the government 
Since 2005 the biggest characteristic of Chinese Green Building implementation is the government's 

leadership. All from the implementation details of standards & technology to the formulation of organization 
institutions & certification authorities,are implemented by the government directly, which is considered as 
the most vigorous throughout the world, widely different from that of developed countries. 

First of all, the government reinforced the support on technology and Input. Fully implementing the 
scientific and technological development policies of independent innovation is explicitly proposed in the 
11th Five-Year plan. 

Secondly, the government invested heavily in the construction of the Demo Projects. The platform of 
Green Building technology and product of Tinghua University in Beijing and the Office Building of Green 
Building Engineering Research Center of Shanghai Research Institute of Building Sciences were finished in 
2004 and 2005 respectively,and Shanghai historic protection building Wenyuan Building in Tongji 
University in 2007. Later in 2008, the State Council put forward Organize the implementation of 30 
energy-efficient, Green Building Demo Projects .  

Finally, the government strengthened the implementation of energy-saving,so as to promote Green 
Building. According to Ministry statistics, the rate of the implementation of mandatory energy-saving  for 
the new buildings in design periods increased from 53% in 2005 to 97% in 2007; and that in construction 
period rose from 21% in 2005 to 71% in 2007. It will be endeavored to the end of this year, the rate of the 
implementation of mandatory energy-saving for the new buildings in construction period will grow to 90%.  

2.2 Four Savings and One Protection as the core content 
   In 2006, China’s STANDARD defined green building as Architectures that save resources (energy, 

land,water and material) furthest, protect the environment and reduce the pollution, provide a healthy, 
suitable and high-efficient living space for human, be harmonious with the nature. The core is Four-Saving 
and One Protection,which is considered as the goal of Chinese Green Building is in accordance with the 
general strategically targets of the 11th Five-Year plan. It is the direction made by the government based on 
current status and possible future goals of Chinese architecture.  

2.3 Building energy conservation as a starting point 
The national 11th Five-Year Plan proposed to build a resource-saving and environment-friendly society, 

and the building energy conservation is specially mentioned in the chapter of circular economy 

development，which is taken as the priority project of the key field Urbanization and Urban Development in 
the National long-term Science and Technology Development Plan.  

China has initially established the 50% energy conservation as the goal of building energy conservation 
design standard system after 10 years' exploration . Especially in 2005, architecture design was requested to 
follow the Public Building Energy Conservation Design Standard. Ever since the building energy 
conservation became a mandatory regulation, the increase of the energy consumption has been well 
controlled. Like in 2006, Chinese unit GDP energy consumption dropped for the first time.Figure 3 shows 
the importance and the necessity of Building energy conservation as a starting point. 

Throughout the four years of vigorous promotion of Chinese Green Building since 2005, Chinese 
government established series of activities including special plans of national and regional building energy 
conservation,and relevant policies and regulations.Besides, the government organized building the 
technology research and form the supporting system of building energy conservation initially.  

2.4 Technical system  
The development of Chinese Green Building is still in its preliminary period, without the formation of 

complete, holistic and systematic system supported by independent innovation. Hence, in the technical field, 
including building energy conservation,natural ventilation, decoration materials and waste recycling, 
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etc,China started technical system of Green Building with importing the technology from developed 
countries,then applied the integrated technology ,and followed by the development of integrated and source 
innovations which are just started and urgently needed in China.  

2.5 The appropriateness of technology 
China has broad territory with huge differences of climate as well as energy consumption characteristics 

between northern and southern China.(The climate divisions are Northeast Cold Zone, North-China Cold 
Zone, Central Hot Summer and Cold Winter Zone , Hot zone in South China, Yunnan-Guizhou Moderate 
Area, Qinghai-Tibet alpine zone, Northwest Dry&Cold Zone.Figure 4) . At the very beginning of the 
promotion of Chinese Green Building, both technology and theory are directly from the western countries in 
US and Europe which are mainly suitable for cold areas. That means the Chinese Green Building follows the 
characteristics of high-latitude regions.As a result,the appropriateness issues remain unsolved for other 
climate zones in the initial period. Therefore, the appropriateness of technology  should be emphasized in 
the future.        

 
Figure 3 Energy consumption per unit of GDP 

of China 2003-2007 (kgce/million) 

 
Figure 4  7 climate divisions of China2 

2.6 Security system and market mechanism 
As it is government-oriented in China, the Green Building is only in an advocating or forcing 

phenomenon period according to market economic system and humanities advocate in the society. And it is 
even a speculation for some market participants, far away from the social consensus.One of the biggest 
reason is the incentive system hasn’t received the attention which it deserves in China.  

China's current promotion of Green Building has adopted a policy to encourage rather than mandatory 
promotion, and there are no preferential policies for Green Building, which cause lots of problems in the 
operating of the Green Building markets. It makes the Green Building hard to “green” develop only with the 
encouragement of the government and the self-discipline of developers. 

2.7 Evaluation System 
Chinese Green Building system reference to LEEDTM, is a voluntary used assessment system standard 

and operating system. The main purpose is to regulate a complete and accurate concept of Green Building to 
prevent the abuse of Green Building. 

Currently there are two types of marks; one is the Green Building design evaluation, valid for one year. 
The other is Green Building Labeling. The former includes two types of architectures- public buildings and 
residential buildings, ranking by three levels, 1, 2 and 3. The Innovation Award of Green Building is selected 
from the same level, which is the highest award of the architectures in China.Similar to LEED, the appraisal 
of the Chinese Green Building will be ranked by qualitative and a large number of scoring. The relevant 
department will execute the certification by evaluating the six aspects including Land-Saving ,Energy-Saving 
etc. The trial operation of marks of national Green Building was started in 2008; it is still in the boot 
period,first Evaluation & Labeling Projects were published in2008(Table1). 

The evaluation system of Chinese Green Building has just been established, the current evaluation 
system is still much to be desired: First, the level of enactment are not high or authoritative enough, and the 
rating system is not mandatory,with no economic incentive mechanism; Secondly,there're too much 
qualitative indicators with too little quantitative indicators and poor operability. Thirdly it lacks 
corresponding laws and policy support. The real assessment of Green Building should be supported by 
objective, scientific, systematic, technological and political legal system. 
 
3 CONCLUTION 
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 Green Building in China is developed in order to solve serious practical problems ,and is also a natural 
return to what should have been, from the defect of the science and technique. The only way to achieve a 
'double wins' result in both construction technology and quality is to change the traditional constructing 
system innovatively. Only in this way can China develop healthily with successful transformation! 
 

Table1  Green Building Design Evaluation & Labeling Projects in 2008[1] 
 Project Developer Evaluation Picture 

Office Building of Green Building 
Engineering Research Center of Shanghai 
Research Institute of Building Sciences 

Shanghai Construction Scientific 
Institution Ltd ���  

 
Extension Project of Shenzhen Overseas 
Chinese Town Sport Center 

Shenzhen Overseas Chinese Town 
Real Estate Company ���  

 
Expo Center of World Expo 2010 
Shanghai China Shanghai Expo Corporation Ltd ���  

 
Office Building of Greenland Huichuang 
International Plaza 

Shanghai Greenland Yangpu Real 
Estate Limited �� 

 
Fengxian Greenland Jade Plaza 
Building3  

Shanghai Greenland Hui Real Estate 
Limited �� 

  

 

 

Public 

Building  

The  headquarter building of Bank of 
China 

Bank of China, General Affairs 
Department � 

 
Jindu Han Palace Wuhan Zhe Jindu Real Estate 

Development Co., Ltd. �  
Jindu Matrix(Building 1,2,3,5 and 
Building 6) 

Hangzhou Qide Real Estate Limited 
� 

 
Fourth phase of Shenzhen Vanke City   Shenzhen Vanke Real Estate Co., 

Ltd. ��� 
  

 

Residential 

Building  

 

Wanda Plaza in Wuxi (C, D Area) Wuxi Wanda Commercial Plaza 
Investment Co., Ltd. � 

 

 
                                                           
1 LongWeiding, Baiwei ,The prospects of development of China's civil air-conditioning[EB / OL] 
http://enpinfo.com/HVAC/Tech/Expert/200708/14717.html 
2 LuJisheng, Strategic Enterprise Management (Second Edition).BeijinTsinghua University Press, October 
2003 
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ABSTRACT: As a developing trend in architecture, ecological architecture takes aim at energy-saving, 
environmental protection, and providing a comfortable living place in harmony with nature. On the view of 
space and time, we propose two characteristics: humanistic green and technological green, which are based 
on the urban context, and we suggest that the green architecture design must satisfy the needs of these 
characteristics. Moreover we illustrate the idea of integration with urban context in practice by the 
award-winning scheme in “Compasso Volante Prize – Edition 2007”. 
KEYWORDS:  ecological architecture, integrate, humanistic green, technological green

1  PREFACE 

Architecture is a man-made material world. The original purpose of construction is shelter. And in 
additional to shelter, the ecological building construction has the aim at creating a livable space, which is 
suitable for living in, on, or with. In order to achieve desired goals, architects have to pay attention to the 
hypostases of architecture: these are the human activity and the natural material. One side, the buildings’ 
function is human’s living, so it must be compatible with the urban context; the other side, architecture with 
natural roots must be designed on the base of environmental analysis. So ecological architecture design must 
obey two principles, one is humanistic green and the other is technological green. The technological green is 
used to satisfy the based physical need. However, if "deficiency needs": physiological, safety and security, 
love and belonging, and esteem, which were suggested by Maslow, are not met, the body gives no physical 
indication but the individual feels anxious and tense. The humanistic green depended on urban context could 
meet the deficiency need. So this paper illustrates the idea of integration with urban context in practice by the 
award-winning scheme in “Compasso Volante Prize – Edition 2007”. 

2  ILLUSTRATION OF THE DESIGN 

2.1  Background 
This is a residential design. Participants have to design a housing project in group on the given 

site-Malacca of 9 acres for 350 to 650 inhabitants. Malacca is a small state in Malaysia with a repute history 
as a trading port from the 15th Century AD, and it has multi-culture. The site used to be an amusement park, 
quite popular in the city, but was closed due to some negative elements. My concept of this project is “Living 
in the trees”. I wish to design an urban park with culture heritage and good ecological benefit. So there are 
two ways to design, analysis of urban context and analysis of nature. 

2.2  Analysis of urban context 
Urban context is the basis of the design to met residents’ deficiency needs. So I tried to study the local 

multi-culture and residents’ lifestyle carefully, and wish to maintain life balance between custom and new 
community for creating a sense of belonging. 

Malacca has multi-culture. The Portuguese and then the Dutch colonized them to control the spices 
trading from the east. The British dominated the modern colonization history with a brief occupation of the 
Japanese during World War II until Malaysia gained its independence in1957. Malacca is dominantly from 
the Malay race but Chinese and Indians are predominant in the urban areas. Early Chinese settlers, as consort 
for princess from China married to the Sultan of Malacca, interestingly blending with the Malay culture. 
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Similarly the early Indian settlers absorbed the Malay culture too. So this is a cosmopolitan state with varied 
cultural societies. And just the culture tolerance eliminates my concerns about religion and national Customs. 

Residents in Malacca have special lifestyle, such as “veranda culture” and “One roof, one community”. 
In the local houses, veranda plays an important role in local life. As a transition from outdoor space to indoor, 
veranda has a good condition of both aeration and temperature. In order to take advantage of this, Malay 
people always use veranda for reception. Moreover, verandas often serve as family room, porch and 
housework place. In the design of family unite, veranda life is strongly recommended and plenty of this kind 
of space is contained in the unit. In the “long house”, a kind of local house, private houses share one 
community public space beneath one roof. The concept of “One roof, one community” is a basic start of the 
design. Several units make up a group, where there are public spaces for the community. 

Depend on the research of the culture and the lifestyle, I summarized several local building forms that 
would represent in my design. The first is building on stilts. In order to keep moisture away from house, local 
houses of Malaysia are usually built on stilts to keep a distance with the ground. Between the ground and the 
floor, there is a kind of open space, however, it seems so low and so negative to serve as a place to public life. 
But it is still a nice space for public life, because it is shaded by the house and much cooler than areas 
exposed to the sunshine. From this point, the design focuses on improving the ground space. By extending 
the scale of the space both in height and area, a positive ground space is introduced to the ecological park. 
Moreover, it helps to resist the flood of the site. The second is large roof. Large roof is the local ecological 
strategy in the design of local houses. Shadowing of verandas, plants, windows, and other elements, supplied 
by the roof, help to keep hot away from house. The last is Multi-window. Multi-window also plays an 
important role in the local ecology design. Enough windows are benefit to the formation of airflow. And 
different kinds of aerations help to cool down the indoor temperature and adjust the humidity of house.  

 
Figure 1 Local building forms and represent in the design 

2.3     Analysis of nature 
Analysis of nature is another major aspect in ecological design.  
From point of the city’s green structure, green nodes made up of green field of the city form a steady net 

of green fields. The site is right at the position of a missing point. By adding it to the nodes system, the green 
net of the city is becoming more complete. Therefore, the character of the site should be a green park to serve 
the citizen and the city green system. The site has a good condition of marsh where the creatural and botanic 
situation can satisfy the needs of ecological park. The best way to keep the advantages of the natural site is to 
protect the marsh as a whole instead of separating it into fractions with common buildings. Therefore, a basic 
start of the design is to protect the marsh by land and turn it into an ecological park of the city, which citizens 
and tourists can enjoy their spare time in this public space. Regarding to the concept of ecological park, 
community of the site should use as fewer land as possible in order to make more space for the whole park. 
Moreover, houses should play an important role in the landscape of the park. Therefore, types of houses 
should come from not only the tectonic concept but also natural image. This design is derived from the 
tropical trees. Residents like the shadow of the trees, because it provides a cool space. And so will the 
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community, as it provides large shadow to the ground space of the park, which will become a pleasant place 
to stay. Mangrove has continuous crowns, and the lower space, where there are dozens of life and full of vital 
force, is vacant except the trunk and shadow. This is a nice origination for an ecological community. 

From point of physical environment, the basic function of a house is to satisfy the physical need. The site 
located near the equator, and the weather is hot, humid and rainy. The strong sunlight in the afternoon seems 
to roast the land melting. Shadow and natural ventilation are the most effective methods to keep cool and to 
create an environmentally-friendly community. So both healthy light environment and good airflow are the 
major aspects in technological green design. 

 

Figure 1 Analysis of nature and the appropriate technology 

2.4     Appropriate technology 
Above analysis give us a general outline of the design. Then I suggested 17 detail appropriate 

technologies based on the analysis of culture and nature. This paper would illustrate 3 primary technologies 
following. 
2.4.1   Regulable light system 

Healthy light environment is important for a green house, and sun protection solutions have a role to 
optimize the building environment and save the energy. This program uses the local material bamboo to 
make the printing shutter. One side it changes the sun ray into diffuse reflection. The other side, it 
economizes the price 
2.4.2   Section indicating airflow 

Environmentally-friendly community is a characteristic of this project. Greening, natural ventilation, 

cool wall, heat storage system，photovoltaic generation and so on are all the effective methods. Natural 
airflow is first considered as an important element in particular. Multi-purpose underground interlayer, 
approximately 90 cm, is constructed running through the house. This interlayer works as a cool tube by the 

agency of the stable underground temperature 15-20℃ at all year around. The fresh air additionally arranges 
the fresh air and send it out to the under floor of each room and the cool wall in the house. And then that air 
is slowly blown out from the window side outlet, naturally drawn upward through the vertical void named 
“Wind Tower” to the exhaust outlet atop the house. 
2.4.3   Eco pond 

Malaysia is a tropical country, and there is abundant water resource around the site. So water is one of 
the most important elements in this project. Eco pond is planed in the site. Different kinds of hydrophytes are 
planted to purify the rainwater. And pond effectively serves some other multiple functions: 

a) Keeping the weather out; 
b) Connecting all the various spaces and creating an interface to corporate landscaping; 
c) Forming a high quality gathering space for contemplation and decision making; 
d) Making the air cooler across the water evaporation; 
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Ecological design is a hot issue in architectural field these years, and a great deal of theoretic models are 
advanced for the environmentally-friendly building. However, the necessary condition to guarantee the 
achievement of expected results is the detail design. This ecological design suggests not only the concept but 
also the 17 specific technical measures in detail, including the detail design of the liane wall, green roof and 
the water cooling wall. 

3  LIVING ENVIRONMENT FORECAST 

Computer simulation is an efficacious assistant tool for ecological architecture design in the Era of 
Pictures Reading. It supplies an effective way to predict the further for a non-experimental field, in order to 
make sure to come out architect’s tentative design. In addition, if there are some problems in the physical 
environment, the architect could adjust the original design too. I chose CFD- Phoenics based on the 
appropriate technology to simulate the air condition of community and single unit. As we all know, wind 
pressure difference could promote the airflow in order to cool down the skin temperature by evaporation 
from the skin surface. In the process of the design, the wind environment has been simulated three times, and 
the architectural layout and form were adjusted for better physical environment. The project has been 
ameliorated, until the final result of the simulation shows that the environment of the community is 
comfortable enough. 

 
Figure 1 Computer simulation and the result  

4      CONCLUSION 

As human population expansion and the increasing scale of human activity on the earth, the 
environment impact brought by human has developed into global Environmental Crisis. Contemporary 
Architects have the responsibility to take account of environmental issues, to develop and implement 
effective design countermeasures, under the premise of urban context protection. “Compasso Volante Prize – 
Edition 2007” is a workshop for the students to advice the idea design of ecological community. And the 
process of design advanced some experiences as following: 

a) Human green, the prerequisite of creating a livable space, is major aspect in the design that cannot 
be ignored. 

b) Technological green, the root of ecological design, should choose the appropriated technology 
depend on the careful research of local nature and weather. 

c) Computer simulation is an efficacious assistant tool for ecological architecture design. 
d) Original ecological concept of architecture design must be sustained by the practical construction 

design. 
 
The only way to achieve the satisfied ecological goal is integrated design concerning both human green 

and technology green. 
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ABSTRACT: This article is on purpose of explore the method developing ecologically and scientifically. 
Ecology is the hotspot issue in the realm of urban study. Hot-dry valley area is a typical ecotone, of 

which specific status in ecology makes the differences on geography, geology, climate, vegetation and 
hydrology. Simultaneously, in the process of urbanization of China, this area faces the problem and dilemma 
of ecology other than the metropolitan area. That brings some special value for urban planning research. As a 
example, Wenchuan county represents these characteristics in hot-dry valley area. I did the fieldwork in this 
county to get its ecological elements, and explore the contradiction between its urban development and 
ecological construction on aspect of man-land relationship, industry development, water area security and so 
on. 
KEYWORDS:  Ecological construction, hot-dry valley area, Wenchuan, urban development, contradiction 

1  ECOTONE 

Literally ecotone is the most sensitive areas in eco-system. In September 2008, Environmental 
Protection Department (EPD) of China released a program: Outline of Chinese Ecotone Protection Plan, to 
stress on ecotone has become the important realm of ecology conservation. Some scholar defined 4 ecotone: 
hot-dry valley area, cold wet subalpine belt, Karst mountain area and tropical rain forest area1. Wenchuan 

County and more than 40 counties belong to the transition of Hengduan Mountains—Southwest Mountain 
from Tibetan Plateau to the Sichuan Basin. This farming-pastoral ecotone is hot-dry valley area. 
Eco-environmental vulnerability here is as follows: the terrain is hilly, complex geological structure, climate 
conditions changes vertically; barren soil, sparse vegetation; strongly influenced by human activities. And 
the regional ecology degrades significantly. 

Ecotone can be interpreted as the edge of patches, which is a complex region with energy flow fairly 
frequently. In practice, however, the edge in ecological significance often does not coincide with the actual 
administrative boundaries. Because of the immature regional planning and practical operation, political and 
economic activity in administrative boundaries which relates to the energy flow, is conservative and barbaric. 
Since in the process of urbanization, it gradually evolved into a set of patch systems which is not fully in line 
with the natural system. This patch system is based on artificial environments that formed a large outside 
area with fragmentation of natural habitats as a buffer in it. This process is actually a reconstruction of the 
whole natural environment, resulting in the formation of non-natural and man-made “eco” system. 

2  HOT-DRY VALLEY AREAS 

2.1  Climate 
The upper reaches of Mingjiang River are plateau monsoon climate. As the unique geographical alpine 

valleys, climate here was horizontal and vertical zones of dual characteristics2. For influence of foehn effect, 
there has been the implicit domain of the differentiation phenomenon, and airflow sink significantly, going 

                                                           
1 Ma Xianhui; Li Ying. Research on Ecotone Environment and Coordinated Economy Development of 
Southwest. Guiyang Jinzhu University. 2002 04 
2 Huang Bing-wei, Zheng Du, Zhao Mingcha. Modern Physical Geography. Beijing: Science Press, 1999,36 
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with increasing temperature and reducing humidity, also low precipitation, and strong evaporation as well3. 
As the result of this, the lower valley region is serious drought with the least rainfall in the whole basin. On 
the north of Caopo village, Wenchuan County in particular, hot-dry valley climate is the most obvious.  

Basin area from northwest to southeast: hot-dry valley belongs to hilly ravine area with least rainfall 
only 500-600mm, while the evaporation here is the highest, almost three times than rainfall. Therefore, the 
ecological environment is very barren and vulnerable. In Habitat Suitability Assessment of the environment, 
there are 12 villages in Wenchuan are not suitable for construction and living, 1 village is inappropriate. 4 

2.2  Geology 
In the west of Minjiang River, valley is wide; stream is meandering, and significantly different canyons, 

cliff valley in the east. Here at borders with violent geological activity. In Shunzhi Dynasty, the history of 
major earthquake in Wenchuan was 6 times, (since the Ming Dynasty) while 137 times in the whole period. 
The maximum magnitude was 7.9 and the maximum intensity of 8 degrees. Because of the 3 major faults 
through the county, tectonic development is a complex structure, showing northeast-southwest direction and 
spreading at about 45 degrees. Intensive faults and broken rock structure are easy to form the disasters of 
landslide, debris flow and landslide. In the records of Wenchuan County Annuals, the geology here is mainly 
gneiss, schist, as well as some limestone, sandstone, etc.; soil is mainly black gravel, brown gravel, sand, etc.  

2.3  Hydrology 
Minjiang is a stem flow, and some main rivers like Zagunao River, Yuzi River, Shou River, Caopo River. 

The length is 88 km and watershed of 1429 km2. Theoretically rich water resources have estimated reserves 
of 3.48 million kilowatts, but the actual volume of 1.75 million kilowatts can be developed, which has been 
developed about 1.60 million kilowatts. Some report calculated using the theoretical number as the base, said 
water resources is still "huge potential", is indeed not true. But after all, rich mine and water resources do 
bring Wenchuan a big economic advantage, so resource-oriented industries have become the backbone to 
enhance economy. However, while rich in hydropower resources, the eco-environment here is fragile too.  
    The growing sewage pollution and soil erosion is increasing rapidly in the process of urbanization5. Soil 
erosion caused not only economic loss, but also the further deterioration of environment. This vicious cycle 
is the main reason for the substantial increase in recent years. Soil erosion, ecological degradation and low 
productivity of land gradually constrained the economic development of mountainous areas. 

3  URBANIZATION OF WENCHUAN 

Though multi-ethnic regions are not ideal for urban expansion, it also faced with the process of 
urbanization. In this process, the administrative, economic and political status is still strong with the 
"boundary" character in Wenchuan. It is the regional portal of Aba to the Chengdu Plain; secondly, it is the 
beginning of the industrial chain for tourism from State Road 213 line and an important industrial base as 
well; thirdly, it is multi-ethnic area; at the end, Wenchuan is the source and ecological backyard of the 
Chengdu Plain. 

3.1  The Level of Urbanization 
Wenchuan County in 2002 the urbanization level is 35.8%, much higher than the 18.7% of the state, the 

average level of 20% of the province. This is almost the same level of the nation (39.09%), which is not 
irregular. However, as all the constraints, the levels of urbanization are significant differences between towns. 
County town Weizhou's urbanization level has reached 71%, other industrial towns are close to or above the 

                                                           
3 Chen Guojie. Theory and Practice of Ecological Construction on upper reaches of Minjiang River. 
Chongqing: Southwest China Normal University Press, p. 8  
4 Yin Zhi. Several Pressing Issues on the Wenchuan Earthquake Reconstruction Planning. Beijing: Tsinghua 
Urban Planning & Design Institute, July 22, 2008 
5 The soil erosion amount of Wenchuan County reached 7.0047 million tons per year, and potential risk of 
the soil erosion involved is very high. Compared to 1985, the loss of the county area increased an average 
erosion modulus 1530.43 tons / km2. years, and total soil erosion increased 5.122 million tons.  Source: 
Wenchuan County Water Conservancy Bureau  
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average level; towns with farming and animal husbandry characteristics still have been very low level. 

3.2  Urbanization Structure 
Corresponding to the natural conditions, Minjiang flood land formed the oldest structure of Wenchuan. 

However, in the stage of rapid economic development, they have become a constraint.  
    Most small and inconvenient towns are difficult to form aggregation effect. From 1982 to 1999, the 
urbanization rate of Weizhou rose from 66.3% to 70.7%, while the county's urbanization rate rose from 
27.8% to 34.8%. However, the natural growth of agricultural population is in fact extremely slow or even 
declining (except for Wolong). It illustrates the trend that population flew to the county town and major 
cities. 

Here are the unbalanced industries too. The main output value of township enterprises lies in the 
industry, transportation, tourism and restaurant services. The major industries depend on natural conditions 
and geographic conditions, high energy industries. And agricultural development in remote rural towns lags 
especially behind and slow. 

4   ANALYSIS ON CONTRADICTIONS BETWEEN ECOLOGICAL E NVIRONMENT AND 
URBANIZATION 

4.1   Ecology Zone and Functional Domain 
It can be seen that most of the region are inappropriate habitat areas, while the Wolong and Gengda are 

medium suitable. No suitable, natural disasters most frequently, most fragile area is along the Minjiang River, 
where is relatively better conditions for development. Due to this, Minjiang River flood land aggregated 
more and more population and industries.  
    Like most counties in China, China's smallest administrative unit is also facing the contradictions of 
urbanization. Urbanization, lack of industrial motivation, has to develop the high energy-consuming 
industries in the low-cost, high-profit, high-consuming way. Because the difficulty to quantify and invisible 
short-term effects, it has repeatedly ignored. 

In such a typical hot-dry valley area, contradictions are particularly apparent, towards to a vicious circle. 
Dry and hot climate, the deteriorating habitat conditions, and decreasing precipitation, while higher 
evaporation, even the large number of small hydropower station on the river water, all of this directly impact 
on the environment. Accompanied by changed waterway in urban construction and man-made land, as well 
as the impact of climate changes on the flood period and evaporation, changed energy flow as the result of 
urbanization have been gradually approaching the critical point. 

4.2   Land-use Contradiction 
Whether "the physical - chemical - biological processes system"6, or "complex ecological system," 7 

ecosystem should be multi-layer. This means that ecological problems must not only nature itself, but 
integrated with the entire biosphere. The process of urbanization focuses on economic development based on 
natural resources, so that the entire biosphere system's development objective is one-sided and unbalanced. 

As the urban structure, it results uneven distribution of population and a large influx of migration in the 
land of 1.29 km2 in Wenchuan. In 2008 the resident population is 36000 (22800 registration population), with 
high population density of only 35.8 m2/person, while green space, roads, infrastructure land is seriously 
inadequate. Because of land shortage, arable land is occupied for industry to improve the effectiveness of 
land. Inevitable invasion and occupation of river transformed nature. To revenge, habitat fragmentation 
greatly damaged the ecosystem, in the restructuring process, the new energy flow affects in opposite way on 
and on. Ecological construction has gradually decline and land-use conflicts deepen this imbalance.  
4.3   Contradiction between the Industrial Structures  

Wenchuan County's backbone is industry and transportation. In 2002, value of industrial output 

                                                           
6 By the cooperation of United Nations University, IGU, International Mountain Society (IMS) and the 
UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Program (IBM), on September 14 to 19, 1981, in Berne-Riederalp 
Switzerland, at the mountain ecosystem stability and instability of the symposium, O 'Connor made the 
definition of mountain ecosystems. 
7 In 1984, famous Chinese ecologist Mr. Ma Shijun proposed. His view of the complex eco-systems 
includes social, economic and natural systems of different nature 
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amounted for a large proportion of 59.63% of total8. In 2007, the number increased as 67.6% of the county 
GDP, whose industry ranks first in Aba, which makes Wenchuan the main industrial and export base. But the 
rapid development of tertiary industry grows rapidly. Rapid industrial development has several reasons: lack 
of capacity for independent innovation so that they have to turn to developing mature but abandoned 
industrial systems; rich natural resources as mine and waterpower, also the transportation pattern of obvious 
advantages; relatively low level education and cheap labor; location nearby Chengdu Plain, and more 
economic, and low cost on land; urban management is insufficient, operating principles and methods are 
difficult to take into account of the ecological problems.  

In view of high-energy-intensive industries, there are only 3 types of land-use classification of industrial 
land for Planning, which has not related to the impact on the environment. Water body is also a 
multi-functional and complex ecosystem, which should be based on geographic location, functional 
requirements, utilizing and potential to build various ecosystems. Nevertheless, not only the development of 
small hydropower stations changes physical and chemical foundation of Minjiang River, but also further 
affects the entire watershed of the landscape and pattern. In holistic view, part of the landscape will disappear, 
landscape structure will be change, and relevant geography and environmental elements will in the face of 
new challenges. A large number of tourists and the domicile migrated population, contributed to the 
development of tertiary industry on hotels, restaurants and services. Natural resources as a basement of 
whole ecosystem, hot-dry valley area brings diversity and complexity eco-conditions. Spontaneously, 
tourism infiltrates through economic structure including urban planning, social structure and consciousness 
of people, driven by the industrial transformation of urbanization, bringing about the reorganization of the 
entire physical space.  

Conflicts of industries and ecological construction also includes the ecological construction of Minjiang 
River. Increasing demand for land to urbanize, the original narrow space of River is not enough. During the 
survey can be found, by reclamation of arable land every year, even occupying flood land and solid waste of 
construction to fill river, it turned to the newly reclaimed land to survive. The loss of arable land and forest 
land can only worsen the ecotone climate, thus react on agriculture and human settlements environment.  

5   SUMMARIES   

All above highlight the contradictory relationship between ecological construction and urbanization. 
Industrial transfers grow in the small cities and towns in demand, accompanied by negative effects. From the 
perspective of traditional economics, although revenue maximizes, such spatial transfer deeply affects on the 
existing land-use pattern and structure of the local eco-system indeed. "Development and protection" is an 
old topic. But from the above analysis, industry, size, structure and ecological construction, etc., they are not 
just staying in the ecological principle establishment like framework which cannot be unable to implement. 
Here the idea of urbanization development needs for further parsing the organizational structure of the 
administrative unit, administrative mechanisms, and practical approach. To recognize scientific uncertainties, 
on the basis of a clear understanding and identifying on problems, it can be sort out the ecological indicators 
of management mechanisms and quantifications, and finally implement the relationship between various 
department and cooperation on the operational level, so that can find a way for west underdeveloped ecotone 
areas in ecological construction and urban development. 
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ABSTRACT: The Minimum Impact House in Frankfurt am Main is a sustainable solution for low cost 
living in city centres - a prototype typology with minimal footprint on a leftover urban space with a 
bottom-up approach The planning process itself became part of a scientific study.  
In a comparative study we compared advantages and disadvantages of a single-family house in the centre 
versus new building zones. This included qualitative an quantitative comparison over a life cycle of 50 years 
with construction, running, maintenance, disassembly and location related mobility.  
DGJ found out that in conventional construction the running uses about 50% of the primary energy, the rest 
is divided into the modules fabrication and mobility. The total energy use of the prototype is 63% lower than 
the compared conventional new building under existing rules. The climate-change effect could be reduced by 
68% per housing unit.  
KEYWORDS:  project presentation, case study, sustainable building, green living in the city 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

The Minimum Impact House is minimal in two ways. It fits a 150sqm house on a 29sqm parcel 
and it has minimal impact on the environment. In this paper, we would like to explain how the house and its 
construction can serve as an example to new agenda in urban planning. We wanted to prove that it is possible 
to construct a passive house standard in the heart of the city, and that construction as well as operation of the 
house should provide a significant reduction of environmental pollution, and especially of CO2 emission. 
These targets required a prototype of both individual and more general validation. Specificity and 
transferability of the design and research work were framed by these two aims.  

2 SMALL HOUSE, LONG STORY  

 This house is not only the simplest accountancy unit for an ecological study, but it also represents 
a specific private microcosm. This project, too, was developed out of private imagination. For a house so 
small the Minimum Impact House has quite a long story. In 2004, Drexler Guinand Jauslin Architects started 
to search for locations of inner city low cost construction in Frankfurt. At that time some of our first 
buildings used wood construction, such as the photo studio Staub [1] just outside Frankfurt, and the Spiral 
House Pigniu in the Swiss Alps [2]. We had learned how this way of building could produce fast results at 
relatively low costs and with fundamental improvements to the environmental impact of construction and 
operation.  

 We where fascinated with the design potential of light wooden buildings; timber construction 
could actually meet our demanding expectations if applied in a different way. We used this method to 
enhance the experiential qualities of the space. The kind of architecture we were (and still are) keen on 
emphasizes the experience of a space in multiple ways. We see building not only as a technical problem but 
as a cultural expression of mankind - to combine both we seek new answers to each building task rather than 
relying on preconceived notions regarding construction, design, and production.  



 
 

564 

 The results of our various timber construction techniques were very encouraging. Timber 
constructions are relatively simple to adapt to many situations. Timber has less problems in insulation than 
steel or concrete based systems, allowing more freedom in design with contemporary insulation standards. 
With timber, the architect also has much more control over the formal qualities of the design itself.  

  Having realized the easy and time saving qualities of timber construction we thought it might as 
well suit other demands. In Frankfurt, citizens, especially those with young families, often leave the city 
when they grow into their thirties - a common phenomenon in many European cities.  This is an unpleasant 
development to our generation, which was born during the first oil crisis. Since the 80s our generation has 
developed an ecological awareness and practices a lifestyle of ecological responsibility. By moving to the 
suburbs we should have to give up these principles. We should have to spend more time, money and energy 
on mobility, have to use our cars more often - not only for our daily commute to work, shops, or schools, but 
also because the cultural activities  take place in the cities and the intercity trains only stop in their centers. 

 The demands of the housing market has led to a dramatic increase of land consumption in 
suburban areas. By consequence the demand of houses in green surroundings voids the essential reason for 
this demand: green spaces are increasingly consumed by houses, roads and highways. A major part of these 
new dwellings consists of detached or semi-detached houses for single families, with a maximized land 
consumption. City authorities and the adjacent municipalities compete for new citizens with land sales. This 
competition often undermines  planning of urban development and accelerates the destruction of natural or 
agricultural spaces. As a result, building an affordable and energy efficient house in a green area outside of 
town was not a viable option.   

 On the other hand, land prices in a city like Frankfurt often are unaffordable. There do however 
exist little niches in the urban fabric - especially in those cities distorted by war. What if we could find in the 
city of Frankfurt such an empty space? We began searching the area around our Frankfurt office for 
minuscule sites to construct single family houses. We also studied the urban housing of Japanese cities where 
sites for construction often are extremely small.  Thus we integrated our ideas on architecture and life into a 
new concept: We where going to construct a Mini-house in the very center of Frankfurt.  

 Along with these considerations and personal observations came the wish to see this project in a 
broader perspective. We wanted to find out whether the actual results would affirm our personal feelings. We 
examined the life-cycle energy consumption of the minimal size house and the environmental impact of its 
construction. Thus the Mini-house became the Minimum Impact House.  

3  PROTOTYE AND COMPARATIVE STUDY 

For the prototype new spatial strategies were developed: The house appears to be a lot bigger inside 
than its size suggest from the outside because of the vertical organization. The tall and high building leads to 
a vertical organization of spaces rather than the conventional horizontal layout. Each room has a specific 
relationship to the exterior, the city and the street. The ground-floor has an office; public rooms like kitchen 
and dining are situated on the next vertical levels, whereas the private rooms like bathroom and bedroom are 
on the top floor next to the roof garden.   

The separation in levels basically leaves one open space per floor with no separation of circulation and 
living space - this concept makes the house very vivid, open and welcoming to visitors. Still, enough privacy 
can be established by moving up one level, increasing in the guest room and the roof terrace. This secret 
garden is cut off from sight, but has a wonderful view - the highlight is a glimpse of the Frankfurt 
skyscrapers from the tip of the roof terrace suspended high above the birch-trees below. 

To guarantee a long usability for the building it has to be adaptable to different usages and inhabitants. 
The house combines and mixes shop, office and living even from initial occupation. DGJ meetings and 
design workshops are held in the living room and office work is built on the ground level while the first floor 
is currently sublet to a graphic designer via a friend in the neighborhood. The bed of the owner/architect is 
also a show room model to visitors which can be bought at the same place by the designer/distributor.  

We developed the facade from the history of the site: Since it was not used after the war, wild trees 
located on site had been grown there to an impressive size, which gave the place a unique atmosphere. The 
initial design concept was to build the Mini-house as an urban tree-house which grew into two large poplar 
trees. Further studies of the trees unfortunately revealed that they suffered from root rot. The municipal 
environmental department cut down the trees to prevent them from falling onto the street, before DGJ could 
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get hold of the land. The real trees disappeared while we were integrating them metaphorically into the 
design. The facade to the building still shows the shadows of those absent trees. 

In a research project the prototype was compared to a typical suburban house. A life-cycle-analysis 
quantified the amounts of energy, material in investment and consumption during an estimated life-span of 
the buildings of 50 years. We developed our own excel-based software and used this as a design-tool during 
the process for optimizing the prototype-building in terms of energy-consumption, construction and 
materials. 

The urban environment of the prototype was compared to a typical suburban settlement in the north of 
Frankfurt called ‘Riedberg’. Mostly former agricultural land has been transformed into a housing quarter for 
15,000 inhabitants. The Sabina House was built to rather normal standards but sold as an "ecohouse".  
Several aspects of the two houses like accessibility, mobility, social structure, green spaces and facilities in 
the surrounding were compared. These “soft facts” were equally considered them the “hard facts,” which 
included: calculations of the primary energy consumption divided into non renewable and renewable sources 
and the global warming potential, GWP (Global Warming Potential expressed in kgCO2eq).  

The energy consumption and CO2 emissions where monitored for 7 different aspects: Construction, 
Operation, Maintenance, Mobility, Deconstruction, Infrastructure, and Land Use. The comparison shows that 
while the gains in operational energy (the main focus) are important, other aspects gain enormous importance 
once a relatively high standard is reached. In other words, if the detailing is good, the impact of bad 
placement in an urban context becomes even more important for a good overall result.  

In conventional construction of the Sabina House, the operation uses about 50% of the primary energy; 
the rest is divided into the modules fabrication and mobility. The total energy use of the prototype is 63% 
lower than the compared to the Sabina House.   The GWP climate-change effect could be reduced by 68% 
per housing unit from Sabina to Mini-house. With highly efficient buildings the annual running of the 
building is only a part of the ecological impact. To consider the impact more has to be taken into account.  

The results show that even in conventional building the construction has a greater impact on the GWP 
and about equals the amount of energy used for heating during 50 years.  

4 BEYOND THE MINIHOUSE  

 The Minimum Impact House is a micro study which examines every environmental aspect of a 
single living unit. Even though developed from an individual project, the results can be generalized. This 
shall be considered here in a larger scale:  An EU study [3] sought to discover why between 1990 and 2000 
individual traffic in 15 countries of the EU had produced 20% more CO2. The emission of exhaust gas 
causing climate change was compared to three indicators: growth of population, gross national product, and 
uncontrolled urban spread.  The correlation between the third indicator and CO2 emission is the most 
significant one. Simply put, this means that the economy and population could grow without harming the 
climate if they would not produce more traffic through decentralization. By consequence we need growth in 
urban areas where infrastructure is already established.  The quoted study also shows that in Europe, 
planning measures most likely are easier to accept by the public than restrictions on individual traffic or 
higher taxation. Planning methods are considered to be more effective than limiting CO2 values for cars with 
combustion engines. Thus the EU research study and the Minimum Impact House report lead to the same 
direction: Ecological housing in green areas or suburban low energy houses for single families, as have been 
promoted since 2000 in many European countries, are well-intentioned but ultimately cause enormous 
environmental damage. Measured in energy consumption, the standards of new buildings are getting better 
so that an improvement of their energy balance will soon be optimized. As a result, contextual determinants 
will get more important - traffic, infrastructure, and consumption of resources through construction or CO2 
neutral materials.  We have to choose a new way to achieve sustainable construction in existing dense 
settlements and we should promote urban densification and preservation of natural and agricultural areas. To 
us, anti-consumerism or reduction of quality of life don‘t seem to be realistic options; we believe that 
compared to living in suburban districts, living in an urban Mini-house offers a surplus of comfort and 
quality of life and saves significant amounts of energy and cost. 

 The common apartment in town is still regarded as unsuitable for families. So it was of great 
importance to us to build a house that, being evidently sustainable, would also realize the dream of a single 
family house. An improved sustainability requires that attitudes about location are no less important than 
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innovations in design and technique. This new awareness leads to a non site: the building gap. 
There are different types of building gaps - some exist because a building is temporarily missing, in 

general because of questions of ownership, juridical disputes, or financial problems. In some locations, these 
gaps are able to be filled in by conventional buildings. We are interested in gaps which under the actual 
conditions cannot be used for a conventional building - for example because access to some inner court has 
to be guaranteed, or a traffic area has to be respected, or because in a high-grade building complex (for 
example a multistoried housing estate) there is a worthless shed left over occupying the ground. The gaps all 
have something in common: they are always in areas with an extreme urban density. The exploitation of 
these types of gaps in the city can avoid a new building in the country. 

 Unlike the heterotopias described by Michel Foucault (4), our prototypical gap is not situated at 
the urban fringe where prisons, madhouses and cemeteries have been located since the eighteenth century. Its 
situation is in the center of an urban residential district with houses, pubs, offices, and shops - and not far 
from important cultural institutions and public traffic facilities. The void of the urban building gap is in 
contrast to the district’s building density. We call such a place a fracture in the urban structure. These 
fractures refer to the failure of other (ideal) urban building strategies. It is of some interest that they exist at 
places where an ideal solution meets another-one, which is likewise ideal. There is a fracture in 
Frankfurt-Sachsenhausen, where the late 19th century architecture of the Gründerzeit meets the structures of 
the 1960s, when priority was given to the car-friendly city. Or in Amsterdam-Nord, where social-democratic 
planning of the 1970s collides with the structures of the 1930s. Each of these fractures is complicated and 
they do not grow together like broken arms or legs. They result from a clash of different concepts of thought. 
Usually such gaps are covered with poor remains of vegetation, mostly superfluous and weedy, planned at 
the best, but even then unused and rarely free from rubbish. The fractures are like symptoms of an 
unconscious disease; as one has to live with them, one has to make them evident at the surface. For urban 
architecture this has many implications: most significantly, architecture should reveal these fractures of urban 
structures. Thus our strategy for construction at such a place is to emphasize the contrasts, opposing the 
idealistic urban patchwork to the ideal planning of new towns. 

 What we love in urban culture is its antagonism, the variety of potentials, the simultaneity of 
cultural, economical, and social life. The Mini-house at the fracture has a view on lively house fronts and 
busy streets; a vital urban feeling is granted by the various views and perspectives. And the front itself 
enables an open dialog with the city. What originally seemed impossible in this conflicted urban fracture is 
suddenly palatable and real. This approach has a long tradition in modern art. By emphasizing the contrasts 
through architecture, an almost surrealistic image is created. In Walter Benjamin's words, “there is nothing as 
surrealistic as the true face of the city.” (5)  

 The Mini-house is not a common urban house - many people stop when they see it for the first 
time: Its timber clad façade cantilevers out over the sidewalk. It seems to be loved more by the public than 
by architects - perhaps because it disproves many prejudices of the guild.  Such reactions make us proud. 

 The Mini-house is about responsibility; it demonstrates holistic thinking and differentiation. It is 
also an idealistic house, though not naive, and it is built, functioning, and inhabited. Its energy balance 
during the first (and cold) winter of 2008/09 even showed a slightly better performance than the calculations.  

 
5 FOLLOW -UP PROJECTS 
 

 At present our Frankfurt office is developing a follow up, Mini-house II. Its site is occupied by a 
small kiosk. The owner intends to rent the house as a private investment. Mini-house II shall be built above 
the kiosk. Its timber construction is completed by several steel columns to reinforce the corners and by an 
extensive glazing. Mini-house I served as a reference to this project and it is interesting to compare 
similarities and differences throughout design and building process. Compared with Mini-house I, the project 
has advanced remarkably fast; by the time this is written the application for a building permit will have been 
turned in at the city administration of Frankfurt. 

 The problems of urban development which led to the Mini-house project still preoccupy DGJ. A 
research team of the Chair of Landscape Architecture of the Delft University of Technology is developing, in 
collaboration with DGJ and the TU Darmstadt and a Dutch real estate developer, additional studies on the 
conditions of Mini-house construction in the Dutch context. In the Netherlands, too, the tendency of 
urbanizing the countryside still is unrestrained - with all the negative consequences seen above. In addition to 
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these there are specific threats such as water management and the rise of the sea level. The research project 
Green Living in the City should explore new typologies for the construction of sustainable housing in urban 
centers. With 500,000 new homes to be built in the decades to come, the Dutch metropolitan Randstad region 
is not expected to become any greener. 

 Green Living in the City suggests two main fields of green innovation: An improved use of public 
and private green space by ways of combining architectural and landscape design, and green building: 
promoting sustainable technology for building, running and maintaining the living space. For the Dutch 
context we propose 3-8 types of green Mini-houses. Our study tries to identify left over potential for 
minimum impact housing in the core of one of the larger cities, most likely Amsterdam.  

 Proceeding on the assumption of 500 new Mini-houses, the study compares in a life cycle analysis 
their operating energy balance to those of a reference group of equal size homes representing the current 
state-of-the-art in Vinex and urban high density housing. 

 Since the 1990s in Netherland, sustainability has been pointed out as a target of urban planning; 
but at the same time the tendency of urban sprawl was reinforced. The Vinex Programme of the 1990s for 
example proposed the growth of cities along existing infrastructure and promoted densified building, but 
nevertheless counted on individual motor traffic. The current economic crisis set an end to building "behind 
the noise barrier”, but the Vinex model still is praised as successful. Even in 2009 a competition, "Hardop 
Dromen" (“Dreaming Aloud“), was published by the province of Nord-Holland, in order to get proposals for 
sustainable building in an agricultural area. As might be expected, there was a great number of excellent 
proposals with nice houses covered with green. DGJ had proved that it would make more sense to realize the 
200,000 living units in question in the 18 largest towns of Nord-Holland and thus proposed 500 units of 
housing along a green ribbon in northern Amsterdam. This feasibility study couldn't provoke a change of 
mind. The project is still mentioned here because it shows that even for cities with extremely different 
structures and problems, potentials for the realization of green living dreams can be found - if only there is a 
will to find them. 

Exploring new technologies and methods for the combination of landscape and architectural 
spaces is a central subject of another research project, "Architecture with Landscape Methods" - which was 
initiated by us with the Chair of Landscape Architecture at Delft University of Technology. In this study we 
examine a wide range of projects created by architects with often extremely different concepts; the research 
concentrates on the formal qualities of the projects as landscapes. Architecture as landscape is a subject that 
was often treated by DGJ in their own designs and buildings. Now a theoretical ground should be defined by 
a systematic analysis of the different projects. Our research is based on the analytical methods developed by 
Clemens Steenbergen and Wouter Reh at Delft University of Technology [7]. In nearly every classical and 
modern treatise, architecture is understood as contrary to landscape. But buildings that claim to be 
landscapes are a striking phenomenon in recent architecture, with little theoretical support so far. The 
research should enable us to develop new methods of design or to apply old methods in a new way - as we 
did with the Mini-house project. 

6 CONCLUSION 

 From a generally accepted awareness that the building industry is a key player in energy 
consumption, many colleagues, and even entire governments, have gone about new efforts for renewal and 
sound planning; in this a new trend towards sustainable building appears to be slowly materializing. To us, it 
is not only important how to reach energy goals but also where. If we do not recognize the connection 
between emplacement and sustainability, many sustainable developments might just miss the point.  

 As architects, we are trained to connect holistic ideas of design to any small detail. Our 
grandfathers’ generation called this “design from the city to the door handle.” In our generation, the gap 
between the scales is increasing; we have to connect our concepts from global warming to physical 
microstructures of materials. We have to master even more complexity and still be able to build at the highest 
level. We should become aware of a global impact of even the smallest scale of detailing without losing the 
larger picture and missing our initial targets altogether. 

 The role of the architect as a humanistic generalist must be practiced and propagated if we are 
seeking a truly sustainable solution to our current problems. When describing, by the end of our Mini-book, 
the applicability of the Mini-house project to other and maybe new fields of work, we had in mind the 
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methodical proceedings. The range of problems building has to deal with in this day and age is extremely 
complex. The  solutions demand a refinement of methods and the confidence in architecture as a discipline 
strong enough to cope with them. 

 Even though it uses traditional techniques and materials, the Mini-house at Walter-Kolb-Strasse in 
Frankfurt is a built peculiarity. And in being so, it is not transferable. But one can transfer its technical and 
conceptual strategies, its architecture. Architecture is not a question of building but of thinking. So, what 
matters in this project is not only the sustainability of the construction but above all the sustainability of the 
theoretical approach of its design. The result of a sustainable design is the point of departure to new projects: 
Our building changes our thinking - as our thinking changes our building. 
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ABSTRACT:  After decades of gentrification, inner city neighbourhoods are still changing. They become a 
place for enhancing the site-base experience that feeds the economy of the post modern city. It seems that the 
issue of inequality occurring in the urban core has been surpassed by the rise of new expectations concerning 
the basic living environments called neighbourhoods. According to the literature, new phrases such as 
cultural quarters, urban villages, and post modern neighbourhoods, all aim to suggest the idea of a vibrant, 
exciting and desirable city. Empirical field work demonstrates that neighbourhood desire is a matter of 
“everyday life” rather than depending on site-based experience, entertainment, and consumption, as literature 
suggests. This paper will argue that even thought low income populations are no longer the majority in those 
neighbourhoods, the idea of a “lively working class neighbourhood” remains very strong in collective 
representations and contributes to the re-calling of specific forms of urbanity. Urbanity implies a 
confrontation with diversity, the un-expected, the unplanned social interactions and political struggles that 
enhance to the desirability of the neighbourhood itself.  
KEYWORDS:  neighbourhood change, new economy, desire, urbanity, gentrification 
 
PREMISE 
 
    In contemporary cities some diverse and authentic neighbourhoods are becoming desirable places and 
important sources for the new economy.  
    These are inner city neighbourhoods, originally positioned as working class settlements that have 
registered a long process of transitions. First they lost their original populations which were replaced by new 
inhabitants with higher incomes and a more sophisticate habitus, a process well known as gentrification. 
Recently they seem to have registered another stage of their evolution: new expectations are rising around 
the minimum unit of co-existence that was originally called a neighbourhood. In other words what in for 
some decades was considered to be a basic living environment where strong ties were nursed and replicable 
(Tosi 2001), is starting to be considered a place where the local economy could be enhanced. 
    Moreover it has been observed that this shift affects the system of relations, belonging, meanings and 
identities at a local level. For this reason it is a shift that must be read behind activities, systems of meanings, 
representations and expectations concerning the living environment. 
    Empirical research1 demonstrates that, even though the working class population is not longer the 
majority in those neighbourhoods, the ideas of “lively working class neighbourhood” remains very strong in 

                                                           
1 This paper will present a selection of the empirical work conducted in two neighborhoods - Fort Greene in Brooklyn 
and San Lorenzo in Rome. The authors have been living in each neighborhood for eight months to conduct a survey of 
neighborhood change using the method of field-work observations and active participation. The case study comparisons 
underline some similarity in the change occurring in the neighborhood and in the contemporary economy that will be 
presented here throughout one case. The complete empirical field work comparison, can be found in the doctorate 
dissertations Un quartiere chiamato desiderio: la transizone dei quartieri popolari in Broklyn e Roma, defended by the 
author. 
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collective representations and contributes to the re-calling of specific forms of urbanity.  
    In fact new expectations concerning neighbourhoods seem to occur in certain contexts where a set of 
physical and social characteristics repeat the diversity, density and heterogeneity as Louis Wirth (1938) 
describes them. Those (apparently new) expectations concerning neighbourhood life, are occurring within 
the wider changing state of the economy of the post industrial city. 
    Nowadays cities are considered central points of a new emergent form of economy defined with new 
terms such as economy of experiences (Pine and Gilmore 1999), cognitive and cultural economy (Scott J.A 
2006), and symbolic economy (Zukin 1995), all based on a cognitive and non-material capital (Rullani 2004) 
that have strong ties to the local. Though cities are facing a complex reconfiguration of their role in the 
global economic arena, becoming entrepreneurial machines for economic growth (Logan and Molotoch 1987, 
Harvey 1989), the local level represents a context in which the result of global changes could be negotiable 
(Cremaschi 2008).  
    Therefore these neighbourhoods become places to attract investments and where planning authorities, 
according with the political arena, chose to locate regeneration projects as well as large urban redevelopment 
projects. On the other hand, citizens and local authorities seem unwelcoming to these new initiatives that are 
accused of stressing the neighbourhoods with new waves of gentrifications and new expectations. 
    The change observed at neighbourhood level has a strong connection with the need of cities to reinvent 
their images, at the same time with the capabilities of local contexts to adapt and absorb structural changes. 
Diverse and authentic neighbourhoods are in this sense meant to become places for enhancing the site based 
experience that feeds the economy of cities, while at the same time places where it is possible to experiment 
with the capacities of adaptation and reactions to global challenges. 
    All of those aspects will be explored in terms of neighbourhood desire, throughout the examples offered 
by selected2 case studies and with a literature overview concerning neighbourhood change.  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW: NEW EXPECTATIONS CONCERNING NEIG HBOURHOOD CHANGE  
 
    The main contributions in literature concerning neighbourhood change are focused on class based 
theory and poverty. Those studies have given attention to patterns of concentrations of disadvantages, 
minorities and class struggles. Throughout those studies scholars recognize important distinction to the 
working class neighbours that inhabited the designated poverty areas (Gans 1963). In the USA they were 
mainly in opposing to the renewal approach that considered poverty areas as something that must be 
neglected and replaced (Topalov 2003).  
    At the same time, as working class neighbourhoods began to achieve a form of social and cultural 
legitimacy, they started to lose their low income population. For that reason researchers focused on working 
class neighbourhoods located in proximity with the city centre, which had experienced decades of decay due 
to serious disinvestments, where the inhabitants were replaced by newcomers and new investments.  
    The debate on gentrification3 began in order to explain the changes occurring in the reproduction of 
capital in the urban core (Smith 1989, 1996), and considering a cultural explanation (Ley 1994, Bridge, 2006), 
within the wider changing state of the economy in the post industrial city (Ley 1980, Hamnett, 2002). 
    The use of this neologism, together with the concept of class and displacement, declared the social 
blame that terms like gentrification imply: the steady tendency of the city to become more and more 
inaccessible and unequal under a programmatic and intentional neoliberal urbanism (Harvey 2005, Smith 
2005).  

                                                           
2 The case studies (san Lorenzo, Roma and Fort Greene, Brooklyn) have been selected considering: the historical 
background, the process of gentrification currently underway, the presence of a vibrant atmosphere in terms of street 
activities and social practices, and recent Urban Redevelopment Projects underway. Both neighbourhoods, after a period 
of decay, become vibrant and desirable for entertainment.  
3 The concept of gentrification has been coined to describe a displacement of poor income residents in inner city 
neighbourhoods who were replaced by new middle and upper class residents. (Smith 1989) .It is generally agreed that 
this is due to private investment, however government action can influence the process to a large extent. The term 
gentrification also implies the upgrading of an area but has many negative implications such as the displacement of 
original residents, the rise of land values, increase in speculation in real estate, increased costs and changes in local 
services, and loss of social diversity. For a theoretical framework about Gentrification and the different positions in 
explaining the process see Glass R., Smith N., Ley D., Hamnet D, Atkinson R, Lees L., Slater T, Wyly E. 
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    Recently the literature on neighbourhood change has registered a shift from concerns about the 
consequences of gentrification to a more contemporary approach which considers working class 
neighbourhoods as an engine for enhancing and enriching the local economy.  
    In debt to Jane Jacobs, recent literature about neighbourhood change focused on diversity as an essential 
ingredient of a vital and vibrant urban experience. New terms such as cultural quarters (Bianchini 1997) art 
neighbourhoods (Urban Fortune 2002), Urban villages (Bell 2004), and post-modern neighbourhoods (Lloyd 
2005) are used to describe inner city neighbourhoods as places where it is possible to experiment and create 
new lifestyles based on routines and consumption. Moreover they describe fashionable places (Bovone 2005) 
and places that better represent the post modern aesthetics of the city (Lloyd 2005).  
    Phrases such as “culturally diverse neighbourhoods” describe neighbourhoods shifting their attention 
from their liveability to their profitability. One example is the creative debate4 that is fostering “how can a 
city become creative in order to compete in a global market” (Florida 2002). Many experiences demonstrate 
that the location predicted by Florida has many references to some particular neighbourhoods, in general 
with those that are already gentrified (Peck 2005). According to the creative discourse, some emergent 
phenomena of neighbourhood change, for instance in Milan (Italy), are considered vectors of cultural and 
creative local economies (Bovone 2005) and are interpreted with positive expectations.  
On the whole, the shift registered in literature describing changes occurring at neighbourhood level goes 
from neighbourhoods that change after the arrival of artists5 “rich in cultural capital, but (initially) weak in 
economic capital” (Ley 2003, Cameron S. and Coafee J., 2005), to neighbourhoods that change in order to 
attract creative people (Florida, 2002), if possible, high income and self sufficient (Peck 2005).  
To this extent, the implication of the shift in describing changes occurring at neighbourhood levels, raises the 
question about who is the repository for important characteristics that are valued by citizens, and worsens the 
concern about who the city is planned for? 
    This short literature overview reveals that the idea concerning what a neighbourhood should be is 
changing. New expectations and descriptions encourage neighbourhoods - the basic life-space, where bonds 
of co-existence are made possible (Cremaschi 2008) - to satisfy new demands of entertainment, leisure and 
consumption that characterise the desire of urban living (Zukin 1998). This tendency is supported by 
increased demand from urban micro entrepreneurs that need to profit from the strong ties and networks of 
trust given by proximity (Scoot 2006), as well as from the aesthetic dispositions that characterise individual 
entrepreneurs in post industrial cities (Lloyd 2005). 
    In other words the descriptions in literature about neighbourhoods in the contemporary economy have 
moved from class based theories, which blame the unequal city, to a description where this change is 
considered unavoidable and is fostered by urban rhetoric and local development projects. It seems that the 
issues of exclusion and the unequal growth of the city have been surpassed by an idea of development that 
relies on the eventually prosperous, vibrant, creative and exciting city. Neighbourhoods are the place where 
this discourse finds empirical evidence. 
    Given this fact, the field work conducted in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, offers an even more complex 
picture. 
    The desire of a neighbourhood cannot simply be classified as the desire for an exciting and vibrant 
urban lifestyle based on leisure and consumption. The empirical work allows the opportunity to take into 
account Lefebvre’s assumption of “everyday life is a place of desire” (1974). In fact neighbourhoods are not 
registering this change without struggle. They are spaces where this change is perceived and where it is 
steadily negotiable. In other words, neighbourhoods are spaces where desire and ambitions for the future, 
could be achieved. 
 
FORT GREENE, BROOKLYN: BEYOND THE HISTORY OF GENTRI FICATION  
 
    Fort Greene, Brooklyn is a neighbourhood that has recorded a long process of gentrification which is 
                                                           
4 According to Florida “in the era of the new economy, success for cities will depend on creativity, and in particular in 
the concentration of many creative people in one place [...]They are looking forward “urban environments that are open, 
diverse, dynamic and cool” (Florida 2002).. 
5 “the origins of gentrification include the establishment of an urbane habitus that drew its identity from a perspective 
rich in cultural capital , but (initially) weak in economic capital, to a state of commodification and reinvestment.” Ley, 
2003.  
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still underway.  
    In recent years it has been described as an art neighbourhood (Urban Future 2005) and has been 
included in the strategic plan for Down Town Brooklyn as a place to locate a Cultural District6. 
    Firstly it is important to remember the cultural momentum that already exists in the neighbourhood, and in 
Brooklyn as a whole, had its root in the 70s when Fort Greene was "the oldest and most Afro-centric artist 
community" (Woo, 2002). During this time a serious disinvestment and the closure of the Navy Yard where 
many African American labourers where employed (Jackson 2004, Kamil, 2005, Brown 1992) occurred and 
the neighbourhood registered a serious period of decay that consequently gave it its designation as a poverty 
area according with the criteria of the Council Against Poverty (Habenstreit 1974).  
    Later, a strong cultural change meant many areas of Brooklyn experienced an increase of pride in black 
aesthetics. Fort Greene became an African American artists mecca7 and a place that just ten years before was 
considered boring, out of date, or even worse, torn apart by racial conflicts, started to become desirable as a 
living option. The new social geography of the neighbourhood was emerging. New enthusiastic inhabitants 
started to renovate historic Brownstones and steadily moved into the neighbourhood (Jackson 2004). 
    Those new inhabitants were in particular African-American. They were the urban pioneers described in 
literature as gentrifiers, responsible for the process of gentrification, and who contributed to a particular form 
of black gentrification (Freeman, Baconi 2004). This gave room for the affluent black middle class in the 
neighbourhood8 and slowly for a process of emancipation of the black community (Freeman 2006). In 
addition to this, local organisations started to mobilise for the preservation of neighbourhood heritage as well 
as for access to housing markets by low income families.  
    Since the 90s the process gave a “sign of renaissance, and much of this growth was the result of 
small-scale, community-based initiatives” (Jackson 2004). Indeed in the last decade the gentrification 
phenomena has started to be more aggressive (Smith e Hackworth 2001). The new superlative “super 
gentrification” coined by Lees (2003) easily clarified the tendency of the neighbourhood to turn into a rich 
enclave. Nerveless the Down Town Brooklyn Plan adopted by the planning authorities, chose to locate at the 
boundaries of the neighbourhood, large urban redevelopment projects such as Metro Tech, and the BAM 
cultural District. Those projects are perceived by local communities as threats to their effects coupled with 
the issue of gentrification9. 
    This short description of the change that occurred in Fort Greene reveals that the neighbourhood has 
been subject to different structural changes. The issue of preservation of historical architecture is nowadays 
overlapped with class and race issues. Moreover associations, communities and activists are mobilised 
against new projects and promoting alternative ways of sustainable development.  
 
OBSERVATION OF NEIGHBOURHOOD CHANGE 
 
    In order to capture this complex stage of the neighbourhood, where a fervid coexistence of issue and 
claim are finding place, there are presented here the results of field-work conduct by observations and active 
participations in the communities, nonprofit organizations, and spontaneous groups that were advocates for 
their living environment. 
    The field work has produced two different products. The first defined the archaeology of change, and 
looked primarily at the comprehension of how the “space between buildings” (Gehl 1968) is changing 

                                                           
6“BAM cultural district is conceived as a vibrant, mixed used, multicultural art district, that will nurture and build upon 
the local arts and business community and shape local development already in progress...The primary goal for the 
project is to foster a lively, livable neighborhood, in which there is a supportive framework for the production, 
enjoyment and representation of the arts.(Plan for BAM Cultural District BAMLDC 2002) 
7 “Fort Greene is an effervescent, trend-setting neighborhood that artists in particular find irresistible. In perhaps no 
other Brooklyn community can writers, musicians, designers, filmmakers and visual artists draw inspiration from a rich 
and varied history that is so well preserved, or engage more fully in the animated debate that defines tomorrow's 
Avant-Garde” (Kennet Jackson, 2004). 
8 “In retrospect, we can see that not only was White Flight good for slumlords and realtors, it also provided an opening 
for members of a growing Black middle class to buy beautiful homes in a previously white only section of 
neighborhood that had long had a black presence”(Rosenberg1998). 
9 In particular a large urban development known as Atlantic Yard Project has been attacked by local activists with 
slogans such as Developers Don’t Destroy Brooklyn to produce “instant gentrification”. 
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according with new needs and uses. Hence, kind of symbols and images of transition occurred and are still 
occurring in Fort Greene, and how they could be perceived. For this purpose building typologies and their 
re-uses, commercial corridors and their appeal, public spaces and their uses, have been scheduled and 
described. The result is a collection of maps and images that contribute to the understanding of the 
neighbourhoods characters and features. The survey reveals a heterogeneous, diverse, and complex social 
geography visible in the street, strongly tied with housing typologies10 and their locations in the 
neighbourhood (Fig. 1). 
 

 
Figure 1 Archaeology of change: building typologies 

 
    This is confirmed by Census data that reveals the gentrification of the neighbourhood correlates with 
housing typology: the income is higher and it grows in census tract where brownstone houses are located, 
moreover the total income of these neighbourhoods is growing 20% more than the rest of the city.  
    The street appeal (shop frontage and design) and the uses occurring in the main corridors11 reveal a 
vibrant and active street life and the presence of different populations in the neighbourhood (Fig 2). The 
populations are varied12 and the uses of public spaces are multiple. Therefore diversity encompasses ethnic, 
social, cultural, and physical characteristics.  
 
                                                           
10 The neighborhood has a good patrimony of architecture: housing in wood from the end of the nineteenth century and 
row houses in brownstone that characterise the south part of the neighborhood, the one that has been almost completely 
gentrified. To the north, manufacturing buildings left empty are re-used mainly by young artists as work spaces; public 
housing projects are still considered hostile and are mainly inhabited by African-Americans. Single plot marked 
neoclassical and neogothic villas stand well restored in the core of the neighborhood and have been recently bought by 
Anglo American families. In some lots new condos are rising and those are the reason for the birth of recent forms of 
activism called “condo boom watch”. 
11 Tree corridors cross the neighborhood. Myrtle Avenue is the north corridor that runs along the public housing. It is 
characterised by general markets and 24 hour shops oriented to cheap goods. While Dekalb Avenue and Fulton Street 
are characterised by sophisticate shops, wine bars, French patisseries, boutiques and self made designers, to give some 
examples. 
12 The populations vary from young students to elderly still in the neighborhood; from Anglo and African American to 
Caribbean, Mexican, and Chinese; from highly skilled professionals to ordinary workers. The African American 
population is the majority with a rate among the total populations (18,000) of 70%. This rate is considerable if 
compared with a black brooklynities rate that is 30% among the rest of the population. In recent years the white 
population is rising, however Rosenberg demonstrates that the neighborhood is facing a class issue more than a race 
issue (Rosenberg 1998). 
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Figure 2 Archeology of change: street appeal and uses 

 
    The survey has considered also the main projects13 and policies for the neighbourhood(Fig.3). The main 
urban projects could be simplified as top down – decisions that come from the Planning Department mainly 
oriented to the future development of the city – and bottom up, proposed and suggested by communities 
oriented to the preservation of the neighbourhood heritage. Those two families of local policies reveal 
different expectations concerning the future of the neighbourhood. 

                                                           
13 This survey was up date as of late 2008. Some projects may have changed slightly in feature or size considering 
recent economic changes. 
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Figure 3 Archaeology of change: Urban Project and local policies 

 
REPRESENT “NEIGHBOURHOOD VITALITY” 
 
    The second product of the field work comes from the history of participations that constitute the raw 
material for the production of a graph called Observation of neighbourhood vitality (Fig 4), a kind of 
complex representation of all the activities taking place in the neighbourhood, reorganised on the basis of the 
ideas and representations concerning the neighbourhood. The image is composed of independent columns 
without any horizontal correspondence. In column 1 there are the communities14, groups of interest and 
institutions that were working for their neighbourhood15. Within this group some individuals have been 
privileged informants concerning their activities and also their personal opinions. In column 2 there are the 
recurring representations of the neighbourhood. Those representations are a convergence of ideas and 
aspirations within the space that is able to host them: the neighbourhood (Grande 2006). 

                                                           
14 The term community is used in common languages to indicate a group of people that live in the same surroundings 
and share ideas, advocacy or issues. Even if it is a common term it has a dense meaning full of geography and 
belongings. In general a neighborhood’s community has a minimum of two of those three characteristics: a common 
geography and sense of belonging to a place (living in the neighborhood), have a common idea or advocacy (to share an 
issue as well as an interest in something), have a common identity (due to religion, ethnicity or culture). 
15 Fort Greene Association was promoting Fort Greene as an Historical District; BAM LDC and Downtown Brooklyn 
Partnership was promoting the BAM cultural District; “condo watch community” was an sporadic community 
advocating against new developments; non-profit organisations PRAT Community Council was working on anti 
displacement policies and affordable housing; South of Navy Yard artists association was promoting the Artist Studio 
Strowl; Myrtle Avenue Brooklyn partnership was promoting the revitalisation of commercial activities. For each of 
those groups the author produced a report about their activity, objective and their ideas concerning the neighborhood. In 
each group more than one key informant has been chosen for a more in depth interview. 
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Figure 4 Observation of neighbourhood vitality 
 
    In column 3 there are the main local projects, driven by groups or institutions. They are strongly tied 
with the way to consider the urban fabric: re-use the vacant buildings; maintain the physical assets of the 
neighbourhood; maintain social and ethnic diversity and allow all to access the housing market; build a new 
city with urban redevelopment projects; and promote and enhance the vibrant atmosphere in the street life 
encouraging small business. 
    This complex representation allows us to draw some conclusions about the desirability of Fort Greene 
and to underline a strong tie between the desirability and a precise form of urbanity. 
 
NEIGHBOURHOOD DESIRES  
 
    To this extent desirability could be defined as a variable that depends on several different, contrary, and 
controversial ideas of what a neighbourhood is or should be.  
    So far, Fort Green could be considered as an historical district with architectural relevance that should 
be preserved: confirmed by the comment “we are the brown stoners”; a neighbourhood that corresponds to 
many expectations concerning the built form: confirmed by comments such as “it has the right scale”; “we 
used to see the sky”; an artistic mecca with an active cultural life; a place where socio-ethnic diversity is still 
an important component, but where local activists are facing class issues; an area of future urban 
redevelopment and a good opportunity for sure investment confirmed by “it is close to the Manhattan 
financial district”; and, finally, a vibrant neighbourhood with an active street life confirmed by phrases such 
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as “it is a hot place”, “it is the happening ‘hood’”. 
    Thereby it is important to see how the built environment plays a very important role on the “production” 
of the neighbourhood’s ideas. Throughout the use of the “neighbourhood of brick and mortar” (Blokland 
2005) the urban fabric offers the raw material for the reproduction of collective and shared ideas that form 
the neighbourhood symbolically. Some of those ideas come from the rewriting of the past; the old fashion 
aristocratic neighbourhood with luxurious villas. Indeed others are recent and oriented into possible 
investment and promotions. No single one of these ideas is sufficient in describing what the neighbourhood 
is. All of those ideas, even if apparently in contrast, are present at the same time.  
    The complex coexistence and the negotiations of different local projects and ideas produce the symbolic, 
social and cultural space called Fort Greene. 
    Local projects and initiatives are promoted by a group of citizens forming communities but also from 
individuals. Figure 5 shows a trajectory of groups that advocate against gentrification. Starting from the same 
ideas of what the neighbourhood is (a diverse neighbourhood) and with the same objective (preserve social 
diversity), their members have different approaches.  
 

 
 

Figure 5 Observation of neighbourhood vitality: local project trajectories 

    Anti-gentrification activists are requesting that the existing buildings should be protected by anti 
gentrification policies. The Director of a nonprofit association called PRATT Community Council is working 
for a quote of affordable housing in new developments. 
    It is also interesting to note that different groups, born from different issues (such as the 
anti-gentrification movement and the condo boom watch), overlap with the ideas that the neighbourhood 
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should preserve both from aspects of its physical form and its social diversity, and come up with similar 
proposals. 
    Finally local projects result in three main attitudes: form of resistance, adaptations, and promotions. 
    Reactions are basically aimed to compare the physical change of the neighbourhood. Those practices 
find their applications in policies such as Down Zoning Plan, the enlargement of the Historic District and the 
contextual rules that oblige new development to be coherent with the surroundings. Forms of reaction also 
include the activities of the anti-gentrification movement and displacement watch, promoted by local 
nonprofit associations. Their aim is to allow low income families to access the housing market under the 
protections of rent stabilisation procedures. 
    Forms of promotions consider the neighbourhood and its characteristics a good context for investment, 
in particular for small enterprises oriented to fashion, entertainment (bars and clubs) and shops. Activities 
that enhance the vibrant street life that already exists in the neighbourhood, are in some sense a form of 
promotion. The Downtown Brooklyn Partnership promotes a Cultural District called BAM where it is aimed 
to develop cultural activities related to performing arts. This project has received much criticism from the 
local artists because it appears to profit from an already existing African American cultural community. 
 
NEIGHBOURHOOD VALUES 
 
    The observation of activities in Fort Greene allows us to select some important features that determine 
the desirability of the neighbourhood. They could be considered neighbourhood values and could be 
summarised as follows: 
 
-Arts and culture as ordinary not extraordinary. In Fort Greene art and daily life are coupled with the 
practices of everyday life of inhabitants. Artists usually conduct their lives in complete anonymity and 
contribute to the cultural capital of the neighbourhood as any other inhabitants that produce values with care 
to their surroundings. Given that assumption, the culture of a neighbourhood is not something that can be 
externalized, and at worst, sold as urban experience as literature suggests. From this perspective 
neighbourhoods must be considered a document of actions (Geertz 1973), the result of a summary of the 
amount of the possible ways of life (Williams 1989) occurring in a living environment. 
 
-Sociability and vitality. The active street life occurring in the neighbourhood is not only a product of 
businesses but also a sub-product of the uses and practices promoted by individuals and groups. The 
liveability of Fort Greene is due to the diversity of the street activities, young populations, ethnic groups and 
their behaviour. Moreover vitality is due to the activities promoted by the communities and associations that 
contribute to the social reproductions of space, of trust networks, and ties. That being said, for culture, ties 
should not be considered only for their economic advantages. They are substantive for the vitality of a lived 
environment. 
 
-The built form. The field work demonstrates that the built environment is the common ground for the 
dialogue among different expectations concerning the neighbourhood. The building environment of a 
neighbourhood is a set of physical and social features that re-call the pre-modern urban form repertoire: the 
fine grain of the nineteenth century with dense housing blocks, row housing and villas. Figurability and 
legibility as described by Kevin Lynch (1960) still finds connection with the desirability of certain 
neighbourhoods in post modern times. 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
    The main research outcomes concern the desires of certain neighbourhoods in the contemporary 
economy. 
    The empirical field work proves that neighbourhood desire is a matter of “everyday life” rather than 
depending only on site-based experience, entertainment, and consumption.  
    Desirability frames a complex reality. It embraces: a combination of different socio-cultural 
representations related to the neighbourhood; a set of physical and social characteristic that have been 
described as neighbourhood values; and finally, the strong and persistent advocacy of activists, the sociability, 
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and the opportunity to express ideas and claims. 
    Therefore desirability is the opportunity and the space where individuals and groups of citizens can 
express their opinions concerning their surrounding world. This position finds its theoretical support in 
Lefebvre assumption “everyday life is a place of desire” (1974). 
    This interpretation of neighbourhood change suggests a strong link between desire and urbanity. The 
attachment to a precise building environment represents a re-call for urbanity: a combination of physical, 
social and symbolic features that create a dense, diverse and heterogeneous urban living. Urbanity implies 
confrontation with diversity, the unexpected, the unplanned social interactions and political struggles that 
enhance the opportunity of self expression. From this perspective neighbourhoods are not registering 
structural changes passively. Even when the neighbourhood undergoes a process of gentrification there are 
still spaces where changes and meanings could be steadily negotiable. 
    Finally this re-call for urbanity in the new economy leads to a paradox: the unfeasible time relations 
between a set of physical and social values with the need of post modern society. The pre modern city 
required the sociability desired from the working class inhabitants during the sixties and seventies, however 
it must be redefined to give room to post modern lifestyles. 
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ABSTRACT: This essay proposes to approach the urban form of Alvalade and Areeiro not only from  a 
formal perspective, but also on the view point of the user. Both have different spatial features and each of 
them pursuits their own identity, constructed through the details perceived by the inhabitants more than by 
the general perception that the common visitor can have at first sight. It gives an insight of the relation 
between its layout as conceived and as it is perceived, the hybrid status that outcomes of its original urban 
form, giving insights on how to apply this condition for future reality needs. 
KEYWORDS:  rapid growth, urbanization, local identity, urban design, public life, significance.

1    SPATIALITY 

1.1 Historical context 
Alvalade and Areeiro neighbourhoods emerged as a consequence of Lisbon’s expansion towards the 

plateau on the North side of the city. With the “Estado Novo” (New State) dictatorship politics, appeared in 
1938 the General Plan for the city's expansion. It was commonly called the De Gröer plan and it was ordered 
by Duarte Pacheco, the Public Works Minister. In 1945, the plan for the “Sítio de Alvalade e Areeiro” was 
concluded, being the first according to the aims of the De Gröer Plan for the city. 
 

 
 

Figure 1  Alvalade presentation plan, 1945  
 

Despite the input given by Duarte Pacheco’s “development politics”, with the compulsory realization 
of plans for villages and cities and the work of demanded urban planners like Agache, De Gröer, Piacentini 
or Dodi (Rossi, 1967), urbanism was at that time a quite recent matter in Portugal and it did not seem to call 
upon great interest as far as most of the Portuguese architects were concerned. For this large scale 
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intervention the architect Faria da Costa, graduated in the Paris Institut d’Urbanisme, was called. He took 
charge of the realization of most of the plans made in the 30’s to the 50’s, among which the plans for the 
“Sítio de Alvalade and Areeiro” were included (Costa, 1998). 

 
 
1.2  Alvalade and Areeiro 

Both neighbourhoods, Alvalade and Areeiro are the result of the above mentioned Duarte Pacheco’s 
“development politics”. They are part of the planned expansions in order to respond to habitation problems 
within the city and to enable the de-centralization of services and population to the periphery. The project 
was realized in expropriated terrains with a strong public and municipal control, taking advantage of an area 
in between main traffic axis and railway. Each of the two neighbourhoods was designed in different 
moments. Areeiro was planned in 1938, for 9000 inhabitants, with 2680 dwelling in 32 hectares. The first 
stage of construction started in 1940 and the second stage started in 1948. Alvalade was planned in 1945. 
This larger plan was designed for 45 000 inhabitants, in 12 000 dwellings located in an area of 230 hectares. 
In 1948 Alvalade was already partially built. Both neighbourhoods were meant to relocate the incoming 
inhabitants from precarious areas of the city center, like the area of “Martim Moniz”. The latter was 
demolished in the beginning of the 40’s but the Faria da Costa plan destined for this neighbourhood was 
never implemented.  

To manage the articulation of the new urbanized areas with the pre-existing urban tissue was a well 
achieved goal. The space continuity - of which the most refined example is the connection between Alvalade, 
Areeiro and Avenidas (adjacent neighbourhood from the beginning of the 20th century) – synthesized in one 
single extension between the axis of two previously existing main avenues (Avenida da República and 
Avenida Almirante de Reis), that before were defined as two different city sectors with opposed socio-
cultural standards. This synthesis could be framed in the “corporative spirit” to conciliate different social 
status, dominant in the contemporary political ideology. (Lamas, 1993) The introduction of innovative 
modern urban forms is evident and only in a very general way, is the neighbourhood similar to other 
reticulated neighbourhoods of Lisbon. The main difference resides in the application of the adapted 
neighbourhood unit concept. The acceptance of a new multifunctional urbanized area through this project 
helped to reverse the “zoning” tendency that kept on being accentuated in the expansions of the city since the 
end of the 19th century.  
  
1.3 Typologies and modern influences 

Alvalade shows in its typological diversity and a variety of social programs. The whole neighbourhood 
is organized with precise urban typologies. The street hierarchy is organized by avenues, streets, alleys and 
pedestrian paths, with squares placed on the main crossroads. The blocks are open inside, allowing space for 
gardens, parking and equipments. Also the hierarchies of the sidewalks reinterpret and adapt the image of the 
Corbusier’s redent. The repetitive buildings in unity and architectonic order, with their controlled façades, 
are only emphasised in the crossroads, marking the intersection with squares and more visible spaces.  

 
 
Figure 2 Economic rent apartments, Igreja Avenue, 1949       Figure 3  Typologies contrast  
 

The old city, in which the inner block courtyards where underutilized, was rejected. The traditional 
continuous street is applied, but the inner courtyards privatization ends. These spaces are now meant to be 
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leisure, green or equipments areas. The buildings have two façades – one towards the street and the other one 
towards the inner block’s public space, more intimate and quiet. This feature can be an analogy to Barcelona 
Cerdá’s plan, where this proposal was less successful and the inhabitants end up occupying the blocks’ inner 
courtyards (Lamas, 1993). 

Planning and constructing some diversified areas within the original plan changed the way of 
“producing the city” that the classic block patterns and avenues have installed in Lisbon. The conception for 
the aerated city, filled by the construction in height translated in isolated buildings surrounded by large 
extensions of open spaces was then introduced in the Portuguese context. 
 

 
Figure 4 Bairro das Estacas modernist incursion, facing Areeiro area, behond the railway, 1949 

It is within the Alvalade urban tissue itself, despite the changes to the original plan, that at that time 
these more radical modern urbanism proposals were tested in the final realization stages, namely the Estados 
Unidos da America avenue (by the architects Cid, Laginha and Esteves, 1957), Brazil avenue (by Segurado, 
1958) and in the above mentioned Estacas Neighbourhood (by Sanchez and Authoguia, 1954) (Tricard, 
1963). Alvalade and Areeiro adapted easily to this kind of introduced changes (with great design quality) and 
other changes that were and still are determined in the following years by the municipal bureaucracy and 
private development driving forces. 
 
 

 
 
                 Figure 5  Areeiro aerial view, 2005                Figure 6  Alvalade aerial view, 200
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2    SIGNIFICANCE 
 
2.1 Specificities of places 

Place is perceived as having a single, uniform and essential identity… different people not only give 
different meanings to the same place, but they all use it differently too (Uguris, 2004). Alvalade and Areeiro 
have different spatial features and each of the neighbourhoods pursuits its own identity, constructed through 
the details perceived by the inhabitants more than by the general perception that the common visitor can have 
at first sight. The spatial qualities are more appreciated by the visitors that quickly realise the easy access to 
commerce, services, schools, public spaces, while the subtle aesthetic experience is only experienced by its 
inhabitants in a longer time frame. 

Not trying to enumerate Alvalade and Areeiro specificities, the following section refers to the very 
personal experience of growing up in such a space… or should I say in such place? It is the trajectory of a 
person, in a real life time frame, noticing the specificities that the previously made descriptive analysis of the 
site did not grasp. It is an insight to some of the everyday places inside all the other everyday spaces that 
serve as framing background for the action to occur. A simple photographic reportage with very personal 
comments tries to attribute meaning to Alvalade and Areeiro. 
 
2.2  Places of significance 

My older sister left me at the door and pointed one direction… “Your classroom is over there”. I was 
too nervous on the first day of primary school. The echoes of the other children playing, the cold walls in an 
oversized corridor made my stomach shrink and my legs tremble. As I moved forward along the corridor, 
over and over, day after day, the fear of the unknown became a new world where all my friends and all the 
surprises were placed. Every night I was looking forward for the next day to happen.  

Sometimes I would go to the market with the doorkeeper of my building. Minding the steps, jumping 
between the water stains on the asphalt, pretending to buy my own vegetables and talking to the arranged 
fish were common activities while the energetic lady talked with her neighbour friends.  
 

 
     Figure 7 Bairro das Estacas daily market in the 50's                Figure 8 the market in 2009 
 

Her parents didn’t have phone at home and there were no cell phones at that time. I would look from 
my bedroom window and see if my best friend was playing in the garden. If so, I would open the window 
and have a loud dialogue with her across the railway: “- Can I come and play with you?” to what she would 
usually answer screaming “-Yes! I’m going to ask my mum if you can have lunch with us!”…  

Every weekend I would go with my parents, brothers and sisters to visit my grandmother at her house 
in the “pink blocks”. Someone used to hold my hand and drag me over the sidewalk. I have always walked 
slowly. In the first years that I remember those visits, my interest went to the Portuguese “calçada” pavement 
drawings. As I grew up, the “looking down” image of my feet jumping over the black and white floor, to try 
to catch up with the wider adult steps changed to the “looking up” image. Guessing where was the perfect 
house for me to live in when I would become independent… “The ones on the corner are the best.” 
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Figure 9 Estados Unidos da America avenue in the 50's       Figure 10 my grandmother's building in 2009 
 

Six years doing the same fourteen minute walk, sometimes twice a day. The high school siren was 
ringing. Again, late… crossing the round balcony corner: 10 minutes to go… Hurry! Passing the church: 4 
minutes to go!... 

Going back home triggers the nostalgia feeling in my mind. Approaching the corner of Roma Avenue 
the anxiety grows. The next is the slightly taller green corner building, my home. The wide sidewalk and 
almost no traffic give the peaceful sense that I, once more, was able to go home and feel that everything is 
still the same. Here the time stops, the sounds are familiar, the people recognize me and I feel the warm and 
relaxing feeling of protection… My place is still the same even if my space has become wider. 
 
 

 
 Figure 11 Roma Avenue intersection in the 50's                Figure 12 one block away from home, 2009 
                                                        
 
2.3 The “hibrid” status of Alvalade and Areeiro 

At this point, the concept of hybridity, which at its most basic level, it has meant the interbreeding or 
mixing of different people, cultures and societies, is introduced. In the last few years many good books have 
been authored and edited on hybridity and the concept of a “third space”. However, few of these have 
attempted to ground themselves in the concrete realities of the physical environment: in neighbourhoods, 
housing projects, urban squares and city streets (AlSayyad, 2001). The physical environment of the 
neighbourhoods of Alvalade and Areeiro can be seen as these kinds of realities. Its hybridity is accentuated 
by the mix of different cultural backgrounds that were able to coexist within the same area, due to the 
different housing typologies planned for it – from the economic rent housing projects to the high quality 
modernist housing blocks, for example. Also the smooth porosity of spaces allows a hybridity of the spatial 
features of the neighbourhoods. The organization of private and common parts of the houses, the soft but 
steady transition between public and private spaces and further on, the permeability between these areas with 
the surroundings (previously existing and posteriors) confer a particular dégradé of perception that we can 
call as hybrid. Hybrid within Foucault’s “given” oppositions – between the public and private, familiar and 
social or leisure and work.  

The understanding of how the notion of hybridity has contributed to the shaping of a unique urbanism 
that can be called the “third place” can be seen in this case. The intentional mix of uses, social classes and 
the above mentioned gradients between public and private areas and spaces assume dualities that introduce 
the logic of hybridity. The process does not simply involve the combination or merger of incompatible 
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elements, but instead the insertion of a third possibility connection (AlSayyad, 2001). It is possible that the 
inherent characteristic of these neighbourhoods that make this third space happen is the scale.  In Alvalade 
and Areeiro the balanced coexistence of scales - in relation to the surrounding urban fabric and within the 
neighbourhood, with the relation of different typologies - allows that the human scale is set up in evidence by 
the several architectural scales in itself.  

The notion of emplacement that one can attribute to the neighbourhood is personal and unique. Still, 
when confronted with other individual perceptions of the same space a converging complicity of perceptions 
arises in this specific case… The elderly perception goes back to the times of an area still in construction 
when a somewhat sterile urban landscape was formed. The displacement feeling was not questionable due to 
the political and social context of that time. The occupation of the “virgin” territory is what constructed its 
character from scratch, in a context that was not repeated again in the city’s history. The authoritarian regime 
and its sometimes monumental and always controlled architecture can be compared to Rossi’s vocabulary of 
potent type-forms that could be adapted to many purposes discovering a new kind of monumental power 
(Jones, 1986). It reflects the political frame in the spatiality and social behaviours of that time.  

The phasing of the plan and the introduction of changes created an articulation of spaces, a variety 
in rhythms and porosity gradients that allow the real life to occur, as well as changes within the space in a 
spontaneous way. The compilation of the characteristics of the so called “New Urbanism”, as the nostalgia of 
the old city with its rich mixture of undifferentiated functions, a nostalgia for a lively public realm of streets 
and squares with fronts and backs (Jones, 1986), along with the modernist first incursions made of Alvalade 
and Areeiro a lucky experimentation in the city. The good city is the one that manages to give public value to 
the private. Considering the urban collective space as a space of experience (Solà-Morales, 1992), Alvalade 
and Areeiro are a vast territory to test the significance of these as the third spaces. They are more emphasized 
when the experience can be scaled up to the Lisbon scale or when in other perception, the private space is 
introduced.  

 
 

Figure 13 Londres square, 2009 
 

2.2   Future meanings 
In times where the growth of cities is beyond our individual perception, an important lesson should be 

learned from Alvalade and Areeiro. Is the gathering of important urban and architectonic elements in an 
economic rent housing project happening nowadays in Lisbon (and other metropolitan areas around the 
globe)? Are the new fabrics coherent with the surroundings? Is the human scale being taken in account? Are, 
at last, the new fabrics allowing a third space to occur? We need to face growing cities with the disadvantage 
of not having time to define the human layer within the new urban fabrics. Cities are urgent! As such, time 
should be taken for a careful planning of what these are becoming in the perspective of the human scale and 
condition. Will the significance of places make of the “urgent cities” ones that work? 

The way life took possession of the neighbourhoods was a process that started from scratch. But the 
availability of functions and services needed in the city, concentrated in the same physical area, made of it an 
inviting area for a good urban environment that made people stay. As the time passes, the increasing 
cohesion of the space becomes more and more intrinsically related with the human reality within. The spatial 
reality of Alvalade and Areeiro is a symbiotic relation between the emplacement feelings of its inhabitants 
and the characteristics of its architecture. More than one generation has passed and the human life cycle has 
also an immediate reflection in the experiences of the place. Again, the coherence of scales and the 
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significance of the details make these neighbourhoods a place - and for others, a space - of exception. 
 

 
Figure 14   Heading to Roma avenue in traffic hour, 2009 
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ABSTRACT: Cities gain new functions today, as being the crucial points within the global capital 
circulation network, in relation with the multi-layered processes of globalization. While the top tier of cities 
is defined, the second or third tiers are less clearly articulated. Because of this, cities compete to establish 
and stabilize their position in these networks of global capital fluidity within their regions. So, as cities 
became more competitive in global networks, their priorities shift. Special object of study of the paper is 
Istanbul, which is the biggest metropolis of Turkey and nowadays which has been in this contest of 
becoming the leader city within its region and engaging with global networks. And today, within this 
globally driven conjuncture, the city encounters with a new ruling factor: The Package. 

The Package is the programmatic and formal content of new emerging areas of working, housing, 
commerce, entertainment, and circulation and, it also defines the relational networks between them. 
Principally it consist of the juxtapositions of “shopping center + business center + protected residential zone 
+ highway/subway” in various compositions. The development area of The Package is mostly the new 
emerging axles on the edges of metropolis. Its impact on the center is mainly in the form of splashes. 

The Package works for the tendency of the new global economic, political and cultural supremacy 
towards enclosing all aspects of our lives, with giving it its living form. It insists on a certain kind of 
planning and marketing strategy. Within this process, architecture can serve for it and the thought or 
conception of planning (as we know it; a concept of planning considering public wealth), is almost 
unfunctional. 
KEYWORDS: globalisation, global city, production of urban space, neoliberal urbanism, urban life. 

1    INTRODUCTION 

The text about city in The Metapolis Dictionary of Advanced Architecture starts with this phrase: “City, 
is an old word...” [1] The city, as we know it, has once dead by transforming to modern metropolis through 
industry revolution in 19th century. And nowadays, are we talking about the dead of modern metropolis? If 
we think about the facts like social and economic inequalities, environmental problems, etc., of course “the 
dead of the city” is a metaphor. On the contrary many people now, than ever before, live in cities today. But 
it is still true that many cases related to contemporary metropolis, once again, force us to move away from 
the things that we know about the city. Short, identifies this situation by the concept of “liquid metropolis”. 
For him, contemporary megalopolis is a large liquid metropolis whose boundary demarcation is always 
provisional. It is a giant metropolitan region always in a state of becoming as well as being. The end result of 
myriad individual actions, invesment decisions, and political choices is the collective, unforeseen creation of 
a giant urban region larger than our capacity to humanize it and greater than our imagination to conceptualize 
it. The liquid metropolis has oozed beyond our ken. [2] 

Therefore, for a while today, we are faced with many new concepts produced by different disciplines in 
order to understand what is going on in cities. Some examples of them are below: 

_ Edge Cities; as a new type of settlement developed far from the old downtowns, mostly nearby the 
highway networks and on areas where little villages, semi-rural areas or suburbs lay before. They contain 
nearly all the functions a city ever has, like houses, business centers, malls, entertainment areas, etc., albeit in 
a spread-out form. [3] 

_ Urban Corridors; by lying along the intercity highways for hundreds of kilometers, make it impossible 
to determine any borders. 

_ Urban Sprawl; as a process of large-scale real estate development resulting in low-density, scattered, 
discontinuous car-dependent construction, usually on the periphery of declining older suburbs and shrinking 
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city centers. [4] 
_ The emergence of the Space of Flows; that supersedes the meaning of the real spaces of places. They 

emerge as a result of a series of processes like the restructuring of capitalism; reorganization of business and 
investment environment; spreading of new tools like computer, mobile phone or internet; formation of a 
global competitive environment directed by creativity, connectivity and development of intelligent systems 
and, the transformation of the state. [5] 

_ The rise of the Generic City of Koolhaas; which has no center, identity and history. Which is 
homogeneous and every district of it develops nearly the same by a configuration of roads, blocs and green 
areas. The most attractive thing about it, is its irregularity and it is the one that has been built actually or 
mentally always on the tabula rasa. [6] 

_ The development of a new understanding as a result of the changes in the functioning and structuring 
mechanisms of culture industry by globalization, of which city’s marketability and its image are the main 
priorities. And the development of a new field identified as City Branding, which is established by the 
practices of marketing and brand managers, market research companies, communication consultants, tourism 
companies' board of directors, financial analysts, etc. 

In addition to all these different cases, one of the important distinctive characters of today’s world is the 
introduction of the concept of “globalization” as an active component in all areas of our lives. And a new 
discouse on “Global City” accompanies this process. 

2    THE DISCOURSE ON GLOBAL CITY AND THE RISE OF NEOLIBERAL URBANISM 

While there is scant agreement on what the chaotic concept of globalization actually means, it is 
generally assumed that globalization is a process whereby everything from capital, labour and goods to 
communications, culture and pathogens can be rapidly exchanged or transmitted from any part of the world 
without the obstruction of national borders. Although globalization has many important political, social and 
cultural expansions, it is interpreted primarily as an economic concept, which is characterized with the 
internationalization of investments and markets. In fact, it can be said by looking to capitalism’s history it is 
not at all a new phenomenon. What makes these phenomena special today is the new phase of capitalism 
defined as “flexible accumulation” which rests on flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour 
markets, products, and patterns of consumption. It is characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors 
of production; new ways of providing financial services, new markets, and above all, greatly intensified rates 
of commercial, technological, and organizational innovation. [7] And the most important supporter of this 
process is the continuing development in the areas of communications and information. 

The most important effect of this situation on cities is the new formation of the city directly as an 
investment space isolated from the control and govern of the nation state. And this process produces two new 
phenomena: First, is the development of a new discourse on metropolis under the name of “Global City”1 
and the second, is the dramatic increment of the domination of the capital over the mechanisms of decision-
makers in the cities.  

Thus cities gain new functions as being the crucial points within the global capital circulation network, 
in relation with the processes of globalization. [8] While the top tier of cities is defined: London, Tokyo and 
New York, the second or third tiers are less clearly articulated, and because of this, cities compete to 
establish and stabilize their position in these networks of global capital fluidity within their regions. And, as 
cities became more competitive in global networks, their priorities shift. Because the predominance in this 

                                                
1 Sassen, identify the process of globalization with a different type of metropolis that she calls the “global 
city”. The combination of spatial dispersal and global integration has created a new strategic role for major 
cities. Beyond their long history as centers for international trade and banking, these cities now function in 4 
new ways: first, as a highly concentrated command points in the organization of the world economy; second, 
as key locations for finance and for specialized service firms, which have replaced manufacturing as the 
leading economic sectors; third, as sites of production, including the production of innovations, in these 
leading industries; and fourth, as markets for the products and innovations produced. These changes in the 
functioning of cities have had a massive impact upon both international economic activity and urban form: 
cities concentrate control over vast sources, while finance and specialized service industries have 
restructured the urban social and economic order. Thus a new type of city appeared. It is the global city. [9] 
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competition can only be achieved by serving the components of attraction like the best business 
environment, communication and transportation probabilities, etc., for global capital fluidity. To provide 
support for large-scale infrastructure projects (like metro, international airport, trade fair, international 
business centers, etc.), to give guarantee to foreign investors and, to market the new image of the city to 
potential investors and to the whole world, can be considered as the main strategies of this process. 

So, how can we interpret all these? Worst scenario might be: It is the fact that the world economy 
experienced a transformation in the last thirty years. But this transformation has not emerged within a natural 
process, such as the dominant discourse of globalization claims. It is the result of the implementation of a 
political project and, the global fluidities, which are claimed to be increased by globalization, are not 
independent from these political desicions and power relations. [10] In other words, globalization, in fact, is 
the name of the political project of the final phase of capitalism. And neoliberalizm is the primary ideology 
of this political project. While the discourses on globalization provides an ideological manipulation to orient 
and legitimize this process, the discourse on Global City constitutes its urban ideology by implying complete 
articulation to neoliberal policies as the only choice for cities to live. 

On the other hand, of course there can be a best scenario, which might be based upon an other 
interpretation of the same process. Because we can claim that the same process also has the potential to open 
new ways for the development of the new, productive and creative fields as a result of its dependence on 
difference and creativity: “Parallel to this process of delocalization of productive structures, cities evolve 
dynamically and obliquely (slanted or skewed, biased or tilted), converted into more or less effective poles of 
attraction whose success depends upon the capacity and quality of the supply of certain facilities, whereby 
the development of cultural and productive activity is possible.” [11] 

As a result, within this condition and among these contrasted interpretations, and with a presumption 
that there is no absolute worst or best position, where do we stand? To answer this question, first of all, we 
need to explore, understand and interpret the inner dynamics of the system. 

So, in order to explore the dynamics of this situation within a local/situated context, special object of 
study of the paper is Istanbul, which is the biggest metropolis of Turkey and nowadays which has been in 
this contest of becoming the leader city within its region and engaging with global networks. 

Below, it will be a very brief history of how the city of Istanbul has been changing by acknowledging 
neoliberal policies with the support of the manipulative mechanisms of the discourse on Global City. And 
The Package constitutes the spatially and vitaly visible side of this process.  

3 THE PACKAGE 

A brief history of globalizing and neoliberalizing Istanbul by the implementation of The Package and in 
how ways the city is changing within this process can be introduced as follows:  

1. The Package defines the programmatic and formal content of the new emerging urban areas of 
working, housing, commerce, entertainment and circulation, and it also defines the relational networks 
between them. It insists on a certain kind of planning, management and marketing strategy. Principally it 
consist of the juxtapositions of “shopping center + business center + protected residential zone + 
highway/subway” in various compositions. Sometimes this programmatic content expands with the 
involvement of larger projects like congress centers, theme parks, urban transformation projects, etc. It 
mostly develops on new emerging axles on the edges of metropolis. Its impact on the center is mainly in the 
form of splashes. 

2. These are the spaces, which create attraction among the contesting cities. Within this context of 
global competition, the various programmatic contents like working, shopping, entertainment, etc., are 
constructed by spectacular architectural designs and they become the main components of this attractive 
environment. The criteria demanded for global cities tend to be generic, a standardized checklist of selling 
points: a skilled and educated labor force, education facilities, physical infrastructure, an international airport 
and communication technologies suited to international corporations. Yet to be competitive a city requires 
more than just the basics. It is around the qualitative that cities formulate their image and in relation to that 
image, globally market themselves as unique. In particular this stimulates the market for iconic imagery 
embedded in “signature” projects that signify a “sense of place” for global consumption. [12] 

3. The liberalization of Istanbul’s economy and urban management, which is the necessary condition for 
The Package, began with radical financial and administrative changes in Istanbul’s metropolitan governance. 
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This process has started with the municipality law of 1984, and today it is still going on with introduction of 
many new laws and regulations. Obviously, main target of this process is to establish the secure ground for a 
neoliberal urbanism. Its leading strategies are: 1. Introducing new financial resources for the local 
governments, 2. Rendering the mayor’s office more powerful with its enhanced administrative and financial 
resources and also increasing the greater municipality’s power and authority in development, control and 
coordination of district municipalities, 3. The development of an entrepreneurial local government acting as a 
market facilitator and, the privatization of various municipal services such as transportation, housing, 
provision of natural gas, etc., 4. Making it easier for greater municipalities to establish, and/or create 
partnerships and collaborate with private companies and, also financially, in same ways, act like private 
companies, 5. Outlining a legal framework for “urban transformation,” by giving municipalities the authority 
to designate, plan and implement “urban transformation” areas and projects. [13] 

4. This changing legal framework is wrapped within a new language, a language that is characterized by 
the usage of discourses on global city, world city, new life style or urban transformation. These discourses 
are reproduced through various campaigns and projects of the current greater municipality and the district 
municipalities in their attempts to engage with their projects with and for the people of Istanbul. For example 
in an interview, the Mayor of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, K. Topbaş says: “We regard the renewal of 
Istanbul as an opportunity as we enter into competition with other world cities. (…) First of all, we are 
looking for an opening in the congress tourism with its more skilled workforce, and to became a center for 
culture and art where big organizations that may affect world governance are held.” [14] And an other 
example from the Mayor of Kartal District Municipality, A. Dağlar: “Kartal will be the new Manhattan of its 
region.” [15] 

5. The structuring logic of The Package has no concern for any kind of integrality. We come up against 
autonomous elements on the terrain: integrated shopping centers, sports and leisure complexes, office 
buildings or housing zones with lack of any relation. But at the same time another change is induced by the 
appearance of “introverted islands” [16] within which similar objects and lifestyles are reproduced. Protected 
residential zones (gated communities) or production zones constitute the typical examples of this situation. 
The repetition of similar-sized construction elements, the high degree of internal organization and, the 
homogeneity of the inhabitants and their behavior are the main characteristics of these areas. 

6. The main motivation behind The Package is the unchanging will of the capital: to increase the profits. 
So, the capitalists always want the biggest solid land in or outside the city and generally, old industrial 
buildings, large public lands or collapsed old neighborhoods are the most attractive building sites for 
investors because of their proper scale. In the city center, this kind of very large constructions cause many 
problems like over-loaded infrastructure services. But more importantly, they create deep and wide voids. 
The development of any kind of urban life is almost impossible on these areas. These voids serve for the 
modish discourse about the security problems in contemporary metropolis, and more importantly they serve 
for the propagation of the common feeling of despair through the premises of the urban which, in turn, would 
be one of the confirmatory causes for the production of The Package. 

7. The spatial quality of the new city of The Package is characterized by the lack of relations and in-
between spaces. In this way, The Package ignores and annihilates the fields, which feed the very precious 
thing about metropolis: the metropolitan life with its modern cosmopolitanism.  

8. There are a lot of things about globalization generally which are under cover. The most important one 
is the fact that the thing called globalization does not cause the same effects for everyone and in everywhere. 
For some, it is connective, for some disjunctive; for some it means the freedom of movement and for the 
others it is the bad experience of jamming in an awful destiny in their fixed locality. [17] And all these 
extremely unequal people live very close to each other in contemporary metropolis. Increasing interest on 
urban transformation projects is one of the results of this situation and this is a good example of the strategies 
of disregarding or neglecting those ones who are not in the system. An other result of this situation is the 
creation of new kinds of spatial boundaries. Sometimes these have real reasons but generally they are the 
results of the security paranoia manipulated by marketing strategies. The walls, which were once surround 
the city, henceforth divide it from inside in many different directions. 

9. The concept of “urban transformation” is presented as a kind of an inevitable and magical process, 
which would solve all problems of Istanbul. But actually, both the usage of the concept in daily life and its 
legal side are very ambiguous. Nevertheless, in practice, the working principles are very simple: 1. Choose 
an area in the center of the city, 2. Send the poor inhabitants of that area somewhere in the fringes of the city, 
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3. Re-build the land with The Package, 4. Sell it to the rich. 
10. The Package works for the tendency of the new global economic, political and cultural supremacy 

towards enclosing all aspects of our lives, with giving it its living form. Architecture can serve for it and the 
thought of planning (as we know it; a concept of planning considering public wealth), is almost unfunctional. 

4 TRANSFORMATION MAP OF ĐSTANBUL 

 
Figure 1 The transformation map of Istanbul. 

Some comments on the map are below:  
1. New developing areas with The Package: They consist of “shopping center + business center + 

protected residential zone + highway/subway” in various compositions. In some cases, fair, convention and 
congress centers, big hotels or entertainment facilities are participating this programmatic content. In the first 
phase of their development, their locations were chosen around the city center. For a while, they have started 
to sprawl through the edges of the city. [01_ Zincirlikuyu - Levent – Maslak / 02_ Kozyatağı – Ataşehir / 03_ 
Beylikdüzü / 04_ Altunizade – Bağlarbaşı / 05_ Kavacık / 06_ Ümraniye – TEM / 07_ Güneşli – Đkitelli – 
Halkalı / 08_Bayrampaşa / 09_ Pendik – Kurtköy] 

2. The splashes of The Package: Splashes are the protected residential zones, shopping centers, the 
mediums of the security paranoia, etc. which take place within current urban texture and in the city center as 
singular objects. The map shows in which districts these splashes intensely occur. 

3. New developing settlements of The Package: They are the new developing settlements, which mainly 
consist of gated communities. These are protected residential zones whose borders are clearly identifiable 
through physical markers, usually walls. Actually, to identify them as “gated towns” would be more 
appropriate because, for example in Göktürk, there are approximately 5000 housing units in 40 compounds; 
5 schools (3 of which are private), 4 hospitals (3 of which are private), 4 shopping malls, 6 supermarkets, 25 
restaurants and cafes in the area. Accessibility to ‘new developing areas with The Package’ with highway 
connections is the main criteria for choosing their location. [08_1_ Çekmeköy / 08_2_ Göktürk / 08_3_ 
Zekeriyaköy / 08_4_ Bahçeşehir] 

4. Urban transformation projects: They represent The Package’s will of making a place for itself within 
the center. Almost everyday, citizens of Istanbul come up against a new project of urban transformation.  
Haydarpaşa, Galataport, Tarlabaşı, Haliç, Sulukule, Kağıthane, Zeytinburnu, Kartal projects are some of the 
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examples. 
5. Imported projects of city marketing strategies: Some examples of them are, Kartal Urban Renewal 

Project by Zaha Hadid, Küçükçekmece Urban Renewal Project by Ken Yeang, Meydan Shopping Center by 
FOA, a proposed museum by Frank Gehry in Şişhane.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 

It can be said that, when we look to its recent history, the formation of the urban form of Istanbul has 
once been directed by the development of gecekondu areas, and then by the construction of highways. Today, 
within this globally driven conjuncture, the city encounters with a new ruling factor: The Package, which can 
be matched with the concept of neoliberalizing Istanbul. 

Istanbul is a very large city, which has gone through rapid urbanization and growth of population since 
the first half of the 20th century in a developing country. So, planning was always a problematic issue for the 
city. Tekeli, identifies Istanbul’s planning adventure as “cyclical plannning”. The structuring and shaping of 
the city through the interaction and periodic implementation of local plans and, the role of unplanned 
development and the periodic demands to legalize such are very important and influential facts on 
developments of the city. [18] But today these kinds of equilibriums have changed. The logic of The Package 
and neoliberal urban policies have achieved the govern of all the determining mechanisms on the structuring 
of the city and its life. 

Under these circumstances, the question is whether this situation will persist or it will transform into 
new planning situations, which have the ability and capacity to embrace and produce the new, productive and 
creative fields on the side of the public welfare and with the collabration of the public. 
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ABSTRACT: Through examining the spatial transformation of the Avenue Praia Grande of Macau, the 
Connaught Road of Hong Kong, and the Shanghai Bund, this paper presents the changing character of these 
waterfronts and points out the problems they are encountering in the rapid urban development. Waterfront 
spaces in Asia have been central to the economic, social and cultural life of their cities. However, most of 
them have experienced aggressive reclamations and problematic renovations, largely due to the 
economy-oriented strategies of urban development and functional approaches to urban problems. Only after 
the governments gain their confidence in global competition and generate long-term vision for their cities, 
could a positive future of historical urban waterfronts in Asia be promised.       
KEYWORDS:  Asia, Macau, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Waterfront Space, Vision, Urbanization 

1 INTRODUCTION:   

While approaching Macau, Hong Kong, and Shanghai from the sea in the early 20th century, passengers 
would not have missed the charming Avenue Praia Grande facing the Outer Harbor, the bustling Connaught 
Road along the Victoria Harbor, and the imposing Shanghai Bund alongside the Huangpu River. These 
waterfronts have been central to the social, economic, and cultural life of these cities since they were given 
birth by the colonial governances. Avenue Praia Grande always reminded people of the Portuguese 
confrontation with the Chinese government since their arrival at Macau in 1557. Ceded to the British after 
the Nanjing Treaty of 1842, Hong Kong held the strategic position in the Sino-foreign trade ever since. This 
crown colony had devoted its loyalty to the British government over one century. On the south bank of the 
Victoria Harbor, the Praya was modernized and its central part was renamed the Connaught Road after 
Prince Arthur, Duke of Connaught and Strathearn, when he visited Hong Kong in 1890. The Nanjing Treaty 
also opened Shanghai to being one of the first of five treaty ports in China. Within the quasi-independent 
foreign settlements, a towing path along the west bank of Huangpu River was developed into the well-known 
Shanghai Bund lined with fantastic new-classical architecture.    

 
However, the impressing landscapes of these waterfronts have been spoiled in past few decades. 

Although the Avenue Praia Grande had occupied the prestige position in Macau, its eastern end was 
reclaimed in the late 1920s. A controversial plan of reclaiming the whole of Praia Grande was initiated in the 
1990s when the Portuguese began the preparation for Macau’s return back to China. The Praia Grande was 
enclosed and subdivided into two artificial basins that will probably be flanked with high-rise buildings in 
future. In Hong Kong, the Connaught Road became a landlocked expressway after the Praya Reclamation 
project of the 1950s. Ironically, the isolation of China from the West after 1949 kept the waterfront character 
of the Shanghai Bund intact for quite a long time. However, in the 1990s, the road on which the Bund is 
centered was altered into a 10-lane roadway to alleviate the heavy traffic at the urban center of Shanghai.       

 
For a long time, ships and boats were the most important means of transporting people and products to 

and from Asian port cities like Macau, Hong Kong, and Shanghai. It is not surprising to note that these three 
waterfronts are right at the old city centers. Although the piers and docks along these waterfronts have been 
demolished or reduced to minimum, they are expected to accommodate the changing needs of people and to 
face the challenges raised by the contemporary society. Redeveloping urban waterfronts seems inevitable for 
most of Asian port cities. However, how to reutilize and redevelop the waterfronts while retaining their 
historical character is no doubt a challenge to the local authorities and urbanists. Through examining the 
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spatial transformation of the Avenue Praia Grande, the Connaught Road, and the Shanghai Bund, this paper 
aims to present problems and challenges that urban waterfronts are facing in the rapid urbanization of Asian 
cities. It will further point out how governments’ vision could affect the transformation of waterfront spaces.  

2 AVENUE PRAIA GRANDE: THE PORTUGUESE AMBITION AND NOSTAGIA  

The Portuguese was allowed to settle down on Macau in 1557 after many trials of entering the mainland 
China failed. Macau became the only place within the territory of the Middle Kingdom, where foreigners 
could reside and trade before the treaty ports were opened after the Treaty of Nanjing of 1842. For almost 
three centuries, an intricate control over this tiny peninsular had been imposed by the Chinese government 
until the mandarins were expelled out of Macau by the Portuguese in 1847. Historically, the Portuguese 
community congregated on the southwestern part of the peninsular, separated from the Chinese settlement by 
the wall. Before the Macau International Airport was completed in 1995, the only two ways of entering 
Macau were through the harbors (Outer Harbor and Inner Harbor) and the Barrier Gate at the narrow isthmus. 
Facing the sea, the Outer Harbor was mainly serving for passenger ships, having the earliest passenger 
terminal along the Praia Grande. Located at the estuary of the Xijiang (West River), the Inner Harbor 
provides safe anchoring places for cargo boats. (Fig. 1)       

 

 

Figure 1 Map of The Peninsula of Macao, 1865-6. Source: drawing by author, based on a Chart by Mr. W. 
A. Read, from Frederick Charles Danvers, The Portuguese in India: Being a History of the Rise and Decline 

of their Eastern Empire, Vol. II, London: W. H. Allen & Co. Limited, 1894, between pp. 460 and 461. 

Facing the Outer Harbor, the Avenue Praia Grande was a less-than-one-mile promenade with one end at 
the São Francisco Garden and Barracks, and the other end at the Bom Parto Fort. In the early 20th century, 
many important establishments congregated on this avenue, including Governor’s Residence, Supreme Court 
and Treasury, Post Office, Telegraph Office, Military Club and a public garden, Consulates of Netherlands, 
Italy, France and Siam, and two of the best hotels at Macau – Boa Vista Hotel and the Hing Kee’s Family 
Hotel (later the Macau Hotel), etc. (Fig. 2) However, the significance of the Avenue Praia Grande in the 
history of Macau is not only due to these establishments, but also to a fact that it was “the locus where the 
contest of a multitude of forces took place and reflected the struggle for survival of the little Portuguese 
enclave in China during the last four centuries.”1 Despite its inexplicable origin, the Avenue Praia Grande 

                                                           
1 Chen Yu, Heng Chye Kiang, “Avenue Praia Grande: A Record of Portuguese Ambition and Nostalgia,” 2nd 
Great Asian Streets Symposium: Public Space 2002 (GASS), July 25–26, 2002, Singapore. 
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distinguished itself from other places in Macau for the rich layers of its landscape, which exhibit the 
transformation of a vulnerable trading post to an exclusive port city benefiting from the Qing’s foreign 
policies, and further to a Portuguese colony mixing with their ambition and nostalgia.  

 

 

Figure 2 Map of The Portuguese Settlement Macao, Detail, 1898. 1. Santa Sancha; 2. Boa Vista Hotel; 3. 
Consul for Netherlands; 4. Government House-Governor’s Residence; 5. Supreme Court and Treasury; 6. 

Post Office; 7. Hing Kee’s Family Hotel; 8. Consul for Italy and Siam; 9. French Consulate; 10. Pubic 
Gardens; 11. Military Club; 12. Military Hospital. Source: drawing by author, based on a map from R. C. 
Hurley, The Tourists Guide to Canton, the West River and Macao, Hong Kong, published by R. C. Hurley, 

Hongkong, 1898, reprinted by Taipei: Ch’eng Wen Pub., 1973, before p.1. 

In the early days, the Praia Grande was suffering from threats from the sea because of its geographical 
location. Many forts were constructed along the bay and on the top of nearby hills, including Guia Fort, São 
Francisco Fort, São Pedro Fort, Macau Fort, Penha Fort (from east to west). The birth of the promenade was 
probably postponed by the vulnerability of Praia Grande till the Qing government slightly loosed the foreign 
and customs policies after 1684. Four customs substations with different functions were established at 
strategic positions in 1688. At the middle of the Praia Grande, the Nanwan Station was set up in 1732 to 
check passengers landing on Macau and observe the arrival and departure of foreign fleets. It became an 
important passenger terminal to receive visitors from the sea. From 1757 onwards, Emperor Qianlong 
decreed a series of foreign policies that required foreign fleets to engage pilots and compradors in Macau 
before entering Canton for trade. However, foreigners had to leave Canton at the end of each trading season. 
More important, their female family members were forbidden to go to Canton. Under these conditions, 
Macau became the only permissible residence for foreigners outside the annual trading periods.    

 
After the First Opium War, the Qing government lost the control over Macau. The treaty between China 

and Portugal was almost signed in 1887. “Lined with symbols of power, weight of state machineries, 
promise of salvation and eternity as well as the trapping of luxury, the Avenue Praia Grande became a 
showcase of Macau’s ambition and nostalgia, and it was the favourite place for the Governors to demonstrate 
their achievements.”2 The beautification of the Avenue Praia Grande started in the 1860s - the seashore was 
reinforced with granite and the banyan trees were planted along it. It is not surprising to see a large amount 
of paintings, photographs, and literature depicted the Avenue Praia Grande as one of the most charming 
landscapes on Macau in the 19th century. (Fig. 3) As Henry Norman described in 1894,  

 
“Its bay [Praia Grande] is perfect crescent. Around this runs a broad boulevard, called the Praya Grande, 

shadowed with fine old arching banyan trees. At each horn the Portuguese flag waves over a little fort. 
Behind the town, green wooded hills rise like an amphitheatre, and among the houses a picturesque old 
buildings sticks (sic) up here and there – the Cathedral, the barracks, the military hospital, the older Fort 
Monte. The whitewashed houses with their green blinds and wide shady porticoes and verandas, from which 
                                                           
2 Ibid. 
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dark eyes look idly down upon you as you pass, recall many a little Italian and Spanish town.”3  
 

 

Figure 3 Macau, 1868-1872. Source: John Warner (ed.), China: The Land and Its People, Hong Kong: 
John Warner Publications, 1977, p.34-55. 

Located at the estuary of the West River, the harbors of Macau have to face the silting problems and to 
be dredged frequently. As early as the 1880s, the government already proposed a port development, although 
it was never carried out. When the new progressive regime came to power in Lisbon in 1910, the Portuguese 
government attempted to create a new image of their little colony in the Orient. At the same time, the 
shallow harbors became an obstacle to Macau’s economy due to the difficulty of accommodating modern 
steamers. To modernize port facilities, the redevelopment of the Outer Harbor began in 1923 and its first 
phase was completed in 1930 by the Harbor Works Department of Macau. Almost the full stretch of the 
eastern shore was reclaimed, including the eastern end of the Praia Grande. However, the reclamation was 
terminated right in front of the Governor’s Residence, probably because of “a purely cultural and totally 
invisible border.”4  

 
The first reclamation of the Praia Grande indicated the government’s uncertain vision for this little 

Portuguese enclave that had been known as the “City of the Name of God” with the relaxing and introspective 
ambience. In fact, the Praia Grande after the reclamation produced a collage of political hesitation and 
cultural embarrassment. The collage was further distorted when the Hotel Lisboa was built on the reclaimed 
land in the late 1960s. Its striking image of a bright yellow birdcage boosted Macau’s new fame of the 
“Monte Carlo of the Orient.” Since then, Macau’s economy has heavily relied on the gambling industry. In 
fact, two-thirds of its revenue came from the Sociedade de jogos de Macau – Stanley Ho’s gambling empire. 
Reclaiming the Praia Grande in the name of progress implicitly blemished the cultural images that the 
Macanese had contemplated for generations.   

 
Despite the distorted image of the Praia Grande, the remained half of the crescent bay continued to 

entertain the Macaunese with the pleasant experience of strolling along the sea under the arching banyan tree. 
However, this serene landscape was destroyed when the large scale reclamation was carried out in the 1990s. 
In 1991, the Macau government initiated the plan of reclaiming the Praia Grande, which was strongly 
supported by Stanley Ho who eventually owns most of the reclaimed land. The reclamation work started in 
1995 and was completed with two hemispheric basins – Nanwan Lake and Xiwan Lake. An expressway 
named after Stanley Ho was constructed to abut the Avenue Praia Grande. The reclaimed land around the two 

                                                           
3 Henry Norman, The People and Politics of the Far East: Travels and Studies in the British, French, 
Spanish and Portuguese Colonies, Siberia, China, Japan, Korea, Siam and Malaya, 6th Impression, London: 
T. Fisher Unwin, 1901, c1895, p. 184. 
4 Philippe Forêt, “Globalizing Macau: the Emotional Costs of Modernity,” in Globalization and the Chinese 
City, edited by Fulong Wu, Oxon, New York: Routledge, 2006. 
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lakes was divided into five parcels for mixed-use developments. 
 
Although efforts have been made to create new recreational spaces along the two artificial lakes, even 

the Tourism Bureau finds it hard to promote the Avenue Praia Grande, because the original landscape had 
been changed so much. People could not retrieve the experience of approaching Macau from the sea and 
enjoying the charming landscape with rich layers. Even worse, the future construction of high-rise buildings 
on the reclaimed land will completely block the sea views of the UNESCO heritage sites facing the Outer 
Harbor, including the Chapel of Penha Hill, etc. In recent years, the disputes over the height control of 
buildings on the reclaimed land revealed the public concerns about their cultural history and collective 
memory. A plan of building a surface metro line crossing through the Avenue Praia Grande was strongly 
against by the public and eventually abandoned.        

3 CONNAUGHT ROAD: THE ECONOMIC PULSE OF THE CROWN C OLONY  

Most of waterfront spaces in Asia were initiated for business purposes, although the Avenue Praia 
Grande is an exception. The dramatic spatial transformation of waterfronts in Hong Kong exemplifies the 
tension between economic development and cultural conservation in the process of globalization. The Hong 
Kong Island was ceded to the British government according to the Treaty of Nanjing, largely due to its 
natural harbor situated between the Island and the Kowloon Peninsula. The harbor with the deep, sheltered 
waters and strategic location on the South China Sea was instrumental in Hong Kong’s development into a 
global trading centre in Asia. Originally called “Hong Kong Harbor,” it was renamed as “Victoria Harbor” 
after the Queen Victoria. Throughout its history, the Harbor has experienced numerous reclamation projects 
to fulfill the growing demand for land in the crowed City of Victoria and to accommodate thousands of 
vessels every year.   

 
After the First Opium War, Hong Kong quickly replaced the neighboring Macau to being the most 

suitable foreign settlement close to the mainland China. The development of the crown colony started on the 
northern shore of the Hong Kong Island. The waterfront was called “Praya,” probably after the Praia Grande 
of Macau. That reminded western merchants of their earlier gay life in the Portuguese colony and their 
splendid summer resorts along the Praia Grande. While the Praia Grande was modernized by the Macau 
government, the earliest reclamation of the Praya was conducted by private forces with little planning. The 
Praya Reclamation Scheme, the first large scale land reclamation project in Hong Kong, was carried out by 
the Hong Kong Land Company under Sir Catchick Paul Chater and James Johnstone Keswick. Although 
being proposed in 1855, the project commenced 13 years later in 1868. This five year project produced a 
large plot of land to the west of the Praya Central, where the “Bowring Praya” was constructed and later 
renamed Des Voeux Road.   

 
The second Praya Reclamation Scheme was proposed in 1875, but was delayed by the lack of funding 

and disputes over land rights along the Praya Central. The plan was retrieved in July 1887 by the Tai-pan of 
the Hong Kong and Kowloon Wharf and Godown Company. Just before the Prince Arthur’s visit to Hong 
Kong in 1890, Francis Fleming, then acting governor, announced a new road extension from the Des Voeux 
Road eastwards, which was to be named Connaught Road after the Prince. The project lasted for 13 years 
and was completed in 1903. A statue of the Duke was once set up at the junction of the Connaught Road and 
the Pedder Street. The Connaught Road became a remarkable promenade with strong colonial influence 
along the north shore of the Hong Kong Island, merged with the Des Voeux Road on the west and terminated 
at the Navy Yard on the east. The reclamation of the Praya continued in the name of progress. In 1897, the 
government intended to reclaim the Praya East starting from the junction of Hennessy Road and Johnson 
Road and ending at the Percival Street. But the scheme was held up for more than 20 years until November 
1921, and it took another 10 years to complete.   

 
Although the government usually claimed that the reclamation projects were to relieve the population 

density of the City of Victoria, most of the reclaimed land in the Central was used for commercial purposes. 
The Connaught Road was flanked with official and commercial buildings, including the Hong Kong Club, 
Queen’s buildings, Post Office, etc. At the same time, the Connaught Road was also the transportation hub 
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for the City of Victoria, lined with many piers. Among them, the Queen’s Pier constructed in 1925 was the 
most distinguished. Although serving as a public pier, it was purposely built as a ceremonial pier to receive 
the governors of Hong Kong and dignitaries.5 At its peak time, the Connaught Road symbolized the 
prosperity of the City of Victoria and its loyalty to the Britain. (Fig. 4, 5) 

 

 

Figure 4 Plan of Hong Kong, City of Victoria, 1933, source: Carl Crow, Handbook for China (including 
Hong Kong), 5th ed., Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore: Kelly & Walsh, Ltd., 1933, reprinted by Taipei: 

Ch’eng Wen Publishing Com., 1973, between pp. 358 and 359.  

 

Figure 5 The Arrival of Sir Henry May (Governor 1912-1919) at Blake Pier in 1912. Source: Old 
Photographs of Chinese Cities Hong Kong, Macau, Canton, Amoy, Shanghai and Peking (1865-1912), An 
Exhibition held at the Mandarin Oriental Hong Kong in January 1995, presented by Horstmann & Godfrey 

Ltd., Hong Kong, 1995, p.15.  

However, the glorious past of the Connaught Road was smashed up by the endless demand for land in 
the Central, another large-scale reclamation of the Victoria Harbor started in 1953 and completed in 1968. 
The Connaught Road, once a promenade with amazing sea views, became a landlocked thoroughfare for 
vehicles. Most of the piers along the Connaught Road were relocated or demolished, including the Queen’s 
Pier and Star Ferry Pier. The new Queen’s Pier was completed in June 1954 on the north of its old site on the 

                                                           
5 For the information on the Praya Reclamation and the history of the Queen’s Pier, see “A Historical and 
Architectural Appraisal of Queen’s Pier, Central (Annex B3)”, Antiquities and Monuments Office, 
Government of Hong Kong SAR, accessed on 15 December 2007. 
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Connaught Road. Not far from it, the new Star Ferry Pier was opened in October 1957. At the same time, 
many old buildings along the Connaught Road were demolished to make way for high-rise buildings, 
including the City Hall built in 1867. Constructed on the reclaimed land, the new City Hall and Edinburgh 
Place were completed in 1962. Since then, each arriving new Governor would land at the Queen's Pier and 
hold an inspection of the Guard of honor on Edinburgh Place before swearing in the City Hall. The new 
Queen’s Pier became a popular social gathering place for Hongkongers till it was demolished in 2008.  

 
The government’s plans of reclaiming the Victoria Harbor never stopped. In 1989, the feasibility study 

of the Central and Wan Chai Reclamation was completed, and a concept of gradually reclaiming three 
districts (Central, Tamar and Exhibition) was endorsed by the Land Development Policy Committee. To 
facilitate the new round of land reclamation, the Star Ferry Pier was closed on 11 November 2006 and 
demolished in early 2007. The Queen’s Pier was closed on 26 April 2007. Although protested by 
conservationists on 1 August 2007 and involved in a judicial review one week later, the demolition of the 
Queen’s Pier was completed in early 2008. Activists denounced that the government’s actions will damage 
Hong Kong’s natural environment and Hongkongers’ collective memory. In order to appease the public, the 
government attempts to reassemble the piers at the new waterfront in future. However, what the 
Hongkongers lost is much more than two landmarks in modern architectural style. The waterfront space of 
the Central is to be completely changed, just like what the Connaught Road had experienced half of a 
century ago. However, in the government’s words, the continuous reclamation projects are to maintain the 
competitiveness of this “Pearl of Orient” for the interests of Hongkongers.      

4 THE SHANGHAI BUND: THE GRAND FAÇADE OF AN INTERNA TIIONAL SETTLEMENT  

Shanghai became part of Songjiang county in the Suzhou prefecture in 1264 when commercial activities 
flourished in Jiangnan (South of the Yangtze River) during the Song Dynasty (960–1279). To protect this 
region from the pirates, a walled city was built in 1553 and became the nucleus of the City of Shanghai. The 
changing foreign policies of the Qing led to the establishment of Shanghai as the major trade port in the 
Yangtze Delta, despite its low administrative level in the political hierarchy. After the opening of Shanghai as 
a treaty port in 1842, the British, American and French set up their concessions in 1843, 1848 and 1849 
respectively, along the west bank of Huangpu River (Whampoa River) and outside the walled city. These 
concessions were separated by two waters – Yang Jing Bing (Yang-king-pang) and Suzhou River (Soochow 
Creek). The British and American concessions were united to become the Shanghai International Settlement 
in 1863, while the French consul refused to give up the independence of his national concession. (Fig. 6)  

 
The Shanghai Land Regulations signed between the local authorities and the foreign governments 

defined the boundaries of these foreign settlements, and also guided the land development within their 
administrative limits. According to the Regulations of 1845, “a large road along the bank of the river, from 
the Yang-king-pang Northwards, which was a towing-path for the grain junks, must be repaired and replaced 
by the renters.”6 This clause required a public road with a minimum width of 8 meters for common access. 
The strict control of the setback protected the public road from being invaded by the lot holders along it. The 
weight of the Regulations and the contest among different forces eventually turned the towing path into an 
orderly linear waterfront space along the River - the Shanghai Bund.    

 
By the 1860s, the Shanghai Bund already formed its distinguished spatial character. Starting at the 

Edward VII Avenue (today’s Yan’an Road) on the south and terminating at the Garden Bridge (today’s 
Waibaidu Bridge) over the Suzhou Creek on the north, the Bund stretched around one mile long, flanked 
with new-classical architecture on its west side and lined with busy wharves on the waterside. The boulevard 
was paved and beatified with plantings of various vegetations. Some monuments were erected on the 
waterside and a park was constructed on its northern end. The Bund turned into an “exceptionally scenic, 
open, and well-planted stretch of public space.”7 In the early 20th century, the Shanghai Bund already housed 

                                                           
6 Land Regulations dated 29 Nov., 1845. The Shanghai Land Regulations, Original and Present Codes, and 
Sundry Documents Relating Thereto, p.1–11. 
7 Seng Kuan, “Image of the Metropolis: Three Historical Views of Shanghai,” in Shanghai: Architecture & 
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many of the major financial institutions in the world, the Shanghai Club, the Masonic Club, some consulates 
and hotels, etc. It was also the transportation hub of Shanghai and received thousands of visitors from the sea 
every day. It is not surprising to see that Shanghai became the financial center in East Asia and the Bund 
symbolized the prosperity of the “Paris of the Orient.” (Fig. 7)  

 

 

Figure 6 Plan of the Foreign Settlements, Shanghai, 1933. Source: Carl Crow, Handbook for China 
(including Hong Kong), 5th ed., Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore: Kelly & Walsh, Ltd., 1933, reprinted by 

Taipei: Ch’eng Wen Publishing Com., 1973, between pp. 135 and 137. 

 

Figure 7 A Bird’s-eye View of the Bund in the 1930s. Source: Shanghai Municipal Archives, The Bund: Old 
Shanghai in Postcards, undated. 

After 1949, the social life on the Bund was definitely changed. Foreigners left Shanghai and their 
properties were taken over by the government, which were converted to other uses. The monuments with 
colonial memory were demolished. The boulevard on which the Bund is centered was renamed Zhongshan 
Road after Sun Yat-sen. Due to the slow development of Shanghai, the waterfront character of the Bund was 
largely retained in this period. After the Open-door Policy of 1978, China’s economy booms and Shanghai 
regains its position of the key financial center in the world. While the buildings on the Bund were gradually 
resumed their previous roles, many renovation projects were carried out in the 1990s, which showed the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Urbanism for Modern China, edited by Seng Kuan and Peter G. Rowe, Munich, Berlin, London, New York: 
Prestel Verlag, 2004.  
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government’s attempt of utilizing "colonial relics" to boost the Socialist ideology in a new era. However, 
these actions largely changed the spatial character of the Bund.    

 
Firstly, the extension of the Zhongshan Road reduced the size of the old park at the northern end of the 

Bund. This road was further widened to being a ten-lane expressway to relieve half of the traffic flow 
through the Suzhou River. That turned the Bund into a place to pass through, rather than a place for 
gathering. Secondly, in 1993, the Gutzlaff Signal Tower established in 1907 was moved toward the Huangpu 
River for 22.4 meters in order to leave more space for transportation. Thirdly, the wharves along the Bund 
were removed. And a tall levee was constructed to wall off the floods. Although the safety of the Bund was 
secured, the huge embankment is almost 10 meters higher than the steel level. The construction dramatically 
changed the spatial character of the Bund. Fourthly, the increasing property value in the surrounding districts 
stimulates more high-rise buildings to be constructed behind the Bund. That largely changed the skyline of 
the Bund.    

 
In the post-reform era, the Shanghai government started rethinking their city vision and generated new 

planning strategies for the Shanghai Bund. A series of renovation projects was initiated in 2007 and will be 
completed in 2010 to retrieve a pedestrian-friendly waterfront space and celebrate the opening of the 
Shanghai Expo 2010. The traffic flow through the Bund was carefully re-configured. The lanes of the 
Zhangshan Road will be reduced from 10 to 4. And a double-levelled underground roadway with 4 lanes on 
each lever is under construction. More surface parking will be provided to facilitate public transportation on 
the Bund. To reopen the space at the junction of Yan'an Road and the Bund, a section of the elevated 
expressway (joked by the locals as “the No. 1 turn of Asia”) was demolished. To recover its transportation 
function, the century-old Waibaidu Bridge over the Suzhou Creek was removed for restoration on 1 March 
2008. These projects will allow the government to demolish the concrete bridge that was built in 1991 to 
replace the Waibaodu Bridge.    

5 CONCLUSION  

The waterfront spaces in Asia have been central to the economic, social and cultural life of their cities. 
Their spatial transformation is closely linked to the changing political and economic climate. In past few 
decades, the governments were pushed to reconstruct urban environment in order to compete with their 
visible and invisible rivals in the world. On one hand, the cities are sprawling outwards at an unpredictable 
pace. On the other hand, ambitious redevelopment of the old city centers is carried out to pursue instant 
economic returns. Reclaiming urban waterfront became one of the most ‘efficient’ ways of producing 
high-value land in the crowded cities like Macau and Hong Kong, which have been constrained by the 
limited administrative territory. The historical urban waterfronts are at risk in the economy-oriented 
strategies of urban development.   

 
The spatial transformation of the waterfronts in Macau, Hong Kong and Shanghai also reveals a fact 

that the waterfront areas are often altered to relieve traffic congestion in the city centers. The promenades 
with linear open space could be easily widened to receive more vehicles as a traffic corridor. The 
newly-constructed Avenue Stanley Ho cut the Avenue Praia Grande off from the water. The Connaught Road 
became a landlocked thoroughfare half of a century ago, and the demolition of the Queen’s Pier and Star 
Ferry Pier will distort the images of waterfront space in the Central. Although the Shanghai government is 
taking action to reduce the traffic flow on the Bund, the giant embankment has become a permanent barrier 
to the water. Innovative urban design is expected to soften its edge.    

 
The brief review of the transformation of waterfront space in Macau, Hong Kong and Shanghai also points 
out that the urban waterfronts with geographical advantages and historical values have the potential to 
provide a powerful impetus to the economic and social development of these cities. Although people may not 
be able to enjoy the splendid views of the Shanghai Bund from the water, it remains one of the most popular 
destinations for the locals and tourists. In their early renovation projects of the Bund, the government 
focused on showing off the heritage buildings and stimulating land development in the surrounding districts. 
In the early 21st century, a paradigm shift could be identified in the government’s latest renovation projects of 
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the Bund - the values of the Bund are used to display their vision of the city and to strengthen the city 
identity. Historical urban waterfronts could contribute to the quality of urban life in many aspects – 
economic, social, and cultural, even if how to reach a balance between economic development and cultural 
conservation can always be an open-ended question. Only after the governments gain their confidence in 
global competition and generate long-term vision for their cities, could a positive future of historical urban 
waterfronts in Asia be promised.       
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ABSTRACT: In recent decades, China has been witnessed an astonishing 2-digit annual economic growth. 
However, this fast growth relies heavily on the vast investment of natural resources such as land. The 
Economic Development Zones (EDZs) serve as the employment centers in the urban area and change the 
urban form accordingly. The scattered EDZs have resulted in fragmented land use pattern within urban area 
and reduce the city efficiency. For this reason, the city of Kunshan appears as the epitome of fast-growing 
Chinese cities and is worthy of thorough anatomy. The paper is organized as following: first it introduces the 
fast-growing background of Kunshan from 1980s, including the urban form transformation in Kunshan’s 
EDZ-based growth and its challenges to sustainable development; then the features of local urban form will 
be summarized and criticized; finally a few of urban spatial planning suggestions will be provided as the 
countermeasures for above challenges. 
KEYWORDS:  urban form, fast-growing, Chinese cities, challenges, EDZs 

1 BACKGROUND 

In recent decades, China has been witnessed an astonishing 2-digit annual economic growth. What is 
the secret behind such continuous high speed development? This has been a question revolving around in 
many scholars’ mind. From the aspect of Economics, this kind of growth can be described as “GDP-Driven 
Development”, during which the attraction of FDI (foreign direct investment) becomes the main concern of 
local governments. However, this fast growth relies heavily on the vast investment of natural resources such 
as land. The type of “land-consuming economy” has brought China into an extraordinary urbanization era 
where various Economic Development Zones (EDZs) burst out throughout the nation in order to attract 
foreign investment. So we can safely conclude that China’s fast-growing secret mostly exists in the rapid 
expansion of EDZs. 

This “EDZ-based economy” reflects the severe competition between Chinese cities. In order to attract 
foreign investment, land price in them are usually repressed under market value in order to appeal to more 
investors. Needless to say, the direct negative effect of such “favorable policy” is the low efficient use of 
land due to very low acquiring cost. Idle land can be found in most of the EDZs as well as low density 
developments. In the EDZs at the provincial level or above, the developed land only sums up to 13.51% of 
the planned area; while in the 54 national High-tech Development Zones, land use density illustrated by 
Floor Area Ratio (FAR) is only 0.24, and only a little bit over half of the land (57%) has been developed. The 
scattered EDZs have resulted in fragmented land use pattern within urban area and reduce the city efficiency. 
So even enjoying the benefits brought by EDZs, China is also keeping alert on the accumulative challenges 
in land abuse and unefficient urban physical form. 

For this reason, the city of Kunshan appears as the epitome of fast-growing Chinese cities and is worthy 
of thorough anatomy. First, it is located at the heart of China’s hottest economical developing area—Yangtz 
River Delta. Secondly, among totally over 2000 counties in China, Kunshan has continuously occupied the 
No.1 position since 2005 by the evaluation of both social and economic development. The last but not least, 
Kunshan has put forward land use policies in order to restrict unwound land use pattern and facilitate 
effective urban form. Its policies about how to stimulate compact urban form will be widely followed around 
this country. So a close observation on its execution is indispensable. 



 
 

608 

The paper is organized as following: first it introduces the fast-growing background of Kunshan from 
1980s, including the urban form transformation in Kunshan’s EDZ-based growth and its challenges to 
sustainable development; then the features of local urban form will be summarized and criticized; finally a 
few of urban policies suggestions will be provided as the countermeasures for above challenges. 

2 KUNSHAN’S FAST-GROWING AND CHALLENGES 

2.1 Kunshan’s fast growth 
Kunshan’s fast-growing which benefits from China’s reform policy can be traced back to 1980s.  

◆ In 1985, Kunshan established the first “Industry Park” in the country, which covered 3.75 km2  

◆ In 1987, the Development Zone in Kunshan was appraised by Jiangsu Province and then extended to 
6.18 km2  

◆ In 1992, the State Department permitted the Development Zone in Kunshan to be among national 
level 

◆ In 2000, the State Department set up 15 Export Processing Zones, including the one in Kunshan 

◆ In 2004, Kunshan was entitled as one of the 10 “Most attractive cities in China” 

◆ From 2005, Kunshan has occupied the No.1 position in the list of “10 most developed county-level 
cities in China”  

The reasons why Kunshan can be developed so fast in the past decades can be concluded as following: 
(1) Adjacent to both Suzhou and Shanghai(Fig.1). The location between two biggest metropolises in 

Yangtz River Delta has made Kunshan a convenient bridge for both capital and productions transportation 
within this region. Compared to Suzhou and Shanghai, Kunshan owns relatively lower labor cost and land 
cost. So many investors, especially those from Taiwan prefer to choose Kunshan as their manufactory base. 
It is said that about 1/4 of the laptops in the world are produced here. 

 

  
Figure 1  The location of Kunshan within Yangtz River Delta 

(2) The pioneer practitioner of EDZ policy. In 1990s, Kunshan has set up the first industry park in the 
country and then been promoted by the State Department to be in the national level, and this helps Kunshan 
to make the most advantages from the EDZ policy. 

Soon after, various industrial parks sprang out not only in provincial or city level, but much more in the 
township level. At present time the industrial parks have come up to 25 around the whole city, assembling 
over 3000 foreign enterprises and 16.2 billion RMB of foreign investment.1  

Subsequently the fast growth of local economy can be illustrated by following data. The local GDP has 

                                                           
1 http://www.cnestate.com/gaiban08/news/news_detail.asp?id=18617 
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grown very fast from the early 1990s to present, together with the boom of local population (Fig.2). Within 
the composition of total GDP, the secondary industry owns the dominant position compared to the other two. 
And the workers in manufacture also increase dramatically, as the number of farmers decreases and the 
employers in the tertiary industry increase in a moderate manner. These show that the characteristics of local 
development bind tightly with the EDZ economy.  

 

Figure 2  The local GDP and population growth 

2.2 Kunshan’s challenges of land sustainability 
Although growing with very high GDP rate in recent years, Kunshan’s development has been diagnosed 

as unsustainable for potential demand of land for further economic growth cannot be satisfied. The left side 
of Fig.3 Shows the constructed area in Kunshan in the year 2004, however just 3 years later, the constructed 
area has spread out a lot as the right side shows. The consumption of land is in such an amazing speed that 
the local government cannot help worrying about the future availability of land.  

According to local 11th Economic and Social Development Five-year Plan, the expected GDP in 2010 
will be 12,000 Dollars per capita (calculated on permanent population), while in 2020 will be up to 20,000 
Dollars per capita. In this plan, the permanent population should be limited no more than 1.6 million before 
2010. With such figure we can estimate that 2 million is a rather conservative population anticipation for 
Kunshan in 2020. So it can be reduced that the total GDP of Kunshan will be 18.2 billion Dollars in 2010 
and 40 billion Dollars in 2020.  

Assessed by the latest version of Kunshan’s Comprehensive Plan, in Kunshan’s industry parks the GDP 
production value only equals to 0.45 billion RMB (0.066 billion Dollars) per km2. If present land production 
ability remains unchanged, then it needs at least 600 km2 of industrial land to fulfill the GDP growth mission 
in 2020. In urban planning, industrial land usually occupies no more than 1/3 of the total constructive urban 
area, so the whole constructive urban will sum up to at least 1800 km2 at the time of year 2020. 

Within its administration area Kunshan covers merely 921.3 km2, within which only 2/3 of it, that is 643 
km2, is dry land. Except for the ecological preserved land, the land available for construction cannot exceed 
413 km2, which means that it needs about 3 more Kunshan city to bear the weight of future economic 
development. Obvious, it is not possible that Kunshan keep in present track of incompact land use pattern if 
it wishes to realize the expected development missions. Otherwise the exhaust of land will soon become the 
threat of Kunshan’s future development.  

0

1000000

2000000

3000000

4000000

5000000

6000000

7000000

8000000

9000000

10000000
19

92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

 G
D

P

0

200000

400000

600000

800000

1000000

1200000

1400000

1600000

人
口

人
口

人
口

人
口

GDP总额（万元）
总人口（人）



 
 

610 

 
Figure 3  The fast expansion of constructed land in Kunshan (Left:Year 2004;Right:Year 2007) 

3 DIAGNOSE OF URBAN FORM IN PRESENT KUNSHAN 

Although local government has put great effort to make better use of the industrial land, during the 
investigation of Kunshan urban spatial pattern we found quite a few important issues involving with not only 
various kinds of land uses, but more with the whole urban structure. They can be summarized as follows: 

3.1 Scattered employment centers and fragmented land use 

 
Figure 4  The planned location of major industrial parks 

As observed, the characteristic of Kunshan’s economic development or in other words, the secret of 
Kunshan’s economic vitality, exists in the “EDZ-based Economy”. Except for acting as the production 
centers, they also serve as employment centers. As the theory of Urban Economics points out, unified 
employment center is necessary to a growing city, because a big or unified labor market can create much 
more agglomeration effect than smaller or divided employment centers. Especially for the city over 1 million 
population, the internal driven force derives from the scale effect from local unified labor market.    

However, the spatial distribution of industrial parks in Kunshan does not follow such rules. First, 
employment centers here are small and scattered rather than big and unified. There are all together 25 
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industrial parks at the city level or above, and even 28 more owned by townships or villages. Among the 
former ones, 12 parks (48%) cover less than 1000 mu (about 66.7 ha), and in the latter ones there are only 3 
containing more than 200 enterprises while others below 100.2 These large amount of small industrial parks 
actually prevent Kunshan from forming an unified and competitive labor market. Even local urban planning 
has strengthened this trend. As shown in the Kunshan Comprehensive Planning (2002-2010), Fig. 4 
illustrates the planned locations of major industrial parks. It can be seen that the urban space is divided by 
these scattered employment centers. Moreover, since the administrative power is distributed among different 
levels of governments, there is no unified planning for these various parks, so that the infrastructure 
constructions like roads, electricity, water and etc. are often redundantly planned. Hence the land resource in 
these parks cannot be used in an efficient way.   

What is more, the local employment areas are also divided by “greenery planning”, both in the city level 
and individual industry parks. First, believing that the agglomeration of employment centers will bring many 
negative effects, Kunshan as many other cities prefers to plug green corridors and greenbelts between 
different sub-city districts, in order to create visionary scenery and to prevent the sub-centers merging with 
each other(Fig.5). Secondly, in industry parks Kunshan even wish to produce some sort of “Garden Plant” 
regardless of the inefficient land use pattern. The right side of Fig.5 shows that in the plan for Wusongjiang 
Industry Park the whole area has been cut into small groups by greenbelts.    

 

 
Figure 5  Greenery planning in city-wide scope(left) and industrial park(right) 

3.2 Two extreme land use patterns 
(1) Mixed use of land in fast-growing periphery 
Before 1990s, the scale of towns in Kunshan used to be very small, so that the towns were usually 

surrounded by serried villages. With the fast-growing especially the booming of various industrial parks, the 
scope of towns has been in a rapid increase. Thus most of the circumjacent villages were swallowed by urban 
expansion. However, in order to reduce the development cost and to increase the constructing speed, the 
towns normally chose to keep away from these villages when building the industrial parks. The direct 
consequence is that the villages or farm land are left within industrial districts or coexist within commercial 
areas(Fig.6). This phenomenon is prevalent in fast-growing Chinese cities and often called as ‘urban 
villages’.  

 

                                                           
2 http://www.kunshannews.cn/msyd/Detail.aspx?ContentID=3670&ItemID=74 
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Figure 6  Mixed use of land 

What is more, as other cities in Yangtz River Delta, Kunshan used to establish a quantity of 
Village-Owned Enterprises (VOE). Despite most of them have been moved into industrial parks, there are 
still over 200 enterprises remain in situ.3 The mixed use of the industrial land and village land requires 
additional infrastructure investment and as a result reduces the efficiency of land use.   

With the surge of industrial enterprises, hundreds of thousands migrant workers need to be provided 
dormitories. In our field survey, we found that some enterprises would like to construct dormitories within 
industrial districts. By doing this, individual enterprise can save its transportation cost for its workers, 
however, for the entire industrial district due to the extension of connection cost and the reduction of 
agglomeration effect, the total land use efficiency actually has been reduced. 

 (2) Isolation of both residential and industrial land 
 

 
Figure 7  Isolation of residential(left) and industrial(right) land use 

Besides the mix use of different kinds of land, we also can see another extreme of isolated land use. 
Some newly developments appear to be “isolated islands”, far away from schools, shops and other public 
services. This will lower the efficiency of public transportation, water supply, sewer etc., while encouraging 
the use of private cars and aggravating the smash of agricultural land. (Fig.7) 

Moreover, the newly constructed industrial land does not blend in existing industrial structure as well. 
As Fig.8 shows, this kind of land use pattern will result in the inefficient use of infrastructure and further 
fragmented land use.   

3.3 Low density in Central Business District (CBD) 
Except for the existing industrial parks, in recent years Kunshan wish to upgrade its industries, so it has 

planned new business district named Huaqiao International Business Zone (HIBZ), which performs as the 
central business district of Kunshan(Fig.8). According to international planning experiences, the plans of 
such kind of employment center often bear a high population density or land use density. However, 
compared with the oversea cases, CBDs in Chinese cities are often planned with quite low FAR and very 
high greenery ratio. As far as HIBZ, the relative FAR comes to be only 1.43 while the Greenery Area being 

                                                           
3 http://www.kunshannews.cn/msyd/Detail.aspx?ContentID=3670&ItemID=74 
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more than 20% of the total land. Fig.9 has shown the comparison between Chinese CBDs. 
 

 
Figure 8  Huaqiao International Business Zone 
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Figure 9  Typical employment density in Chinese CBDs 

3.4 Incompact land use in urban planning 
The land consumption per capita has surpassed the national planning criteria. According to the local 

comprehensive plan in 2002, the land consumption per capita in central district has come up to 166.5 m2 at 
present time, while in the long term it will be a little bit lower to 120 m2. But, in the national criteria for land 
use in different kinds of cities, there are 4 levels for land use and the highest level of 120 m2 is only 
appointed to national capital (Beijing) and special economy zone (like Shenzhen). This means that the land 
consumption now in Kunshan has largely exceeded the highest limitation in national planning criteria.   

Also, the incompact land use can be seen from the low density of population distribution compared with 
the GDP production. In 2002 the administration area in Kunshan can be divided into 15 towns plus 1 
Development District. Except for 5 of them preserved traditional towns, including Zhouzhuang, Jinxi, 
Dianshanhu, Qiandeng and Bacheng, the other 11 towns together with the Development District are all 
planned in local 2002 Comprehensive Plan to take industry as the major land use. Generally speaking, it is 
assumed that the GDP per capita should be direct proportional to the population density, for the more people 
live there, usually the more production the employment center has. However Fig.10 has shown the 
comparison between the GDP per capita and population density in the constructed land, from which we 
cannot see any positive relationship between them. 
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Figure 10  The GDP per capita and population density in constructed land of Kunshan towns 

Although local government pays much attention on the industrial land use, it cannot be ignored that the 
residential land also takes up a large proportion in the inefficiently used land. Basically this situation does 
not change very much that farmers keep living in a dispersive way in rural villages. According to statistics, 
there are in sum 2263 villages in Kunshan, with 121 thousand households in them. The total land used for 
housing construction calculates to be more than 90 thousand mu (about 6000 ha), which means that the 
average residential area of a rural family covers 0.74 mu (about 500 square meters). Although local 
government encourages farmers moving into towns or central city, the relocated families have not reached 
20% of the total amount, and the diminished villages during this process only count to 10%.4 

3.5 Defects of current policies 
To keep the GDP growth with anticipated, local government regards industrialization as the engine of 

economic growth, for industrialization has been proved to be the necessary path to urbanization. For this 
reason the local government has released a serious of land use policies and restrictions aimed to industrial 
land use.  

(1) Creating the criterion of “Investment Density” to enhance industrial land use density. The 
“Investment Density” means the investment capital on one unit of land. In 2004, local government put forth a 
‘6543’ criterion on the land use in EDZs, requiring that investment density should not below 600 thousand 
Dollars per mu in Kunshan Export Processing District, 500 thousand Dollars per mu in Kunshan 
Development District, 400 thousand Dollars per mu in EDZs set up by townships and 2500 thousand RMB 
per mu when invested by domestic private enterprises. As a consequence, the average investment density in 
2003 had been largely improved. For example, the investment density of foreign-funded enterprises in 
Kunshan Export Processing District had reached 685 thousand Dollars per mu at the end of 2005, while the 
average data of whole city was only 244.4 thousand Dollars per mu 2 years before.5  

(2) Raising up urban planning standards aimed for more intensive industrial land use. For this purpose 
local planning bureau requires that the FAR for industrial use must beyond 0.6 and multi-level manufactory 
buildings are encouraged, while at the same time the planning for ‘Garden Plant’ is strictly forbidden.6 

Although these policies aim to increase the land use intensity, however, the attention on FAR does not 
change the whole thing because of its ignorance of the relationship between urban form and GDP growth. 

 

                                                           
4 http://www.kunshannews.cn/msyd/Detail.aspx?ContentID=3670&ItemID=74 
5 http://www.cnestate.com/gaiban08/news/news_detail.asp?id=18617 
6 http://www.gov.cn/ztzl/2005-12/29/content_141373.htm 
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Figure 11  The relationship between FAR, Investment Density and Sales Density 

Fig. 11 illustrates the relationship between FAR of various industries in Kunshan’s industry parks (sort 
ascending) and their respective Investment Density and Sales Density. From the figure we can tell that there 
is no significant positive relationship between FAR and the other two outcomes. Actually the Investment 
Density and Sales Density vary so much along as FAR growing up and fall into uneven values. Taking the 
leather industry as example, the land it occupies has been among the highest level of FAR but possesses 
disproportionally low Investment Density and Sales Density. Moreover, even the Investment Density and the 
Sales Density have no direct connection in these industries. Although the investment density in the toy 
manufacturing is not high, it is able to produce multiple values. These cases show that 1) FAR could not be 
an appropriate index to measure industrial land production, since various industries with different levels of 
FAR actually have distinct productivities, and 2) Sales Density seems more important than Investment 
Density when measuring the final productivity of land.  
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Figure 12  The relationship between FAR and Labor Force Density 

Fig. 12 illustrates the relationship between FAR of various industries in Kunshan’s industry parks (sort 
ascending) and Labor Force Density. It is quite amazing to find that toy manufacturing processing the lowest 
FAR unexpectedly provides maximum employment positions among all the industries. Therefore it is 
obvious that the FAR cannot reflect the intensive use of industrial land, nor does it be consistent with job 
amount. Thus FAR should not be relied as sole index of urban spatial development any more. 

4 POLICIES SUGGESTIONS 

China is still in its transition path towards the market economy, so the most of its urban policies still 
appear to be of the conventional command style. In the way to pursue a more sustainable growth, it has to 
explore more effective tools. Thus our suggestions for China’s urban development strategy are around these 
respects:  

(1) To define local Primary Function Area (PFA) within Kunshan city 
Recently China has created new policy named Primary Function Area which aims to divide the country 
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land into 4 types according to their primary function: 1) Development Optimized Zone, which is designated 
for areas having high development density and huge environmental pressure;2)Development Focus Zone, 
which is designated to areas having relatively strong economic potential together with good environment 
quality;3) Development Restriction Zone, which is designated to areas having weak environment quality or 
being the ecological sensible places;4)Development Forbidden Zone, which is designated to areas of 
significant environmental importance, like national parks or preserved zones. 

Although the PFA policy has been expected to play an important role to make better use of national land, 
however, the execution of PFA policy is staying in national level yet, because in local level it is rather 
difficult to define the scope of various PFAs. The case of Kunshan has given a just-in-time opportunity to 
solve this problem. 

 So we could divide the whole city into 4 types of areas, depending on their development possibility and 
ecological sensibility. The traditional towns like Zhouzhuang should be appointed as the Development 
Restriction Zone and all the present industrial parks should be removed out of it. Additionally, the central 
district and CBD should be treated as Development Focus Areas. The development of Kunshan should not be 
evaluated only basing on the GDP value. Only the GDP-driven mode being changed thoroughly, can the 
scattered employment centers become more agglomerated. 

(2) To set up Urban Growth Boundary(UGB) 
In order to restrain the out-of-control development of cities like Kunshan, we could borrow the ideas of 

UGB from American experience. UGB has been used to prevent the urban sprawl in America, which has 
some similarities with what happens in China. Traditionally, local government always have impulses to 
expand the constructed urban area, even far beyond the scope of public facilities. This is the intrinsic reason 
for the troubles like Urban Villages. 

To solve such problems, some boundary for rational urban growth is necessary. The Chinese type of 
UGB should be discussed and permitted by local People’s Deputy Conference, which can hold the internal 
impulse of local government. Of course, for China has experienced a fast developing era, the UGB can be 
revised every 3 to 5 years. It would be better that the scheme avoids consistent with the administration period 
of local municipal, which can guarantee the UGB keeping unchanged after re-election of mayor.  

(3) To increase the agglomeration effect of certain urban areas 
First, the development density in central district and employment centers like business parks need to be 

promoted. Second, the amount of industrial parks ought to be reduced in order to concentrate on the 
development of bigger employment centers. Third, greenery land dividing urban sub centers and industrial 
parks should be eliminated or decreased, which will help to increase the land use efficiency 

(4) To pay more attention on urban form rather than individual blocks 
From above analysis, there is little positive relationship between development density(FAR) and GDP 

production. Thus moving the eyes for individual blocks to the whole urban structure may be a wiser choice. 
There are several more important things waiting to do:  

1) Reduction of the mix use of land and reduce the isolated land use. For this purpose, regulatory 
planning is a good tool to make things clear. Regulatory planning is basically a Chinese version of “zoning”, 
which is used to direct the land use and prevent negative effects.  

2) To revise the development control standard in industry parks basing on various industrial uses. 
Different from conventional input-oriented standard, a renewed output-oriented standard will take the place. 
The Investment Density is no longer important, but Sales Density or Labor Force Density will become the 
new criteria for evaluating the efficiency of land use. 

3) Increasing the residential land use density. As the urbanization goes at a very high speed in China, 
annually many farmers change their identification (Hukou) from rural one to civil one. Yet, their houses  
stay in a village way, which consumes a lot of land and prevent the whole city become an efficient part. 
Therefore it is necessary to assemble these urban villages hence to increase the residential density.    
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ABSTRACT:  
    The socio-cultural context, by which the manifestations of urbanism and regional architecture occurred, 
in the beginning of the twentieth century, gave support to a creation possibly characterized by the attribute of 
"diversity" - value that builds up a system of individual significance. 

It will be necessary to approach this material representations and its system’s values through that which 
can be observed in the small, ancient laboring village of Galópolis, and furthermore in the rural Forqueta’s 
district, nowadays a prosperous neighborhood of the city of Caxias do Sul in the state of Rio Grande do Sul in 
Brazil. 

The work is seeking to identify a matrix by looking at the system’s noticeable parts, starting from the 
comparison of analogous relations and through the assessment of the regional, the national, and the universal 
manifestations.  In the case of the local landscape, as an unusual answer to the universal one, where fragments 
of the whole constitute the geographical units studied here. 

In the typological analysis, the urban landscape’s aesthetic and stylistic qualities are relevant and can be 
found in usage and common habits, enduring marks of a private eclecticism in Brazil, and as universal values 
to be preserved.  

 
KEYWORDS:  landscape, culture, local identity, industrial heritage, regional urbanism. 

1  THE ARCHIETCTURAL CONTEXT IN THE REGIONAL URBAN LAN DSCAPE 

In the beginning of the twentieth century, the socio-cultural context, originator of the manifestations of 
urbanism and regional architecture, gave support to a creation that may be characterized by the attribute of 
"diversity" as the structural value of a system of unique significance. Starting from the regional concept 
proposed by Pozenato (1974) and the notion of "root" by him indicated, we begging by exploring the local, the 
national and other non-Brazilian’s physical manifestations, and also by looking for a corresponding association 
in the recognition of a matrix that has meaning, and consequently, value. 

In this sense, it is important to consider the notions of the universal versus the particular. To allow the 
discussion over regional values on a compatible scale with the complex dimension of the schemes of several 
domains of the knowledge, proposed by many authors in the analysis of the contemporary though, basis for the 
methodology of the image’s interpretation, which is also, the physically constructed universe. 

As stated by Pozenato, all representations are the representation of the uniqueness. For the internal 
dialectics of the work: "[...] it is at the starting point that the uniqueness reaches the universality, attribute of the 
literary works that accomplish the objectives of the art"1 

The unique statute of a work could be defined, in stylistic terms, by a metonymic process where a part 
represents the whole. It seems, in effect, to be that the fundamental purpose of the work of art and also its 
function: “[..] to express, metonymically, the extension of the universe of the human significances."2 

It would be possible to propose, therefore, that in the universe of the regional Architecture, as indicated by 

                                                           
1 Pozenato, José Clemente. O regional e o universal na Literatura Gaúcha. Porto Alegre: Movimento, 
Instituto Estadual do Livro, 1974, p. 17. 
2 Idem. 
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Pozenato (1974), in the literary and the art’s fields, such cultural manifestations are determined by an universal 
matrix of values.  A root that appear localized as: "[...] a chosen reality, (according to ideological 
presumptions) and in agreement with certain conventions, (chosen according to aesthetic or stylistic 
assumptions)." 3 

Acknowledging that premise, to the understanding of what can be read in reference to the ancient laborer 
village of Galópolis, nowadays a prosperous district of Caxias do Sul, it will be necessary here to approach the 
physical representations of this system of values and to explore their aesthetic and stylistic presuppositions 
starting from a relevant typological analysis. 

It is understandable that style is a condition that works as the creative principle of different manifestations. 
As a form that, although passive of interpretations and variations, still follows a rule, a composition’s law that 
is constant because, style" [...] funded on habit and conventions, [...] act as a qualifying instrument that makes 
the visible world legible [...]"4, and structures the form of realization of new formal units and of different 
objects. 

Therefore, the objective is to identify a matrix, starting from the comparison of analog relationships, 
capable to associate the manifestations of the regional and the national, toward the universal. To understand the 
apparent part of the system, in this case the local landscape, as the unique response of an universality whilst 
image fragmented of the whole which configures the approached unit. 

 Let us proceed initially to evaluate the local case through the architectural manifestations of the 
historical inner space of Caxias do Sul, the city central square, as an exposed space and superior representative 
of values of the epoch of establishment of the village of Galópolis. 

Comparing said structures it is possible to observe how it manifests, on analog ways, the presence of 
elements of its composition, such as the church and the central square that organize, in a similar way, the spatial 
relationships  of those open central areas, still perceived even in more recent periods. 

 
                                                                                                       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Figure 1  Galópolis Main Square – early XX century           Figure 2  Dante Alighieri Square – 1957 
            Source: Casa Paroquial Galópolis                     Source: Guia Didático da Arquitetura  
                                                                  de Caxias do Sul 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
                                                         

                                                           
3 Ibidem, p.15. 
4 Mahfuz, Edson da Cunha. Ensaio sobre a razão compositiva: uma investigação sobre a natureza das 
elações entre s partes e o todo na composição arquitetônica. Viçosa: UFV; Impr. Univ.; Belo Horizonte: AP 
Cultural, 1995, p.77. 
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Figure 3  Location marks: 1- Industrial complex of Eberle Manufacturer; 2. Cine Central; 3 - Square Dante Alighieri   

1950 decade;  4 - Cathedral and Parochial House. 
Source: Guia Didático da Arquitetura de Caxias do Sul, p.47,74 - Evaldo Luiz Schumacher et al 

Data manipulated by the author 
 

Some characters of that locale already emerge as true representatives of universal realities, such as the 
buildings that encompass movies theaters, like the Central Cinema, launched in 1920’s decade, and is 
described under the same focus even in recent bibliography.  That demonstrates the formal central offices 
there referred as cathedral and Roman thermals, arches and vestibule of the towns palaces, imaginative copies 
to the molds of the Baroque renascence, and still evoking the regional context when he refers that “[…] work 
also associates to the exuberant eclectic positivism expressed by Wiederspahn in the first decades of the XX 
century, in Porto Alegre.”5 

Such scenery reveals the universal sense of that style, the Eclectic, that aimed to establish a relationship 
with an international urbanism, where advances in technology and communications allowed to be reached, in a 
facilitated way, the same level of comforts of the industrial era, in different places and at the same time. 

The collection of institutional and commercial buildings of that context coexisted in the presence of 
industrial buildings, that although less exuberant, defined grand structures built on high expressionism, like 
that of the Eberle Metallurgic complex. It disputed with the cathedral, the domain of the symbolic space of 
prominence and power, and contributed to the consolidation of the profile of the local identity.  

The existence of the metallurgical industry, settle on the city’s innermost site, equal to what happened in 
Galópolis, the old “Deep Valley”, where the presence of the textile industry, the building of the movies theatre 
and the compound of workers houses, which configured on a contemporary form the remarkable industrial 
orientation of that community.  

On second thought, referring to the character of the architecture of the second half of the XIX century in 
Brazil, it becomes clear that an universal reaction was evident and would come in response to the longings for 
                                                           
5 Schumacher, Evaldo L. et al. Guia Didático da Arquitetura de Caxias do Sul. Caxias d do Sul, RS: Educs, 
2006, p.47.                                                                                                                                 
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social changes and, at the same time, to promote such transformations, as per Reis Filho:  
[...] the social agents of those transformations, members of the urban social ranks in ascension, would act under the 
influence of the positivism and of the architectural eclecticism. [...] Those ranks would build and employ an updated 
and technically elaborated architecture, without the aid of slave work.”6 
In the progressive analysis of the town of Galópolis, such condition is verified starting from the 

development promoted by the transformation of the manual labor grant by the establishment and effectiveness 
of the European immigration in the region, by the improvement of the construction’s work, and by the advent 
of cooperatives. Likewise, by the presence of the Saint Peter’s Wool Factory7 in the village which affected that 
area on a definite manner.  

In reference to the national picture, the advent of a new architectural ideal that intended to set free from 
the settlement’s condition of the previous period brought for the signs of modernism. Expressed by the 
construction of large offices, linked by the support of the Professional School and the Builders of Sao Paulo, 
such as that of Ramos de Azevedo, Dominiciano Rossi, Ricardo Severo and Arnaldo Vilares8 which in turn 
related also to manifestations of the regional origin of the founders of the village in Italy, generating point of 
the new idealism: 

[...] Precursor of the "illuminated bourgeois'" generation that replicate what was already published in Europe, with 
Alessandro Rossi, in Schio (and what would be, years later, the Jorge Street, in São Paulo), Antonio Alvares 
Penteado projected the urbanization and the embellishment of Bras, funded in part with dividends earned by his own 
enterprises. He commissioned also the construction of worker’s villages for the employess of Saint Ana’s Juta 
Factory, modeled on the “New Quartier Alessandro Rossi” (1872), in Schio, and the workers town “Maria Zelia” 
(1912), in Sao Paulo. At “Boa Vista Street”, he bespoke the built of the “Apolo Theater" and, later on another, larger 
and more luxurious on the “24 de Maio” street.  It is interesting to notice here the similarity of procedures adopted 
by the entrepreneurs of that time. In Schio, during the year of 1868, the "Theater Jacquard" was built in front of the 
factory called "Alta", property of the “Lanificio Rossi SpA.”9 
Noticeably, such productions correspond to the urban and socio-cultural expectations of the second half of 

the century XIX. It also outline the preponderance of social agents, modifiers of the intellectual and artistic 
activities of that time, linked to the republican and democratic ideals in Brazil. It represented its industrial 
bourgeoise and acted as propagators of the positivism, orientation of that moment. 
According to Reis Filho (1976), such agents contributed not only for “[...] the formation of groups enthusiastic 
of the European industrial and scientific development. [...]”10, but, especially, for the formation of new towns 
and popular neighborhoods requested by a growing industrialization, in the formal plan. [...] the Eclecticism 
was the solution applied at the service of these architectural objectives."11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The technical quality attained in the formal resolution of such collection can be well noticed throughout 

                                                           
6 Reis Filho, Nestor Goulart. Quadro da Arquitetura no Brasil. São Paulo: Editora Perspectiva, 1976. p. 145. 
7 Barella, Sandra M.F. Galópolis: visões de um ecletismo regional.In: Tregansin, Terezinha, I.R.Org.. 
Galópolis - El profondo vale verde: história, arte e memória. Caxias do Sul, RS: Lorigraf, 2009. 
8 Apud Reis Filho,op.cit., p.149. 
9 Della Monica, Aldo. O Brás dos Italianos. Available in http://www.dellamonica.com.br/brasdositalianos.htm 
10 Apud Reis Filho, p.150.  
11 Ibidem., p. 154. 
 

Figure 4  High Factory- Schio/Italy 
Source:http://www.dse.unive.it/storia/LANIFICIO.htm 

 

Figure 5  Galópolis Village 
Source: Fernada Poloni personal archive- 
Curso de Arquitetura e Urbanismo UCS. 

2008. 
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the attached worker’s houses, built of exposed bricks masonry which can be seen in the residential central 
area of neighboring Galópolis.12 In addition, from the practical point of view, through the prevalence of the 
sanitation facilities close to the main residential building. features that were still relegated to the far end of 
the residential parcel according to other architectural manifestations of previous time. 

From the formal and compositional point of view, Reis Filho (1976) still accentuate that “[...] the 
eclecticism proposing a conciliation among the styles was an efficient and aesthetic medium for the 
assimilation of important technological innovations[…]” 13, verifiable fact in which the constant presence of 
industrial constructions in the urban central areas of our region stands out.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  
To reach a last comparative level, it will be necessary to consider the signs of the role and influence of the 

great manufacturers, as the constructive element of a new urbanization, in other parts of the world. Especially 
to reflect on how it occurred at the point of origin of the first textile artisans that settled in the laboring village 
of Galópolis in the south of Brazil by origin and acquired expertise in Schio,14 in Italy. 
 

                                                           
12  Architecture and Urbanism Course, Caxias do Sul University, 2008/02. Técnicas Retrospectivas 
Discipline, Renata Brustolin Academic Presentation, VI Seminário Estadual de Arquitetura Eclética, 
Jaguarão, RS, Novembre, 2008. 
13 Apud Reis Filho, op.cit., p.169. 
14 The Lanificio Rossi “High Factory” is the first symbol of the Italian industrialization. 80 meters in length, 
13,90 of width and six floors and attic, with great rooms divided in three spaces of 125 columns in melted 
iron, illuminated for 330 windows and 52 in the roof it was built in 1862 by Alessandro Rossi. Each walk 
sheltered different phases of the treatment. The project, elaborated in 1861 by the Belgian Auguste Vivroux 
foresaw an identical building in the opposite side of the tribunal, group downright to "Francisco Rossi", the 
creation of four floors built in 1849 with a neoclassical facade decorated with reasons to remember trade 
houses and wool processing. In 1866-68, instead of one second great building, was meantime accomplished a 
more modern spinning-weaving in shed large tent, although short term to the side south was built in 1864-65 a 
building of three floors for the preparation of the wool, the lamination and the wash. Available in 
http://www.comune.schio.vi.it/a_215_IT_13015_3.html  
. 
 

Figure 6 High Factory - Schio/Italia – Source:     
http://www.schioindustrialheritage.it/it/index.html 

Figure 7  Galópolis Village houses -  Source: 
Fernanda Poloni personal archive / Architecture 
and Urbanism Course, UCS. 2008 
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2  THE ARCHITECTURAL CONTEXT IN THE REGIONAL RURAL LANDSCAPE 

 
The study of the territorial occupation of the nucleus of Forqueta, was created with the objective of 

delimiting periods considered chronological syntheses of economic-cultural cycles linked to the space 
formation, and, to the process of occupation of territory places in the Caxias do Sul rural area, in the south of 
Brazil. 

The periodical morphology and typology of the settlement process, there implemented and relevant to the 
plan’s discussions over the decisions of urban models, until the closing time of its cycles, and the consecutive 
characterization of new patterns of physical forms analyze the visualization of space starting 
from  geographical and architectural concepts. 

In the morphological analysis, as indicated by Whitehand (2001), the tripartite division of the urban 
landscape is adopted, as proposed by Conzen, by introducing, in first place the city plan (composed by streets, 
lots, and blocks of flat buildings).  Secondly, by the constructed canvas, and third, by the land’s occupation and 
its constructions, “[…] However, it were the concepts related to the process of  urban development that did 
more to stimulate the creation of a school of thought based on his work."15 

The configuration given by the Forqueta village’s layout along those periods, describes the system of 
streets, lots, and constructed buildings.  The second part of the morphological structure explore the evolution 
of the constructed canvas, radically altered by the localization of the Forqueta’s Train Station platform, and by 
the positioning of the railroad line at the innermost space of the village. Definitely, the natural logic for the 
land’s occupancy changed by the introduction of a new axis of access and connectivity, here considered as a 
track model of transversal orientation to the formal, modifying the initial morphological pattern. 

 The third element of the study relates the two previous topics to the different forms of management of the 
land and its constructions. The typology of the agricultural units, at the starting point of the land’s 
occupation,  that demarcated on the maps as being the 1st league, or Forqueta Baixa, changes, from a character 
remarkably rural from the time of establishment of t he original rural lots, to became the progressive 
headquarters of  settlements, at the village’s center as it occurs in the 2nd League, by the assemblage of the 
                                                           
15 Whitehand, J.W.R. British urban morphology: the Conzenian tradition. Available in  
http://urbanmorphology.org/pdf/whitch522001.pdf,  p.103. 

Figure 8.  Rossi Wool Factory –Schio City –Italy. 
Source: http://www.dse.unive.it/storia/LANIFICIO.htm 

 

Figure 9 Panoramic view of Galopolis taken from 
the Sao Pedro Wool Factory. Source: 
Mario Moschen personal archive– Galópolis - RS 
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primitive and insufficient public-institutional spaces at the inner centers. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The early rural system progressed toward the uses linked to an evident industrialization process, result of 

the creation of large commercial and industrial structures associated to the industrial model implemented in the 
region, circa 1890, during the period characterized as the spirit of the time: " [...] the second half of the XIX 
century, more precisely between 1870 and 1895", which "define the second Industrial Revolution (Benevolo, 
1994, p.371)"16 

Said uses were not only influenced by the experiences of the industrialization process initiated  in 
England, in the half of the XIX century, definers of the town planning’s paradigm of the modernity17, as well as 
of a special eclecticism implemented in the settlers area of immigration and strongly influenced by the region’s 
geographical diversity. 

According to Costa (2001), it is important to mention that the study of the construction of industrial 
buildings in=2 0Rio Grande do Sul, in the area of immigration, presents spatial disparity among the areas that 
correspond to the distinct phases of the land’s occupancy. This reinforces the notion, here developed, that the 
local process during this period can be associated further towards the aspects of the human geography, that 
gave them origin, than to the access and application of new construction’s technologies given by the progress 
between wars, as it is observed in the study of other areas of the estate. 

The proposed and implemented system of colonies was geographically established in the region by the 
division of large areas of the territory into leagues. Smaller parcels denominated and numbered according to an 
order corresponding to the consecutive chronological time of their creation, and related to the best  conditions 
of accessibility to the dense forest native to the region, particularly that of the araucarias. 

The leagues, in turn, were subdivide into lines, as being portions of land still smaller, usually subdivided 
into lots of similar dimensions, with a minimum measurement of 25 hectares per unit, with approximately 250 
meters of front and 1,000 meters of length. Becoming the territorial measurement for the commercialization an 
d appropriated by the Italian immigrants settled in the region. 

To emphasize that, contrary to other colonization and urbanization plans put into action, at the same time, 
in the American territory18, the absence of delimited areas of large public spaces to be occupied collectively by 
the communities.  

In order to achieve that character of public or semi-public space, those areas were placed in the lot near to 

                                                           
16 Costa, Ana Elísia da. A Evolução do Edifício Industrial de Caxias do Sul. Dissertação de Mestrado 
Programa PROPAR/UFRGS, 2001, p.42.  
17 Ibidem, p. 91. Costa (2001) considers that, on this differentiated process it is possible to affirm that: "[...] On 
a special way it is observed a different production among the area of Italian colonization, mainly the Mountain 
gaucho, and the remaining of the state. Due to the abundance of wood in the area and of the geographical 
isolation, in his/her majority, the industrial buildings of the Northeast  will present an aspect rustic, simple, 
without any stylistic manifestation, being attentive just functional demands, as they attest the commemorative 
publications of the Fiftieth anniversary of the Italian Colonization in the state.." 
18 Apud. Whitehand, J.W.R. 

Figure 10  Forqueta rural nucleus -  Source:  
Author personal archive – 2008 
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the smaller fronts that delimited the lots, around the traverses , facing the access roads. (Fig.11) 
 

 
 

In a social context, those communities were recognized as geographical reference points as people 
would concentrated, sporadically, in places designated for religious, leisure, and political meetings, thus it 
acted as small community centers. 

Those delimitations, depending on its capacity of integration among the agricultural units, would 
link  areas essentially isolated from the ample connector system composed by crossings  or access trails, 
corresponding to the notion of path matrix, acknowledge here as the structural force of the current landscape 
of the area in study, as demonstrated below (Fig. 12). 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The inner site of Forqueta, in general terms, represents until today an area of urban character equivalent 

to the majority of the colonies, where "signs" or reference points provided by the buildings of superior local 
influence, especially the Railroad Station and the Forqueta Winery Cooperative (Fig.13), shared alongside 
with the Church, the arrangement of the urban marks on the central nucleus. 

 

    
 
 
 

It is necessary to mention also, the diverse architectural types representing the different evolutionary periods by 
comparing the isolated buildings versus the residential configurations of the inner sites.  

 
It seems to replicate volumetric variations of the original rural type by the constant presence of 

Figure 12  Rural main trail in Forqueta -  
Source:  Author personal archive – 2008 

 

Figure 13  Main street in Forqueta central nucleus -  
Source: Author personal archive – 2008 

 

Figure 11  Rural main trail in Forqueta Chapels nucleus  
Source: Author personal archive – 2008 
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basements, though no longer used for the production of wine, as well as in the design of the main house of a 
rectangular base, almost always enhanced by small additions intended to give support to core functions, like 
the lateral terraces, the attached quarters to the kitchens, and the sanitary facilities. The buildings were 
always finished with an attic covered by two or more rooftops. 

The physical attributes found in the marginal bands to the inner sites may be described as in the model 
developed by Conzen as: in the first track, denominated as the gateway to the area’s core, the one 
with  greater range, may have changed its original profile by many uses, several times institutional, like the 
large buildings of wine production, as “landmarks buildings”, and even as headquarter's building for the rural 
lots during the different periods of development considered of outstanding architecture.  

The outstanding buildings of the first period of Forqueta, the isolated large wood houses with limestone 
basements, the ones of a subsequent period, wealthier and sophisticated, t hat show the main building in 
masonry and with remarkable eclectic characteristics of the greatest economic development period of the 
area from 1910 to 1930. The most recent ones, of the Art Deco, from 1950 to 1964, until the ones of 
"modernist" style, from the period of 1960 to 1980, and finally the ones that mix the different regional 
models that search for a connection with larger centers of high-rise buildings, like Caxias do Sul and 
Farroupilha. (Fig.14) 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3   CONCLUSION 

From the wide potential investigation of the theory proposed by Conzen, three sources are here 
explored:  first, the micro morphology, secondly, the relationships between the morphologic periods and the 
typological processes, and third, the relationship between the decision-making and the urban form. 

The first approach considers how the transformations verified in the residential buildings tend to influence 
the adjacent areas by the denominated neighborhood effect. This relationship is directly associated to the 
proximity between neighbors. 

In the second approach we discuss the morphological and architectural types in different stages of 
evoluti on, for example, analyzing the contrast between the types known bye-law terrace houses, or houses 
on tape standard, and the semi-detached houses, or that is, duplex houses, of which, as observed in the local 
case in study, some characteristics are associated with a kind of architectural transition, probably due to 
geographical differences or even a time delay of absorption in less accessible areas. It is also noted the 
relationship of this approach with the well known "typological process of the Caniggian school of the 
Italians," that is, as pointed out by Withehand "[...] where new types of construction are seen as a product of 
the learning process from earlier adaptations of constructed types."19 

The third aspect, in general terms, demonstrates the way on how different decisions could create 
“regulations on the land”. This notion comes from the own work of Conzen that intends, in Whitehand words, 
in the same text: “[…] to evaluate the people's role in the creation of the urban landscapes” and, 
more,   “[…] in this sense, the relapse attention of the settlers role and that of the decision makers.” The 
author recalls that, in the same sense, Conzen introduced the concept of marginal lanes, those that can appear 
                                                           
19 Apud. Whitehand, J.W.R., p.107. 
 

Figure 14  Forqueta central nucleus; modernist main house in rural 
landscape; vertical building in RS 122 Road.  Source: Author personal 
archive – 2008 
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to originate from different processes of decision making, and results in products of a great number of 
“different decisions on individual locations.” 

From the planning point of view, the author also ponder that, rarely have been deliberated decisions for 
preservation or conservation of these lanes as identifiers. Public policies have been favoring the preservation of 
marginal lanes by the representation of their individual components. When defined as lane, the conservation of 
a special kind of open space is considered as areas of ecological interest: "[...] some places and buildings in the 
marginal lanes are recognized for their historical and architectural meaning and legal protection warranties are 
given to them."20 

According to the international organizations for the preservation of the industrial patrimony, like The 
International Committee of Conservation o f Industrial Heritage (TICCIH) , it is worth mentioning that the 
town of Galópolis could well be considered in this patrimonial context, since it maintains an absolute 
architectural and landscape collection which are perfectly visible as an historical and cultural expansion that 
correspond to the universal criteria for preservation, such as indicated: 

[...] Values of the Industrial Patrimony 
I - The industrial patrimony is the evidence of activities that had and continue to have profound historical 
consequences. The reasons for protection of the industrial patrimony are based on the universal value of this 
evidence, instead of in the singularity of unique places. 
II. The industrial patrimony is the sum of the social value as part of the record of regular men and women’s lives, and 
how each individual convey an important sense of identity.  Is the technological and scientific value in the history of 
manufacturing, engineering, and construction and can have considerable aesthetic20value for the architecture, 
design and planning. 
III. These values are intrinsic to its own places, its factories, components, machinery and places in the industrial 
landscape, in the written documentation, and in the intangible registration contained in the memory and human 
industrial habits. 
IV. Unusual, in the survival terms of particular processes, typology sites and landscapes, it add special significance 
and will be carefully accessed. Primitive and pioneering examples have a special value.21 

                      
     On the typological analysis of Galópolis and Forqueta here discussed, remain emphasized the aesthetic and stylistic 
qualities of its urban landscape, founded in habits and practices manifested by the remaining marks of a particular 
eclecticism as values to preserve.                 
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ABSTRACT:  The issue of monumental form has recently returned to the fore through the work of Pier 
Vittorio Aureli and Alexander D’Hooghe, whose speculative urban projects present an alternative to the 
sprawling developments of the neoliberal landscape with its privileging of procedural means over liberal 
ends. By analyzing their work through the lens of a pluralist, rather than a consensus-based socio-political 
model, along with a reading of executive exception in early liberal and American Constitutional thought, one 
can begin to more accurately formulate the contingent conditions that necessitate the use of monumental 
form in the promotion of civic memory and political practices of agonistic contestation. 
KEYWORDS:  globalisation, local identity, urban design, culture, public life, design strategies 
 

To speak of architectural form in the context of an age beyond neoliberalism, it is necessary both to 
come to terms with the reasons for our presumed dissatisfaction with the dominant neoliberal regime, and to 
establish a framework within which form can become an operative catalyst for the production of alternative 
modes of social and political practice. Form itself is something which can no longer be taken for granted, 
having largely been stripped of its political power through both the proliferation of corporate icons under 
neoliberalism and through the contemporary architectural discipline’s focus on the appropriation of the 
informal and the tactical as a means of critique, which recently seems to have given way in favor of a 
“performative” trend that abdicates any responsibility of critique in favor of a diluted, quantifiable, realism 
underpinned by technical innovation. (i.e. “landscape urbanism” and/or parametric/scripted formalism) 

I intend to argue that form can only regain its political relevance within an “agonistic” socio-political 
framework, rather than one based solely on the pursuit of popular consensus (i.e. the “deliberative 
democratic” model of Rawls and Habermas). Further, I would like to suggest that while a narrative unity of 
action is still necessary in times of socio-economic crisis, such unity should not be grounded in popular 
consensus, but rather should represent an executive exception to the desired norm of pluralism in order to 
heighten the effects of pluralism through a temporary corrective mechanism that lays bare the social contract, 
and namely, the ends that underpin the practice of pluralist contestation. Agonistic pluralism, popularised by 
Chantal Mouffe, seeks to address the innate contradictions of neoliberalism—namely, that between 
individual freedom and rational democratic procedures. In her differentiation of agonism (vigorous contest 
amongst equal adversaries) from antagonism (a fundamentalist position viewing the adversary as a force to 
be destroyed),1 Mouffe’s position updates Henri Lefebvre’s account of the ancient Greek polis being a place 
of productive struggle amongst mutually-respected adversaries. 

Neoliberalism’s pursuit of consensus, having privileged the procedural means of liberalism at the 
expense of substantive confrontational discourse among equals, has essentially eradicated civic space as a 
place of contestation and turned citizens with inherently different value sets into consumers with moderately 
varied preferences while simultaneously relegating difference to the fringe of identity politics, thus 
heightening the potential for extremist violence. Take, for example, Barack Obama’s controversial comment 
during his Presidential campaign that small-town Americans cling to issues such as “guns or religion”2 when 
the economy is poor, versus his more recent statement that the supporters and opponents of abortion have 

                                                
1 Chantal Mouffe, Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic Pluralism, Vienna, Institute for Advanced Studies, 
2000, 15. 
2 Katharine Q. Seelye and Jeff Zeleny, “On the Defensive, Obama Calls His Words Ill-Chosen,” The New 
York Times, 13 April 2008. 
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irreconcilable positions that must be played out in the public sphere as a healthy debate amongst equals.3 The 
first statement represents a neoliberal attitude of difference as mere preference within a global system 
defined by economic security alone, with the second reflecting an agonistic position of difference as a 
tension between political values. Neoliberalism, having redefined discourse and procedure as ends in 
themselves, is decidedly ill-equipped to account for such ambivalence in the political sphere, having 
effectively diluted the possibility of exercising the kinds of difficult choices that Isaiah Berlin argued to be 
inherent in any system of liberty professing the free expression of pluralist differences. 

By way of redressing the ills of neoliberalism and the global socio-economic crises that have emerged 
from this system, architects such as Pier Vittorio Aureli and Alexander D’Hooghe are beginning to articulate 
a case for strong strategic measures enabled by the tactical deployment of large-scale form. Aureli’s “project 
of autonomy” and D’Hooghe’s “theory of the New Monumentality” both embody a desire for the political 
and actively seek to contrast the concept of the political against what both acknowledge to be a debilitating 
and uncritical techno-economic capitalist datum that is largely taken for granted—or worse, conflated with 
the political—both by contemporary governments/societies and by the architectural discipline itself. Aureli 
and D’Hooghe view crisis as the operative moment in which to invoke the necessity for the political as a 
distinct entity. Despite the apparent formal similarities in their projects, however, the way in which each 
architect situates his work reflects two fundamentally different conceptions of political engagement, which 
can tentatively be referred to as the Socratic (Aureli) and the Periclean (D’Hooghe). The divergence between 
these two projects makes legible the complex relationship between icon and monument; locus and 
infrastructure, and their varied abilities to engender either active or passive forms of politics. 
 
1   THE “GREY GOO” AND THE DATUM OF THE NEOLIBERAL CITY/SUBURB 
  

Without delving too much into the recent history of architectural and social development, the 
environment in which both architects position their projects is one in which active political practice has 
become co-opted by the seemingly inevitable logic of a global economic system with the capacity to 
internalise and neutralise all that is foreign to its trajectory through, among other things, a conflation of the 
ends and means of liberalism. In the wake of such developments, architectural practice after High 
Modernism has devolved into an endless string of uncoordinated tactical operations, which Aureli equates 
with the small-scale destabilisation maneuvers advocated by Antonio Negri’s post-political “Autonomia” 
project.4 The field within which such operations have played out is represented by D’Hooghe’s notion of the 
“grey goo,”5 a fragmented and alienating, yet systematically integrated congealment of the suburbs and the 
remnants of industrial urban centers. The city is thus everywhere and nowhere; its politics incoherent and 
without delimited form, having been overtaken by a singular economic drive or ideology against which all 
competing strategic movements have fallen victim. Aureli illuminates the workings of this process through 
the writings of the Italian Marxist scholar Mario Tronti, who proposes that capitalism advances itself in 
response to the demands of its working class, first by improving working conditions and later by establishing 
the comforts of a consumer culture augmented by a welfare state. Such moves of continual adaptive 
appeasement defuse the potential for veritable antagonism between workers and the system within which 
they are employed, thus removing the possibility of a separate form of political agency from the table 
through a systemic sleight of hand.6 The architectural icon can be seen as the emblematic symbol of capitalist 
performance, a landmark that rises from within the visually-incoherent field of which it is a product, yet 
manages both to justify and divert attention from the dominant system it represents. Fig.1 If the icon is the 
benevolent object of economic teleology, then infrastructure, both digital and physical, is its silent procedural 
enforcer, exerting a logic that is seemingly Baroque in its calibrated managerial organisation of human 
interaction. It would not be much of a stretch to imply that a Las Vegas casino, with its programmatic 

                                                
3 Remarks by the President in Commencement Address at the University of Notre Dame, 17 May 2009, 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-by-the-President-at-Notre-Dame-Commencement/ 
accessed 2 September 2009. 
4 Pier Vittorio Aureli, The Project of Autonomy: Politics and Architecture within and against Capitalism, 
New York, Princeton Architectural Press, 2008, 8. 
5 Alexander D’Hooghe, “Monument or Armageddon,” Volume no. 9 (2006), 42. 
6 Aureli, The Project of Autonomy, 40. 
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hybridity, consumer diversity, and perceptually blurry, yet economically and technically precise 
organisation, is the neoliberal (and perhaps, the landscape urbanist) consensus project par excellence.   
 
2  THE MONUMENT 
 

It should be said that the icon is not merely a freak of excess, as it is inextricably linked to the 
monument. The icon serves many of the same functions addressed by the kind of large-scale urban artifacts 
that Aureli and D’Hooghe celebrate, as it is a singular landmark that anchors the landscape and engenders 
performance through its presence. The problem of the icon is not that it exists, but rather that its underlying 
economic agency has gone unopposed by equally strong acts of form underwritten by an ethic of politics. 
The notion of locus, popularized by Aldo Rossi and O.M. Ungers, is the hinge that ties the icon to the 
monument. Few would characterise Gehry’s Guggenheim or Foster’s ‘gherkin’ as being without place—in 
fact, the icon is the very locus of the “post-political” human subject—but rather they lack that which is 
inherent to the political locus, namely the strength of civic memory that gives form to the monument. The 
visual legibility offered by the large-scale forms of Aureli or D’Hooghe is less vital to their arguments 
precisely because the icon accomplishes such visual affects through a similar breach of scale. What is 
important, however, is the ability of the monument to make legible the socio-political conflicts that the 
icon/infrastructure pairing is content to bury and smoothen with an operational mode based in hybridity and 
commodified multiculturalism or weak difference. A monument, then, does not solely seek to provoke 
conflict as an end in itself (as was the goal of the tactical destabilisation project of Autonomia), but rather 
serves the critical function of providing both a subjective distance and a political counterweight to the icon’s 
self-possessed sense of inevitability. As alluded to earlier, the major distinction between the icon and the 
monument is not a question of form or scale per se, but rather the type of subject to which they cater—the 
icon engendering a passive, amnesiac body, with the monument requiring an active renewal of its mandate 
via the process of civic memory. This rejection of amnesia is the strongest thread that binds the work of 
Aureli and D’Hooghe. 
 
THE POLITICS OF CRISIS 
 

The moment of crisis is the point at which society can choose to either embrace or reject amnesia; and 
thus where it is helpful to turn to the lessons of ancient Greece, where the trial of Socrates becomes the 
fundamental battle of a society enthralled by crisis, which nevertheless chooses—as contemporary society 
has done up to this point—to defer the moment of critical antagonism by sentencing Socrates to death and 
thus smoothing the path of uncritical progress. Socrates’ project, like Aureli’s, was to “construct a new 
political subject,”7 through a method of making legible the inherent tensions of the city. Fig. 2 The Socrates 
of Plato’s Republic establishes a thorough blueprint for the ideal city in order to demonstrate, through an 
exhaustive agonistic process, that the means required to attain such a city undermines the very possibility of 
its becoming. Recalling Cicero’s analysis, Leo Strauss writes: 
 

. . . the Republic does not bring to light the best possible regime but rather the nature of political 
things—the nature of the city. Socrates makes it clear in the Republic of what character the city 
would have to be in order to satisfy the highest need of man. By letting us see that the city 
constructed in accordance with this requirement is not possible, he lets us see the essential limits, the 
nature, of the city.8 

 
Socrates’ project, then, is one that activates the necessity of conflict between the political and the economic 
techne, or rather against the notion of a city founded solely on the desire to maximise performance. 
Superstudio’s Twelve Ideal Cities project of 1971 also posits such an endgame scenario in order to establish 
the limits of the High Modernist project of techno-capitalist determinism, Fig. 3. Such speculative work 
manifests a desire to reject blind faith in the economic modes of Enlightenment thought, in favor of a 
discursive model requiring a form of conflict that perpetually renegotiates the balance between ends and 

                                                
7 Aureli, The Project of Autonomy, 79. 
8 Leo Strauss, The City and Man, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1964, 111. 
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means. Such a move is thus not a wholehearted rejection of technology, but rather, as Carl Schmitt (one of 
Aureli’s preferred references) acknowledges, a call for the subjective power of the political, since “a 
grouping which sees on the one side only spirit and life and on the other only death and mechanism signifies 
nothing more than a renunciation of the struggle and amounts to nothing more than a romantic lament.”9 The 
logical brutality of the endgame as embodied in the work of Plato and Superstudio is a nihilistic precondition 
for the construction of an active political subject able to exert his/her will over the instrument of 
technology—an effect not demanded by the icon. In this sense, Socrates the agent-provocateur, “a corrupter 
of youth” who “does not believe in the gods of the state”10 is not an Autonomia figure pursuing tactical 
destabilisation for its own sake, but rather represents the crux of Aureli’s bottom-up practice of strategic 
operation through the formation of a new political will to power, or at the very least, consciousness, Fig. 4. 

D’Hooghe’s “emancipation from above”11 takes a decidedly different approach to the procurement of, 
if not political power, then political memory. The New Monumentality project is one that readily 
appropriates both the operational and symbolic logic of FDR’s New Deal (The Works Progress 
Administration and the Tennessee Valley Authority) that forged a tableau of workers and cultural figures 
(such as the Federal Writers’ Project) into a larger civic narrative of singular progress and national 
redemption, Fig. 5. The manner in which such a project is put forth invites comparison to the oratorical 
strategy of Pericles, who, in his tribute to the strength of Athenian character in the face of tragedy invited his 
listeners to forget the individual flaws of Athens’ dead heroes in favor of the overwhelming righteousness of 
the city as a whole. It is paradoxically a call to political memory and a rejection of the critical processes that 
underwrite the practice of the political. The city becomes an icon of unity rather than a place of discourse, 
perhaps necessary in a time of crisis, but ultimately not a long term precedent. The Athenian tradition of the 
funeral oration was a systematically-inscribed mechanism for moving beyond crisis rather than directly 
engaging with its difficulty and Pericles’ treatment of this rite was one that only asked of Athens’ citizens to 
remain on course: “you must yourselves realise the power of Athens, and feed your eyes upon her from day 
to day, till love of her fills your hearts.”12 The rhetoric of the funeral oration does little more than clothe 
passivity in a larger historical narrative of collective action. It is precisely this uncritical approach to the city 
that the Socrates of Plato’s Menexenus attacks by deriding the rhetoriticians’ speeches as being “ready 
made”13 bandages for national pride that conflate man and the city in such a way that the Republic shows to 
be immensely problematic.  

D’Hooghe’s formulation of monumentality drifts quite close to the Periclean mode of oration. His 
adoption of the notion of empathy—“the intuited fact that object and self are one”—does a great deal of 
harm to the aspects of his argument that focus on the monument as a critical delimiter of the space between 
such interventions, as it removes the notion of critical distance through the promotion of empathetic “myth-
making” that “assigns human attributes to dead things.”14 By conflating man with the object, D’Hooghe’s 
monument becomes a prosthetic device that demands little from the public beyond identification with a 
liberal will that is not fully its own. The monument offers “consolation, hope and optimism,”15 rather than a 
provocative charge. Unlike Aureli’s project, D’Hooghe asserts that his new monumentality requires “no 
wholesale transformation” as “the private sphere is left untouched” and these formal deployments make use 
of the interstices of the built fabric rather than demanding any kind of sacrifice from the polity (in terms of 
imminent domain, or anything else). Even D’Hooghe’s desire to pre-emptively avert crisis would likely draw 
a similar kind criticism from Aureli and Tronti that they level against the New Deal, namely that its emphasis 
on a comforting narrative of renewal coupled with the expansion of the welfare state did more to conceal the 
fundamental systemic causes of crisis than it did to actively engage with them.  

D’Hooghe’s argument becomes most problematic when he attempts to deploy his formal logic across a 
range of scales. His conflation of monument with container, as exemplified in his discussion of the frame of 

                                                
9 Carl Schmitt, “The Age of Neutralizations and Depoliticizations,” in The Concept of the Political 
(expanded ed.), Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 2007, 95. 
10 Plato, The Apology of Socrates (trans. Benjamin Jowett), New York, P.F. Collier & Son Corp, 1937, 12. 
11 D’Hooghe, “Monument or Armageddon,” 48. 
12 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Penguin Classics, 1954 (Book 2.34-46). 
13 Plato, Menexenus (trans. Benjamin Jowett), Dodo Press, 2007. 
14 Alexander D’Hooghe, “A Theory of the New Monumentality,” Volume no. 9 (2006), 157. 
15 D’Hooghe, “Monument or Armageddon,” 43. 
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the IKEA superstore as being an ideal form for a diverse spectrum of interaction, is an unfortunate detour 
that is not wholly satisfying16, Fig. 6. For Aureli, the boundless container conjured in Archizoom’s No-Stop 
City of 1969, is the ultimate realisation of an infinite realm of weak consumerist difference that refuses to 
take a positive political position toward the activity conducted within its limitless space.17 The logic of the 
container is not that of the monument. The blankness of a strategically-deployed form is ultimately the more 
operative element in the work of Aureli and D’Hooghe. The blankness of the monumental form allows both 
for projection and echo—a feedback of subjective wills reinforced by critical distance that prompts 
individuals to remember. The container belongs to an entirely different operational dispute—that of the best 
form of infrastructural layout—as the container asks for individual projection alone and does not prompt the 
activation of memory. Like the icon, the container possesses no inherent provisions for furthering anamnesis. 
 
3  THE EXECUTIVE EXCEPTION OR THE ARCHITECTURAL PRE ROGATIVE 
 

The resurgence in monumentalist thought is seemingly driven both by a dissatisfaction with current 
forms of urban hybridity and illegibility (i.e. procedural complexity for its own sake), and also out of a desire 
to take advantage of the opportunities afforded by the advent of socio-economic crisis to rethink the ways in 
which cities can be reorganised, or perhaps, more appropriately, reconstituted. For the founders of liberal 
thought such as Locke and Rousseau, the notion of the constitution of political entities was both an act (to 
constitute, agency) and a framework (the Constitution, procedure). The productive tension between these two 
inherent elements of liberal governance, embodied in the notion of the separation of powers (legislative, 
executive, judicial) perpetuates a precarious balancing act between means (transparency, rule of law) and 
ends (liberty, personal expression). Political theory scholars such as Harvey Mansfield and Clement Fatovic 
argue that the ambivalence embedded within the liberal constitution, and more specifically, Article II of the 
American Constitution, permits decisive and temporary corrective acts bordering on extra-legality that both 
circumvent and reorient liberal procedure in times of crisis. Such acts promote anamnesis, prompting a 
recovery of the fundamental memory of the necessity that prompted persons to adopt a social contract in the 
first place—instilling a shot in the arm to a citizenry that has momentarily forgotten the fundamental 
commonality of its underlying vision. Such acts can perhaps point toward an innate distinction between 
urbanism (planning and procedure) and architecture (executive acts of will) and the need to oscillate between 
the two depending upon matters of necessity. 

As Mansfield argues in his description of the latent Machiavellian roots of the American Constitution, 
the sovereign as executive possesses a power to execute on behalf of the people those acts that the people 
cannot bring themselves to conjure.18 Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson, often considered to be the 
polarising figures in the formation of the American Constitution, were, nevertheless in agreement that the 
executive must be free to act upon contingent matters in a manner not appropriate to the mandate of the 
legislature.19 Such acts of executive will inevitably possess an element of risk to the system as a whole, but 
they agreed that the risks of procedural privilege were far greater. Both founders were adamant that 
executive acts had to be judged and evaluated upon the specificity of the contingent contexts in which they 
were employed and that such acts could not become a body of legal precedents to justify a subsequent 
expansion of executive power. In essence, the exceptional act was exactly that, a unique and context-specific 
mechanism to save and correct the norm when procedure devolved into a crisis situation. Executive abuse 
always remains a very real possibility, as Richard Nixon’s post-Watergate reflection that “when the President 
does it that means that it is not illegal,” yet systemic or procedural failure, exemplified by the current 
economic crisis, often proves to be a far worse fate for a larger number of people. 

Architecture, then, can serve as a crucial mechanism to cope with contingency, acting as a check both 
on the dominance of procedure (i.e. sprawl, suburbanization, bureaucratic inertia), and popular passions that 
often resist the kinds of sweeping changes that crisis and necessity demand. Consider, for example, Aureli’s 

                                                
16 Alexander D’Hooghe, “Platforms for a Permanent Modernity,” New Geographies, no. 0 (2008), 83. 
17 Pier Vittorio Aureli, “Towards the Archipelago,” Log no. 11 (Winter 2008), 103. 
18 Harvey Mansfield, Taming the Prince: The Ambivalence of Modern Executive Power, Baltimore, The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989, 278. 
19 Clement Fatovic, “Constitutionalism and Presidential Prerogative: Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian 
Perspectives,” American Journal of Political Science, vol. 48, no. 3, (July 2004), 429. 
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description of the plinth that removes itself from the urban fabric so as to allow its inhabitant achieve a 
certain critical distance from the city: “One of the most remarkable things felt by anyone climbing a Mies 
plinth, whether in New York or Berlin, is the experience of turning one’s back to the building in order to 
look at the city. Suddenly, and for a brief moment, one is estranged from the flows and organisational 
patterns that animate the city, although one still confronts them.”20,  Fig. 7. 

The exception, then, heightens one’s perception of the norm and permits the critical distance so crucial 
for the enabling of agonistic political confrontation—it is the feedback mechanism embodied in the notion of 
the Constitutional separation of powers. This description echoes Hashim Sarkis’ argument that, “in order to 
effect change, to be engaged, architecture has to remain partly disengaged. …to encourage diversity by 
making choice ever more real.”21 At the same time, however, I would argue that the project of monumental 
executive action is one that cannot take the shape of a dogmatic or permanent system. It cannot become a 
blanket prescription or precedent for all ills, but rather, acts of monumentality must be employed in such a 
way that permits their removal when the situations that necessitated the emergence of such acts no longer 
exist, though such contingent temporal constraints could range in duration from days to decades. Exceptional 
form, then, is more akin to a temporary formwork, or perhaps even the metaphorical equivalent of bicycle 
training wheels for the practice of the political, abandoned and destroyed like the agent-provocateur Socrates 
(though, perhaps, presented in the executive and narrative guise of Pericles), once the message becomes clear 
and legible, and pluralism is reinstated once again. 

I would like to end with a brief and preliminary selection of projects and referents that begin to point 
towards a more concrete conception of exceptional form and its potential for the promotion of anamnesis 
and/or agonistic political contestation: 
 
1. Loosely based on the Stadtarchipel thinking of O.M. Ungers, Rem Koolhaas’ City of the Captive Globe 
creates something of an archipelago of feverish cities that pursue unique ideological projects (including, but 
not limited to the pursuit of profit) atop their pedestal blocks, Fig. 8. The project acts against the 
pervasiveness of totalising ideologies and weak choice. By separating distinct ideological cities upon 
separate plinths within a larger grid, Koolhaas amplifies the critical act of choice and makes legible the 
consequences of such choice. Through limiting the cities’ potential for horizontal expansion, each construct 
is forced to build upward to propagate its position and stake its claim. Programmatic or political hybridity is 
replaced with the soft cross fertilisation of propaganda, and agonistic tensions emerge that are at once 
irresolvable in terms of consensus and performance, yet are nevertheless productive in the sense that 
successful constructs are placed in full view of failing ones, prompting self-reflection, internal adjustment, 
and adaptation for purposes of survival. Ideological contamination occurs here not through homogenisation, 
but through separation. Ostensibly, if each city were contained within a black box (instead of upon a 
pedestal) and rendered unable to perceive the cities surrounding it, then vertical expansion would be 
sufficient for a totalising ideology to be content that it had become manifest throughout the bounds of its 
perceptible universe—a problem that comes to the fore in Koolhaas’ later assessment that John Portman’s 
interiorised atrium buildings in Atlanta represent neoliberalism’s active negation of urbanity, undermining 
civic practice with solipsism.  
 
2. Koolhaas’ interpretation of the Berlin wall in his Exodus project is also worth reconsidering. In the context 
of the Cold War, the wall served both to delimit an ideological enemy and to humanise the struggles of those 
attempting to flee. Difference and empathy were held in a suspended state of ambivalence, paradoxically 
charging Carl Schmitt’s antagonistic “friend/enemy” distinction with a streak of particularistic humanity, 
thus transforming conflict from the ambivalence-resolving essentialism of “us” versus “them” into a more 
agonistic and complex framework of legibility within ambivalence underwritten with a certain level of 
common ground—i.e. respect for humanity, Fig. 9. The notion of exodus also has a decidedly ambivalent 
legacy, being inextricably bound to the notion of return. By giving Londoners an exceptional linear datum 
from which to escape and subsequently view the city they’ve chosen to left behind (not unlike Aureli’s 
description of the Miesian plinth), it would seem as though the “voluntary prisoners” of Koolhaas’ scheme 

                                                
20 Pier Vittorio Aureli, “More and More About Less and Less,” Log no. 16 (Spring/Summer 2009), 17. 
21 Hashim Sarkis, “Space for Recognition,” in The Promise of Multiculturalism: Education and Autonomy in 
the 21st Century, New York, Routledge, 1998, 164-165. 
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might eventually choose to return to the remnants of the city, reinvigorating it with the knowledge gained 
through a momentary position of critical distance—direct monumental form indirectly prompting socio-
political action, Fig. 10. 
 
3. Designed in 1983, the Monument Against Fascism in Harburg, Germany is one of the foremost examples 
of the so-called “counter monument” trend. A towering orthogonal column was sited in the center of a busy 
working class neighborhood and a stylus was provided for passers-by to leave inscriptions on the column’s 
surface, Fig. 11. Over time, the column would descend into the ground, leaving only a plaque as a trace of its 
former existence. Fig. 12 The project was intended as a form to promote active engagement with the surface 
and prompt memory in its absence. That the inscriptions ranged from banal or cheeky comments to Neo-Nazi 
sentiments and the requisite pledges against fascism served to demonstrate that civic tensions still remained, 
suggesting the limits of architecture’s capacity to resolve social ills through its presence alone. The project 
did, however, amplify and make legible the need for perpetual political action and confrontation. 
 
4. Acting as something not unlike an American version of an ancient Greek comedy festival, the annual 
Burning Man event in the Black Rock desert of Nevada is a cathartic libertine ceremony of massive 
proportions, with attendance in recent years reaching in excess of 40,000 people. The week long event, 
which begins with the formation of a veritable city of participants organized in a radial plan, Fig. 13, 
culminates in the burning of a monumental wooden effigy of a man at the center, Fig. 14. This seemingly 
radical exercise of self-reliance and free expression, has in recent years, been limited by the addition of 
admission fees and an expanding list of regulations, but its principle offers an alternative, albeit brief, to 
accepted modes and procedures of urban life. Self-sufficiency in extreme summer conditions is a 
requirement and attendees must leave no trace of their presence behind upon leaving the festival. While this 
exceptional moment may not set a realistic precedent for a new kind of urbanism, it may nonetheless offer a 
model that could engender a certain after-effect in the minds of participants, encouraging more extreme 
practices of sustainability, personal liberty, and a healthy questioning of authority in people’s daily lives as 
they return to their hometowns—performing as an inverted colonisation, contaminating the everyday with 
the seeds from their voluntary, short-term pilgrimage and exile. 
 
To conclude, monuments are and will continue to be necessary, but they are meant to be outgrown. 
 

 
Figure 1 Collage of Icons, Pier Vittorio Aureli 

 
Figure 2 Project for South Korea, Pier Vittorio Aureli, Dogma 
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Figure 3 2000-ton City from the Twelve Ideal Cities, Superstudio 

 
Figure 4 Stop City, Pier Vittorio Aureli 

 
Figure 5-6 Platform for a Permanent Modernity Studio, MIT, Alexander D’Hooghe and James Shen 

 
Figure 7 Neue Nationalgalerie, Mies van der Rohe 

 
Figure 8 The City of the Captive Globe, Rem Koolhaas and Elia Zenghelis 
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Figure 9-10 Exodus or The Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture, Rem Koolhaas and Elia Zenghelis 

 
Figure 11-12 Harburg Monument Against Fascism, Jochen Gerz and Esther Shalev-Gerz 

 
Figure 13-14 Plan of “Black Rock City,” Burning Man and Burning Man effigy 
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ABSTRACT:  
    In the Veneto central plane, historically shaped by agriculture, countryside is interested by a particular 
form of urban sprawl, where cities, villages, single houses and industries cohabit with agriculture. This 
phenomenon is analyzed mainly as a typical urban/rural conflict, and the sprawl gets criticized as a 
countryside destroyer.  

This paper proposes a different reading of the Veneto urban sprawl, starting from an analysis of the 
agriculture “layer” inside it.  

Is this a rural area simply becoming an urban one, or is this a new, contemporary form - neither urban 
nor rural – of agricultural landscape, where farming spaces can have a public role, strictly linked to the urban 
population's needs? Can this character be preserved through the metropolisation process now envisaged by 
regional policy and planning? 
KEYWORDS: urban/rural, dispersed city, agricultural landscape 

 
 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In the north east of Italy, in the Veneto rich and populated central plane, the countryside between the 
main cities is interested by a particular form of urban sprawl, where towns, villages, single houses, single 
industries and industrial areas cohabit with agriculture. Named “città diffusa” in the 1990s (Indovina, 1990), 
it was, and still is, strongly criticized for its land consumption effects, high public costs, private-car-based 
mobility, waste of agricultural land (among others Gibelli and Salzano eds., 2007).  

But dispersed city has also been read in different ways (Bianchetti, 2003), for example as an embryonic 
status of the new European contemporary city of the XXI century (Secchi, 1996). Seen in this way, the città 
diffusa is not an enemy to fight, but a territory needing to be (re)designed (Munarin and Tosi, 2001), starting 
from the “materials” it is built with. 

In this paper I will consider one of these materials that is often forgotten by planners: agricultural space. 
Simply considered either as urbanization background or its victim, agricultural space had instead a great 
importance in how the città diffusa was born, in how it works nowadays, and maybe, in how it can face the 
sustainability challenge in the future.  

This paper moves from some conclusions drawn in a PhD research, discussed in 2007 at the IUAV 
University of Venezia, about the most relevant transformations of the agricultural landscape in the Veneto 
region in the past, and about how it is transforming now, due to the Common Agricultural Policy and 
urbanization processes. A better understanding of the uncommon relationship between urban/urbanized 
spaces and agricultural spaces in central Veneto plane, is the main issue of a new personal research now 
beginning, whose first results this paper intends presenting.  

The new regional spatial plan, some regional data and some observations on the field, are the starting 
material for the reflections presented in the next paragraphs. 
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Figure 1 The Veneto region in the Noth East of Italy (left) and the dispersed and polycentric urban 

structure (right) of the central plain (Veneto Land Cover, GSE-Land - Urban Atlas, 2007) . 
 
2.  SPRAWL AS A COUNTRYSIDE DESTROYER. “LAND CONSUMPTIO N” STUDIES IN ITALY 
IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE XX CENTURY 
 

Sprawl is surely one of the spatial phenomenon most discussed in the beginning of the XXI century. 
Considered as a degeneration of the city growth, the sprawl was largely criticized at least since the 1920s 
(Bruegemann, 2005) and considered as a form of land misuse (Stamp, 1948). 

In Italy the problem of urbanization as land consumption and misuse (in Italian “consumo a spreco di 
suolo”) was studied by G. Astengo (Astengo, 1982). With the It.Urb.80 project, Astengo, who, in the 1970s 
was the Italian referent at the Urban Affairs Committee of the OCSE, wanted the Italian researchers and 
administrations to reflect about land consumption as a consequence of increasing urbanization, that was 
strongly hitting Italy in the Sixties and Seventies. The “consumo di suolo” became a popular concept thanks 
to a slight change in its meaning due to the Italian expression, where “suolo” means both “land” and “soil” in 
the pedological sense. These are equally limited resources, in danger because of the changes towards urban 
use. The It.Urb.80 research, which involved the major Italian schools under the guidance of Astengo between 
1983 and 1990, was centred on the idea of measuring, even quantitatively, the land misuse, especially 
intended in terms of consumption of agriculture land. Economic crises that hit Italy in that period made the 
problem of protecting agriculture activity a primary issue in the national policy, trying to reduce, with the 
“piano verde” (green plan) the Italian food dependence from abroad. In this political climate it became 
important to understand the interferences between urbanization processes and agriculture activities. In the 
same years, another national research that involved many Italian universities: “Interaction and Competition 
between Urban Systems and Agriculture for Land Use Purposes” was aimed at identifying and describing the 
conflicts and positive or negative interaction between urbanization and agriculture due mostly to two factors: 
abandonment of areas waiting to be urbanized, and the difficulty to rationally cultivate areas included within 
the urbanized territory (CNR-IPRA, 1988). Nevertheless it became clearer and clearer that the reality was a 
little bit different. First of all the Italian feed deficit in the late 1980s was over, and the CAP was facing now 
instead a problem of overproduction. Other functions of farming land, besides production, are then 
“discovered”. “Instead of focusing exclusively on the shortage of land as a a productive factor capable of 
meeting food requirements […] the problem of land use/abuse [must be considered] from the point of view 
of the transformation of farming land in relation to the consequent problems determined in the satisfaction of 
needs associated with the quality of life” (CNR-IPRA 1988, XXV).  

Moreover, in certain areas, particularly those where agriculture was accompanied by industrial activity, 
the interaction between agriculture and urbanization is not necessarily negative, actually often agricultural 
activities in urbanized areas receive more of an impulse to better itself in production techniques: even if it is 
true that urban growth does not consider the need of the farm, and has instead promoted the fragmentation of 
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farms and fields and favoured precarious jobs, urbanized areas do not necessarily create the conditions for 
abandoning farming activities. This was particularly true in Veneto, one of the regions studied by 
CNR-IPRA research, where a particular kind of interaction between farming land and urbanization could be 
observed. 
 
3 THE CENTRAL VENETO “CITTÀ DIFFUSA”  

In the last thirty years of the twentieth century, Veneto central plain (and in particular the area between 
the cities of Padova, Mestre, Treviso and Castelfranco), within the more general context of the North East of 
Italy, underwent a strong development, characterized by the rapid transformation of the rural economy into 
an industrial one, based on small and medium enterprises. Urbanization process exploited the traditional 
polycentric structure of the territory, based on a repeated micro-hierarchy of cities, towns, villages and 
isolated houses, directly linked with the farmland. The development was sprawled everywhere in the central 
plane, and the whole society enriched sensibly, so that this growth was called the North-East miracle. “For 
every house a shed”, for every village an industrial area (and more than one): the territory was exploited in a 
manner that was apparently approaching anarchy.  
 

 
Figure 2 The typical pattern of the first central Veneto sprawl with urbanization along the roads and 

industrial buildings spread around, in a well maintained and still diverse farming land (By courtesy of D. Longhi). 
 

The widespread construction of disparate, yet highly urban elements onto a predominantly rural social 
fabric has deeply transformed the Veneto landscape, really muddling the traditional categories of town and 
countryside, making the previous settlement system denser, already dispersed due to the agricultural activity.  
Since the 1980s the population density is strongly increasing out of the consolidated cities, directly in the 
countryside. People living in the città diffusa don’t come from cities, as victims of gentrifications: on the 
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contrary they normally move from a village to another, maintaining strong relationships with the original 
family and previous friends; they use the territory as a large village, whose “squares” are indifferently 
shopping malls and historical centres, to be travelled over by car. Normally these people have chosen to live 
here, “in the countryside”, or in this “urban-rural structure” (as some of them call it), because they consider 
the city as the place of traffic, chaos and conflicts, “an extraneous dwelling place, not beloved, not desired” 
(Dolcetta, 2005). They appreciate the possibility to have a private garden, to keep pets and other animals, to 
travel by car, to park it easily, to know all their neighbours, to be free, to keep close to “nature” and 
connected with the countryside (Castiglioni and Ferrario, 2007), where they keep a lot of informal 
relationships. Nearly everyone has a grandfather, an uncle, a friend who owns a piece of farmland. That is 
why it is so important to look at the territorial layer shaped by agriculture, if one wants to know the città 
diffusa better. 
 
4 THE “AGRICULTURE LAYER” AND ITS PARADOWES 
 

The observation of the agriculture layer in the città diffusa is not evident. Unlike urbanization processes, 
easily reconstructed by cartography comparison, transformations in farming space could be more appreciated 
going personally around the città diffusa, than with the cartographic help. Only recently, with the large 
diffusion of new instruments such as googlemaps, with the liberalization of the regional ortophotography, 
and finally with the fulfillment of the new land-cover map of the entire region, extended to the V level of the 
Corine Land Cover system also to the exurban territory (Veneto Region, 2009b), one can have a more 
precise idea of the consistence and form of the agricultural space all over the region.  

Combining zenithal glance with the necessary contact with the people that live in this space, use it, and 
have opinions on it, observation of agricultural space within the città diffusa can give us an unexpected view. 
This happens especially if we compare it to the territory outside the mostly urbanized area, in the rural parts 
of the region, where agriculture has no strong economic competitor, and land ownership is much less 
fragmented, that is where agriculture activity can be more “rational”. Three paradoxes can be recognized: 

Firstly, agriculture as an economic activity inside the città diffusa is still rentable. The economic value of 
agriculture per hectare is high, so that also small and smallest land tenures are still cultivated. This happens 
probably because of the high fertility of the soil, because of the presence of some typical production of very 
high income (as for example the red “radicchio” of Treviso), and finally, maybe also because of the easy 
exchange with city markets.  
 

 
Figure 3 Agriculture as an economic activity inside the città diffusa has the highest income per hectar. 

Population density (left) and RLS (agriculture gross standard income) /ha  
(Elaborated from Atlante dell’Agricoltura veneta official data, 2003) 
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Secondly, agricultural space has a better ecological value inside the urbanized territory than outside. A 
strongly fragmented ownership of the farmland inside the città diffusa territory, prevented those 
rationalizations and simplifications that elsewhere made the complex hedges and trees system on the field 
borders to be lost. This does not mean that here we do not find the usual problems of pollution by chemicals 
fertilizers and disinfectants and reduction of the fertility of soils, but at least “fragmented” farmland prevents 
its ecosystem fragmentation. 
 

 
Figure 4 Two farming land pattern in comparison. The highly urbanized agricultural landscape in the 

centre of the plain (left) preserved hedges and paths; the low urbanized agro-industrial landscape in the south 
of the Veneto region is instead very simplified (right). They contribute differently to ecological network 

(Reven fly 2006, by courtesy of Veneto Region). 

 
Thirdly, historical agricultural landscape is better preserved within the città diffusa than in the “rural” 

territory. Even if, due to the mechanization of the 1970s, of the famous mixed farming landscape with 
cultivation of vineyard on the trees (dated from the Roman Empire), only a few remains and are preserved, 
the agriculture landscape within the urbanized areas is still very typical, and is often used by people around 
as a sort of territorial park (Ferrario, 2007). 

These paradoxes highlight something very recently acknowledged to agriculture space: its 
multifunctionality. Not only multifunctional production (food, but also energy and ecological network), but 
also multifunctional use: farmland within the città diffusa has a role as space for leisure, and in a certain way 
it is a space of living. In this sense it could be read as a contemporary agricultural landscape.  

Nevertheless, nowadays the situation is changing, and the città diffusa is going to face a new situation. 
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Figure 5 Sunday afternoon in the città diffusa. Behind the main roads where urbanization is denser, 
between an industrial settlement and an ancient countryside path, people use agriculture territory as a park. 

 
5 METROPOLIZATION PROCESSES 
 

In the last few years, in fact, global economy has brought our “Veneto way” in question, shaking its 
principles of “small is cool” and “do it yourself” from their very foundations. If in the economic field a 
selection seems to have taken place in which the bigger companies are prevailing, the Territorial Regional 
policies are following the same direction. It is now time for “big” things: the passage of European V corridor 
in the centre of the plane, the new motorway bypassing Mestre, the highway at the foot of the Alps arch, the 
Valdastico South motorway, Veneto City (a large real estate operation of private initiative, that should take 
place in a 500.000 square meters area at the junction between the A4 motorway and the new Mestre bypass 
motorway), according to densifying issues in urban planning some skyscrapers are going to be built. These 
operations move in the opposite direction with respect to how the middle Veneto system of living and 
working goes. They might change radically the functioning of this region, while, in the intention of the 
region administration, they guarantee the fact that a new Veneto metropolis is under way.  

The urban materials that nowadays make up the città diffusa are already very different from the ones 
employed until the Nineties: no more self-built single houses and small roads quickly paved in between 
private gardens, no housing scheme to build series of similar semidetached or detached houses, but instead 
wide spaces with block of flats promoted and built directly by the building trade, and big roads for fast car 
traveling. No more small company sheds next to the old farms, but unifying and rationalizing of big and 
small companies areas. All of this, together with the population increasing environmental awareness, can 
explain also the growing territorial conflicts observed in this area (Vallerani and Varotto, 2006). 

Also agriculture space is facing some new transformations that are not always going towards a higher 
sustainability. The growing surface occupied by industrial greenhouses, for example, can become a problem 
because of the loss of natural ingredients in the soil under the cultivation. In this case agriculture itself is 
endangering the quality of agriculture space.  

A similar risk comes from the expanding surfaces dedicated to biomass for energy production. Despite 
wood has good ecological performances, biomass cultivations are not so environmentally friendly and the 
risk is again simplification of agricultural landscape. 

In this simplifying, polarizing and densifying scenario, if the central Veneto must become a metropolis, 
what space will be left for good quality agriculture space? 
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Figure 6 Different urban materials make up the first and the second città diffusa. Next to the self-built 
small villas (above) we have today real estate operations of a much bigger scale (below). This is happenning 

also to industry buildings and infrastructures, albeit with different timing (Graphics and photos V. Ferrario). 
 
6 THE REGIONAL SPATIAL PLAN AND THE IDEA OF AGROPOLIT ANA  
 

One possible reply comes from the New Regional Spatial Plan, recently adopted by the Veneto 
administration (Regione Veneto, 2009).  

The agriculture space problem is not new for the Veneto regional planning, since the first (but never 
adopted) regional plan, at the end of the 1960s, with the idea of “campagna urbanizzata” (urbanized 
countryside), coming from the coordinator G. Samonà, as a “system of services locations technologically and 
culturally advanced, that make living in the rural area similar to living in a town” (Samonà, 1969). 
“Campagna urbanizzata” was a lucid reading of what it was happening at the local level in the time when the 
first città diffusa was under construction, and the first attempt at managing it at a regional level.  

Fifteen years later, the second regional plan instead, divides agriculture space in four categories, based 
on its “integrity”: more o less compromised by urbanization process. Behind this idea there is now the 
concepts of land consumption and ecological problem, that are thought to be resolved with protected areas.  

The newly adopted regional plan has new issues nowadays. The first one is surely the landscape, 
highlighted by the European Landscape Convention, where the spatial planners are asked to consider not 
only the outstanding landscapes, but also the everyday or degraded landscapes, among which we can include 
the città diffusa.  
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The second issue is the construction of the European ecological network, involving the Veneto region in 
a new systemic reflection about biodiversity, and about diversity in agriculture, far from the idea of protected 
areas.  

The third problem is climate change. In this region in fact it could have a strong impact because of the 
plain being just above sea-level and the high demand of water for industry and agriculture. 

Agricultural space is strongly concerned by all these issues, as well as by that of the new Veneto 
metropolis. It can offer multifunctional services and performances not yet completely explored.  
 

 
 

Figure 7 A particular of the 1:50.000 new Veneto spatial plan with areas with high rate of farming land use 
(yellow), agropolitan areas (grey), urbanization (white) and ecological network (bordeaux and green). 

 
Aware of its importance, the new plan try to observe Veneto agricultural space in its characteristics, 

considering both real and potential contribution to biodiversity, the relationships with urbanization, the 
conservation of landscape, services to the people and the environment. Four kind of agricultural areas were 
recognized, covering altogether the whole plain.  

Aree ad elevata utilizzazione agricola (territories with high rate of farming land use) in which the 
prevalence of agriculture land use is desirable and needs protection, for economic, environmental and 
landscape reasons. 

Aree ad agricoltura mista a naturalità diffusa (territories with mixed rural land use and high natural 
gradient) are those, mostly situated on the hills and mountains, in which an extensive agricultural activity is 
conducted in between the natural system and with a large presence of meadows and prairies.  

Aree ad agricoltura periubana (territories with peri-urban agriculture) close to the main urban areas, 
where the function of farming space is mainly maintaining the “green” into the urban fabric and giving direct 
services to urban dwellers. 
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Aree “agropolitane” (“agropolitan” areas) are those where agriculture is (it is forecasted or envisaged it 
will be) more mixed with stronger urbanization in buildings and infrastructure, while still producing food 
and preserving its economic, environmental and social value.  

Such a distinction, quite clearly defined and designed on a 1:50.000 map together with ecological 
network, is unfortunately not followed by such clearly defined norms: in the end it doesn’t make much of a 
difference if a certain territory falls within one or the other of these categories.  

This weakness is probably due not simply to a lack of political will, but perhaps to a real difficulty in 
imagining how this territory could become in the future, growing without losing its specific “agro/urban” 
character.  
 
7 CONCLUSIONS AND OPENINGS. AGROPOLITANA AS A RESILIE NT CITY? 
 

Urban agriculture, vertical agriculture, edible cities, wake urbanization (Branzi, 2005): there are many 
symptoms that agricultural space integration is nowadays globally in the urban design and spatial planning 
agenda. The Veneto region had developed a model for this integration. This model was maybe not the best 
possible one, but had some positive aspects, that cannot be forgotten in favour of an only land 
consumption-based judgment, nowadays newly relished. 

Land consumption must be considered not only in quantitative way, but as a problem of form of the 
territory, having a better or worse performances face to the new challenges, first of all that of sustainability.  

Agriculture space has the capacity to host different contemporary functions as food production, energy 
production, environmental values, leisure and other social services. It’s permeability has good performances 
in case of rain picks and at certain condition it can be used in emergency as flooding areas. The actual long 
agricultural and food chains of production (for example the chain mais cultivation - cattle breeding - beef to 
export) could be shorten to increase sustainability. In case of need, food for its inhabitants could be produced 
by the territory itself. To small scale and part-time agriculture should be recognized their role of landscape 
and environment conservation. 

In this sense the presence of agriculture space inside the upcoming Veneto metropolis, must be 
considered a warranty for a sustainable future, since it may improve the urban structure resilience (Urban 
Agricolture, 2009). 

Agropolitana - the name was suggested in the very beginning of the new regional plan process 
(Bernardi, 2004, maybe quoting Friedmann, 1978) - is not only a way to read città diffusa agro/urban 
structure, but also a way to imagine a possible future for the Veneto metropolis: a metropolis with agriculture 
inside it. 

This idea, however, must be explored integrating better the agriculture space into the urban 
development design, having a concrete project for this space, a project for its multifunctionality. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Mobility urbanism 

A metropolitan area 
It is a matter of time competing with space. When rapid transportation can access to larger territory 

within the same time consuming as usual, the scale concerning a city is radically altered. Today, the 
definition of a metropolitan usually refers to a metro area which is the area served by the urban metro 
system.1 The efficiency of urban mobility brings a city to regional scale. 

The competitive transportation mode 
Urban mobility can be varied. There is no single transportation mode used to serve the regional city. 

Before the metro system taking over, motorway was once the idea for urban decentralization, and still is the 
driving force of urban sprawl currently. For a sustainable urban development, not only the velocity has to be 
taken into consideration but also the energy efficiency. A competitive transportation mode should be 
efficient both in velocity and energy. (c.1) The high speed rail is fast and also high energy efficiency while 
S-bahn has the highest energy efficiency. That means in a huge scale, the high speed rail can change the 
structure of the territory and metro (rail) system would be the tool to transform a metropolitan area. 

 

Figure 1 transportation modes comparisoni 
The dark grey is the velocity (km/hr); the light grey is the energy efficiency(passenger-mpg) 

 
1.2 City model 

The regional city is not served by infrastructure equally. Places of settlement are chosen according to the 
relation with the network2. Different network system actually embedded in different agglomeration. Several 
city cases are chosen in the European context as the city model. The intension is to inspire the general 
understanding of how mobility enhances the urban form. 

The agglomeration and the network 
Grand Paris, France, is one of the iconic modern cities. (D. Harvey, 2003) The construction of radius 

network helps to reinforce the central role of the capital. 
Randstad, the Netherlands, is a new concept of metropolitan area. Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, 

and Utrecht, along with the other middle size cities are woven together to function as a whole. Now, it is 

                                                
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_area 
2 The network in this research refers to the infrastructure of transportation system. 
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regarded as the polycentric city model. 
Karlsruhe model, Germany, refers to the integral public transportation system which contains regional 

rail, urban tramway and bus system. Lately, the urban rental bike is also provided in the system. 
Taipei, Taiwan, is not yet a complete city model. However, new infrastructure is still on going 

constructing to transform the urban from. What can be the future of Taipei? 

 

Figure 2 City model comparison 
Karlsruhe, Germany | Randstad, the Netherlands | Grand Paris, France | Taipei, Taiwan 

 
The porous3 city 
From the population point of view, each city is quite different. In Paris, the distribution is highly 

concentric in the centre and there is obvious drop down when going outward. In Randstad, there is wave of 
variation. The population density is quite low in Karlsruhe where is a rural area. In Taipei the density is 
generally high. The density in the outskirt is even higher than the city centre. Several huge urban void going 
through the agglomeration makes the population distribution difficult to recognize. It is difficult to adapt 
case studies to another city. However, the comparison provokes the inspiration to think of the city differently. 
Taipei does not necessary goes to anyone of the compared cities.  
 
What… if the city development is not a linear process? Could Taipei be the case of breaking the chronology 
of modern city development and jump directly to the city model of the future? 

 
2 FLUID TAIPEI METROPOLITAN REGION- 

A interpretational description of Taipei region as ‘space of flows’ 
 
The space of flows is the material organization of time-sharing social practice that work through flow. (M. 
Castells, 1996) 
 
2.1 Morphology 

Physical environment 
The basin Landscape 
The topography gives the first character of the urban from. Taipei is located at the bottom of the basin 

landscape. The height difference goes from 0m above sea level to 2000m.  
The hydrology system 
Tamhsui River along with its brances, Hsindian River and Kelung River, goes through the basin and 

further divided the basin into several pieces. There is high precipitation in Taipei. The average 
year-precipitation is 2064mm which is three times of the average data in the Netherlands. In order to prevent 

                                                
3 According to wikipedia, ‘porosity’ is a measure of the void spaces in a material. Besides, efffective 
porosity reffers to the fraction of the total volume in which fluid flow is effectively taking place. 



649 

the danger of flooding, the government brought out the ‘Flood prevention project in Taipei area’. The main 
strategy is to build the dykes along the embankment. In addition, a water bypass was made in order to share 
the load of flood during the peak. The basin is further segregated by solid dykes and huge river bed. 

The first-natural characteristic 
The urban sprawl once went beyond the nature limits. After several disasters4 on the hill side, new law 

was applied to protect the hill side and water preserved area. That means there is no enough land for the 
urban sprawl to spread out unlimitedly. Not only the settlement but also the infrastructure has to adapt to the 
limits of the nature form. 

 
Figure 3 Morphology mapping of Taipei(The research area is 50km*50km) 

 a)Topography | b)Infrastructure | c)agglomeration | d)Regional plan 
 

Regional (Infra-)structure 
Regional rail/ high speed rail 
The task for regional transportation is to link the whole Taiwan island to function as a whole. The newly 

launched high speed rail reinforces the connectivity between the north and the south. 
The regional transportation in Taipei is constituted by High speed rail, regional railway and two airports. 

There are three big conjunctions in Taipei region. All of them are served with high speed rail, regional 
railway and metro system. 

Highway system 
Two highways are on the north and south of the urban area. There are expressways to link the parallel 

lines. The river dike, planned for flooding reason, became one of the expressways, which is more or less 
perpendicular to the highway. The other one is the reclaim strip after the railway went underground. That 
adds the other parallel expressway. Under the restriction of nature environment, the motorway system gives 
the first impression as grid instead of the radius pattern with several ‘rings’. 

Without clear guideline, complex conjunctions are mostly on the outwards of the city. These heavy 
infrastructures were inserted boldly in the vulnerable urban tissue. Huge conflicts between through flows and 
local flows have decreased the quality of the neighborhood nearby. 

Metro system 
Currently, there are four lines serving Taipei region. They are arranged in the form of two cross. One of 

the cross is Taipei central station while the other is located in East-District. The two conjunctions are 
coherent with the concept of ‘dual-core structure’ of Taipei city. For the future development, the most 
distinct one is ring line which is supposed to link the outskirts of Taipei region. 

The compromised model 
Chances are when Taipei region is taken into regional consideration. There is no problem only 

considering the city centre with adequate transportation. However, the example of the motorway system 
already shows how the outskirts share the pressure of the city centre. I wonder if the metro ring line can take 
Taipei into regional development or just creates new periphery. 
 

Agglomeration of human settlements 
Historical superposition of urban extension 
The superposing map of settlement history shows the solid part on the right side of the river and porous 

on the left side. A steadily tendency is going east of the basin while the west side is divided by the river into 
several pieces. However, looking overall at the basin in regional scale, the urban sprawl is going in every 
direction. 

                                                
4 The residential housing, ‘Lincoln village’, collapsed due to mudflows and landslides in 1997. 
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Urban tissue 
There is clear urban tissue in the old city centre. Different tissues in the history are woven together. 

However, outside the city centre, especially on the opposite side of the river, the tissue is not well organized. 
The former derives from the urban plan in Japanese colonial period. The latter suffered from the rapid urban 
sprawl after world war. 

The mixed and diverse features area 
In Taipei, no single centrality is identified. There are different stories for different areas. Each story told 

the story of its own. The diverse and mixed activities present Taipei as a chaotic but vivid city. It is like a 
song composed by random generator, ‘a song without rhythm5’. Similar urban landscape can be found in old 
city centre, new CBD or new residential district. On the other hands, each features area has its own 
autonomy. For example, a Taipei person would choose the restaurant in very different part of the city 
according to the meeting topic and the guests. 
 

City program 
Regional plan 
Dual-core structure was proposed for Taipei city by the government. However, there is no clear structure 

in the regional scale6. The map of ‘strategic proposal’ is illustrated from different projects. These projects 
are designed in different scales and are under different concerns. What in common is the new opportunity 
brought in by new infrastructure. What lacks is the coherency between projects. The projects can be varied 
and the infrastructure supporting the local development is also different. Metro line, expressway, provincial 
roads are all related but not integrated. 

 
Placeless functional nodes 
The emergence of space of flows is due to the new information technology.(M. Castells, 1989) When it 

comes to city scale in physical environment, the infrastructure would be the tool to support the physical flow. 
For the city developing strategy, places are chosen according to its relation with the network. The 
infrastructure is the imaginary structure of the basin landscape. However, the regional plan only makes 
partial use of the infrastructure fragmentally. The accessibility to transportation on the map shows the 
placeless nodes of network which support the city development. 
 
Does the equalized accessibility to transportation enhance the homogenized urban environment? 
 
2.2 Chronology: the fluid centrality 
 

 
Figure 4 Activities mapping in Taipei region (The research area is 50km*50km) 

a) Pre 1945 | b)1945~1985 | c)1985~1995 | d)1995-2005 
 

Fluid centrality 
Under the homogenized urban environment, deep economy history is the essence to build up city 

autonomy and competitive.(S. Sassen, 2008) In Taipei, the fluid centrality’7 is not the equivalent status but a 
dynamic movement due to social transformation. There is no single structure to explain the constitution of 

                                                
5 台北-無譜之歌, Dialogue architecture magazine, e 360, 2006 
6 In the research scale, 50km*50km. 
7 台北縣綜合發展計畫, ‘regional plan for Taipei county’, 1995, Graduate institution of building planning, 
NTU 
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the city activities. The mixed urban activities are not coherent to the city plan executed by the government. 
The multiple colonial histories resulted in the mixed urban activities. 

The effort of the interpretational mapping is to illustrate the flow of the activities in Taipei. The 
infrastructure implemented in coherent era is also illustrated in order to show how the infrastructure 
enhanced the city development.  

Pre 1895: Settlement: the harbor towns 
The first settlement from mainland China arrived in 17th century. The towns were established close to 

the river. Water route is the main transportation way. 1885, the Ching dynasty set the first government in 
Taipei and built the Taipei city wall. Meanwhile, San-shi-jie8 was the name of the city centre. The first 
railway was also constructed in order to transfer goods from the surrounding area to Taipei city. 

1895-1945: Centralization: the colonial capital 
Taiwan was ceded to Japanese colonial government by Ching Dynasty 1985. The railway along the west 

coast plain was accomplished in order to have fully access to the whole Taiwan island. From then on, Taipei 
was no doubt the capital of Taiwan.9 

In the city scale, the Japanese government applied the modern city planning to re-adjust the city pattern. 
Grid system of streets was proposed. Sanshijie was further structured and extended. Due to the class 
difference between colonist and colonizer, different areas served different people. The ruling class, Japanese, 
occupied the city centre while Taiwanese ran their business in Dadaocheng. Hsimenting10 was where 
Japanese and Taiwanese mixed. It was recognized the central business centre at that time. 

1945-1985: Decentralization: the periphery 
The national government (Chiang, Kaishek troop) from China took over the sovereignty from Japanese 

colonial government. Latter on, the troop of national government withdrew from the civil war in China and 
came to Taiwan. New ruling class and settlement arrived. It was the time after world war. For security reason, 
new neighborhood was settled outside the city centre. Infrastructure was constructed to reinforce the 
centrality. Clear difference and segregation between the city centre and outskirts became recognizable. 

Due to the regulation of zoning, some production activities were not allowed in the ‘zone’; thus, they 
moved out. The constant flow of production activities can be seen from the history. For the flexibility and 
ephermerality of industry type, it can fit in different situation. 

1985-1995; Mutation: urban sprawl 
The martial law was declared ended in 1985. It was the time after the rapid economy growing for twenty 

years. The real estate business became popular. The urban development was driven by the opportunistic 
private developers. 

By means of ‘Flood prevention project in Taipei area’ which proposed the dike along the river 
embankment, the expressway can be constructed on top of the dyke. The extension of highway, along with 
the embankment expressway, the infrastructure tended to transform the city to automobile oriented. 

SOGO Pacific department store, was open in 1985. The area was called as ‘east district’ which showed 
the location difference to the old city centre. The east district of Taipei presented a hip and chic urban image 
while the old city centre, Hsimending, started to suffered from urban decay. 

1995-2009: Evolution: dual core city structure 
‘Dual-core structure’ is proposed for the city centrality. Hsinyi District, where is on the east of East 

District of Taipei, was proposed by the government to be the new CBD. The metro reinforce the connection 
between the old city centre, East District and Hsinyi district. 
 

The traces of the flows 
The superposition of centralities 
From Hsimending, East District, to Hsinyi District, it is a continuous urban area with the variation of 

centrality. Lively urban activities are interwoven irregularly in the urban tissue. When the activities move 
from one place to another, they didn’t move thoroughly. Some of the traces were left. As a result, the 
superposition of mixed activities is obvious in current Taipei urban area. The same situation can also be 
investigated all around the agglomeration. 

                                                
8 Sanshijie:三市街, also means ‘three districts’. It is the combination of three parts: Manka, Dadaocheng and 
the wall city. 
9 Before Taipei became the capital, Tainan was the capital followed by Lukang. 
10 Hsimending: 西門町 Hsimending is more or less the same area as Manka, the former city centre before 
Dadaocheng. 
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The meaning of East-District in the space of flows 
The urban experience in East District and Hsinyi District is an evident example to show the movement of 

flow. The orientation is Hsimending, East-District and Hsinyi District in order. The order is also 
chronological. In general, East District refers to the east side of the original city centre which is Hsimending. 
When there was Hsinyi District on the east of East-District. The definition of ‘East’ district became blur; the 
centrality of ‘East’ district began to flow and merge together. Therefore, the area between the two became a 
continuous mixed urban area. 

The trace of flow results in the overlapping of activities. The overlapping of big centrality makes a 
flawless continuity of urban environment. 

 
3 ISOTROPIC REGION- 

The research by design method 
 

Scenario is the connection between the theoretical debates and the physical consequence. The scenario 
construction is the interpretational strategy confront with the existing problem statement. The consequence 
can be evaluated as the experiment. This approach tends to result in the design-research loop. 

Taipei is historically and contemporary the space of flows. The action is centralization and 
decentralization. What crucial is the relation between the two process. I take the notion of ‘isotropy’ as 
respond. Isotropy is the movement in an effective porous environment where the flow is neither directional 
nor hierarchical. 
 
What… if the region is isotropic? 

 

Figure 5 Illustration of homogenized urban environment 
 
3.1 Generating the flow 

The rationalized map of Taipei is the interpretation of the existing urban environment in order to 
restructure an isotropic region. 
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Figure 6 Rationalized mapping of Taipei region 
a)accessibility points | b)global city | c)city of production | d)network city 

 
Reforming urban structure 
The global city 
Two airports, high speed rail (THSR), along with the regional railway and airport transit are the nodes of 

global citites. Only a few nodes are set. Taipei central station is the major conjunction. 
The city of production 
The highways and expressways constitute the express system. Along the motorway exchange, the 

regional bus transportation connects the region with the rest of the territory. The logistic system also depends 
on automobile. The nodes benefiting business and production activities in the region are chosen. 

The network city 
With the proposal of metro ring line the coming years, several minor conjunctions are launched along the 

ring. Along with the other infrastructure, the concentric pattern is transferred into isotropic pattern. When the 
network is no longer treated as the radius pattern, the connection between systems can be easily joined. The 
long term perspective of the metro network is the web that serves the urban patch. 
 

Urbanity generator 
The structure of flow 
The isotropic structure is the integration of different transportation mode. Superposing the nodes of every 

system, the operational nodes can be re-loaded on the generator. Every node plays a certain function in 
relation to the system. There will be no single centrality in the centre. All of them present the centrality of 
the isotropic region 

The continuity of flow 
Each metro station becomes an urbanity generator that brings new opportunity for development. They 

generate the continuous urban area. Even the huge urban void can be easily cross. Isotropy is the 
connectivity serving a homogenized urban environment. Along with the urban activities, the urbanity 
generator can bloom into exotic flower. 
 

The generator is the operational nodes of urbanity. 
Does the new centrality mean the urban spectacular? 
Under the symbolic building, there is the space for daily life. 

 
3.2 Metro camp 

Imagine! Just one metro stop away, you already arrive the other side of the void from downtown. The 
downtown here is Taipei central station and Hsimending and the other side is Sanchong. There is distinct 
characteristic for each area. They were segregate by Tamshui River physically. Historically, Hsimending was 
developed under well organized urban planning guidance; and Sanchong suffered from rapid urbanization in 
modern time. 

With the proposed system, they are linked. The task here is to create the environment allowing flow. In 
other words, the design proposal is for space of flow. The metro station doesn’t arrive on a segregated point 
but on an area. The metro camp is the proposal to intervene the regional scale with the local scale. 
 

Urban anchor 
The proposal dose not try to change the line or design the station. A mega building that provides all the 
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necessary for activities on multiple levels results in discontinuity and complexity. Related stations are 
designed to generate different places as a whole, the metro camp. 

The existing urban tissue was developed under rapid urban sprawl. The continuity between different 
urban tissues is weak. The anchor can generate complex tissues and to create the continuity. As a result, all 
these urban anchor can be integrated in a larger scale. Hidden order is found and new axis is proposed. 

 

Figure 7 Proposal for hybrid network (the research area is 20km*20km) 
a) metro system | b)motorway system | d)cycling route | d)reorganized urban tissue and axis 

 
Hybrid network 
Four layers of mobility are integrated to serve the metro camp. 
Metro: From the regional structure, several nodes are given different importance. 
Motorway: Huge conjunction that decreased the urban quality should be avoided. In the designated site, 

the bridge goes from Taipei city, Sanchong to Xinchong is redesigned to avoid through flow. Meanwhile, a 
bus terminal can be located. 

Cycling route: The existing cycling route are along the river bed and serve only for recreation purpose. 
With the new proposal in the urban area, the cycling route system can also serve urban mobility. 

Urban tissue: New axis generates the historical axis and the urban tissue between the huge urban void. 
New open space is also designed to accomplish the metro camp. 
 

Complementary: strategic proposal 
Open space as urban structure 
A linear open space is proposed along the cycling route. Several ‘Rambla’s are also proposed to be the 

urban anchor in order to reinforce the continuity in metro camp. In the existing urban tissue, the fragmental 
green space, riverbed and water bypass are integrated to the open space system. The cycling route provides 
not only urban mobility but also integrate the open space in different scale. The huge urban void, river bed 
and water bypass, has been dissolved and integrated into the urban space. Multiple activities can come up 
with the open space. It becomes the positive space that benefits the urban activities. 

             

        Figure 8 open space                    Figure 9 strategic urban program 
 

New Life style inspired by urban environment 
The day and night of street life: There is a very vivid city night life in Taipei, the night market. The night 

market usually takes place on the street. Thus, during the day, the space is used for mobility and turns into 
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market in the evening. 
Symbolic terminal Building: The symbolic project can be located on the strategic site; at the same time, 

there is the continuity of the new mega project and the delicate local life. 
Living with the void: The new system revitalizes the urban fringe and urban void. The urban void has 

been reversed as open space for the urban life. New residential area benefits from the quality of open space 
but also improve the quality of urban space. 

 

Figure 10 image of the metro camp 

 
4 Conclusion 
 
4.1 Mobility urbanism- 

Functional logic of space 
 

Operational urbanity 
The new technology of mobility changes the conventional perception of space. The space is 

(re)structured in the network. Space is not structured equally. Some places are chosen as important nodes; 
some are bypassed. By means of manipulate the system, the strategic nodes can be located and programmed. 
The system becomes the second nature of space and the urbanity can be operated by means of designing the 
system. 
 

Strategic design: from system to zone 
The methodology begins with a regional proposal and end up in some strategic zone. The isotropic 

structure is proposed to serve Taipei in regional scale. The metro camp is the intermediation of a regional 
proposal to urban tissue. Planning is both the operation of system and the design for strategic sites. The 
former is the way to articulate the city development into global society; the latter would lead to a 
place-oriented consequence. 
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4.2 Porous urbanity- 
Network, Nodes and Hubs 

 
Isotropy 
By means of operating the transportation network, the character of isotropy is reinforced. The 

homogenized urban environment is served and structured by the isotropic connectivity. The operation of the 
mobility system empower each nodes a certain importance. These nodes can bloom into exotic flowers 
which present a diverse urban environment. Isotropic is neither homocentric nor polycentric. All of them 
present the centrality of Taipei region. 

Permeability 
Metro and motorway system is the tool to operate the city development in regional scale. They become 

only accessible points in the local scale, such as metro station (even the exit of the underground station) and 
motorway exchange. The huge infrastructure invading the urban tissue is dissolving into urban tissue. With 
the proposal for cycling route, it generates the slow network in urban mobility. The flawless connection 
between global transportation, regional transportation, and locale is created. Urban activities can be 
intervened without segregation in the mobility environment of flawless connection. At last, The exit of metro 
generates a space of place that articulate to the space of flow. 

Void 
Only when the flow can go through the void, it becomes the open space for urban environment. There is 

a thin line between the urban void and urban open space. The huge river bed going through Taipei Basin is 
recognized as urban void. The surrounding area becomes urban fringe. By means of permeable connectivity, 
open spaces in different scales are linked. They are: pedestrian, La Rambla, urban square and urban park. 
The void turns to activity platform that can benefit the urban life.  
 
4.3 The form of the postcolonial city- 

Space of places under globalization 
 

Under globalization, the city is changing far beyond imagination. The new technology of infrastructure 
prompts the city into regional scale. The space is operated by the power of the flow. Space of flows is global, 
territorial and regional. Taipei presents the situation confronting space of flows both currently and 
historically. During the multiple colonial histories, the centrality of Taipei flew in time. The superposition of 
traces of flows makes Taipei with a huge continuous mixed use urban area. The infrastructure supports the 
urban from can go anywhere, even a homogenized urban environment with equalized accessibilities. 
Intervening with other layers of the physical environment, each urban generator blooms into a flower, flower 
of the place. At last, the research of Taipei tries to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of city 
model. The porous city of Taipei present how can the space of flow embedded in place. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper examines certain outlying, boundary or edge areas of Dublin City, with particular 
emphasis on recent development at two scales, the city and the neighbourhood, examining the context of 
recent change and formal aspects of the new areas, leading to the conclusion that there is spatial 
over-production, and that rapid unchecked change has led to a form of spatial chaos. 
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BACKGROUND 

 
When a small island economy grows to produce one of the highest levels of wealth worldwide, from a 

primarily agriculture base only decades before, much of the confidence and prosperity created expresses 
itself in a physical form. Specifically in Dublin, the capital city of Ireland, rapid unchecked change has led to 
a form of spatial chaos. This paper examines certain outlying, boundary or edge areas of Dublin City, with 
particular emphasis on recent development at two scales, the city and the neighbourhood, examining the 
context of recent change and formal aspects of the new areas. Four new parts of Dublin, termed ‘emerging 
outlying density areas’, are discussed at the scale of the city, and one of these is more closely described, 
leading to observations on current spatial trends in Dublin. In discussing Dublin, the County boundary 
applies, which comprises the centre City area, together with the three adjacent local authority areas, also 
collectively known as the Dublin Region (Fig. 1). 

The reason for this emphasis is the more particular focus of the enquiry, related to locations just 
outside or beyond the city centre, which are growing fast but which lack legibility and identity, particularly at 
the new centres. These particular situations, like much of recent development in Ireland, have been 
under-analysed and little studied, particularly across the design scales. They were developed quickly, with 
favourable political and economic conditions contributing to a building boom. As they occur on the edges of 
(or beyond) the more historically defined urban entities like city centre or historic urban village centre, (Fig 
2) they have struggled to become locations with a particular character. 

For the purposes of this paper, Dublin will be considered in the context of the terms ‘produced space’ 
and ‘spatial chaos’, as defined and described by Henri Lefebvre in his book, The Production of Spacei, first 
published in 1974. The French philosopher, whose work began with sociological enquiries into rural and 
peasant societies, later wrote extensively on urbanisation and spatial practices, connecting local scales to 
global change. At a time when the island of Ireland is still struggling to evolve towards an urbanised identity, 
particularly in its physical form, the writings of Lefebvre have exceptional relevance. 

The land area of the Dublin Region is 92,000 hectares approx, and has a population of 1.18m peopleii. 
The population of the Republic of Ireland grew by a record 8.1% between 2002 and 2006, from 3.9 million 
to 4.2 millioniii. The population of three counties adjacent to Dublin County, namely Wicklow, Meath, and 
Kildare accounted for 29% of the growth in the national population.  
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Figure 1 The Dublin Region in the  
Greater Dublin Area (GDA) 

Figure 2 The Dublin Region; 
Dublin City and Historic Urban 
Village Centres 

Figure 3 Emerging Outlying 
Density Areas 

 
One third of the total housing stock in the Republic of Ireland was built in the 10 years up to and 

including 2006, and of this approximately 34% was built in the Greater Dublin Area (GDA)iv. The quantity 
of new office floor area, and service sector spaces such as hotel rooms, car parking spaces, and shopping 
units, have all risen equally dramatically. In 2006, at the height of the Irish building boom, almost 90,000 
new dwellings were constructed; the bulk of these in semi- detached or terraced housingv. The size of the 
new developments also grew; the average newly constructed house floor area nationally increased by 22% 
between 1990 and 2006. In 2006 alone they grew by 6%vi. Average floor areas of new apartments grew by 
26% in the same period, and grew by 3.7% in 2006 alone. The country has also become more urbanised; in 
1990, one residential unit in every 10 constructed was an apartment, by 2006 it was approximately 1 in every 
4vii.  

The relative population density of Dublin in European and world terms is still low. Described as a 
“low to medium rise city”,viii at 4,400 persons per square kilometreix, 18 persons/acre, the city has 
traditionally been a low density, evenly distributed conurbation, ‘a city of houses’x, although the physical 
extent of the city catchment, including suburb and extra-urban development, has been growing dramatically 
in the last 20 years.  

In order to discuss produced space, we must first review Henri Lefebvres’ definitions of the words 
‘product’ (can be reproduced exactly, is the result of repetitive acts and gestures), and ‘works’ (unique, 
original, primordial). Products are seen as the antithesis of works. In his writings, contemporary urban space 
is mainly viewed as a physical representation of economic and political forces or power, leading to a mass 
production of physical form, and the spaces this contains, at all scales. The differences between creation and 
production, nature and labour, the unique and the reproducible, difference and repetition, help us to define 
the term ‘produced’ spacexi. In this paper, the term ‘produced’ space relates to recent rapid growth in the 
quantity of constructed areas and buildings together with an assessment that much of this is ‘produced’ rather 
than created or designed. Relating these definitions to Dublin, it is proposed that the lack of identity or 
coherence of these new areas is the result of an unconscious, disjointed or unconsidered process of 
decision-making at numerous scales or levels. In area and building terms, it could be argued that this type of 
space has particular manifestations; often dislocated, inefficiently used, in non-adaptable development, with 
inappropriate density, poor performance, low architectural quality, and a lack of specificity and character. 

Henri Lefebve’s description of the expression ‘spatial chaos’ is worth quoting in fullxii; 
“The combined result of a very strong political hegemony, a surge in the forces of production, and an 
inadequate control of markets, is a spatial chaos experienced at a parochial scale just as on a 
worldwide scale… Might not the spatial chaos engendered by capitalism, despite the power and 
rationality of the state, turn out to be the systems Achilles’ heel ?”  

Inherent in the writing of Lefebvre is the consideration of quality, what this constitutes, how it is 
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achieved, and who, or which kinds of societies cause it to come about. It is clear that the product is 
considered by the author to be less valuable than the ‘work’, which according to his logic, would be the ideal 
achievement of a society, and also that too much production can lead to a spatial chaos.  

As regards the scope of this enquiry, a question arises as to the scale or level of detail at which to 
examine these emerging outlying density areas. As the primary level of interest here is related to form, 
including visual or physical aspects of space and place, this study does not deal in detail with the cultural, 
social, economic, political or other factors and processes leading to the realisation of these developments. 
The two particular levels of scale relevant to this study, the city or urban scale and the neighbourhood or area 
scale, are analysed here primarily in relation to urban and building form. While other levels of scale could 
include district, street, plot, or even building, the inter-relationship between these two scales of examination 
will allow general observations to be made, and conclusions to be drawn for the city and also for an area, 
while also having awareness of particular site conditions and their variations.  

Certain areas are highlighted here as having characteristics in common. These are termed ‘emerging 
outlying density areas’ (Fig. 3), as they demonstrate heightened levels of current development activity, have 
not evolved from historic village or town centres, are being more densely developed than the surrounding 
densities, and are more commonly identified generally as areas rather than towns, centres or distinct parts of 
Dublin City. While some other locations around Dublin City display similar traits, these particular areas have 
been selected for the following reasons; 

• Clear physical boundaries or edges to the new entity 
• Active recent planning and development history in the particular location, also rapid physical change, 

and projections of significant additional population growth  
• Evidence of an environment (patterns, densities, qualities) which differs radically from the 

surroundings. 
• Little previous study of the area by urbanism, architecture or planning, particularly post-occupancy 
• The apparent lack of overall identity, pre-established public realm and connectivity in the urban 

structure and form of the new area. 
Another feature of these locations is the proximity to major city infrastructure, (Fig. 4) whether 

transport, utilities, etc. and the resulting sense of severance or ‘disconnect’ from the surroundings generally, 
but also the traditionally recognised image of the city of Dublin. Many are developed on green field, former 
industrial or brownfield sites, adding to the sense of isolation from established patterns of urban life in 
Dublin, and are without clear new identities in themselves.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4 Dublin Transport Provision 
 

Four areas indicated here (Fig. 5) are of broadly similar size, are similarly located outside of the city 
centre, have new resident populations and rapid recent growth, and display densities which depart from the 
surrounding patterns. They are Sandyford, Tallaght, Adamstown and North Fringe, each of which could be 
regarded as a new town, though this term is rarely used in connection with any of the four. Each has a 
distinct political history: Sandyford, an industrial estate, expanded into residential use due to public transport 
infrastructure provision without an overall master plan, Tallaght was the result of a political decision to 
incentivise an ‘urban renewal area’ in 1988xiii , Adamstown is a new master-planned town, located as a result 
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of the accident of being a green field location on a major rail line, (located on one side only of the line), and 
North Fringe, another green field location, also benefits, (on one side only again) from a major rail link. In 
fact, as should be the case, public transport provision has been a major factor in the development of all four 
new towns. However, at the scale of the city, these areas can be seen as ‘produced’ rather than ‘worked’, less 
the result of a collective will or collective thought, more solely the results of productive and economic force. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 Sandyford, Tallaght, Adamstown, North Fringe 
 

In order to more closely illustrate the conditions of the emerging outlying density areas of Dublin, and 
to assess whether there is an over-supply of produced (or non-created/designed) space, one site has been 
chosen, to be reviewed in more detail, considering the following aspects; location, use, density, performance 
and quality. This assessment method could be termed a ‘Spatial Audit ’ and is arrived at following 
considerations of other possible criteria for an assessment across many scales of the architectural, urban and 
broader designed environment, as a result of a separate study of recent oversupply of produced space 
nationally in Irelandxiv. 

The assessment criteria are intended for use at many scales related to the designed environment, from 
a room to a city, and are devised in order to combine qualitative and quantitative assessment processes for 
buildings and areas. It is expected that using these methods of analysis, spatial design across many scales 
could move towards being more predictive of certain aspects of development, including form, but also 
location, use, density, performance, and quality. 

Of the five aspects, possibly two, density and quality, most easily relate to the Lefebvrian spatial 
theory, in that product clearly implies low quality, and large quantity of production, or density. However 
when examined more closely, the other three headings might also relate to Lefebvrian meanings. Location, if 
inappropriate, is a good indicator of the chaos, or disorganised, incoherent organization of space, led by 
factors other than ones which might constitute works, or a studied, “unified code”xv. Use also relates to social 
practice for Lefebvre, and gives the concept of space its full meaningxvi. Performance, here taken to mean 
energy efficiency and/or adaptability, but also related to firmness or fitness for purpose, would relate to the 
requirement for social space to be subjected to “formal, structural or functional analysis”xvii.  

The particular Study Area chosen is a 1km x 1km area approximately, within the wider definition of 
the Sandyford Industrial Estate, in the south east of Dublin, focusing on the existing or likely/proposed ‘town 
centre’, which coincides with the public transportation hub for the surroundings, and which is intended to be 
the core of the new area. This corresponds to a 500m walking radius from the transportation node, and a 
5-7min walk.   

The assessment of the selected area under the headings cited above, on a given date, indicates only 
completed developments or parts of the area. It records only the current reality of the place, as later phases, 
area development plans, economics, demolitions, etc over time could change the experience or impression of 
an area significantly. In these emerging areas, recent economic events have had a significant impact on the 
long-term deliverability of later phases, including important infrastructure in some cases. This raises the 
question even more urgently of whether these places work, and can be defined as works, as constructed now. 

At this scale, of area, place or neighbourhood, the relationship between individual blocks of the area 
becomes clear, and the connection to the centre or nearest public or other transport access is visible. The term 
place could relate here to the definition of Parish, one of the earliest community administrative units in 
Irelandxviii , and most identified until recently in Ireland as home. The area is analysed in graphical form 
mainly by definition of building plot outlines, which is most likely to coincide with ownerships, rather than 
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figure ground plans, or block outlines. In this way, the coherence or otherwise of form is demonstrated most 
clearly for the area. 
 
Location 

This assesses the appropriateness of the location of the buildings or developing areas in relation to 
linkage to established urban village locations, other communities or centres, transport or other infrastructure 
provision, and current facilities in the area. In Sandyford, the historical diagrams (Fig. 6) indicate a rural 
setting only 35 years ago, then low density housing provision, and later an industrial estate, the fundamentals 
of which still remain. These include a road network and block size laid out for industry, which has recently 
been poorly adapted on individual lots for mixed use. The public transport provision, a single light rail or 
tram line, inaugurated in 2004, just 20 minutes from the city centre, has a carrying capacity of 3,800 persons 
per hour, but has been struggling to meet passenger demand almost since it started.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6 Historical Growth Maps of Sandyford Area; 1830, 1910, 1975, 1994. 
 

Sandyford is an extreme case of inappropriate location; there was no “client” in planning terms for the 
overall development of a new town, no existing community, or planned receiving urban context (other than 
light industrial) no overall plan, poor infrastructure provision, and very poor links to the surroundings, with 
severance exacerbated by recent overprovision of single direction widened roads. 
 
Use 

This is an assessment of the area, land and/or building uses currently, with an assessment as to whether 
these are appropriate uses for an emerging outlying density area. The plot plan (Fig. 7) indicates the current 
use situation, where opposing uses literally adjoin each other, without any provision for co-existence, or even 
accommodation. Single storey sheds, used for warehouse functions, sit directly below balconies of new 
apartments, causing a spatial chaos which is extreme in nature. The lack of provision for public realm 
activity causes conflicting uses to contrast even more in nature. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 Use Analysis   Figure 8 Density Analysis 
 
Density 

This is an assessment of current constructed densities, of land and/or buildings in the area, and 
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whether these correspond with accepted best practice. The sites (Fig. 8) indicated as 6-8 storeys, have a 
density in the order of 200 persons per acre, in stark contrast to the immediately adjacent sites (mainly 1 or 2 
storey light industrial or office, no residents) and the surrounding low density semi-detached housing (18 
persons/acre average). In the case of Sandyford, extreme contrasts in density provision cause shocking 
juxtapositions, without any overall three dimensional context for the future, in density terms. As there has 
been no overall plan, individual site owners have been permitted to build up to 16 storeys of development in 
isolated locations (Fig. 9), and there have been suggestions for buildings up to 32 storeys. The tallest 
building constructed in Ireland to date stands at 17 storeys, 71m high, and is located in Cork City. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 9 Sandyford 

 
Performance 

For assessment of performance of an area, a simple character visual assessment could be carried out. 
For assessment of performance of a plot, two particular aspects are suggested. The first is the Building 
Energy Rating (BER) of the structure on the plot, the recently introduced statutory requirement for all new 
Irish development. The BER includes many detail aspects, such as building specification, construction details, 
etc which are all taken into consideration. The second aspect is a simple review of the ease of adaptability of 
the structure considered. In this case, assessment is on a plot by plot basis, in order to consider an overview 
for the local area of Sandyford. As is indicated in the diagram (Fig. 10), much of the building stock in the 
area is below an acceptable standard in performance terms, leading to the conclusion that much of the area 
will suffer in the medium term to fulfil environmental performance requirements for built form.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10 Performance Analysis  Figure 11 Quality Analysis 
 
Quality 

For an area, quality is closely associated with a character visual assessment. For a plot, as in this case, 
the judgement is based on the quality of the individual buildings, but also how the collection of buildings on 
the plot inter-relate, or cohere into an assembly. For a block, architectural quality is assessed here as low, 
medium or high. Two particular aspects, specificity and character, are considered, as well as the more 
conventional criteria for architectural quality assessment. In a developing or evolving area, it is argued that 



 
 

663 

specificity and character in buildings are even more important than usual, in order to establish a distinct and 
legible sense of place. In Sandyford (Fig. 11), little of quality is evident; though some recent development on 
individual sites has been of above average quality, the general impression is of low quality light industrial or 
office park characteristics, with no lasting impression of a public realm.  

From an assessment of the location, use, density, performance and quality aspects of blocks in the 
Sandyford area, it can be concluded that the area is a ‘produced’ environment, rather than a created or 
designed one. In the more particular examination of the street level of the area, this type of space has 
particular manifestations; often dislocated (inaccessible), inefficiently used, in non-adaptable development, 
with inappropriate density, poor performance, low architectural quality, and a lack of specificity and 
character. The visual impression of a visit to this type of area is a form of spatial chaos, whereby the overall 
development lacks coherence, unity, and a legible centre, has unclear edges, and displays overall identity 
dysfunction. Sandyford, like many parts of Dublin containing recently developed new areas and buildings, 
has an over-supply of produced space.  

The question arises as to whether the over-production of space in Dublin is purely to do with 
development density, an aspect of development, like height of buildings, which can dominate debate. It is 
argued that other issues, including location, use, performance and quality should also be discussed, although 
obviously, the issue of over-production of space is closely connected with allowable densities. For example, 
it is arguable that if development is of a high quality, the density may be less inappropriate, or easier to 
withstand. Similarly, density in the correct location could be argued to be more sustainable than not, and an 
appropriate use in development relevant to location could be argued to be a positive density. Finally, if the 
development envelope performs appropriately, whether in energy use, adaptability, etc, then it could possibly 
be considered less inappropriate in density terms. 

It is worth noting at this point that the predominant method of development control in the UK and 
Ireland includes performing planning systems (in which development rights are conferred after evaluation of 
individual projects) as opposed to the more widespread and traditional conforming planning systems of 
Europe, in which development rights are assigned in advance, and generally in conformity with a collective 
strategyxix. In this Irish situation, owners of sites can be granted permissions for development in the absence 
of an overall plan for an area, leading to much incoherent development of new areas. 

It is also useful to remember that in the Dublin context, spatial over-production could be theoretical as 
well as physical. Many planning permissions (or permits to build) have been granted for development which 
may not be completed or even started immediately, due to phasing or economic conditions, which have 
changed radically in the last 12 months. So these proposals are part of an area, because they have been 
granted permission, but are not contributing to an area at present. 

This method of assessment would ideally deal simultaneously with substantially different scales of 
operation. It is arguable that each scale of representation from a room to a city is relevant to the assessment 
of the built environment, but certain scales are particularly important for urban and architectural matters. 
These include the scale of the city and the scale of the area. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

New definitions have been proposed here, as well as new methods of analysis, and appropriate scales 
for incisive simultaneous examination of defined areas. Subsequent proposals could involve re-design, 
altering, infilling, rebuilding, adapting, removing, taking away or "unbuilding" of some recent development, 
as well as evolving more predictive spatial design methods related to the location, use, density, performance, 
and quality of the new urban form.  
 

Other recommendations include; 
 

• Legible centres, with appropriate facilities for now as well as the future, should be the immediate 
priorities for these emerging outlying density areas. 

 
• The Dublin Regional Authority should be actively researching the impacts of recent development 

decisions by the four separate local authorities, to coordinate the future patterns of existing and new 
towns in the Region. 
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• Individual design proposals for emerging outlying density areas should be subject to a moratorium in 

the absence of a consensually agreed, costed, phased and binding three dimensional framework plan, 
with a centre as its first objective for any emerging outlying density area. 

 
• The current revision of the controlling development plan for any emerging outlying density area 

should coincide with a spatial audit, or spatial over-production assessment for an area. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 

It is possible that an argument could be made that the physical environment created in Sandyford in 
the last 40 years should never have happened, and that, but for a series of ‘developmental accidents’ it would 
have remained a low density light industrial suburb of the city, rather than an inadvertent ‘new town’. 

The authors of spatial over-production are often anonymous, or mundane in their identities; 
international capital, globalised brands, representing the fluid economic power of banking, international 
services, and easy credit. The perceived market needs are in the abstract, and unconnected to a local or wider 
context; headquarters buildings, private hospitals and corporate accommodation with little connection to 
place. 

Following a Spatial Audit, a clearer connection between individual design intentions, integrated form, 
use and fabric, can be proposed including the planned or designed contraction of the physical “shell” of some 
produced space. In the case of Sandyford, there are clearly absences of public provision, whether in 
infrastructure, including public space, utilities, or in forward planning. The logical next step is to redress the 
imbalances of over-production of space by public provision of an appropriate environment, and this could 
lead to compulsory acquisition of sites for public space for example, or the part demolition of over-dense 
buildings, in order to provide an appropriate balance overall. 

In reviewing the analysis of these new and fast changing spatial conditions at various scales, it is 
possible to move to considering proposals for a more consolidated approach to jurisdictions, their places, and 
their urban form. Using results of this type of analysis, predictive spatial design could be directed and 
focused across many scales. In this respect, the assessment criteria outlined above, moving across design 
scales, can offer a useful and practical tool for authoritative conclusions.  
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ABSTRACT: Poor living conditions are not the exception in the Megacities of the future, but a constant. 
The nonfinite mass of informal sector and informal urban settlement in developing countries constitutes a 
challenging field of action for landscape architects. A good deal of life in the informal parts of big cities is 
outdoor-bound. The approach of grassroots landscape architecture marks an academic attempt to conquer 
these unpopular and sparsely documented worlds by travelling, intensive fieldwork and development of 
pragmatic and low-end designs for essential improvement. The paper focusses on urban outdoor design work 
that the author developed together with students of landscape architecture, working on the city of Khulna in 
Bangladesh. Facing the fathomless deficiencies of the informal urban sector leads to a compelling motivation 
to profit from the skills of landscape designers. 

 
KEYWORDS: urban landscape architecture, informal city, grassroots approach, outdoor design

1 REVERSAL 

Urban landscape architecture predominantly proceeds as a deluxe discipline. It flourishs in times of 
peace and economical high, it shrivels in times of crisis and shortage of money. But are landscape architects 
doomed to work in the gilded cage of luxury design or will they turn out to be able to transform landscape 
architecture into a helpful and necessary mega-urban tool? Today one third of the global urban population 
lives in slums [1], these are more than one billion people – uptrend. The sheer number of slum dwellers 
makes clear that poor living conditions rather form a serious urban constant than a regrettable exception. 
Cities of developing countries are future touchstones for urban design, architecture and urban landscape 
architecture. Informal sector and informal settlements constitute self-made worlds with a good deal of 
outdoor life, tinkered by poor people who are creating their own home, business and environment. Informal 
city occurs where no planner or designer would propose any human settlement. Dwellers there are acting 
from bitter necessity but with rich creativity. Their informal worlds elude methods of systematic planning 
and design as well as common forms of administration and management. One has to go there to conceive 
them, they can't be studied from far. This is dirty work, as Beardsley & Werthmann [2] name it. In the 
informal field, sustainable change and improvement only can be generated by bottom-up or grassroots 
approaches. This requires a spirited new generation of bread-and-butter designers with the awareness that an 
important part of global urbanization processes will always happen beyond the radar of masterplanning and 
well-regulated development. 

2  ASIAN PERSPECTIVE 

„Of the 33 megalopolises predicted in 2015, 27 will be located in the least developed countries, 
including 19 in Asia” [3]. This is where landscape designers can find out best, if they can shake off the gilded 
cage and exploit landscape architecture as an essential tool. „We didn‘t give them an assignment, we gave 
them a city“ stated Kelly Shannon from Catholic University of Leuven, who invited the author and his 
students of the Master of Landscape Architecture program at Wageningen University to work on the city of 
Khulna, Bangladesh. Shannon is teaching in the Master of Human Settlements program at Catholic 
University of Leuven. The program addresses rapid urbanization in the developing world and contemporary 
urban transformations within the scope of sustainable development. In 2008, together with students from 
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Leuven, Wageningen students started to search for design tasks of grassroots landscape architecture in the 
widely unknown city of Khulna, a secondary city in Bangladesh. 

 

  
 
Figure 1 and 2 Left: Easterly India and southwest Bangladesh with Sundarbans (dark patch), largest 
mangrove forest in the world (NASA 1999/2000). Right: Bangladesh with Khulna Division (black) and 
Khulna City (graphic: J. Rekittke). 
 

The colossal flows crossing Bangladesh – a country barely half as big as Germany – are carrying more 
water than all rivers in entire Europe together. Ganges, Meghna and Brahmaputra are embossing the country 
like enormous arteries, coming from the Himalayas and flowing into the Bay of Bengal (Fig. 1 & 2). The 
monsoon is regularly flooding roughly a fourth of the Bangladesh landmass. The core surface area of Khulna, 
a city of about 1.4 million inhabitants, is located on slightly higher elevations of the natural levee to the west 
of the Rupsa and Bhairab riverbeds, safeguarding the city from regular devastating flooding. During the 
British colonial era, Khulna became an important river trading port and administrative centre and featured an 
important railway link with Calcutta that has recently been restored. Khulna became an industrial hub for the 
handling and processing of jute, rice, tobacco, sugar cane, fish respectively seafood, as well as of wood, that 
was choped down in the nearby Sundarbans, the world‘s largest single block of tidal halophytic mangrove 
forest. Today shrimp breeding and processing plays an increasing role. It is cultivated by an amazing crop 
rotation of rice and shrimp – half a year rice, half a year shrimp. The profit of shrimp is multiple higher than 
the profit of rice. Jute industry was the most important factor of Khulna‘s formerly urban development. A 
significant number of large and prosperous jute mills had been established at the diverse riverfronts and 
serviced by an extensive and effective railway network. After the partition of British India in 1947 – into 
India and the abstruse construct of the territorially separated halves West Pakistan and East Pakistan, the 
industrial track record of East Pakistani Khulna continued, anymore based on jute industries. The jute mills 
flourished and important urban facilities for the increasing number of workers were constructed in the 
neighbourhood or at the plots of the jute mills. In 1971, after fierce acts of war, Bangladesh gained 
independence. The jute mills were converted into state enterprises, which indicated the beginning of an 
unfortunate swirl of economic neglect, pecuniary difficulties, shifting world market and industrial unrest. 
The end of the mills became inevitable and thus Khulna fell into economic halt. Seen from Dhaka, the capital 
of Bangladesh, Khulna seems to be a strongly neglected city. Nevertheless the government invests in new big 
scale infrastructure and established the new Khulna University – first academic programme started in August 
1991. Khulna is the country’s third largest city and its urbanised area is rapidly growing due to rural-urban 
immigration. Typical for a developing country, Khulna‘s population struggles with a disproportion between 
working population and children. A relatively small number of adults has to support a big number of children 
and non-working family members. The elongate city core developed along the West Bank of the rivers, but 
recent development of a bypass highway to the west of Khulna is shifting the ongoing urbanisation process 
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towards West (Fig. 3). The still very much water-oriented economic system of the city begins to change 
towards a road-based structure. The now peripherally situated university campus will become a core area in 
that development. Many objects and areas next to the rivers have been abandoned already and are quickly 
conquered by informal settlements and informal market activities. Even the formerly very important railroad 
and goods station is abandoned in many parts and occupied by numerous squatters and slum dwellers. Owner 
of this land is still the state respectively the railway company.  

 

 
 
Figure 3 Development of Khulna city. Recent urbanisation describes a shifting development towards West, 
where a new passby highway has been built (mapping: Wijnakker & v.d.Salm). 
 

A slum – according to the operational definition of UN-HABITAT – is an area that combines to various 
extents the following five characteristics: 1) Inadequate access to safe water; 2) Inadequate access to 
sanitation and other infrastructure; 3) Poor structural quality of housing; 4) Overcrowding; and 5) Insecure 
residential status [4]. “Today, slums have come to include the vast informal settlements that are quickly 
becoming the most visible manifestation of urban poverty in developing world cities. Such settlements are 
known by many different names and are characterized by a variety of tenure arrangements. In all cases, 
however, the buildings found there vary from the simplest shack to permanent and sometimes surprisingly 
well-maintained structures” [5]. Khulna resembles an open schoolbook of informal and formal urban 
development – loud, malodorous, crowded. Everything that is individually produced or manufactured, 
becomes visible from the street. Every thinkable trade can be easily studied while walking by. All steps of 
development of big city functions and facilities can be seen like in a 1:1 city model – development forwards 
as well as backwards. And the full range of societal statuses and hierarchies can be read like in a public 
pattern book. 

3  DATA CRISIS 

In the pre-field trip phase of the design studio it became apparent how few standard informations about 
Khulna are available. The nowadays knee-jerk feed of the city name into Google Earth had already been 
disillusioning. Only one small tile of the digital globe showed a high detail view on a tiny part of the city, the 
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main area of Khulna remained a pixel soup without any significant informational value. An investigation 
concerning high-resolution aerial photographs brought out, that even the military of Bangladesh hasn‘t better 
digital aerial photographs than Google. Also other maps and analytical informations were few and far 
between. Yet the mentioned single high-resolution aerial photograph showed a special characteristic in the 
urban tissue of Khulna (Fig. 4). Thousands of man-made ponds are perforating the terrain and structuring the 
city layout of Khulna. Next to these water bodies a lush vegetation, consisting of palm trees, banana plants, 
bamboo et cetera creates an oasis-like quality, even in the toughest slum districts (Fig. 5). The pits of these 
ponds have been cut for the purpose of an elevated position of housing (cut and heap). The quality of these 
ponds is varying from well maintained reservoirs for drinking water and swimming to completely polluted 
dumps and sewers. 

 

  
 
Figure 4 and 5 Left: Aerial photograph of Khulna, Bangladesh (Google Earth) with explanatory 
cross-section (Wijnakker & v.d.Salm). The enframed black spots are ponds. Right: Oasis effect of a slum 
pond in Khulna (photo: J. Rekittke). 
 

Apart from these quality distinctions, all of these ponds hold an immense potential as urban building 
blocks, combining the characteristic of an inner city landscape element with a great variety of practical 
functions. Not to forget, in a low lying country that is regularly inundated and which will inescapably be 
affected by the predicted climate change effects like intensified rainfall and rising sea level, every single 
possibility of water retention should be exploited. The reality looks different. During the expansion and 
densification of the city, many of these ponds have been filled with soil and sand, a process, that is gaining 
momentum with increasing urbanisation. Turning that negative process over towards an urban landscape 
architectural surplus value – became one of the important issues of the studio. Ponds plus surrounding 
vegetation seem to have great potential concerning the future structure of the city, because they are green 
building stones beyond the expensive repertoire of gardens and parks, constituting thousands of small oases 
with important ecological and economical values – water retention, drinking water supply and food 
production [6]. 

Another analytic pre-field trip activity had been the generation of some digital speculative 3D model 
samples (Fig. 6 & 7) – making a virtue of necessity. Visual representation of and creative handling with 
vegetation and greenery form one of the few particularly unique features of the landscape architectural 
profession [7]. They are essential for landscape architecture and thus play a crucial role in the concept of 
grassroots landscape architecture. The model data about building structure and exact positions of main trees 
in selected parts of Khulna based on a fieldwork report of students from KU Leuven [8]. Other plants were 
distributed based on typological vegetation maps and relevés [9], derived from characteristic vegetation 
patterns that are visible on recent fieldtrip photographs. In spite of the cumbersome handwork for data 
preparation, designers‘ senses were sharpened towards a much better knowledge of the site. Even the 
production of such a vague 3D working model demands serious research activity and detective work, which 
improves the acquaintance with a still unvisited site. The model samples backed up the first impression of the 
importance of water and vegetation in Khulna. During trip and fieldwork these speculative impressions had 
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been attested to an amazing extent. 
 

  
 
Figure 6 and 7 Digital speculative 3D model samples of Khulna, showing the specific quality of inner city 
ponds surrounded by lush vegetation (Lenné3D / v.d.Sande & Foré, Wageningen University 2008). 

4  FIELDWORK 

Fieldwork denotes the collection of raw data and is conducted in situ. It was the only way to collect 
reliable and helpful infomation about Khulna reality. For the students it meant laborious handwork with 
pencil, plan, pocketbook and camera. The fieldwork was devided into two chapters, fieldwork on water 
(river) and fieldwork on land. During four full days we hired boats for the students (Fig. 8) to bring them into 
their specific fieldwork sector of the city. In that way the fieldwork activity could cover the complete 
riverfront of Khulna and its periphery (Fig. 9). Because of many fences protecting private factory premises, 
fieldwork from the boat was the best possibility to experience and document the multifaceted utilisation 
structure of riverfront and connected hinterland. 

 

  
 

Figure 8 and 9 Fieldwork on the river (photo: J. Rekittke, mapping: collective student work). 
 
Additional three days were spent for land fieldwork. For that purpose the students used all available 

means of locomotion: feet, rikshaws, tuk-tuks (three-wheel motor taxis) and buses. Not the whole city area 
could be examined, but the sectors on land covered vast parts of Khulna from North to South, including deep 
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samples in East-Western direction. During fieldwork the students tried to identify their personal strategic 
project of grassroots landscape architecture. In big cities of developing countries, work for landscape 
architects is literally lying on the streets. It has to be identified, reflected and elaborated. 

5  DESIGN EXAMPLES 

In the future, landscape architects will have to take „more upon their shoulders: more interdisciplinary 
discussion, more social engagement, more discussion of ethical questions and above all more courage for 
utopia“ wrote Udo Weilacher in an essay accompanying the jury record of the International Federation of 
Landscape Architects (IFLA) Student Competition 2008 [10]. Not the beauty of a design or its exerted 
originality, but the social impact and the collective profit concerning quality of life will count in the future. 
„Design must become an innovative, highly creative, cross-disciplinary tool responsive to the true needs of 
men“ [11]. The jury of the IFLA Student Competition 2008 awarded the second price to Tomas Degenaar, 
one of the students of the Khulna studio in Wageningen. Degenaar postulates to expand landscape 
architectural work into the world of slums and informal housing – in the course of an essential and 
down-to-earth approach. His area of interest and strategic project is situated at the territory of the centrally 
located but heavily neglected railway and goods station (Fig. 10). He clearly sees the general value and 
potential of the existing railway installation and counts on its erstwhile strong and useful spatial concept. 
Currently it is an indistinct piece of land. Tolerated and expanding informal settlement alternates with 
uncontrolled demolishing of these slums – initiated by the land-owning railway company, that encashes illicit 
earnings for indulgence, but sticks at nothing when it comes to large-scale evictions. The families living 
there mainly don‘t earn more than one Euro a day. Severe river flooding and heavy monsoons are threatening 
the people, living a precarious life at this low lying ground. The serious environmental problems only can be 
solved, when also the landowning institution gets involved. They might be venally, but they have the power 
and the means to change the basic conditions. Degenaar instrumentalises landscape architecture to protect a 
number of roughly eight hundred families from getting sweeped away by the abstruse planning of a so-called 
leisure park, constituted by a five-star hotel, a planetarium and some other missable oddities in a city like 
Khulna [12]. 

 

 
 

Figure 10 The railway and goods station Khulna looks like a green lung in the city, but is also precarious 
home for about 4000 human beings living in slums (photo: T. Degenaar). 

 
However the design of Degenaar doesn‘t confine itself to caring about some deplorable people‘s lifes, 

but also considers the enourmous strategic potential of the site. Recently Khulna suffers from an economic 
decline, but Bangladesh generally is a country in constant economic growth and Khulna‘s fate is not sealed 
yet. The day might come, when the city will blossom into a new boom. Then a vast and central area like the 
railway station can provide precious space for investment and development. To undersell and dissipate the 
land for a useless leisure park would be a shortsighted act, which the persons in charge might regret acridly 
in the future. By proposing some basic landscape architectural interventions like shoreline stabilisations, 
footway connections, accesses to the water as well as to the hinterland and planting of trees for shadow and 
food, Degenaar is preparing the ground for a medium-term transformation of slums into livable 
neighbourhoods – even when a potential date of expiry is implied. By the instruments of control, 
management and detailing, landscape architecture is used to prevent disuse and misuse of valuable ground; 
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to allow temporary slum expansion and densification while preventing uncontrolled squatting or the genesis 
of a mega-slum; to implement plantations in order to freeze valuable ground for future use; to provide instant 
parks as an interim function; to prevent erosion and other damage during flooding by simple concrete open 
drainage channels and a new concrete quay wall; to create a functioning infrastructural hierarchy and 
improved accessibility by adding new routes; to fine-tune the simple lay-out by planting accompanying rows 
of the three most prominent indigenous tree species, and to initiate a sense of place, that can be experienced 
and appreciated by the dwellers (Fig. 11). 

 

 
 
Figure 11 Grassroots landscape design in a slum (T. Degenaar): shoreline stabilisation, robust route 
connections, concrete sewage system, new tree rows for shade, better readability of the site. 

A second design example illustrates the down-to-earth logic that forms the background of grassroots 
landscape architecture. Roughly 1.4 million people are living in Khulna. The city is located on the banks of 
the Bhairab/Rupsha river, Atai river and Atharabanki river, large rivers that devide and structure the city and 
have to be crossed by thousands of commuters every day. The challenging anomaly of Khulna is the 
nonexistence of any bridge in the urban area of this million-strong city. As recently as in 2005, a peripheral 
highway bridge, situated beyond the southern edge of Khulna had been inaugurated. But this bridge is 
useless for daily inner-city commuters. In addition to the commuters many other people of all ages, animals 
and goods – goats, bikes, rickshaws, coconuts etc. – have to cross the river in order to get from one part of 
the city to the other. The informal but efficient transport solution for this enormous logistic challenge is an 
armada of small wooden boats or barques, on which people, animals and goods ferry across the rivers (Fig. 
12 and 13). The landing and gathering places of this ferry system are called ghats. Deriving from Hindi 
language, ghat originally denotes a series of steps leading down to a body of water, for both mundane 
purposes as cleaning and religious rites as ritual bathing or ablutions. 

 

  
 

Figure 12 and 13 Wooden boats ferry people, animals and goods from one riverbank to the other. Sometimes 
people drown (photos: C. v.d.Zwet). 

 
The ghats of Khulna constitute a network of strategic points dispersed along the entire riverfronts of the 
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city. They are invaluable components of an informal public transport system on water, but not a single 
example of serious investment into ghat enhancement and security on the part of the city administration 
could be found. This combination of importance and negligence distinguished the ghat and ferry system – 
genuine outdoor elements – to be focussed by a landscape architectural design approach. There are official 
plans for seven new bridges in Khulna until the year 2020 [13], but considering the reality in Bangladesh, 
this notice of intend appears well-intentioned but completely unreliable. The ghats will remain the lynchpin 
of across-the-river passenger traffic for the coming decades. Seen from above, the ghats of Khulna are little, 
punctual and spatially limited elements in the vast urban settlement area, but functionally they have a 
significant impact on nearly the whole city system. Redesigning the ghats means influencing an important 
gear wheel of public transport and daily business. That’s why the thematic choice of Chris van der Zwet and 
Miranda Schut, who decided to pay attention to the neglected ghats, is excellent. No recording of the existing 
ghats had been available before their fieldwork, no design effort had ever been made to improve the deficient 
situation. The low-key before-after plan of one of the ghat sites (Fig. 14) reflects the deliberately 
unspectacular character of their design interventions. 

 
 

Figure 14 The as-is-state (left) can be significantly improved by basic interventions like structuration of 
gathering space, establishment of a bus terminal and amply tree planting (design: v.d.Zwet & Schut). 

 
The rush-hour congestion on the landside of the ghat, caused by coincidence of shops, stands, buses, 

rickshaws, tuk-tuks and pedestrians, can be unblocked by creation of a temporary bus terminal and 
differentiation of the main traffic flows. Thus space for public use is attained. Congestion is not only a 
problem on land but also on the river. A differentiated system for in and out going boats could reduce ferry 
time. Trees can provide comfortable shadow for the many people at the ghats, who as yet stand and work in 
full sun. Basic public toilets and restrooms can dramatically improve sanitary conditions in these intensively 
used places. The significant tidal range of the rivers causes severe problems while boarding and unboarding. 
Robust stairs and swimming platforms allow the necessary flexibility concerning water and street level. The 
absence of illumination is unsafe. Electric lighting or simple oil lamps can provide safety and lucidity – 
enourmously helpful, because boarding and unboarding in the dark are delicate and sometimes deadly 
balancing acts. By combination of these low-cost interventions, the ghats can be significantly improved. 
They become safer, more effective and convenient. A crucial surplus value is generated by gain of well 
functioning multipurpose public space that contributes to the amendment of Khulna’s most important public 
transport system. 

6  CONCLUSION 

We call it the urban age [14] and we know that yet more than fifty percent of mankind is living in cities. 
We like the idea of highly designed city environments, comfortable, luxurious and convenient. And we 
should count ourselves lucky that we can live and raise our children under these privileged circumstances. 
But there is also the other side of the coin. Where it comes to intensive urbanization, bitter poverty and 
inconceivable living conditions become normality. This dark side of the city requires urban design efforts, in 
the same way as the postcard plots of global metropolises. Landscape architects can show that urbanity 
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means much more than a stylish promenade in Hamburg or Singapore. Necessity is the mother of invention, 
not affluence. The fascinating and sometimes crazy speed and chaos of the Asian informal city, combined 
with the creative force of professional designers, can generate some significant improvement of urban space 
and function. 

Landscape designers don't have to act the role of helpers, but they definitely can provide helpful design 
work for improvement of neglected public space, change of basic conditions of the built and non-built 
enviroment, origination of green infrastructure et cetera. Landscape architecture might also be the most 
appropriate design discipline to emphasise some vital beauty of even the worst place, in order to generate 
initial momenta for transformation processes from slums to worth living neighbourhoods. Confronting our 
students with inconvenient reality can be seen as a necessary rite of passage as well as a crucial didactic act. 
The young generations will experience that pitifulness or donation doesn't change the world – but own 
design action can. Admittedly, so far we just produced paper works in a distant design studio but the next 
step will be design work for implementation. Grassroots landscape architecture needs some time to prosper. 
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ABSTRACT: The accelerated population growth faced by São Paulo during the 20th century resulted in a 
construction of a complex and ambiguous territory. Since the end of the 1930s, São Paulo has developed 
different public housing policies to face the growing housing deficit. These policies gave priority to 
quantitative issues and gradually dissociate the urban residential project of the city construction process. 
Meanwhile, we can identify projects that have sought this double challenge: The residential amount and the 
urban quality. This essay attempts to analyze from historical processes, the role that public residential urban 
projects have played in the construction of the metropolitan territory. 
KEY WORDS:  rapid urban growth, urban structure, social housing, residential urban project, socio-
territorial inequalities, São Paulo. 
 
SÃO PAULO METROPOLIS 
 

The metropolitan region of São Paulo has an area of approximately 8.051 km2 and its urbanized area 
corresponds to 2.209 km2. Today the population of the metropolitan region of São Paulo is approximately 20 
million inhabitants of which 11 million live in the city1. The metropolitan region of São Paulo raises 19% of 
the Brazilian GDP, which does not prevent; having rates of unemployment around 17.6% and a residential 
deficit of around 12%2. This represents approximately 864 thousand homes, whereas the total deficit of the 
country is 7.2 million homes3. 

According to data published by the Ministerio das Cidades in 2004, 88.2% of this deficit corresponds to 
the poorest population without economic resources to access a mortgage4. At the same time, these housing 
needs are increasingly concentrated in urban areas and especially in metropolitan regions across the country. 
On the other hand, the same diagnosis disclosed the existence of 4.6 million vacant housing units in the same 
Brazilian metropolitan centres. In the Southeast, where São Paulo is located, the number of vacant homes 
might even exceed the housing deficit in the region. 

The spatial expression of these social contradictions is the construction of a large metropolitan area, 
disjointed and sparse. Being the result of a peripheral residential expansion, in which 70% of housing 
construction occurs outside the formal market.  

Especially in São Paulo, the public housing policy developed, for decades, a strategy of territorial 
occupation which reaffirmed this model. Today the city has a fragile urban balance, where environmental 
problems are increasing and the socio-spatial segregation is dramatic. "Fig. 1" 
 

                                                             
1Empresa paulista de Planejamento Metropolitano.  
<http://www.emplasa.sp.gov.br/portalemplasa/infometropolitana/rmsp/rmsp.asp> 
2 Martins, Maria Lucia Refinetti. São Paulo além do Plano Director. Article submitted to the Centro de 
estudios avanzados FAU-USP. 2003. 
3 Ministério das Cidades. Cadernos MCidades. Política Nacional de Habitação n.4, 2004. 
4 Ibid, p17. 
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Figure 1   View from the Favela Paraisópolis and in the background, the Morumbi district, São Paulo 2004. 

ASPECTS OF THE METROPOLITAN CONSTRUCTION 

The current metropolitan structure is the result of a historical process of urban occupation. We consider 
three main factors that contributed to the consolidation of an inarticulate urban fabric, in the physical, social 
and functional sense were: the rapid population growth, the existence of a structure of regional mobility and 
an expansion pattern based on urban residential sprawl.  
 
Rapid population growth 

At the beginning of the 20th century the housing crisis exploded in São Paulo, between 1886 and 1900, 
the population of the city grew from 44 thousand to almost 240 thousand. And in 1930, the city had a 
population that reached 1 million inhabitants. This demographic explosion was due to the thriving economy 
derived from activities linked to the cultivation of coffee and subsequently to the development of a strong 
industrial activity. From the 30s and later years in the 50s, large investments in metropolitan São Paulo were 
made consolidating the industrial park that promoted sustained migration processes. As a result of this 
process in 1960 the population of São Paulo was nearly 5 million people. 
 
São Paulo: regional articulation point5 

São Paulo is characterized as an articulation point, where lines of communication converge allowing a 
regional structure. This trail system goes back to the colonial period. From 1860, this structure was 
characterized by the expansion of the rail system and then to 1940 when it was distinguished by the creation 
of an extensive system of intercity roads. 

                                                             
5 Meyer,Regina; Biderman,Ciro and Gronstein,Marta Dora,  “São Paulo Metrópole,” São Paulo, EDUSP, 
2004. p.37 
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This new road system dates back to 1930 with the publication of the Plano de Grandes Avenidas of 
Prestes Maia. The Plan, although it has not become law, established the foundations for a new road network, 
which in addition to restructure the existing city, was extended in a regional system. The logic radio centric 
expansion plan with clear Haussmanian roots, allowed multidirectional expansion, although not uniform. As 
the municipal boundaries did not mean to be a barrier for this expansion, an urban sprawl was quickly 
configured that overlapping nearby municipalities, characterizing a periphery of metropolitan scale. "Fig. 2” 

"During the period between 1940 and 1960, while the central city had a population growth of 171 %, its 
surroundings grew to an average of 364%." 6 

Figure 2 São Paulo metropolitan region: evolution of the urbanized area, 1924 - 1962 - 1997. Between 1965 
and 1990, were converted, in an unruly way, 1021 km2 of rural area to urban use. 
 
Peripheral residential expansion: the growing of urban sprawl 

Therefore, the vectors of regional accessibility were facilitating the growth of poor low income 
settlements. In this sense clandestine urbanization is a phenomenon deeply related to Metropolitan growth of 
São Paulo. The result of this practice has been an extensive process of urbanization without "city 
construction". 

If on one hand the government was unable to solve the increasing housing shortage, on the other it 
closed their eyes to land speculation and allowed the expansion of the periphery through irregular plots with 
low levels of urbanization. Characterizing a parallel model of housing production based on the trinomial: 
housing, self construction and peripheral urbanization. 

To sum up, these three parallel processes contributed decisively in the physical formation of the 
Metropolis: a periphery with little or no infrastructure, but that grows continuously; a central area that 
concentrated urban functions and infrastructure, but that loses population and is degrading; and between 
them a series of urban voids, land reserves of capital real estate. The connection between these three belts is 
through the road infrastructure and the insufficient public transport system, which consists mainly of buses 
and some rail lines that connect the centre to the distant neighbourhoods called "end of line". Certainly two 
of the worst consequences of this practice have been the physical, functional and social urban segregation of 
the metropolis and apart from this the predatory growth in environmental reserves areas."Fig. 9 and 10" 
 
SOCIAL HOUSING AND URBAN GROWTH 
 

From the brief description of this scenario, we will reflect on what was the role played by the social 
housing projects in the construction of the city. And what is the role that it currently played in the reordering 
of this territory. The focus on public projects is framed by the scale of interventions, the importance as a 
reference for the private popular housing and the specificity of its promoter, the government, the main 
control agent of good construction and management of the city. 

About social housing in São Paulo, we identified three major periods characterized mainly by a type of 
production and with a certain location in the city7. The first period that goes from 1937 to 1964: was 
characterized by small and medium interventions within the urban perimeter, the second, which goes from 
1964 to 1985: was marked by the implementation of extra-large projects inside the metropolitan region; and 

                                                             
6 Ibid. p.41 
7 Although urban and architectural quality has not been constant, the definition of these periods is more 
general in a sense of categorization of the production set. 
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the last period goes from 1985 to 2004: was characterized by the diversity of interventions located 
throughout the city. 
 
The emergence of social housing in São Paulo, 1937-1964 

Despite being a conservative government, the national policy adopted by Getulio Vargas (1930-1945) 
marked a crucial turning point on the theme of the popular dwelling, which was considered a key role for the 
realization of the industrial development strategy that the government planned for the country. 

In 1937, this led to the appearance of a wide social housing policy. The government was responsible for 
financing and production of new housing, and also for price rental regulation in the private market8. Another 
interesting fact of this policy is linked to the formation of the national housing estate, once it had an access 
system based on the rent. The administration encouraged that these projects followed the principles of 
modern architecture and urbanism, although it hardly recognized them as an aesthetic value capable of 
transmitting an idea of modernity that they wanted to relate with the country.  

Although the social housing policy of this period has been viewed as a means of implementing an 
industrial development policy, the implementation of a welfare state is not really intended. The experiences 
of this period are characterized by emblematic projects of the national architecture and urbanism.   
 
 

     
Figure 3 and 4  Várzea do Carmo Housing Complex • Atílio Correa Lima • 1942. Original sketch and 
actual view. Project area: 18.5 ha; Number of housing units: 4.038 (built 480 units); Projected population: 
approximately 22.000 inhabitants; Density: 219 unit / ha; Developer: Institutos de Aposentadorias e Pensões 
(IAP).  

The residential project exceeded the scale of architecture and stood at urbanism, pointing to the 
possibility of transformation of Brazilian urban areas. In São Paulo, these projects, which were located on 
urban voids in the central region, completed the urban fabric and inserted urban facilities. The most 
ambitious operation was "Várzea do Carmo” projected by Atilio Correa Lima, in 19429."Fig. 3 and 4" 
 

                                                             
8 The set of events that contributed to the consolidation of this policy are the creation of federal and regional 
institutions responsible for the development of housing projects:  

• IAPs, Institutos Aposentadorias e Pensões (Retirement and Pensions Institutes), in 1938, with 
national representation; 

• FCP, Fundação da Casa Popular (Popular House Foundation), in 1946, with national representation;  
• DHP, Departamento de Habitação Popular do Distrito Federal (Popular Dwelling Department of the 

Federal District)  in 1946, serving specifically in Rio de Janeiro, that was capital of the country.  
As well in 1938, the state regulated the sale of land through mortgages and from 1942 regulated the rental 
market. 
9 The project was carried out partially. The 12 floors buildings and urban facilities provided, except for the 
school, they were not built. 
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Although numerically insufficient to solve the problem of housing shortage, the discussion of the residential 
amount and the urban quality were addressed in these projects through the development of topics such as: 
 

• Changing the concept of inhabiting, that means understanding that this action involves an “inhabiting 
space" that exceeds the housing unit. This new idea caused the incorporation of new uses, in addition 
to the residential one, and the appreciation of the collective spaces; 

• High densities, urban land and verticalization in central areas: were proposed spaces with a new 
urban order, which encouraged the collective housing and framing new scale relations with the 
existing city; 

• Urban morphology and building type (the building and housing unit): these new forms of 
organization in the city were reflected in the typology of the building, for example with the insertion 
of linear buildings (echo of the international references). In addition were developed new forms of 
housing cell aggregation and new types of housing were researched; 

• New project scales were expressed mainly in the open spaces with spatial sequences between private 
spaces, collective spaces and public spaces. In these sense, the concept of the neighborhood unit as a 
design tool was incorporated, although in incipient way; 

 
The modern urbanism: a valid urban model, 1964-1985  

This period was characterized by the military coup of 1964 and the impoverishment of the social 
housing discussion. In this year a new administrative and executive institution was created linked to the 
social housing and managed by a financial institution: Banco Nacional de Habitação – BNH (National 
Housing Bank). This new system dismantled the previous governmental programmes and the housing public 
stock was privatized. The housing policy, promoted by the Government between 1964 and 1985 and adopted 
by the BNH, chose projects with a spatial concept that refers to the Athens Charter, but without any of the 
possible qualities presented by modern urbanism, "Fig. 5 and 6". The new housing complexes have 
peripheral locations and the purchase of dwelling as the only alternative. 
 

   
Figure 5 and 6 Itaquera II Housing Complex, 1977 – 1982. Number of housing units: 12.560. Developer: 
Companhia Metropolitana de Habitação (COHAB-SãoPaulo).  

In São Paulo, this policy marks the territory so overwhelmingly, especially considering the size of 
interventions that were characterized by extra-large projects and built up to 15,000 units in a single 
residential development. Obviously the size of these interventions has a direct impact on their location in the 
city. In this sense, the 1972 zoning law strengthens this process by enabling the use of rural areas and 
improper lands (from the geomorphologic perspective) for the construction of social housing. In this period 
around 120.000 housing units were built. These interventions reproduced the precariousness of informal 
settlements with low levels of infrastructure, sole residential use and scarce public spaces. The Government 
was responsible for the reproduction, intensification and dispersion of a model of urban growth based on 
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commuter suburbs. In this context, architecture and urbanism are treated as subtopics vs. the numeric priority 
and forms of production10. 

Although, at the same time the São Paulo’s government developed, parallel to national policy, a specific 
housing policy, that would facilitate the production of massive housing, according to national guidelines but 
with urban quality.  This policy is characterized by the research of a pilot project with a strong urban and 
social emphasis. From this project, a range of housing projects will be developed in the province. The team 
responsible for the pilot project was coordinated by the architects João Vilanova Artigas, Paulo Mendes da 
Rocha and Fabio Penteado and highlighted by its multidisciplinary character of construction technicians, 
sociologists, educators and supply experts.  

The result of this research was a project that emphasized three main themes: urbanism, technology 
(prefabrication) and the dwelling unit. In turn these topics sought to respond to two objectives: increasing the 
quality of the "urban standard" that was being applied to public housing projects and facilitate large-scale 
housing construction. "Fig. 7 and 8"  

Zezinho Magalhães Housing Complex stands out at a moment that the modern ideology remained valid 
in Brazil11 but severely depleted in other public residential developments. If in recent years the social 
housing interventions formed commuter towns, the project of Artigas, Mendes da Rocha and Penteado, took 
on again the reflection of urban quality present in the projects of the first period.  
 

   
Figure 7 and 8  Zezinho Magalhães Prado Housing Complex · João Vilanova Artigas + Paulo Mendes da 
Rocha + Fabio Penteado · 1967.  Original sketch of site plan and actual view. Project area: 130 ha; Number 
of housing units: 10.560 (built 4.680 units); Projected population: approximately 55.000 inhabitants; 
Density: 81 unit / ha; Developer: Caixa Estatal de Casas para o Povo (CECAP). 
 
In this sense, the topics that took up again in the proposal for the Zezinho Magalhães project were: 
 

• “The reformulation about the concept of inhabiting was decisive in the decisions making on the 
project.  This determined the valorization of urban facilities and collective areas and the reservation 
of 50% of green space. The use of existing technologies allowed the decreasing cost and increased 
the quality of construction of public housing” 12 

• Urban morphology, building type and prefabrication: the determination on the prefabrication of the 
complex, designed from the structure to the furniture, justified the rationalization and repetition of 

                                                             
10 The Social housing will be the subject in which converges the solution of two problems: the need to 
reactivate the market of civil construction and the absorption of non specialized labour, which compromises 
the quality of projects and construction. 
11 Although ten years have passed since the design competition for the new capital of the country, the 
theoretical framework that underlies Brasilia continued valid in Brazil. And it is extensively applied as a 
conceptual urban layout, especially on projects which its dimension exceeds the architecture and reaches the 
town planning projects. 
12 Revista Acrópole, São Paulo, abril 1970, nº 372, p.33 
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the housing unit and consequently of the building. In this way the 10.560 housing units are equal. 
The buildings are a result of the addition of the housing units in line, two linear buildings articulated 
by a common stair make up the “H block”. Subsequently this solution was used extensively due to 
optimization of the circulation, with four apartments per landing. 

• Neighborhood unit: In a different way than in the Atilio Correa Lima’s project, the neighbourhood 
unit has compositional relationships (established by the symmetry axis) and functional relationships. 
These relationships determine the sizing of the different facilities and their location in the complex. 
The aggregation unit is evident as an urban reference unit and not just as a formal unit.  

• Periphery vs. downtown: In relation to the peripheral location of the complex, the architects 
defended it as acceptable, according to the plot relationship with the road system of the city, 
permitting a direct connection with public transport that would go inside each neighborhood unit. 

 
Recognition of the existing city, 1985 · 2004 

Although the production of social housing has been very irregular, especially between different policies 
developed by national, provincial or municipal authorities, we can say from the late 1980s, in São Paulo 
some actions began to exist based on the recognition of the existing city and the conditions of the population 
most affected by the housing crisis. After the collapse of the BNH in 1985, the change was to break with a 
single format for building new social housing and favour the diversity of programmes and actions. 
 
NEW URBAN STRATEGIES: a view from social housing 
 

In São Paulo the intense process of “metropolisation”, the contemporary city’s new dynamics and the 
population impoverishment are facts that are part of a complex reality with countless urban, social and 
environmental problems, as already described above. However the social housing today remains a point 
which converge different interests, linking the city, architecture and society. Undoubtedly, social housing 
projects and policies play a key role in the restructuring of the current urban territory. In this sense, from the 
late 80s, the challenge was to recognize the problems caused by this accelerated expansion and start a 
process of transformation of the built territory.  
 
New urban planning instruments  

In 1988, a legislative milestone indicating this process of change was the drafting of the new 
Constitution. It defines the obligation to all municipalities, of more than 20,000 inhabitants, to develop a 
master plan, aiming at the responsibility of urban growth to the Government and not to the liberal market. In 
addition in 2001 the “Estatuto das Cidades” (Statute of cities) was approved. “The Statute is a kind of 
summary of experiences, not only a new regulation, a “State of art” in the field of urban planning and 
regulation, because it incorporates many of the tools and new practices, which had been tested in many 
Brazilian cities”. Therefore, the Statute systematizes in the nationwide these different urban and tax 
instruments in order to curb the speculative process and the territorial exclusion. In São Paulo, two years 
later, the new “Plano Director Estratégico” (Director Strategic Plan) was adopted, which incorporates the 
new tools legalized by the Statute.  Revision of the land use, mobility plan and social housing were 
considered priority subjects in the reversal of the process of exclusion. In this regard, the city is no longer 
divided into urban and rural area. In this way two macro-zones were established: one of environmental 
protection and other of restructuring and urban qualification. 

But, the most relevant instrument about social housing was the definition of the ZEIS, Zonas de 
Especial Ineteresse Social (Areas of Special Social Interest). These zones are plots reserved exclusively for 
social housing. This usage may be given from the urban regularization of informal settlements, from the 
construction of new popular housing or from the recovery of degraded buildings. Also permits the provision 
of urban facilities, public spaces and local trade, necessaries for daily life13. In these plots the new zoning 
allows different interventions than in the rest of the city and guarantees the construction of social housing. 

                                                             
13 Plano Director Estratégico, chapter II - IV. According to the plan, the ZEIS may be of four types: 1. Areas 
occupied by people in low-income, aimed at comprehensive urban recovery; 2. Urban voids suitable to 
urbanization; 3. Areas with underutilization of existing infrastructure; 4. Areas located in regions of 
environmental protection. 
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This happens in different urban situations where before it could not intervene, due to the lack of urban 
instruments. 
 
Diversity of social housing policies and programmes 

So, from the new guidelines it is possible to open new paths with different solutions in the field of 
social housing. Such as: multiple interventions of small and medium scale on empty plots in the downtown 
(with underutilized infrastructure); rehabilitation of empty buildings; rehabilitation of old housing 
complexes; slum urbanization and resettlement of inhabitants of risky areas and environmental protection 
areas. The locations of these projects extend throughout the city, in addition it has proposed alternative ways 
of production (with training programmes of self-construction) and different ways of access to housing (the 
social rental is an option for those families that could not obtain a mortgage). Undoubtedly, another 
important component in this process of transformation of the built environment is the development of 
mechanisms for citizen participation.  

As an example of this new urban practice, we highlight two programmes that were developed within 
this legal framework and through which was sought articulate different public administrative sectors in an 
innovative way. 
 

   
Figure 9 and 10 Guarapiranga Programme: Informal settlements in the margins of the Billings reservoir. 
 
Guarapiranga Programme14  launched in 1991 has a strong environmental emphasis. It was formed with 
the objective to control, protect and recover springs areas and water-producing systems against the growth of 
shantytowns, "Fig. 9 and 10". The programme implementation occurs in a cohesive way between the 
municipality of São Paulo, the sanitation company (Sabesp), housing development company (CDHU) and 
the secretary of the province's environment. 

The programme acts in the control over these settlement expansions and mainly develops interventions 
for the implementation of infrastructure, public spaces, urban facilities, social services and environmental 
recovery projects. The economic resources of the programme are the result of cooperation between the 
Government of São Paulo and the World Bank (WB). 
 
Morar no Centro Programme15

  had as its objectives: to ensure social diversity, to restore the highly 
degraded central area and to recover its symbolic and strategic meaning, including its architectural heritage. 
The programme implementation is done through the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development 
(SEHAB), which coordinates 16 different sectors of the town hall and 5 municipal corporations. 

                                                             
14 Guarapiranga: recuperação urbana e ambiental no Municipio de São Paulo. (São Paulo, PMSP, 2000) 
15 Programa Morar no Centro (São Paulo, PMSP, 2004) 
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This recovery will be implemented through the construction of social housing in three major fronts: 
projects in empty plots, the renovation of buildings and the development of special projects. The first two 
involved a specific intervention developed on the plot, while the special projects included the restoration of a 
much larger area of downtown, "Fig. 11 and 12". The economic resources of the programme are the result of 
cooperation between the Town Hall of São Paulo and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). 
 

   
Figure 11 Morar no Centro Programme: Interventions in the centre of São Paulo.    
Figure 12 Favela do Gato on confluence of the Tamanduateí and Tietê rivers. Parque do Gato Complex 
stands out as one of the main operations of the Program Morar no Centro. Considered one of the special 
projects of the programme, this intervention initiates the transformation of a plot with 18 hectares, 
characterized as a public property with private use, as consequence of the invasions, promoted by its 
strategic position in the city. The project, located four kilometres from the city centre, raised the 
establishment of an urban park with social housing, which would take into account the ancient inhabitants of 
the favela. 
 
FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

The brief description of this panorama tried to emphasize the importance of social housing in the 
construction of the metropolitan area of São Paulo. This influence can be positive or negative. Unfortunately 
one of the biggest problems of the strong administrative discontinuity in Brazil is the inability to accumulate 
experience. The result of this process in the city is a succession of unfinished projects. This leads us to the 
fact that good social housing programmes were consolidated only as isolated experiences. Meanwhile, the 
vast majority of public housing is still being built in accordance with formulas that prioritize the residential 
amount to the detriment of the urban quality. Anyway, to enrich the discussion we highlight these 
experiences that have sought to face this dual challenge, in different historical stages: “to construct the city” 
through public residential urban projects. 

In the first period of social housing production, were developed residential projects able to complete 
and articulate the expanding urban fabric. If until 1930, the idea of popular housing meant to think about the 
row of houses distributed on the plot, the social housing projects developed since 1937 have proposed a 
radical change in relation to the concept of inhabiting. Through these projects it was possible to build 
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"residential unit" and an "inhabiting space" (a quality urban environment). Both understood as part of an 
inseparable whole. 

In the second period, still characterized by an expansion process, but with metropolitan dimensions, the 
main priority was the construction of the “residential unit" in large quantities, causing a backward step in the 
change initiated by the previous policy. Furthermore, the self-construction was consolidated as the main 
solution adopted by the vast majority of the population that has not been able to access the purchase of a 
public housing. The result has been the consolidation of a fragmented and badly urbanized metropolitan 
territory formed by the dispersion of commuter towns. 

In the third period, the challenge was to improve the "inhabiting space" that in the previous decades has 
not been contemplated. This involves the development of new urban planning instruments, new social 
housing policies and new mobility strategies.  In this sense the diversity of solutions is fundamental in the 
transition from an accelerated and undisciplined expansion process to a conscious transformation process of 
the existing city. 
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ABSTRACT: This study investigates the evolution process of a traditional organic town becoming a modern 
grid city. It takes a case study of Foshan, a city in the south China in the Pearl River Delta. Space syntax 
approaches have been adopted to visualize the dynamic socio-spatial relations during the modernization 
process. The significant differences between traditional and modern spatial structure have been presented in 
this paper, which are helpful to explore the conservation challenges and redevelopment opportunities. 
KEYWORDS: Chinese historical town, street network, transformation, space syntax, conservation and 
redevelopment

1 INTRODUCTION 

During the rapid modernization process in China, the old cities have witnessed a different kind of urban 
development pattern which could be categorized as mega-scale, short-period, and mass produced. In recent 
decades, this development approach has raised serious concerns about the preservation of historic 
communities, old buildings, urban context, as well as cultural identities. Although a great deal of efforts has 
been made by both city managers and researchers, many uncertainties still surround conservation theories 
and methodologies. Particularly they lack systematic and quantitative approaches to investigate the relations 
between historic areas and the changing urban context and support the delimitation of conservation 
boundaries[1].  

Firstly, conventional studies and practices that mainly focus on the specific historic sites, are very 
questionable in terms of the interrelations between old and new urban areas. In the field of conservation and 
urban design, it could be found that most of studies are focusing on the richness and complex of the creation 
of ‘places’ in traditional Chinese cities[2,3]. Many scholars of historic geographical field who devoted their 
works to explain the development of the whole townscapes[4,5]. But little analytic endeavor links individual 
places and the whole city, to understand how the physical and functional cities of the past gave rise to those 
‘places’. The part-whole problem is actually very difficult to answer, like Hillier B.[6] said that it is almost 
impossible to make a clear morphological distinction between one part and another. But through computing 
the topological relations among the network, space syntax is such a kind of technologies, to some extent, 
providing a quantitative method to interpret the relations between the place and the surroundings; the small 
space and the entire city[6,7,8]. 

Secondly, Chinese cities had experienced a series of tremendous transformations with western 
influences and technologies during the last century. However, most of previous conservation studies focus on 
either the ancient “golden time” or the current status, rather than on the critical modernization process. 
Before the first Opium War of 1839-42, the urban development of Chinese cities was a relatively close 
hierarchy system1. Then western colonialists and Chinese intellectuals who studied western sciences have 
started to introduce modern planning schemes and construction technologies to old Chinese cities. After the 

                                                           
1 Most of capital cities followed the ideological pattern described in Kaogongji (the Artificer’s Record), with several remarkable 
features: ‘grid pattern’, ‘north-south oriented’, ‘symmetric layout emphasizing an axis and centre’, and ‘multi-enclosed city-wall’. 
But most secondary cities and small towns, in the opposite side mainly formed their urban spaces based on the local geographical 
benefits and constraints, presenting the disordered and stretched characters. 
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Communist Party took power of China in 1949, the cities have been dramatically reformed by applying 
socialist development ideology and planning principles. In the later part of the century, with the initiation of 
‘open door’ policies in 1978, China has witnessed a super rapid urbanization process[9]. Therefore, the 
current Chinese historical cities are presenting a very dynamic and complicate system, not only for 
traditional images, but also for superimpositions of different periods. It is necessary to investigate in detail of 
the urban form evolution happened during the continuous modernization period.  

Thirdly, it is noticed that researches have concentrated on the large, ancient Chinese cities, such as 
Beijing, Xi’an, Nanjing, Suzhou, and Guangzhou. Less attention has been given to small- and medium-sized 
cities, which are the majority of Chinese urban settlements[10]. Those small towns might not have great 
palaces or be important in the political history; but they have formed fascinating vernacular settlements and 
local cultures. The study method should also be very different from the conventional preservation practices 
which focus on the restoration of historical buildings or sites. More attention might be paid to the whole 
image of historical environment and the development needs of the entire town. Like recent exercises of 
historical water towns in south Yangtze river, Lu Z. [11] and Duan J. [12] both emphasized on the street and 
landscape conservation to keep the traditional spatial organization. However, being lack of the scientific and 
quantitative means, the historic areas might not be preserved with appropriate urban environment. For 
example, the redevelopment strategies will attract too many people and the old facilities and narrow streets 
will be overloaded; a new town center development will accelerate the decline of the historic blocks; etc. 

 
Figure 1 Position map of Foshan city 

Therefore, this study is to investigate the evolution process of a traditional organic town come into a 
modern grid street network by a case study of Foshan, a city in the south China in the Pearl River Delta (Fig. 
1). It origins from fifteen villages; gradually consolidated into a famous trading town during Ming and Qing 
Dynasty. But politically Foshan was a xiang, a low-level administrative unit in imperial China. Thus, unlike 
the capital cities with ideological grids, the spatial structure of Foshan was more organic and naturally 
determined by geographical conditions[13]. However, like other cities in Pearl River Delta Region, Foshan has 
experienced the dramatic economical growths and urban extensions since the Reform and Open-door policy 
in 1978, as shown in Fig. 2. Especially entering the 21st century, the city is not only spreading, but also 
combining with neighboring towns and villages (Fig. 2). The modern roads have formed a new grid system 
and intervened into the historical areas. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate in detail of what are 
differences between traditional and modern network; which is current spatial position of the historic core; 
when those interventions get into the historical areas and how they affect the surrounding heritage sites? 

 
The objectives of this study are to  
1. Identify the historical phenomena of Foshan street network transformation during the modernization 

period (1920s – 2000s) 
2. Formulate quantitative analyses by space syntax to assess the spatial relationships between Foshan 

historical areas and the developing urban context.  
3. Interpret transformation pattern of spatial-functional distributions of historic areas, to support 

conservation or redevelopment decisions. 
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Figure 2 The spatial growth of Foshan (1923-2004)2  

Note: 1. grey parts of 2004 map are built-up area of Nanhai district (Nanhai county before 2002) 
2. Upop: Urban population, but not included the immigrant population3.   

2 SPACE SYNTAX METHODS 

Before asking the question ‘how the traditional organic town comes into a modern grid-like city’ or 
‘what is the transformation pattern of Foshan’s spatial structure’, there is a fundamental problem to be solved, 
that is how we represent the ‘spatial structure’? Hillier and Hanson coined space syntax in their book, The 
Social Logic of Space[7], as a new method to abstract the free spaces and discuss the relationships between 
physical urban form and human activities. It follows the traditions of graph theory (or topology), which 
divides the space system into units and then calculates their inter-relationships[14,15]. The description of how 
buildings and urban spaces are configured, specifically, articulated into discrete and interconnected pieces, is 
proposed to explain a variety of characteristics of the environmental psychology of places. To some extent, 
                                                           
2 redrew historic maps from Foshan Archives Bureau, Foshan Planning Bureau, Foshan Bureau of Land and Resources, and 
Foshanshi chengshi jianshezhi, (History of Foshan Urban and Rural Construction), 1990 
3 There are 466,000 immigrants according to the Yearbook 2004.  
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the syntactical results simulate how people will experience the place, where they will likely move within the 
place, and what they will notice and remember[16].     

It is notable that there are three basic activities human beings performed in the spaces: moving through 
space, interacting with other people in space, or even just seeing ambient space from a point in it. 
Considering their natural geometries, the small-scale space could be represented as following three kinds of 
basic spaces: (1) axial space is composed of straight lines accommodating movement, (2) convex space 
where any two points in this space are mutual visible, (3) isovist space is a space constructed by the range 
with respect to viewsheds. 

Since the free spaces in cities are most linear, such as roads, avenues, streets, alleys, etc., this study 
would mainly apply axial models and related parameters. Meantime, it is the most relevant model regarding 
movement patterns, which would be further discussed in the followings.   

2.1 Axial model 
According to the definitions in The Social Logic of Space[7], axial lines are used to represent directions 

of unblocked movement and visibility. The axial model is consisted of ‘the least set of longest straight lines 
to cover the whole space’, Fig. 3 (a,b) as an example.  

Using each circle as an axial line and each linking line as an intersection, we could identify the spatial 
interrelations between root axial line and others (Fig. 3 (c,d)). Depth is an important parameter to represent 
the topological interrelations, which means the minimum distances (or steps) between two nodes. For 
instance, in Fig. 3, the depth between space 1 and space 7 is three. 

 
Figure 3 Axial model and justified graphs 

(a) a portion of urban street map; (b) axial model;  
(c) justified graph from space 1; (d) justified graph from space 11; 

Based on the measurement of cluster effects, the depth concept could be further represented by 
Integration value. The node with high integration value means that it is easier to be accessed from others 
because it locates at shallow level of whole graph. On the contrary, the node with small integration value 
represents the segregation trend since it is hard to be reached4. A series of investigations showing the high 
correlations between integration pattern movement distribution[19], as well as functional places (i.e. retail 
shops) [20].  

2.2 Global and local configuration 
As mentioned before, free space could be divided into a number of small-scale subspaces; which would 

be represented as nodes in justified graphs. Thus, the space system is literally read – and readable – with a 
different topological radius. In space syntax analysis, integration values at varying radii reflect different 

                                                           
4 In order to better counter the effect of size of the system, now space syntax community use following formulae standardized by 
Kruger M.J.T.[18].  
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scales of urban system. If counting all nodes in the system, we could get global integration values, 
presenting the correlation between one node with all the others. But if only counting the nodes within a 
search radius k, we could local integration values characterizing the relationships between that node and the 
neighboring nodes within the search radius. Therefore, it will turn out that the key to understand parts and 
whole is to understand the similarities and differences between global and local integrations. 

But how to define the search radius k for local parameters has not been clearly defined. Hillier 
(1996:161) argues that pedestrian densities could be best predicted by calculating the lines up to two lines 
away from each line (radius-3 integration). However, few papers discuss how exactly big the ‘radius-3’ local 
scale is, or what kind of neighborhood units it represents. By contrast, Eisenberg B. (2005) found that 
radius-7 is actually more fit with sub-centers in the city of Hamburg; since radius-3 grids containing much 
fewer axial lines than the real local cores. 

In recent years, space syntax researchers have started to develop techniques to distinguish sub-areas in 
the complex urban context. Their approaches mainly based on the statistical analysis of basic parameters like 
depths, node amounts, integration values[21,22,23]. This study adopted Yang’s method[22] to identify the spatial 
discontinuities by calculating the change rate of node count with increasing radius from each line. Then we 
could find one or several big jumps between the consecutive ranges, implying kind of ‘boundary’ of an area. 
To some extent, the embeddedness (Emd) value calculated from the Eq. (1), helps to light on the radius of 
spatial differentiation. Where k denotes the search radius, Nk represents the number of nodes that keep k steps 
from the root node.  

( ) ( )
( )( )1ln

ln 1

−÷
÷

= −

kk

NN
kEmd kk  (1) 

3 STUDY FRAMEWORK 

As mentioned above, this study would investigate the dynamic spatial relationships between old and 
new urban fabric in Foshan by the tool of space syntax. Then it would involve the changes in two dimensions. 
One is the spatial scales would be investigated from the entire city to small regions. The other is the time 
scale that would cover the modernization period from 1920s to 2000s. The proposed study framework has 
been illustrated in Fig. 4.  

 
Figure 4 Diagram of study framework 

4 ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

To visualize the transformation process of street network in Foshan, a series of historical maps had been 
employed from multiple sources5. The axial model analyses had been made by the software of Depthmap 4, 
which is one of the most popular platforms to perform space syntax calculations[24].   

 

                                                           
5 Map sources: 1923 map from Foshan planning exhibition hall; 1951, 1962, 1976 map from Foshan Archives Bureau; 1984 map 
from “History of Foshan Urban and Rural Construction, 1990”, pp.20; 1994 map from “Local History of Foshan Municipality, 1994”, 
plate1; 2004 map from website of Foshan Bureau of Land and Resources: http://www.fsgt.gov.cn/zxbd/szdt/ opened in Sep, 2009  

Historic maps 

1923, 1951, 1962, 1976, 1984, 1994, 2004 

Space syntax models 

Global integration maps Local integration maps 

Suggestions to urban 
planning of historic core 

Suggestions to urban 
design of historic districts 

Emd 
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4.1 Transformation of global integration distributions 
With urban development in the last century, the mean global integration degrees have been significantly 

increased, reflecting the general improvements of accessibility and configurability of Foshan urban spaces 
(Table 1). But for different periods, the integration distributions have various characteristics (Fig. 5), as well 
as the related movement and land use patterns.   
Table 1  Transformation of global integration 

values in Foshan 

Period Year Axial size M. Con. M. Rn 

1923 2421 2.719 0.415 

1951 2589 2.722 0.565 
1 

 
1962 1366 2.835 0.669 

1976 347 2.847 0.699 

1984 373 2.997 0.813 
2 

 
1994 355 3.110 0.896 

3 2004 5061 3.387 1.076 

 

Table 2  Global integration values of other 
cities around the world[7] 

Region 
Number 
of cities 

M. Axial 
size 

M. 
Con. M. Rn 

USA 12 5420 5.835 1.610 

European 15 5030 4.609 0.918 

UK 13 4440 3.713 0.720 

Arab 18 840 2.975 0.650 

Note: Axial size: the amount of axial lines 
M. Con: mean connectivity 
M. Rn: mean global integration value (radius n) 

  According to the urban growth speed, I categorized the seven time slots into 3 periods to better 
compare the evolution of spatial structures. The first period includes 1923, 1951 and 1962, when the 
transformations mainly happened inside the old townscope. The second period covers the early urban 
development stage of 1976, 1984 and 1994. The last period presents for the rapid urban growth in Foshan 
since 2000s.  

Similar to the most of old cities in the world, old Foshan town have ‘organic’ characteristics, which was 
constituted by many short lines and irregular grids as shown in Fig. 5 (1923). Meantime, according to the 
reference Table 2, the average global integration values of early years were closer to the Arab cities, which 
have similar organic forms. During the first period, the urban size of Foshan has not changed much, but the 
street density decreased significantly during the socialist development in 1950s. The degree of global 
integration had been greatly increased by constructing new roads and destructing small lanes. Like Fig.5 
shown, the old mass-like integration core had been gradually changed to a few newly-built lines. Another 
trend could be read from the analytical maps is that the condense integration core has been spread around in 
a big area, even reaching the edge of the city. Some big working and living spaces had been distributed to the 
urban edge; more movements had been concentrated into the central roads. 

When urban area gradually extended during the second period, the integration core has been moved 
towards the west and south. Within the old areas, the long main roads were still integrated; while most of the 
short lines segregating and being lower than the average global integration degrees. Besides, road density in 
the new development area is much lower than old centre city. For the new long integration lines in map of 
1984 and 1994, only few small lanes connect to them (Fig. 5). Potentially those long integrated lines will 
attract movements and businesses to intensify the local grids. On the other hand, the modern urban grid is 
apparently larger than the traditional grid, which is also found in other cases[25].  

During the last period, the global integration values of Foshan are just a bit lower than cities in USA, 
with similar rectangle grid networks. According to the rapid developing trend, it could be foreseen to catch 
up with US cities in the coming future. The integration core had grown larger and larger, moving out from 
the historic areas, shown in Fig. 5. Most of axial lines inside the historic core are low of integration value, 
losing the advantages of spatial aggregation. Particularlly the northern part of the old city, which used to be 
the busiest commercial area, is segregating from the new centre. In addition, several long lines dominate the 
integration core, which is very different from traditional spatial organization logic. If deleting the longest 8 
lines, the mean global integration value suddenly drops from 1.076 to 0.607. Consequently, those central 
roads would be built wider and wider in order to satisfy the large amount of traffic, reducing the walk-ability 
and causing another kind of spatial segregation. 
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Figure 5 Global integration maps (radius n) of different years 

Note: equally classified the global integration values for 10 levels, red for highest, blue for lowest. 

N 



 
 

694 

4.2   Transformation of local integration distributions  
Like Hillier suggested that the global integration analyses reflect the generic properties of city growth, 

while the local integration maps seem to give a more detailed picture of the movement structure[5]. 
Meanwhile, the differences between local and global integration maps might suggest the social or spatial 
variables that dominate in some places.  

As mentioned before, the search radius k for local calculations should be defined first. The following 
Fig. 6 of mean embeddedness curve shows that the axial lines reach the maximum speed to embed into the 
extensive contexts at the similar radii for those years. The inflexion point – radius 6 lights on the 
differentiation of area structure, which might imply kind of ‘boundary’ of a local area in Foshan city. 
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 Figure 6 Mean embeddedness in continuous radii of different years 

If comparing the global and local (radius 6) integration map, there are significant differences for 1923 
axial models (Fig. 5&7). It is notable that the northern parts have relatively higher local integration degrees 
than the rest areas in 1923 map. Because the commerical activities along the norther river had attracted a lot 
of visitors and businessmen. But at that time, this kind of movements did not spread to the whole city, 
perhaps due to the complicated street network separating the strangers and native residents.  

However, the variances have become fewer and fewer in the following years like Fig. 7 shown. One of 
the biggest changes is that the northern zone of historic town was no more local or global integration centre. 
Most of traditional commercial places there had being declined or abandoned. Meantime, the rise of 
integration degrees in middle region leads to a big challenge that how to maintain the historical meanings of 
ancestral halls and settlements among the rich-movement region. 

 
Figure 7 Local integration maps (radius 6) of different years 

Note: equally classified the local integration values for 10 levels, red for highest, blue for lowest. 

5 DISCUSSIONS 

Based on the above syntactical results, it is obvious that the old core had lost its central position among 
the city in the last decade. When the global integration core changes from a condensed line-mass to several 
long roads, movement would be attracted in a very different pattern (Fig.8). The former bounded ring roads 
had become the integration centre; while the old core inside is losing its spatial benefits and attractiveness. 
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Figure 8 Diagram of different integration cores and their attracting directions 

It is a difficult task to renovate historical small-scale fabrics among current big grids without 
intervening new roads. Therefore, the possibilities of reforming social functions in the old core might be 
suggested. For instances, the northern commercial centre could be gradually transformed to leisure and 
tourist areas with local small businesses. Although there are few historical buildings remained in this zone, it 
is still an opportunity to keep the old trading identity by encouraging small local shops, exhibitions, art 
workshops, restaurants, etc. Meanwhile, the intensified grids would help to form local integration cores 
giving benefits to the community economy. However, we should avoid the waterside high-rise real estate 
development, which is actually happening in the city. One of the reasons is that the big-scale buildings would 
destroy the traditional spatial structure of the entire old core. And besides that they would seriously block the 
water landscapes from other residents, as well as their comforts of inner low-rise buildings.  

Besides, modern transportation alternatives, such as subway system, make it is possible to re-attract 
movements in old areas, but not building cut-off roads. And the selection of stations should be carefully 
designed with respects to historical contexts. However, the subways constructing in Foshan now will not 
pass through the traditional commercial zone. The only station in the old town will be located in the 
historical residential areas. It could be foreseen the further segregation of northern region and bigger 
challenges of conservation practices in middle residential settlements.  

6 SUMMARY  

With investigating the evolution process of a traditional organic town coming into a modern grid street 
network, space syntax approaches are used to illustrate spatial phenomena and create knowledge-based 
historical interpretations of old areas in Foshan city. The comparisons of global and local syntactical results 
help to gain an insight of the spatial relations among the changing urban contexts. The traditional spatial 
organization pattern is greatly different from the current structure in Foshan city. And the differences 
between global and local integration maps have become fewer and fewer. Those challenges have contributed 
to make the historical commercial areas decline in recent decades. Meantime, the increase of integration 
degrees in middle settlements leads to a big challenge for conserving historical ancestral halls and dwellings 
among the rich-movement region.  

However, the interpretation of space syntax results has several limitations. First, this study faces 
difficulties to interpret spatial characteristics for individual places. Because the space syntax results mainly 
show the inter-relations and statistical performance of nodes. But in terms of particular places, the absolute 
syntactical value from axial model might be insufficient to explain the socio-spatial variables. Meanwhile, 
that the available data of 1:5,000 or 1:15,000 maps are limited to explain the details of small scales. Second, 
space syntax calculations only concern the network interconnectivities, but special topographical conditions 
and social functions cannot be reinforced in the model. For instance, the influences of water transport are 
difficult to be weighted appropriately in 1923 map. Although axial lines could be conducted to cover the 
river spaces, how to quantize the relations between water transport routes and normal lines is still an open 
question. Third, the embeddedness method applied in this study still has some uncertainties. Unlike the 
relations between movement and network configuration, it has difficulties to quantitatively compare the 
fuzzy embedding boundary with a related social function. Nevertheless, the spatial differentiations of an area 
are hot topics in the field of urban form studies. More studies shall be conducted to figure out how different 
cities make places through the interaction between area and its context. Fourthly, the space syntax 
approaches mainly have been applied in the closed models, which are limited to seek predictions. Other 
graph-based technologies like cellular automaton, which see the same problem from the bottom-up 
generation angle, could be introduced to re-interpret the spatial evolution process. 
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ABSTRACT: The globalization and technology advancement drive global economy to develop rapidly in 
past three decades. Many Big shopping malls and large scale commercial developments were built in the 
high dense city and these changes create new lifestyle under the influence of large scale of corporate 
business. Many communal spaces are occupied and controlled by corporation. “privately owned public 
space” (POPS) would help to improve the high dense condition and address the shortage of public space in 
Hong Kong and New York. In this paper, the policies in Hong Kong and New York will be compared and 
discussed to reveal their urban and spatial influences and reveal the possibilities for improving the condition 
in Hong Kong..  
KEYWORDS: Public space, urban design, privatization, privately owned public space, interior space 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 Public space is an important element in a city as it is a place where the livelihood of the public can be 
served. Yet, its importance is diminishing in many high dense cities, for examples in Hong Kong and New 
York. One possible reason is the high density condition and high land price, which make the public spaces 
expensive to be provided. (Cuthbert, 1997) Majority of space are used for commercial purposes while the 
importance of public space are neglected and left as some residual spaces. This resulted in the shortage of 
public spaces in many contemporary cities.  
 In the case of commercial corporations with dominating role in a society, common corporate spaces, 
like entrance plazas, interior atrium become important parts to the public daily life. In order to promote 
contribution of public spaces from the private sectors, New York and Hong Kong established similar policy 
for “Privately Owned Public Space” (POPS) to encourage the integration between public space and the new 
development. (Whyte, 1980 / Kayden, 2000) It is a government policy used to tackle the high dense 
condition of a city as well as enhance the spatial quality in both metropolises. The differences in the policy 
between New York and Hong Kong resulted into two scenarios. This paper investigates: 
 
i. The relationship between the policy and the spaces. 
ii. The relationship between the policy and the city 

Figure 1 Walkway as public space? Figure 2 Malls as public space? 
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iii. The management requirement and the usage of the spaces 
   

1.1 Definition 
 The term of “Privately Owned Public Space” was first invented in 1960s in New York City. As a law’s 

oxymoronic invention1, it comprises two parts. 
 “Privately Owned” refers to the legal status of the land and/or building on or in which the public 
space is located. Owners would continue to control overall access and use of their private property 
and the public as a whole could not secure rights of access and use without the owner’s express 
permission. Thus, it is a “Public Space” rather than a public property in this case since it is not 
owned by the city. (Kayden, 2000) 
 
“Public Space” means a physical place located on private property to which the owner has granted 
legally binding rights of access and use to members of the public. Ownership continues to reside with 
the private owner, public space may be thought of as an easement held by the public on the owner’s 
property. (Kayden, 2000) 
The invention of this policy is based on the principles of light and air on the ground level and control 

overall bulk mass. It aimed at creating better and instant public spaces integrated with the urban development 
so as to improve the pedestrian experience. This mode of development facilitates co-operation between the 
private and public sectors. (Kayden, 2000) 

This concept is adopted later in Hong Kong for the similar purpose. The relevant policy was set up to 
balance the interests between the developers and the public when the power was shifting to the corporations 
during the rapid economic growth in 1980s. Through establishing the policy regarding POPS, corporations 
are encouraged to take up its social responsibility to contribute to the city development. It was also beneficial 
to the British Government in developing a colonial city with the assistance from the developers. 
 

1.2 Mechanism 
As return of provision of public space to the city, floor area bonus was given to the owner. It means 

the owner can build higher with more floor area by freeing up some spaces on the ground level for public use. 
At the same time, they carry the responsibility to maintain and manage the space. 

In Hong Kong, the bonus floor area gain is at maximum 5 times of the dedicated area. (HKSARG, 
2008) For examples, the POPS in Times Square situated at the Causeway Bay, provided a plaza of 
approximately 3000 m2 and street widening of approximately 1400 m2. As a return, allowable floor area 
bonus of 120,000 m2, about 5 storeys, were estimated to be added on top of the towers.2 
 
2  SPATIAL INFLUENCE OF THE POLICY 
 
2.1 Policy and the public space in Hong Kong 
 The spatial quality of public space is shaped by the underlying policy. The POPS are currently 
provided for bonus incentive, but not necessary for a better quality spaces. The policy was designed to 
stimulate the development of social responsibilities and create a better co-operation between the public and 
private. Yet, lack of enforcement and careful evaluation on policy in Hong Kong resulted into some poor 
quality of public spaces. In most cases, the private sectors provide POPS as public corridors to fulfill the 
minimum requirement in the policy and gain maximum benefit. 
 According to the current statistics (HKSARG, 2008), around 70% of the POPS have a size less than 50 
m2. They mostly are narrow spaces which serve for circulation or left over spaces. The circulation spaces 
may serve for the busy pedestrian traffic in high dense areas, but they are unable to relieve the demands of 
public spaces in the city. In Central, Many POPS serve as connecting passages or bridges between different 
properties. In rare cases, large spaces can be found serving as some leisure green spaces. 
 

                                                           
1 Definition of POPS from [1]“Privately Owned Public Space – New York Experience”.  
2 According to the deed of dedication of Time Square 
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2.1.1 Integrated Design with demands in Soft landscape 

In small number of urban renewal projects, the policy was better demonstrated. The POPS has 
stronger role of linking up different neighbouring spaces together. Specific requirements were set up to 
define a clearly the role of these public spaces so as to provide a usable and enjoyable space for the public. 
Some developments like Times Square and Grand Millennium Plaza are built for the urban renewal with 
integrated public spaces. 

Time Square (figure 4, 5, 6), owned by the Wharf Property Ltd, was built in 1994 as major shopping 
mall redeveloped from a former tramway depot. The public space provided in the Time Square is located at 
the corner of Russell Street and Matheson Road and acts as a node of the pedestrian network connecting 
different directions with the covered corridor and the linkage with the Causeway Bay MTR station. The plaza 
surrounded by high dense condition with generous set back becomes an important breathing space. 

Its good connection to the surroundings makes it become a meeting point. It is a successful case of 
POPS where people can walk from one place to another or gather and sit there in the dense urban condition 
in the district. The plaza provided is open and easily accessible for the public. Various activities can take 
place in it which can be an attraction during important events, like Christmas and Count-down in New Year. 

However, the plantings and seating provided in the plaza are insufficient to serve the public. There are 
only 10 benches for 2000 m2 of public spaces, while trees are planted on the peripheral area. The ratio of soft 
landscape is relatively low comparing to parks or gardens. People still can enjoy waiting on this plaza. 
Moreover, the central space allows flexibility for exhibitions, festivals celebrations and public events. 

There are recent debates on the inappropriate management of this POPS. The corporations prevented 
people from sitting or performing in the space, which weakens its publicness of the space. Nonetheless, 
compared to the examples discussed earlier, it demonstrates a better spatial design and responds to the urban 
context.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.1.2  Circulation Dominant in Voluntary Application 

Most public passages meet only the minimum requirement and not more than a corridor (Fig. 7). Some 
provides circulation space through shopping arcades, like Prince Building, and Alexander House, while some 
others provide as a wider passage. 

The Alexandra House (figure 7, 8, 9) provided over 1400 m2 of spaces which link the Des Voeux 
Road and the Queen’s Road Central, the MTR station and other properties of the Hong Kong Land3. 
Elevators and air-conditioned covered walkways allow alternative network other than streets without 
crossing the busy traffic on the ground. This POPS is well used as a part of the pedestrian network, but does 
not satisfy public needs for leisure and activities. Many spaces are used for the major circulation space in the 
shopping malls as arcade surrounded by luxury shops. The amenity like seating, planting is not provided. The 
space does not give a feeling of belonging.  

The problem of insufficient amenities is similar in other properties under the Hong Kong Land in 
Central, and many other developments with the application of the policy. Many are provided as passages. 
                                                           
3 “Hong Kong Lands” is one of the well-established developer which held many property in the Central. 
There premises are linked with bridges and form a network of commercial spaces. 

Figure 4, 5 Location and Plan of 
Times Square 

Figure 6 Existing Situation of 
Times Square 
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Without spaces for sitting or leisure, shopping is the only encouraged activity. 
 

 
 

 
 
  

POPS in both the Times Square and Alexandra House are successful in terms of their connectivity and 
accessibility. They might improve the circulation in the city, but the spatial qualities are very different. 
Mono-usage and lack of facilities of the latter case revealed the deficiency in the policy. Public spaces are 
necessary to act as a place for people to breath, to seat, and as a ground for different activities. No guideline 
or suggestion focusing on establishing these qualities of public space in amenity. 

A very general regulation is applied to all range of public spaces and it allows developers to provide 
spaces which only meeting the minimum requirements no matter how large they are. The spatiality of POPS 
is not well served and controlled. Trees and seating are seldom provided due to the absence in the guidelines. 
Besides being a efficient passages throughout a district, these corridor spaces provide no contribution for the 
public life. 
 
2.2 Policy and the public space in the New York City 
 In the New York City, the policy of POPS was influential to the cityscape, especially in the 
commercial districts. The concept was first proposed in the Voorhees draft zoning resolution in 1958 and 
established as a part of the zoning regulation in 1961. After the establishment of the regulation, over 500 
cases of POPS were provided. Similar to Hong Kong, the developments are able to gain certain times of 
floor area bonus as return for the contribution of public space.  
 However, the policy prompted failure during the first 10 years. The developers gained extra floor area 
bonuses easily due to the loose requirement. Isolated plazas and arcades were provided to satisfy the 
minimum requirement and make little impact made on the urban condition. In order to avoid abuse of the 
policy, more specific spatial types and requirement were set up. “Plaza” was replaced by “Urban Plaza” and 
“Residential Plazas” which introduced in 1975 with clearly defined requirements on various criteria to 
ensure the quality of the dedicated public space. Furthermore, “Sidewalk Widening” was added as new 
spatial type to provide fewer bonuses as it only served as “the circulation space as a continuous open area at 
the same elevation as the adjoining sidewalk”. Through the research and evaluation conducted by Jerold S. 
Kayden, a significant improvement of spatial type of the latter revision proved the success of the Plaza 
Reform. (Kayden, 2000) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10 comparison of the Plaza reform4(Kayden, 2000) 
                                                           
 

Figure 7,8 Location and Plan of Alexandra House 
 

Figure 9 Photo of Alexandra House 
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 An evaluation mechanism was set up and conducted by the Department of City Planning to ensure the 
quality of public space periodically. Detailed records of all cases are maintained to judge their successes and 
shortcomings. According to the on-going analysis on the quality of the existing cases, the gradual refinement 
of these regulations prevents unsatisfactory POPS formed. Some unsatisfying spatial types are now 
proposing to be cancelled in the latest discussion in New York City. Categories with different requirements 
and bonus ratios were introduced and modified to prevent inappropriate application on the regulation. 
Followings are the spatial types used: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11 Spatial Types established in New York City 5 
   
2.2.1 Urban Plaza 

Urban Plaza is an open area for public use on a zoning lot. It is publicly accessible and visible, and 
meets the requirements to ensure the quality of public space. This spatial type was set up at the beginning the 
policy and was aimed to relax the dense urban fabric. It is required in size of minimum of 200 m2, with 
sufficient plantings and seating, and good control in accessibility and visibility from the surrounding. 
(Kayden, 2000) 

POPS in various sizes ranging from 200 m2 can be applied as an urban plaza and make this spatial 
types flexible to contribute in the city fabric. Some successful small pocket spaces like the space on 520, the 
Fifth Avenue, provide protected and quiet spaces for lunch and leisure gathering. Trees and water features 
help in creating relaxing atmosphere which acts as an instant relieve in the crowded district. Meanwhile, big 
plazas, like the one found in the Citigroup Centre are able to provide sufficient space for group activities and 
various functions. The same ratio of seating and planting are kept for these cases to ensure the quality and 
use of the spaces.   
 
2.2.2 Covered Pedestrian Space - 590, Madison Avenue 

Covered Pedestrian space is an enclosed space provided for the comfort and convenience interior 
spaces for the general public. It allows connection between two streets or to the transport interchange. It is 
required to be open between 7.00am to 12.00am. The intention of this spatial type is to provide an alternative 
of interior pedestrian spaces for flexible usage, which protected from rain strong sun and poor air quality. 
(Kayden, 2000) 

590, Madison Avenue (previous known as IBM Building) is one of the successful covered pedestrian 
spaces. The building is situated at a dense commercial district in a corner between the Fifth Avenue and the 
57th Street. A transparent atrium is provided on the ground level with connection to its adjacent street. It is 
well connected to the two adjacent streets and the neighboring buildings and provide as an alternative 
circulation. Its transparent façade allows direction visual connection with the streets and draw people to the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
4 Statistics from [1]“Privately Owned Public Space – New York Experience”, 
The research conducted distinguished the cases into 5 standards. Destination cases demonstrate a 
user-friendly and enjoyable environment while Marginal cases are not satisfying. Spatial type “Plaza” was 
first established in 1960s. Due to the loose requirement, majority of the cases was disappointing and fell into 
the lower standard of spaces. The new spatial types “Urban Plaza” and “Residential Plazas” were introduced 
to substitute “Plaza” in 1975. The number of better POPS was provided after this amendment. 
5 Spatial Types and Photos from [1]“Privately Owned Public Space – New York Experience”. 
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interior. Plenty of vegetation and movable chairs and tables are offered as a welcoming gesture and create a 
leisure atmosphere.  

However, this is one of the few good applications of covered pedestrian space found in New York City. 
Similar to the cases found in Hong Kong, privatization of POPS is easily found in these interior public 
spaces. The low visibility and integration with the commercial activities is the major factor of diluting the 
sense of public. The surrounded atmosphere cannot serve well for some public activities and over-managed 
by the securities within the enclosed space. Many cases only can serve as a passage with low activities 
variety. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3 Policies required for improving the urban and spatial situation  

Even though the concept of POPS are applied in both cities, the qualities resulted are different under 
the policies between the two cities. Due to the insufficient guidance in the Hong Kong policy, many 
unsatisfying cases exist. Some unsatisfying cases are also found in New York City, however, there are 
increasing amount of better cases. This reflects POPS ensure New York City to shape a better public 
environment.  
 
2.3.1 Defining Spatial Types 

The current regulation in Hong Kong was defined with one major purpose, but no system of spatial 
types is established to differentiate the qualities. This resulted in spaces reaching only the minimum 
requirement and serving as narrow corridors. The system of spatial types in New York City is able to help to 
improve the situation, and regulate the standard of the spaces with bonus ratio reconsidered and prevent 
unsatisfactory cases happened. Different types are set up with specific requirements according to the usage. 
Spatial types used for leisure and enjoyment, like “Plaza” and “Internal Pedestrian Space”, require detail 
guidelines to achieve better quality of spaces. The requirements for circulation spaces, like “street widening” 
is fewer, but the floor area bonus should be lower. 

One of the merits of the invention in Hong Kong is the multi-level of public spaces addressed in the 
policy. Towards the modern development, the city can be developed in a multi-levels of ground, with both 
interior and exterior public spaces. The accessibility and visibility are need to be addressed. The interior 
spaces can be usable only when it is visible directly to the public. 
 

Figure 12 Urban Plaza in 520, 
Madison Avenue 

Figure 13 Covered Pedestrian 
Space, 590, Madison Avenue 
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2.3.2 Detail Guidelines to ensure the quality 
The detail guidelines established in New York City also help in regulating the POPS. Many criteria on 

the dimensional aspects like size, frontage, minor spaces, and visibility are required to be met. Sufficient 
amenities, including trees and seating, signage, rubbish bins are also stated in the requirement. These 
quantitative requirements are effective to control the spaces, but it is better to have a qualitative framework 
for this set of guidelines. As these spaces are provided to serve the public, setting qualitative framework 
helps to reduce the cases only satisfying the minimum requirement, but not public usable for the public. The 
following are the proposed parameters which we would look at: 

 
Connectivity and Accessibility  
The POPS are required to be easily accessible and welcoming to the public. It should be easily found 
and not isolated with the surrounding context. Visual connection is also important for people finding the 
space and can avoid privatization. The requirement on frontage, depths, transparency for interior space 
may provide a better control in this aspect.  
 
Usability 
Secondly, the POPS needed to be usable. Well-shaped and Well-proportion are important for 
accommodating various activities. Seating and amenities is necessary to serve the public activities. For 
large public space, zoning of active and passive usage can support different activities taking place. 
 
Attractiveness 
The atmosphere of the POPS is also important. Soft landscape is attractive within the dense environment 
and introducing trees and water feature can create a leisure sensation. Public events or exhibition can 
also activate the spaces with temporary activities. 

 
 
3. URBAN INFLUENCE OF THE POLICY 
 

The urban development is shaped by the economic growth. The shift of power from the government to 
the private sectors becomes a challenge in the public realm. The policy of POPS is responding to this current 
urban phenomenon by allowing co-operation between the private and the public so as to balance the interest 
of the two parties. The developers are urged to take up the social responsibility through the policy of POPS. 
This kind of contribution of public spaces can be integrated with the urban fabric and influence the 
pedestrian experience. 

This policy is intended to release the high density of the city centre and bring a positive impact towards 
the cityscape. 40 years after the implantation of the policy in New York, communal spaces were provided 
and integrated with the rapid urban development. The POPS on one hand celebrated the powers of private 
sectors; on the other hand, they demonstrated a new interpretation of the nolli map through commercial 
development. The cases located in the fifth avenue in New York (figure 14), is one of the cases illustrated the 
interconnected interior and exterior public spaces between the Sony Building, AT&T building and the Trump 
Tower. This integration of the transition and connection served well for the city and easily connected to the 
atrium space in the IBM Building. 
 Introduction of the policy was also beneficial to the urban condition in Hong Kong, even though most 
cases are used as connective tissues in the city. The network in Central (figure 15), the central business 
district in Hong Kong, was composed by these public spaces under private development. They create a 
pedestrian network between the major buildings. Hong Kong Land as the major owner of the district 
provided a multi-layer pedestrian linkage and passage which allows an alternative circulation in the 
air-conditioned walkway and bridges. This is an advantageous to the passengers to have this alternative. Yet, 
dominated by circulation and integration with luxury activities reduces the publicness of the POPS. 
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 Voluntary application is adopted in both cities and GFA bonus is the incentive to activate the private 
contribution on public spaces. No overall planning or co-ordination between each privately owned public 
space control the location of them. This sometime resulted into public spaces repeating the roles within a 
small district. A district planning is applied in Singapore (figure 16) to provide a framework for the system of 
this kind of public space. The issue of connectivity, types of usage are planned and suggested to the private 
developers. The Orchard Road redevelopment scheme was done in this planning way and led by the 
government planning, which ensure the contribution of the public spaces, but it is conducted in a more 
restricted way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14 Urban Condition of POPS 
in the New York City 
(5th Avenue) 

Figure 15 Urban Conditions of POPS in Hong Kong(Central) 
a. Narrow public space found distributed on g round 
b. Bridge connection between the development 

Figure 16 Urban design plan in signapore (from  http://www. ura.gov.sg) 
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4   MANAGEMENT AND THE RELATED POLICY 

 The management issue is one of the major drawbacks of applying POPS. Under the legal definition of 
POPS, the management and ownership of the space are in the hands of the owners. It is their responsibility to 
manage with the area. The ownership principally does not affect the publicness, however, the management 
power entitled would limit the use in these public spaces. 
 
4.1 Commercial Activities 
 Inappropriate usage for commercial activities will be privatized the space. The freedom to the public 
would be reduced as it limits types of users who are able to enjoy the space. If rents are involved in these 
activities, it would further violate the intent of the policy as the building area was given in advance as bonus. 
Generally only minor portion up to 5% is allowed for commercial use as café or kiosk, which are meant to 
serve the public. 
 A controversy on these privately owned public spaces in Hong Kong was raised in 2008 on the 
management issue. The plaza provided in the Times Square located in Causeway Bay, was well-designed and 
popular for various uses. Its popularity is also attractive for commercial activities organized in plazas. 
However, it was discovered that the developer made profit from renting its plaza. It should be open for the 
public in return of the bonus received. The grey zones in the guidelines for management and operation 
created loopholes for the owner to make profit through renting the public space. 
 
4.2  Restriction and Surveillance 

The management power of private sectors also involves the issues of surveillance. Some 
management agents abuse this management in restricting public activities. (Cuthbert, 1995) 

The same standard for management is applied in both the private and public parts of the 
development and restricting the public activities. Activities like performance, sitting on steps or planter are 
always discouraged, especially for the interior spaces. These all measure are not necessary for the public 
spaces and reducing the publicness of these spaces. To secure the public and the property of the corporations, 
cameras and guards are used in the area. Although they can provide security, they also unnecessarily disturb 
the activities of the general public.  
 Lack of public acknowledgement of the public space is another reason for allowing the inappropriate 
management mentioned above. Signage in standard format is required to be provided in New York City for 
public’s information. It allows the public to know their right in these public rights and avoid inappropriate 
management occur. If the general public do not realize such public spaces exist, the privatization of public 
spaces and surveillance will be easier to occur without the public observation. 

The solution for management required a clear definition of the rights and responsibility for the 
owners to avoid the grey area in the legislation. Guidelines on management and government/public 
inspection may help in reducing the above problems. This drawback may still exist, but the situation can be 
improved through the debates between private and public sectors and clarify the issues. 

  
5 Conclusion 
 

Public space is a place where all the public is allowed to have the rights of access and use, but not 
necessarily related to its ownership. Both the government and private developers provide public space to 
serve the public life. The policy of “privately owned public space” allows the contribution from the private 
sectors and beneficial to the private urban development. This kind of public spaces cannot be compared with 
the traditional European piazza, which contains strong symbolic meaning and combined with the public 
buildings and churches, but they can serve well as leisure spaces in the high dense city. The policy has strong 
shaping force on the city and transforms commercial districts into enjoyable places. 

The involvement of private sector can share the cost of urban development, but privatization of 
the public spaces may easily occur without careful guidelines and regulations. Loopholes in the policy will 
easily cause mis-uses of the policy for owner’s benefits and neglecting the social welfare. On-going revisions 
of the New York policies reveal the necessity of setting up an evaluation mechanism. Accessibility, visibility 
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and usability are important to ensure the protection of the public realm. For the condition in Hong Kong, the 
multiple ground situation and relationship with the sloped topography may also need to be addressed in the 
spatial types, which are affecting the accessibility. In order make use of POPS in Hong Kong, a similar 
evaluation process is necessary to adjust the policy suitable for the local culture and urban condition. 
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ABSTRACT：The important adjustment of administrative divisions of Hangzhou in 2001 made its urban 

area reach 3068k ㎡, leading to the beginning of its historic development. With the new round establishment 
of master urban planning, Hangzhou determined the future urban spatial form is group urban spatial 
form.This paper summarizes the development process of urban spatial form of Hangzhou in recent years and 
analyzes the features of several significant moves carried out for the new urban spatial form. 
 
KEYWORDS: Hangzhou, urban spacial form, strategies, characteristics  
 
1  BACKGROUND: ADJUSTMENT OF ADMINISTRATIVE DIVISIONS AND NEW URBAN 
SETUP 

 
Hangzhou is located in Changjiang River Delta. For the sake of varied landform and dense river 

network, the urban form had developed from concentrated form to linear form, and then to planar form. 

1.1  The limitation of land had placed urban development in a difficult position 
The planar form had brought urban diseases: Since the adoption of reform and opening 

policies, Hangzhou maintains a rapid economic growth. Urban sprawl had led an uncontrolled expansion of 
unban form and brought lots of diseases such as overcrowding, traffic jams, environmental pollution, high 
land price. 

Dismantling old constructions to build the new city. Different functions shared the same area.: For a 
long time, Hangzhou didn’t have enough urban area to support it’s development, the only way to build the 
new city was dismantling the old constructions, so it had caused a spatial overlap of different functions such 
as living, working, travelling, reservation of historic sites. 

The limitation of land had seriously handicapped economic development and the process of 
urbanization: For many years, Hangzhou had all along been in the front rank of China in terms of economic 
aggregate. But the limitation of land had seriously handicapped economic development and the process of 
urbanization. As a regional central city, Hangzhou didn’t have strong radiant ability to promote the whole 
region’s development. 

1.2  Administrative divisions & City orientation & Development goals 
 
 

Administrative divisions: The important adjustment of administrative divisions of Hangzhou in 2001 

made its urban area reached 3068k ㎡ including Xiaoshan and Yuhang districts. This action had completely 
resolved the problem of land limitation and created a new setup of urban development. For future requests, 
Hangzhou needed a brand new orientation and development goals adapted to the new setup. 

City orientation: Hangzhou’s city orientation can be summarized in 3 levels:  
First, it’s the capital city and economic, political and cultural center in Zhejiang province. Second, it’s a 

famous historic city and core of southern Changjiang River Delta in China. Finally, it’s an international 
scenic-tourist city.  
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Development goals: With this orientation, Hangzhou determined a series of development goals:  
Promoting industrialization, informationization, marketization and internationalization through 

urbanization, encouraging urban organic renewal, realizing unbanization by scientific method and basically 
achieving modernization as soon as possible. 

Establishing the city's brand image, emphasizing city characters, constructing Hangzhou as “The city of 
quality life”, “Leisure City”, “Silicon Valley with ideal environment” and enforcing competitive ability of 
industry and culture. 

Collaborating with Shanghai to promote the integral development of Changjiang river delta. Enforcing 
its radiant ability as sub-center in this region. 

Developing as historical city, cultural city and international scenic-tourist city.  
 

2 CHALLENGE: DEVELOPMENT OF GROUP URBAN SPATIAL FORM   
 
With the new urban orientation and development goals, how to inherit history and take advantage of 

Hangzhou’s development foundation to achieve those goals? On the basis of drawing lessons from unban 
development in China, Hangzhou determined to realize historic transformation by promoting group urban 
spatial form. 

2.1  Advantages  
The foundation of development: Hangzhou had all along been in the front rank of China in terms of 

economic aggregate before the adjustment of administrative divisions and was political, economic and 
cultural center in Zhejiang province. Xiaoshan and Yuhang were also located in the top hundred districts 
which had powerful economy in China. 

Rudiments of the new urban form: The original urban form of Hangzhou was a planar form with three 
cores including the old city zone, economic and technological open zone in Xiasha, high and new technology 
open zone in Binjiang. The original Hangzhou city and the two districts in Xiaoshan and Yuhang were 
separated in space. These three regions, especially Xiaoshan and Yuhang districts were composed of well 
hierarchical structures. The natural landform of these regions was hilly land which was typical in southern 
Changjiang delta. Although these cities and townships were scattered, they organized into an integral system 
with strong political and economic relations. 

 
Figure 1  Rudiments of the new urban form 

2.2  The theoretical foundation 
Definition of group urban spatial form: Group urban spatial form is an urban system composed of 

different cities and townships. As the size of each zone is limited, it cannot include all functions of modern 
cities. Although focusing on different functions, they collaborate together as an integral system which has 
well hierarchical structure. On the other hand, the urban system also promotes political and economic 
development of each zone. This urban spatial form can strengthen the relationship between urban and rural 
areas. It is a superior urban spatial form which is widely accepted as ideal metropolis form. Basing on the 
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current situation of Chinese cities’ development, it is necessary to develop group urban spatial form through 
adjustment of administrative divisions. 

Requirements for integral development of group urban system: 
First, every part of the group urban system should have solid foundation.  
The group urban system composed of different zones with different founctions needs integral 

development. The key for it is that every part in the system should have solid foundation. That is to say every 
zone should amass enough economic and political foundation since the adoption of reform and opening 
policies. 

Second, Group urban system should has strong radiant ability. 
One major purpose for developing group urban spatial form is radiating cities nearby in politics and 

economy to promote the integral development of the whole area. That requires the foundation of each city 
especially the center city strong enough to create new advantages for urban growth and competition. This 
radiant ability influences not only levels above the group urban system but also levels below it. 

Finally, the separation of different zones in group urban system.  
Zones of different fountions in the group urban system are seperated with each other in space and 

develop independently. So the resource utilization transforms from land resource utilization to land capital 
utilization. 

2.3  New urban form 
With the new round establishment of master urban planning, Hangzhou determined the future direction 

of urban development called “downtown area expands to east, new towns are exploited along Qiantang River 
and tourizm focuses on west.”  

Urban platial form transforms from planar form which centers on the old city zone to group net form 
which covers across Qiantang River. The group urban platial form with two development axes is composed 
of one center, three sub-centers and six groups with six greenbelts among them.  

One center: The central city zone serves as center of politics, economy, scientific education, information, 
culture, tourism. It includes living, administration, business and finance, tourism and service, technology and 
education functions. 

Three sub-centers: Three new towns including Jiangnan, Linping and Xiasha serve as sub-centers of 
high and new technology industries, business and finance, comprehensive industry, technology and education. 
Among them, Jiangnan is an expected business center and modern industrial district, which mainly depends 
on high-tech industrial parks. Linping is a comprehensive industrial district of modern processing and 
manufacturing. Xiasha is a comprehensive district which mainly depends on economic and technological 
development zones and University Districts. 

One center and three sub-centers make up the main image of Hangzhou.  
Six groups: Transferring superfluous population and industries from central city zone. It is divided into 

two parts. Northen part is a comprehensive district of culture, recreation, tourism, economy, higher education. 
Southern part depends on comprehensive industries, local logistics, high and new technology industries. 

Six greenbelts: Open spaces among groups are reserved for green belts to avoid destruction of urban 
environment. 
    Geographic center and two development axes: The geographic center of the new urban form includes 
north Qianjiang new town and south Qianjiang century town. The east-west axis along Qianjing river guides 
development of urban ecological environment. The north-south axis composed of the center city zone and 
Jiangnan new town guides development of urban space.  
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Figure 2 Group urban spatial form 

2.4  Directions of urban development 
According to group urban spatial form, the directions of urban spatial development can be summarized 

in 5 different aspects: 
Eastern area of new urban functions serves as a linker of Shanghai and Hangzhou. 
Improving the quality of comprehensive service, tourism and ecological environment in western area. 

Urban space expands to southern area. Creating new geographic center of new urban form of 3068 k㎡ 
Protecting scenic-tourist resources in northern area and creating new towns on this basis. 
Reviving the old city zone by renovation and reconstruction. 

 
Figure 3  Directions of urban development 

3  CREATING NEW TOWNS: PUTTING GROUP URBAN SPATIAL FORM INTO EFFECT 

3.1  Four Levels of urban form of Hangzhou 
The urban form of Hangzhou can be summarized into 4 levels. From top to bottom they are: 
The city group in Changjiang River Delta, which crosses the administrative divisions. 

The Hangzhou city with area of 166,000 k㎡, which is based on its administrative divisions. 

Municipal district with area of 3068 k㎡ 
Satellite towns or the districts of the same fuctions as satellite towns are called “new towns”. These new 

towns’ development depends on urban complex. New town construction is the key of putting group urban 
spacial form into effect.  
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3.2  Integral development & New town construction 
The main part of group urban spacial form is “one center, three sub-centers and six groups”. The central 

city zone, new towns and groups are separated with greenbelts wedge into the open spaces among them.  
The three layers are widely different in modernization level. The central city zone has the highest 

modernization level for historic reason. The new towns also have high modernization level. The six groups 
which transformed from the original townships have low modernization level though the economic 
foundation is solid. So it’s crucial to promote the integral development of Hangzhou city. And the most 
important one is how to transform district building into town construction. 

3.3   Focus of urban spacial development: construction of 20 new towns 
Following the conception of top-down urban planning and down-top urban construction, Hangzhou 

focuses urban spacial development on construction of new towns and urban complexes. In July 2008, on the 
basis of group urban spatial form, Hangzhou put forward a strategy of creating 10 new towns along Qiantang 
river to make the most of the city’s 90 km shoreline. Among these new towns, Qianjiang is located in the 
central city zone, as the geographic and functional center of the new urban form and intersection point of two 
development axes. 

Meanwhile, creating another 10 new towns along major rivers and roads. The new urban spacial form 
can be putted into effect by the construction of 20 new towns. Finally, Hangzhou will build 100 city 

complexes of area of 62,000,000㎡. These city complexes occupying 140,000mu will cover the whole city 
and drive the construction of new towns. 

 
Figure 4 Construction of 20 new towns 

4  CONCLUSIONS 

Under the process of urban modernization with special national conditions in China, the development of 
Hangzhou's urban form is a representative one. Facing the new challenges of realizing a new urban form, 
Hangzhou makes corresponding strategies, which is valuable for the other Chinese cities similar to 
Hangzhou. 
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ABSTRACT:   Tieling New City is a master-planned new city built eight kilometers Southwest of Tieling 
Old City, an ancient (and formerly walled) city that is the gateway between the fertile SongLiao Plain of 
Northeast China and the industrial cities of the Bohai Bay crescent.  This paper documents the national, 
provincial and municipal policies and ideologies that contributed to the making of this new city and 
compares social, economic, and physical aspects of Tieling New City with those of Tieling Old City.  
KEYWORDS: Tieling, Shenyang, Liaoning, China, new city, old city, urbanization, urban planning, 
ideology 
 
 It is estimated that 1 out of every 25 people in the world is a resident of a Chinese city who arrived 
or was born in that city since the current round of economic reforms in China began in 1978. This great 
migration and rapid urbanization reveals ideological forces that are transforming the built environment.  
 In the summer of 2000, it was announced that China intended to establish 20 new cities annually 
until 2020 - a period of 20 years during which 400 new cities would be planned and constructed. According 
to then Minister of Civil Affairs, Doje Cering, the plan is to increase the urbanization of China’s rural areas. 
 

 
 

Figure 1  (left) Tieling Master Plan with the Old City to the Northeast and the New City to the Southwest. 
(provided by Tieling Planning Bureau) 

Figures 2 and 3  Shenyang Master Plan, before (center) and after (right), shows a concentric growth pattern 

that differs from the New City model of Tieling. (中国城市规划设计研究院总主编, 

《城市规划资料集》（第二分册), 中国建筑工业出版社, 2004.) 
 
TIELING 
 
 This paper investigates Tieling, an urban model tucked away from the spotlight of international 
media - where the "new city" is paired in name and governance to an adjacent "old city" (Fig. 1)  Tieling 
New City, (planned population of 300,000) is located 8 kilometers southwest of Tieling Old City (current 
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population 340,000).  Tieling New City has now constructed adequate infrastructure and housing that it is on 
the brink of becoming inhabited and the municipal government has relocated to a lakeside district of the new 
city this year.  The authors' interest in Tieling was initiated when both authors were separately asked to 
participate in planning competitions and projects for Tieling New City.  The paper is a result of the insight 
from that project work and is augmented by research, field investigation, and interviews. 
 
OLD CITY 
 
[The Old City] has all the basis to become a good city – there's a mountain and a river, and good feng 
shui.  It already has infrastructure and an active population. (residents who work for the  electric 
company, Tieling Old City) 
 
 Tieling was originally settled due to it's strategic geography. It is the gateway to the fertile SongLiao 
Plain (named for the SongHua and Liao Rivers) which lies to the north of the city and is situated in a narrow 
pass through which flows the Liao River - one of China's seven largest rivers - on its southerly route to Bohai 
Bay.  Ancient paths, early railroads, and modern highways have been and are circuited through this same 
narrow pass between the Nulu'erhu Mountains to the west and the foothills of the Changbai Mountains to the 
East.   
 There is evidence of Stone Age inhabitants 7,000 years ago. Artifacts indicate that the area had 
cultural and economic relationships with central China early in the Yin and Shang Dynasty and further 
evidence confirms continuing close ties during the Warring States Period and the Yan State.  The Tomb of 
the Handmaiden survives from the Jin Dynasty. The Tieling White Pagoda and CiQing Temple at Dragon 
Mountain survive from the Tang Dynasty. 
 The endurance of it's cultural legacy, however, is challenged by Tieling's strategic military position 
and this has led to the destruction of the city during periods of dynastic succession and modern wars. 
 

 
 

Figure 4 (left) Tieling, a 4-square / 4-gate Chinese city plan situated on the east bank of the Liao River. 
(provided by Tieling Planning Bureau) 

Figure 5  (center left)  Tieling in 1920, showing the walled city nestled against Dragon Hill to the southeast 
and the rail station in Tiexi, west of the walls. (provided by Tieling Planning Bureau) 

Figure 6  (center right) Shenyang (formerly Moukden) in 1912, a notable 9-square / 8-gate Chinese city plan 
with the Imperial Palace in the center block.  (Madrolle's Guide Books, 1912) 

Figure 7  (right)  A contemporary map of Tieling shows the river to the west, the important railway lines, 
Dragon Hill, and the disappearance of the city walls.  (provided by Tieling Planning Bureau) 

 
 Tieling Wei, as it was known, was established in the Ming Dynasty as a walled garrison to defend 
against invasion from the Mongolian and Nuzhen tribes of the north (Fig. 4). The walled city of Tieling was 
roughly square in plan and oriented slightly NNE on the east bank of the Liao River. It nestled against the 
northwest slope of Dragon Hill, an isolated hill that sits in the river valley (Fig. 5). The nearby major city of 
Shenyang, the early capital of the later Qing Dynasty and the current capital of Liaoning Province, is a 9-
square walled city with 8 gates (Fig. 6).  
 The Manchu Qing conquest of what is now northeast China killed or drove Han Chinese loyal to the 
Ming Dynasty south which resulted in a drastic reduction in population.  According to Governor Zhang 
Shangxian, in 1661, "Tieling and Fushun only have a few vagrants" (Edmonds, 1985). Tieling County was 
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established in 1664, the third year of the reign of Qing Emperor Kangxi.  Through much of the Qing 
Dynasty, Tieling was a small town whose strategic importance was limited because the Qing rulers, being 
from the north, found it unnecessary to defend against their home territory. 
 As the Qing Dynasty faded, Russia gained control of the northeast railroad in the late 19C as part of 
the Eight Allied Army concessions but lost control of the rail territories to Japan. In the Spring of 1905, the 
last land battle of the Russo-Japanese War resulted in a victory for the Japanese forces in Shenyang.  The 
Russian troops retreated north from Shenyang through the pass at Tieling to modern-day Siping in what is 
now Jilin Province.  Along the way, the Russian troops torched Tieling to thwart Japanese advances to the 
north.  Again, like the aftermath of the Qing victory over the Ming, Tieling was reduced to ruins.  However, 
it's important location along the South Manchuria Railroad, which was controlled by Japan, meant that 
Tieling would be rebuilt and governed by Japan from 1932 -1945 as part of Japanese Manchukuo. 

        

 
 

  
Figure 8  As recently as the 1960s, Tieling was a rural town of pingfans, small one story buildings. 

(provided by Tieling Planning Bureau) 
Figure 9  Tieling Old City, street market showing scale of recent development in the background (photo by 

R.Henderson, May 2008) 
Figure 10  Tieling is the northernmost city of the BoHai Bay conurbation and the gateway between the 

BoHai Bay cities to the south and the fertile, grain-rich, SongLiao Plain of northern China (Lo and Yeung, 
1997) Figure 11  Tieling Old City, from atop Dragon Mountain (photo by S.Szabo, July 2009) 

 
 Before the establishment of the People's Republic of China, Tieling was a rural settlement - a little 
town with a wall and towers.  As recently as the 1960s, much of the city (inside and outside the walls) was 
pingfans (small one story buildings) (Fig. 8). Beginning in the 1960s, the western part of the city, Tiexi 
(Tieling West), grew toward the train station.  Tiexi is the old industrial quarter and today is the poorest area 
of the city with factories either being moved out or closing.  In this period, the QingHe Hydroelectric Power 
Plant, the largest in China at the time, was constructed in Tieling County.  In 1984, Tieling was elevated to 
city status, and though most buildings were still pingfans, a new city center linking the railroad and Tiexi 
with the old city was constructed (Fig. 9). This was also the time when the ancient walls were taken down 
(Fig. 10).  The south part of the city remained agricultural land until the 1990s but, as the city grew, new 
roads and neighborhoods were developed here along the transportation routes leading to and from the 
provincial capital of Shenyang which is located just 30 kilometers south of Tieling (Figs. 11). 
 
NEW CITY IN CONTEXT OF POLICY AND IDEOLOGY 
 

Tieling New City is for young people, with skills, without a life already developed in the Old 
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City. For them, its an opportunity to develop their lives in a better place.  (restaurant owner, 
Tieling Old City) 

 
 Cities are the main engines of economic growth in China today.  The government aims to increase 
economic productivity and narrow the urban-rural income gap through the development of cities and towns.  
The 10th Five Year Plan (2001-05) described urbanization as part of the modernization process.  It stated that 
“the conditions are ripe for China to push urbanization forward and it should lose no time in implementing 
its strategy along this line”. Furthermore, it strongly emphasized the development of the service industry in 
the directions of market-orientation, industrialization and socialization, with a focus towards increasing 
employment opportunities. 
 Under the 11th Five Year Plan (2006-10), urbanization continues to be key in the government’s 
development objectives.  This plan emphasizes a balance of regional development between the coastal and 
inland provinces by coordinating the development of large, medium-sized, and small cities and statutory 
towns, and strengthening the development of uban settlements around metropolitan areas.   National and 
provincial governments are told to focus their efforts on towns with what could be a high potential for 
employment generation and economic growth.  In order to solve the employment problem, the plan calls for 
the implementation of strategies and urbanization that promote coordinated development in large areas such 
as the western region, revitalizing old industrial bases in the northeast (such as Tieling) and other regions, 
promoting the rise of the central area, and encouraging faster development of the eastern area.  Certainly the 
attention to Liaoning Province can also be tied to the rise of Li Keqiang, former Secretary of Liaoning 
Provincial Committee of the CPC and currently Vice-Premier of the Political Bureau of the Central 
Committee of the CPC, China's highest governing body. 
 While urbanization is encouraged, as of this year, China’s Land Authority has called on local 
governments to carry out land reclamation to make up for the loss of existing arable land to non-farming 
purposes in order to ensure future grain security.  China aims to keep its arable land at 121 million ha by 
2010 and no less than 120 million ha by 2020.  Nevertheless, Tieling New City is constructed on highly 
productive arable land.  
 Liaoning (Fig. 12) was one of the first provinces in China to industrialize.  Beginning under 
Japanese occupation, and continuing into the 1950s and 60s during the Maoist Great Leap Forward, much of 
China’s Northeast region today, has a heritage of heavy industry.  This early focus on heavy industry has 
become a liability, and the province faces challenges related to pollution and poor living conditions, 
insufficient public services and infrastructure, and many economic difficulties relating largely to the 
conversion of former state-owned enterprises, and subsequent unemployment.  The Chinese central 
government, recognizing the difficulties but also the opportunities in the region, has launched a campaign to 
“Revitalize the Northeast”. The core of the program is to revitalize the regions's traditional industry while 
speeding development in aspects of structural regulation, regional cooperation, economic reform, the 
construction of an environment-friendly economy, and increased efforts in education, healthcare, and cultural 
projects.  
 Inspired by the successes of the Pearl River Delta and the Yangtze River Delta Economic Zones, the 
plan for the revitalization of the old Northeast industrial base is the creation of the Central Liaoning City 
Cluster around Shenyang (the Northeast’s largest city and the capital of Liaoning Province) whose 
groundwork started in 2003 and which was formally opened in April 2005 (Figs. 2, 3).  The total area of the 
Zone is 65,028 sq. km. (43.9% of the provincial total), with a 150 km. radius centered in Shenyang, and a 
population of 21,275,000 (51.1% of the provincial total).  Its level of urbanization has increased to around 
65% from 58% in the last 3 years and the province is the most urbanized in China.  This is to be a key area 
supporting Liaoning Province’s strategy of the coast opening up to the outside world, called the "Five Points 
and One Line", in which nearly 40% of the Northeast's total foreign investment has been concentrated.   
 The idea of the Shenyang Economic Zone is based on the premise that eight cities working together 
are more than eight working alone.  The eight cities are: Anshan (1,300,000) steel city; Fushun (1,300,000) 
coal and petrochemical city; Benxi (950,000) coal and iron city; Fuxin (800,000) coal city; Liaoyang 
(700,000) synthetic fiber city; Tieling (400,000) coal, logistics and education city; and Yingkou (1,100,000) 
port city; with Shenyang (4,000,000) at the center (Fig. 13).  The cluster cities will follow the laws of a 
market re-allocation of resources, mainly by a unified labour and talent market, cohesive information 
platform, integrated transportation, and joint development of cultural construction and tourist resources.  The 
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Liaoning provincial government is now looking to consolidate this alliance with the introduction of a new 
system of residence reform and housing legislation to make it easier for residents to buy apartments in other 
areas of the zone.  
 This new cluster alludes to the structure that existed in the 1950s, when the industries in the eight 
cities worked to complement one another, while maintaining their own distinctive focuses.  Together, for 
instance, the cities had been responsible for one third of China’s total steel output. Shenyang was renowned 
for being China’s “Machinery Equipment Center”, and had unparalleled strength in the manufacture of basic 
machinery, heavy machinery equipment, power transmissions and transformation equipment, as well as 
military equipment.  The late 1970s brought opening-up policies, and with them, cities adopting strategies to 
compete with one another to secure contracts and investments, and much investment went toward creating 
what could be unnecessary duplications of output.  Liaoning province is now aiming to restore the 
cooperation that once characterized the area, with all the efficiency and savings that it entails. (Zhao, 2005) 
 

       
 

Figure 12  (left) Liaoning Province showing cities in the cluster (authors) 
Figure 13  (center) Shenyang city cluster by allocated function (authors) 

Figure 14  (right) Local government predictions for Tieling (authors) 
 
 Together with Shenyang, Tieling will form the ShenTie Industrial Corridor.  Connected with new 
fast rail lines and expressways, the corridor will host 4 bases to support the city cluster: special vehicle 
manufacturing, modern logistics, financial back office operations, and vocational education.  The plan is to 
construct 17 industrial parks (194 sq. km. total) within one city (Fanhe New Town / Tieling New City) and 
seven districts - Tieling Hi-Tech Development Area, Yilu Industrial Park, Yaopu Industrial Park, Fanhu 
Industrial Park, Yinzhou District Industrial Park, Industrial Park of Tieling Economic Development Area and 
Pingdingpu Industrial Park.  According to the plan, by 2010, the corridor will reach an industrial value of 
RMB 150 billion.  By then, 60% of the population of Tieling City, 70% of employment positions, and 80% 
of economic forces will be produced within the newly built space. 
 In 2005, the Tieling Municipal Government made the decision to build a New City.  It was noted 
that Tieling Old City was already full, its infrastructure over-burdened, and its growth restricted by rivers to 
the North and West, and mountains to the East.  The location of the New City was established according to 3 
factors:  the route of the fast train from Dalian to Harbin already under construction; closer proximity to the 
provincial capital of Shenyang; and the attraction of the selected site as a "beautiful landscape which was 
mostly flat" (interview with Ms. Sun, Civil Engineer, Tieling Planning Bureau) with desirable water access 
(Fig. 14). 
 
PLANNING AND DESIGN OF THE NEW CITY 
 

There is an old Chinese saying, "If water flows, money flows," so it was decided that, with the 
Liao River and the Fan River, there would be a system to bring water through the city to make 
Tieling New City the "Water City of North China."  (planner, Tieling Planning Bureau) 

 
 The Tieling City Master Plan (2005 - 2020) outlines the ideology that guides the planning of the 
New City:  1. adhere to the national-level "five balances principle" of harmonious society, scientific 
authority, master planning, regulatory oversight, and municipal control of city planning; 2. adhere to the 
Provincial and Municipal goals of urbanization with Chinese characteristics, rationally-conceived goals and 
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strategies of urban development, comprehensive planning, and sustainable development; 3. adhere to 
Municipal features of conservation, environmental protection, and recognition of Tieling history and culture; 
and 4. integrate the urban infrastructure standards and service levels with the regional infrastructure.  
(Tieling City Masterplan, 2005-2020) 
 Furthermore, the City Plan defines the spatial organization of both the New City and the Old City.  
The New City, with an area of about 20 square kilometers, extends from the mountains to the East, the 
Harbin-Dalian High-Speed Railroad to the west, the former village of Sujiantun on the banks of the Fan 
River to the south, and Lotus Lake to the north.  The New City is characterized as "one center, three axis, 
five areas" which indicates the central axis along the Tianshui Canal axis that terminates at the Government 
Center to the south and Phoenix Mountain to the north, the three axis of the north-south public facilities axis, 
the Fan River landscape axis, and the Ganjiang Road east west commercial axis, and the five functional 
areas: the center area, Xiaofanhe residential area, Wanjiawa residential area, Sujiantu residential area and the 
Liaohai industrial area.  It will be the administrative, financial, recreational, exhibition / conference, 
educational, and tourist center of Tieling. 
 The Old City is characterized as "one center, four axis, four areas." The one center is the the center 
of the old city, just east of the train station.  The four axis refer to four main development corridors:  
Guangyu Street-Chaihe Road, Yinzhou Road, Nanma Road and Nanhuan Road.  The four four functional 
areas are: the center area, Tiexi area near the train station, Chengnan area and Lingdong area. 
 

 
 
Figure 15  looking north with Ruyi Lake (created from damming the Fan River), Diamond Square, and the 

new Government Center in the foreground. (left)   
Figure 16  looking north along Tianshui Canal toward Phoenix Mountain with the Lotus Lake National 

Wetland Park in the distance (center) 
Figure 17  looking south along the Tianshui Canal with the Government Center in the background.  (right)  
(all three aerial photographs, 2008, Tsinghua Urban Planning and Design Institute, used with permission) 

 
 The development of Tieling New City (Figs. 15, 16, 17) is occurring in three phases.  Phase One, 
beginning in 2007, is the construction of Ruyi Lake by damming the Fanhe (Fan River), the Government 
Center whose design was the result of a competition won by Tongji University, and a five-star hotel.  Phase 
One includes a RMB 10 billion investment in 1.5 million sq.m. of buildings, 9 roads, 8 bridges, water 
treatment plant, sewage processing plant, electrical transformer substation, fuel stations, central heating 
plant, and 1.9 million sq.m. of landscape with 170,000 trees and over 1 million shrubs. 
 Phase Two, beginning in 2008, is the laying out and construction of all the roads, utilities, and public 
landscape infrastructure that forms the diamond-shaped plan of Tieling New City.  Phase Three, in 2009, is 
the completion of additional infrastructure Southwest of the Fan River and the final completion of Phases 
One and Two.  Currently, China South City Group, a Shenzhen development company and major investor in 
Tieling New City, is constructing high-rise residential buildings on 2 sq.km. of property. 
 
LANDSCAPE 
 

This is great land for agriculture – for a special Fanhe rice, for corn, such a shame that its all 
gone. (group of elderly residents, Tieling Old City) 

 
I want to go to Tieling New City to see the fountain and Diamond Square that I heard about - 
but I work every night so I haven't had a chance to go.  (woman who works in a dumpling 
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restaurant, Tieling Old City) 
 
 The order of construction in New City Tieling is the same as the construction of a Chinese garden:  
first, the earth is excavated to create bodies of water and then, the excavated material is piled up to create 
hills.  Tieling, which is characterized not only as an "garden city" but the even more exemplary "eco-garden 
city" by the central government, will have a "green cover" that exceeds forty-five percent. 
 The Old City is propitiously situated, as mentioned earlier, in the fertile plain of the Liao River and 
protected by mountains to the east and west.  While the New City also boasts a mountain and a river, it is 
worthwhile to compare the way that these landscapes "work" in the Old City and "decorate" in the New City. 
 The mountain in the Old City, Dragon Mountain, have served as a sacred space in the lives of 
Tieling residents given the presence of temples and the pagoda.  It is a geological anomaly, an isolated hill in 
the sedimented river valley that has played in the imagination and rituals of Tieling since a settlement first 
was made there.  Dragon Mountain is now paired with it's "female" counterpart, Phoenix Mountain, in the 
New City.  Phoenix Mountain is a willfully man-made mountain constructed from material removed from a 
48 meter high hill that impeded the development of the largest logistics center in northern China which is 
being developed by Hong Kong's Hunancheng Group on 7.5 million square meters of land.  This hill, 
coupled with earth dug for the construction of the meandering canal at the center of the New City, was used 
to pile up the new Phoenix Mountain.  If a new city does not have a suitable setting, it is perfectly reasonable 
in contemporary China to build a new landscape that will compensate for poor sites.  Formerly, this 
mountain-building achievement was an imperial act, such as at Jingshan, at the north gate of the Forbidden 
City in Beijing.  A planner at the Tieling Planner Bureau boasted, "Our mountain is like Beijing’s Olympic 
Mountain."  Today, there are man-made hills erupting all across the middle kingdom.   
 The river is similarly manipulated to create Ruyi Lake as the forecourt for the Government Center.  
Rubber dams interrupt the native flow of the river in order to establish a decorative, recreational, and 
symbolic lake. The municipal government boasts that Tieling New City includes a water surface area of 4 
square kilometers, or 20% of the total area of the new downtown, and has accomplished a tree coverage of 
14.19%.  The per capita "green area" will be 12.52 sq.m. of which 10.02 sq.m. is "public green area" which 
means that "private green area" is only 2.50 sq.m.  Given the generosity of public landscapes and the very 
small allocation for private outdoor space, one can imagine that the monumental landscapes of the man-made 
mountain, canal, and lake will be the future focus of both family and civic life in Tieling New City. 
 Despite the ecological sloganeering, it is difficult to accept that an urban plan that has altered the 
flow of waterbodies and moved millions of cubic meters of arable soil into symbolic mountains is indeed an 
integrated ecological system.  However, the plan did protect and "enhance" an important wetland, The Lotus 
Lake National Wetland, which is a critical habitat for migratory birds just north of the Phoenix Mountain as 
an "eco-guide area", the most restrictive category of human access in the city.  Other districts of the city are 
designated as "ecological control areas" or the less restrictive, "ecological protection areas." 
 
STRUCTURE 

Here in the Old City, only four residential buildings have elevators.  In the New City, there are 
only high rises lining the new streets - all wide and straight." (Mrs. Lu, Tieling Old City) 
 
The government took all the money they were supposed to invest in pingfans and spent it on 
the New City.  [We are at the foot of Dragon Mountain where] many tourists come through 
and it is embarrassing.  We are so weak ... talk to Hu Jintao for us !  (grandmother who lives 
in a pingfan) 

 
 Since the abandonment of the planned economy for the constitution of the market based system in 
1992, the form and function of cities has changed.  In contrast to the relative uniformity of China’s urban 
sector dating from the centralized policy, the new decentralized city encourages a unique identity and 
competitive urban entrepreneurialism.  In 2003, when the new government of Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao 
declared its intent to alleviate rural poverty and to focus on the poorer central and western zones of China, it 
also stated its conviction that cities are to be favored as vehicles of transition, modernization and 
development.  Urban space has come to be considered as a platform, harnessing a potential for economic 
change – producing real estate markets, the new service sector, and competitive consumerism in general.  
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Branding, promotion, and competitiveness have moved to the forefront of planning considerations, aiming to 
entice the once-rural population and to encourage private investment from China and abroad.   
 Tieling New City is now putting itself on the global map – its new identity within a wider network of 
importance means that it is no longer a small producer city, but rather a shining example of modernization, 
an open market, progress and power.  Branding itself as “The Water City of Northeast China”, “The 
Diamond City”, “The Logistic and Civic Center”, “The Green Backyard of Shenyang”, it will host industrial 
parks, logistic centers, education centers, a golf course, all of which house functions whose reach is far 
beyond the physical city limits.  China’s administration and local politics system, however, is oriented rather 
differently from those of other market-oriented economies.  Local officials are appointed by higher-level 
governments - not elected locally - thus their responsibility is to their superiors and their superior's plans.  
Their performance is therefore also directed to the leadership hierarchy. 
 This chain of command directly influences new urban spatial planning in China.  Tieling New City 
began with a central axis, and on it, the pivot for the entire urban plan – the government center.  Adhering to 
Confucian beliefs and ShanShui traditional laws, water and mountains are located in a North-South 
configuration, locating the intended foreground at the South end, and ensuring it is clearly visible and is the 
ruler over those of a lesser stature (who in turn, ruled over those of an even lesser stature progressing 
northward and outward).   Facing the front, the government buildings designed in the form of the Chinese 
character “pin,” alluding to morality and commitment, also face its leaders in the capital of Liaoning, the 
center of its new economic force (Tan, 2005) 

Skyline regulations have been designed to form a wave as another reinforcement to ensure fortune 
flowing and a hierarchy.  The high-rises just North of the government center, a development entitled 
Qianshuiwan No.1,  and where most government employees have been instructed to purchase apartments, 
will ‘rule over’ the next residential developments, and certainly over the migrant enclaves in the outskirts. 

Very few high-rises currently exist in the Old City, but are beginning to replace the four to five story 
buildings that previously characterized it.  Towers are a symbol of success and luxury offer the most 
expensive residences in the city, lining the new 6-lane roads which are a sign of development and progress 
for local citizens.  In the Old City, the government buildings were dispersed throughout the city.  Today, 
some have been bought by large industry headquarters, but all of them stand empty.  The city center of the 
Old City developed around the traffic hub, with an inter-city train station and bus stations.  Itself a little 
monument and gateway, the station is adjacent to a major commercial axis and a large public square.    
 The shophouse typology, vernacular structures and little hutong openings, which used to combine to 
pattern the city and streets are slowly being cleared away in an effort to ‘clean’ the old city.  None of these 
types have made it onto the New City plan.  Only in the farmer’s compound have five story buildings been 
built – everyone else shall live in towers.   
 
REGULATION 

The New City and Old City will remain divided with a natural reserve between them.  There is 
no intention to connect them. (Ms. Sun, planning bureau engineer) 
 
I am certain that in the future, Tieling will be one big city - the Old City and the New City will 
be united as one beautiful place. (old man from Tiexi) 
 

 With social stratification clearly marked in the structure of the New City plan, its divide from the 
Old City may also be seen, in itself, a further entrenchment of socioeconomic disparities.  While the Old City 
in the North is home to the working class, the educated, professional, commercial, law-enforcing and ruling 
class will be moved to the New City, where quality of life, leisure and success are all planned for.  The 
government is now no longer a part of the old structure, no longer related to the difficulties that result from 
the past.  Aside from the law instructing all law-enforcement and government employees to buy apartments 
and move to the New City, there is no intention in the planning bureau of any other population arriving from 
the Old.   No stimulus was formed offering alternative housing rates for Tieling citizens, or any small-
businesses stimulus to encourage the establishment of new commercial enterprises by locals.  And the prices 
are far higher than what the Old City offers. 
 The resettled farmers, for instance, have received no benefits to help them to open businesses.  
Although they are the first population to settle in the New City (they moved in the winter of 2006), they had 
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no services or shops available to them.  The local primary school was only opened in 2008.  Those who had 
savings immediately opened businesses to fill the niches, but none did so in the allocated commercial spaces 
on the streets.  Due to the cost of the commercial space, they opened businesses inside their flats, within the 
gated compound of their community.  There is no room for these businesses to expand and to reach the rest 
of the city.  In fact, there is no room for the city to grow, as it has been developed as a complete and a finite 
structure.   
 Spatial and landuse planning therefore regulate investment and the market economy.  In turn, urban 
land development seems to be based on a close relationship between the government and developers.  In 
Tieling New City, one developer in particular, Shenzhen Hunancheng Group (now called Tianshui Wuchan), 
invested an estimated 8 billion yuan in the city, financing 5 trade centers in the Northeast Logistic Center, 
the Qianshuiwan No.1 residential development, the theme park, and more commercial buildings.  This was 
also the company that conducted an international concept competition (won by the Australian design firm, 
Cox Group) for the Tieling New City Masterplan in 2006, which followed a brief commissioned by the 
Tieling government and composed by Shanghai Tongji Urban Planning & Design Institute. Hunancheng 
Group proceeded to select the results that would guide the masterplan prepared by China Urban Planning 
Institute (directly under the central government), and the Landscape Department of Tsinghua Institute of 
Planning & Design who designed the landscape.   
 Intended to attract a new population, Liaoning has deepened the reform of the household registration 
management system.   Implemented in 1958, the hukou system is a remnant of Maoist era population and 
migration control by assigning ever citizen a single location to which they can belong and where they can 
receive benefits, creating rigid divides between agricultural and non-agricultural populations and enrooting a 
system where socioeconomic opportunities of individuals are largely determined by birth.  Over the last two 
decades, changes in hukou legislation have altered migration patterns greatly, and the government continues 
to test new legal and economic ideas in the system (Fan, 2008).  Hukou reforms for Tieling New City allow 
for registration within the actual place of residence as early as 1 month after resettlement, and living in the 
city for over 1 year while maintaining a stable source of income, awards an urban hukou.  These new laws 
can entice a young population with either skills to work for an enterprise, or the means to establish a private 
business.   Furthermore, the New City is built to attract the successful urbanites from Shenyang, with villa 
compounds and exclusive clubs, the theme park and golf course, there to create a new backyard for the 
South, at a clear distance from the Old City in the North. 
 
SEQUENCE 

My wife and I like that we live next to the people we work with, it creates a community. … 
There is nothing like that in the New City. The New City was built for the government, it has 
nothing to do with us. (Mr. Lu) 
 
Aside from government officials, all the people in the Old City, will stay in the Old City.  
Officials and public servants have had to buy flats in the New City already – although some 
may choose to stay in the Old City and just keep the flat here empty.  (Ms. Sun, planning 
bureau engineer) 

 
 In Tieling Old City, the saying is “3 meals a day from the 3 state companies”:  the coal company, the 
electric company, and the power-station construction and management company, all state owned, all based in 
and around the city.  These used to be danwei, or work units, which were a fundamental element of the Mao-
era ‘producer city’ vision, its resource allocation, infrastructural engineering and spatial configuration.  The 
danwei was the primary unit that determined the urban scheme.  Each was given land through a government 
quota system to create communal cells within urban blocks, supply housing, childcare, shops and services.   
 In modern-day China, the danwei system has been almost entirely eliminated (the military still has a 
similar system), but it has left imprints on the modern city.  For one thing, inward-looking gated 
communities remain a standard in residential planning, each with its own services and small shops within.  
At the same time, the idea that accommodation is somewhat the workplace’s responsibility still exists.  Each 
of Tieling’s state companies have entered into joint ventures with private developers to build residential 
compounds and offer their employees the option to buy at rates far below the value of the property.  These 
gated communities are inhabited primarily by the employees and their families, creating islands in the city. 
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 In Tieling New City, there is no offer of such joint ventures, and all projects are entirely commercial 
and will be sold by developers at market rate.  The danwei units, however, seem to have left an imprint on 
the urban planning mechanism – construction phases of the New City suggest a similar modular progression 
where lives are built around work.  The government center was built with a high-end residential development 
for government officials, a university campus and teaching hospital in the North of the City constructed with 
a residential block across the street; a local farmer’s resettlement enclave on the city’s Eastern periphery with 
only small vacant shops around, and the beginning construction now is a school and sports center with 
another residential block.  All of these work-life islands are built apart and kept separate by empty urban 
blocks. The phasing decisions therefore don’t allow for the city to function until its final phase is completed. 
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ABSTRACT:Opening the Frontier Closed Area is an on-going research and speculative project that 
critically addresses the future development of the Frontier Closed Area – a borderland buffer zone that was 
established in 1951 to control illegal migration and black-market trade from mainland China. Over time the 
Closed Area has evolved its own specific ecosystem becoming an anomaly in one of the most densely 
inhabited and fastest growing urban regions. It is a zone of immense potentials and contradictions: a radical 
separation between ideologies, economic and political systems, and social and cultural mores. It is a horizon 
of dreams and desires and a site of intense exchange. The paper will explore the regional context and 
massive urbanisation processes that have occurred in the Pearl River Delta over the last thirty years and 
present a proposition for the Closed Area that uses the Zone’s special status to create an urban strategy that is 
mutually beneficial to both sides of the border. 
KEYWORDS: urban transformation, border territory, urban ecology, mutual benefit zone, globalisation, 
industrialisation 
 
BORDER 
 

Hong Kong’s border with Shenzhen is incrementally dissolving. By 2047, 50 years after the 1997 
handover of Hong Kong the border will no longer exist. This also will mean the dissolution of the economic 
and political zones of the “One Country Two Systems” policy; significantly the Special Administration 
Region of Hong Kong and the Special Economic Zone of Shenzhen. As part of the re-integration process 
serious considerations need to be made concerning the potential impact this will have on the urban 
development on both sides of the border with respect to cultural, social and economic fluidity in the creation 
of a Hong Kong-Shenzhen Metropolis.  
 

 

Figure 1: Border dissolution 
 
DELTA URBANISM 
 

The “One Country, Two Systems” policy of China to deal with awkward anomalies such as Tibet, 
Taiwan and Hong Kong, has become the key driver of economic and urban transformation in the entire Pearl 
River Delta region. Specific differences – restricted migration, legal frameworks, and separate currency – 
have in fact created opportunities for exchange. This tension, through the creation of pressure differentials of 
exacerbated differences1, has created symbiotic, or at least, co-dependent but unequal relationships that have 
become drivers for rapid urban growth.  

                                                
1 See Koolhaas, Rem et al, Great Leap Forward, Project on the City, Taschen 2001, the authors develop their 
concept of the ‘City of Exacerbated Difference©’ to explain the exceptional urban developments in the 
region.  
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During the early 1980s, Deng Xiaoping foresaw the potential for China to act as fertile territory for the 
expression of late capitalism in built form. The continued commodification of goods, worldwide 
consumption, and expanding field of production centres, made possible through globalisation, prioritised 
affordable and available land, co-operative governmental controls, and an abundance of cheap labour. Deng 
Xiaoping’s opening up policy of 1978 named Shenzhen as one of five Special Economic Zones, (SEZ’s). 
The SEZ’s sought to become “Windows on the World”2  to allow China, previously closed to outside 
investment since 1949, to permit limited and controlled exchange to the outside world and to generate 
competitive advantages through deregulated enclaves. Shenzhen provided the outlet for outsourced 
production and assembly industry with access to land, labour and financial incentives for industrial growth, 
whilst Hong Kong injected capital and provided a conduit for foreign investment. This is synonymous with 
the global trend of economic structuring towards decentralised production networks with key nodal cities 
providing control services from financial and legal sectors.3 This informational mode of development4 is 
apparent in the relation between Hong Kong and the PRD region through the adaptability of the system both 
in terms of its locational flexibility and the influx of an unending stream of migrant workers.  

This heady formula of globalised development resulted in Shenzhen exploding from a simple fishing 
village of 20,000 in 1978 to 200,000 by 1982 to over 9 million recorded inhabitants in 2009. It is estimated 
that an additional 4 million people live in Shenzhen as a floating population of temporary workers. This 
rapid development was further accelerated by Hong Kong’s 1997 handover which has led to the potential for 
closer collaboration with the mainland. This has also had consequences for Hong Kong, most evident in the 
hollowing out of its former industrial base, but also in the anxieties of having a large, migrant-populated 
border city next door5.    

The Pearl River Delta region has become a concentration of varieties of SEZ’s that include Hong Kong, 
Macau, Zhuhai and Shenzhen, and accelerated growth in existing cities such as Guangzhou and in emerging 
cities such as Dongguan, Longgang and Zhongshan all within a 100km radius. The example of Dongguan, a 
city North of Shenzhen, demonstrates the ability of cities to compete with others for outside investment by 
creating incentives of cheaper land and tax breaks.  As a result of adapting the SEZ model in the form of 
Economic Development Zones, several companies relocated their production operations from Shenzhen to 
Dongguan.  

This unbridled urbanisation created an interconnected network of cities within the Pearl River Delta 
generating the World’s Factory - the production centre for global consumer products. Clearly the Special 
Economic Zone is a type of neo-liberal free market policy, even within the context of being a Chinese 
Government sanctioned controlled experiment. Whilst some of the competitive advantages of these SEZ’s 
are being scaled back since China joined the World Trade Organisation in 2001, reducing city growth from 
over 10% to single digit growth, the SEZ remains a strong catalyst for development.  As such there are 
numerous precedents for experimental rapid urbanisation within the region, both successful and 
unsuccessful. The region is in fact a test bed or laboratory for new forms of urbanity. The various centres of 
the Pearl River Delta currently operating as competitors for investment may become integrated into a 
polycentric agglomeration as the region matures. Or alternatively, it may grow into a vast sprawling 
agglomeration of competing urban nodes, interconnected by industrialised fabric in various states between 
decay and growth.  Currently integration in the region is being considered on an infrastructural and 
commercial basis allowing for easier access and interconnection and greater exchange of services, goods, 
and people.  

For example the new express train link between Guangzhou and Hong Kong is due for completion by 
2015, and the Hong Kong- Zhuhai- Macau bridge, linking all three cities across the mouth of the Delta is due 
by 2016. 

                                                
2  Windows on the World also refers to a theme-park in Shenzhen, named after Deng Xiaoping’s 
proclamation.  
3 See Sassen, Saskia, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 
New Jersey 1991. 
4 See Castells, Manuel, The informational city : information technology, economic restructuring, and the 
urban-regional process, Oxford, UK ; Cambridge, Mass., USA : B. Blackwell, 1989 
5 The exodus from Hong Kong in the years prior to the handover is perhaps emblematic of these anxieties, as 
is the reaction to various outbreaks and pandemics such as the avian flu or SARS  
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In the specific case of Hong Kong and Shenzhen this has meant the addition of new border crossings, 

and the projected connection of public transport networks, an indication that the two cities are reducing 
duplication and competition for market share or resources. Previously the largely centralised and 
infrastructure-led planning processes and policies of Hong Kong’s policy makers, planners and developers in 
part conflicted with those of Shenzhen, whose free-market, rapid and speculative developments meant that 
planning was reactive to already built changes. However, the more recent convergence has allowed for 
increased co-operation, and clearly this will impact on future development of the border zone, specifically 
the Frontier Closed Area within Hong Kong. 
 
CLOSED AREA 
 

In 2010 the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, (HKSAR) will redraw the boundary line of the 
Frontier Closed Area. The area will shrink in size releasing over 2,000 hectares of land for possible 
development. Currently this land has no statutory planning status – its future is undecided and contentious. 
The border between Hong Kong and Shenzhen could not be more extreme: whilst Shenzhen has built high 
rise towers and dense fabric right up to its edge, Hong Kong’s Closed Area has remained frozen in time. The 
agricultural patchwork of fish farms and rice paddies provide testament to Shenzhen’s past landscape. This 
has become a real estate asset for developers on the Shenzhen side who have built high-rise residential 
developments at the border’s edge to supply the demand for open natural views. Nearby settlements in Hong 
Kong’s New Territories such as Yuen Long turn their back to Shenzhen and remain scattered settlements and 
vertical satellite suburbs, orientated towards Hong Kong’s centres to the south. 
 

 

Figure 2: The closed area looking from Hong Kong towards Shenzhen 
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Figure 3: Looking towards the closed area from Shenzhen to Hong Kong 

 
The Closed Area itself is almost 20km long, running from Deep Bay in the West to Starling Inlet in the 

East, and is replete with a diverse landscape of wetlands, mudflats, mangroves, woodlands as well as historic 
village settlements, burial grounds and specific natural habitats such as egretries, bird migratory wetlands 
and bat colonies within abandoned lead mines.  

In contrast to its eco-scape, the Closed Area has become a vast conduit through which large flows and 
exchanges of goods, people and economy occur across the border. In 2007, 15.2 million people travelled 
across the Closed Area border generating $HK58,894.14 million or approximately 5.8 billion Euro of 
revenue on the Hong Kong side alone.6  These exchanges necessitate a growing infrastructure and the 
number of border control points has enlarged from three in 2005 to six today. 

These conflicting pressures on the Closed Area provide a complex mix of competing factors for future 
development. Additionally if recent developments in Hong Kong are anything to go by, they imply that the 
FCA could easily become yet another over developed site in which density sacrifices amenity and where 
existing spatial, cultural and environmental values do not count.  An infrastructure-led planning process, a 
common mode of development in the PRD region, prioritises linear developments operating within the forces 
of market-driven growth. This model has limited flexibility for dealing with values not defined within its 
assumed neo-liberal framework. The potential of the FCA is to adopt an alternative approach to planning and 
one that can not only create mutual economic benefits but also be characterised by ecological, social and 
cultural exchange.  
 
LOOP 
 

A key site within the Closed Area is the Lok Ma Chau Loop – a one square kilometre area of 
contaminated ground that was formed through the straightening of the Sham Chun River as a process of 
consolidating the border and to control flooding. Begun in 1992 and completed in 1997 the straightening of 
the natural meander left a residual piece of what used to be Shenzhen-owned land within the legal 
administration of Hong Kong. Due to its ambiguous status its future occupation has been contested by both 
sides, with each developing their own independent proposals without reaching joint agreement. In 2007 a 
joint task force was set up “to explore the feasibility of developing the Loop on the basis of mutual benefit”7. 

                                                
6 A Statistical Review of Hong Kong Tourism 2007, Hong Kong Tourism Board 2007 
7  http://www.devb-plb.gov.hk/eng/business/pdf/LegCoPaper080527-1e.pdf, Legislative Council Panel on 
Development, Study on Land Use Planning for the Closed Area - Draft Concept Plan, May 2008 
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The special status of the Loop can be seen as an opportunity and catalyst for the further transformation of the 
entire Closed Area.  
 
LIMINAL BODIES 
 

Both the Closed Area and the Lok Ma Chau Loop constitute what can be termed Liminal Bodies. A 
Liminal Body8 is an exceptional zone falling outside of the normal conventions of city development. They 
are often temporary conditions that establish their autonomy from the surrounding environment and have 
their own spatial rules and organisational structures. As inter-structural or transitional zones, Liminal Bodies 
are therefore born out of existing factors present in the dynamics of a city and its environment. Further, 
Liminal Bodies can be understood as containing conditions that allow for new forms of organisation to 
occur, as emergent circumstances that embody genotypes or conditions not found in the quotidian or 
conventional. This concept shares a similar conceptual framework to Ignasi de Solà-Morales concept of 
‘Terrain Vague’ and Keller Easterling’s elucidation of the Zone9, and can facilitate an understanding of SAR, 
SEZ‘s, DMZ’s (demilitarized zones) and to No Mans Lands. In fact all enclave type conditions, a typology 
that could include examples such as tax havens, bonded areas, exclusion zones and closed areas, are in some 
senses Liminal Bodies that have given rise to exceptional and unusual development.   
 
STRATEGY 
 

From the above interpretation of the existing conditions, the FCA requires a very different approach to 
development. It needs firstly to draw from the region’s history of experimental urbanity providing an 
alternative model condition. Secondly it should not follow the existing neo-liberal, linear development 
model, but instead develop principles for a metabolic and cyclical form of development. Our concept is to 
spatialise and instrumentalise the border itself as a space that belongs to neither city but co-exists as a 
Liminal Body:  a programmatic planning zone and a three dimensional planning tool that can benefit both 
sides of the border. The potential is for the unique ecosystem and openness of the Closed Area to be partially 
maintained whilst intensifying programmes, interconnections and exchange into the FCA. The project 
considers the role of the Lok Ma Chau Loop as a prototype, a catalyst in the formation of this zone as part of 
a phasing strategy: an anticipatory urbanism that mediates the different desires of each City.  

The proposition is to see the FCA as an urban ecology that enables the continued interdependency yet 
semi-autonomous relationship between the cities of Shenzhen and Hong Kong10.  

Conceptually the proposal intensifies the border condition through increasing its surface area to create an 
intensified interface for exchange. Through pulling this border-line apart a new space is created that is 
neither Hong Kong nor Shenzhen, but a Third Space that can be defined as a Mutual Benefit Zone (MBZ) 
between the two sides. Secondary programs and industries plug in to the attractive regulatory and 
programmatic conditions of the zone, initiating points of local exchange in Hong Kong and in Shenzhen. 
Strategically the idea is not only to intensify programs in limited areas in order to preserve and maintain the 
open and diversified ecology of the Closed Area, but to expand this fragile ecology into a synthetic 
ecosystem through the integration of natural and programmatic ecologies. These program hubs also activate 
the use of partial areas of the Closed Area for leisure or agricultural use. The appropriation and naming of 
the Zone is intentional. It is cloaked in the operational certitude of its predecessors. By having the 
appearance of a Zone – and to a degree a similar functional status – it can use its structure towards its own 
objectives.  Towards mutual synergy as opposed to purely economic benefit. 

                                                
8 This is a concept developed by Peter Hasdell in collaboration with Chora Institute of Architecture and 
Urbanism. It derives from the work of the anthropologist Victor Turner: 'If our basic model of society is that 
of a 'structure of positions,' we must regard the period of margin or liminality as an interstructural situation... 
[that] indicates and constitutes transitions between states.  By 'state' I mean here 'a relatively fixed or stable 
condition...' The Forest of Symbols; Aspects of Ndembu Ritual by Victor Turner, p93 
9 For more details on the Zone and its operation with respect to corporate structures see Easterling, Keller, 
Zone in Urban Transformation, Ilka and Andreas Ruby eds. Ruby Press Berlin, 2008. 
10 The project was selected for the Hong Kong contribution of the Venice Biennale 2008 and was undertaken 
as a collaboration between Joshua Bolchover, Peter Hasdell and Esther Lorenz. 
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Figure 4: Concept diagram 

 
This (non)-plan11 necessitates a degree of openness and indeterminacy that allows for adaptability and 

the evolution of the area. Unlike typical planning methods that prioritise complete growth and development, 
the proposal aims to create a framework for collaborative projects through which the Closed Area can 
maintain its integrity as an environmental buffer between the two sides. The MBZ is tactically lacking in 
infrastructure; rather, it uses the existing border crossings as distribution points for the flow of people and 
goods. The provision of infrastructure also resides within typical planning methods to allow for conventional 
models of mass development. In terms of development, infrastructure has been shown to not always be a pre-
requisite for successful growth.12  The strategy of the MBZ necessitates the limitation of infrastructural 
development in order to preserve the rich ecology of the Frontier Closed Area.  

Anticipatory Urbanism sets out the pre-condition for further use through developing a programmatic 
strategy for the area. This takes into account the existing conditions of the site in terms of terrain, natural 
limitations, existing settlements and land-use, and the pressures and desires exerted from both sides of the 
border. The programmatic framework articulates how the land could be used and how it could be 
transformed over time. The idea is to formulate programmatic entities that are metabolic; each is mutually 
dependent on another whereby the input of one is created from the output of another. This aims to create a 
landscape of micro-urban ecologies as cycles of exchange to produce an advantageous reciprocation between 
human economy and natural ecology, establishing cyclical and co-dependent linkages between different 
types of uses, even if those uses change over time. We term this a Programmatic Ecology, characterised by 
the variety, adaptability and the interrelated nature of its species of programmes. The use of ecology and eco-
system describes a plan with numerous components, identities and functions that operate to necessitate the 
life-cycle of the overall plan. For example: the waste of one component could be used as an energy source 
for another. Capital itself is part of this ecology with economy acting as a necessary input and driver of 
change. It is naive to think that a park landscape alone would survive in the financial competitiveness of the 
HK-SZ context however if this park could demonstrate economic benefits and be self sufficient it would be 
conceived as a more viable proposition. In this sense we are proposing that the FCA become an active 
landscape and one that could be as beneficial to HK and SZ as Central Park is to Manhattan.  
 

 
Figure 5: FCA as Central Park 

 
                                                
11 See Price, Cedric “Non-Plan”, AD, May 1969 also “Non-plan: An experiment in Freedom”, Banham, 
Reyner, Barker, Paul, Hall, Peter and Price, Cedric, in New Society, March 20 1969 reprinted in Shrinking 
Cities Volume 2: Interventions, Oswalt, Philipp, ed. Hatje Cantz, 2006 
12 See Wiedemer, Rochus, “Illuminated Meadows” in Shrinking Cities Volume 1 International Research, 
Hatje Cantz,2005 
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The zone strategy for the Mutual Benefit Zone provides a supportive ecology containing a necessary 
diversity of educational, economic, commercial, cultural and recreational programs. Over time, as HK and 
SZ move towards the 2047 reunification, we see the Mutual Benefit Zone as an organic entity that can adapt 
to and anticipate changes as necessary.  

Our proposal establishes a matrix or taxonomy of constituent relationships structured around a variety of 
edge conditions. The totality of edge conditions defines the perimeter of the Mutual Benefit Zone from either 
side of the border. These edge conditions have different degrees of permeability according to: thresholds, 
gradients, porosities, overlaps, temporalities, and regulatory systems, allowing for nuance to replace the 
existing border conditions. The programmatic ecologies can each have a different relationship to the Mutual 
Benefit Zone, allowing for a wide range of exchange possibilities, economic opportunities, and a spatial 
diversity of conditions.  
 

 
Figure 6: Mutual Benefit Zone 

 
For example: Zone 2 Cross-Border Education and Research. The Lok Ma Chau Spur Line Border 

Control Point opened in 2007 as part of the extension to Hong Kong’s metropolitan transport system (MTR).  
This huge mass of infrastructure is an estranged object in its surrounding wetland environment. The 
connection of the MTR to the Shenzhen metro has encouraged many Hong Kong families to move to 
Shenzhen for cheaper and more spacious living conditions and to commute to Hong Kong for work. Their 
desire to have their children educated in Hong Kong has led to an influx of cross-boundary students.  Over 
4,500 cross each day with this number steadily increasing. The MBZ supports a primary and secondary 
school, which utilise the wetland landscape as a site for learning with exterior classrooms, experimental 
habitats and large play areas in direct contrast to the more regimented educational model of Hong Kong. In 
addition a HK-SZ library operates as a research centre between the two cities encourages academic exchange 
and offers book-borrowing facilities for commuters. In the Loop area itself we propose a biotech research 
facility to conduct bioremediation experiments to deal with the existing contaminated mud. The research lab 
would also test agricultural techniques that could help regenerate abandoned farmland in the wetland areas. 
Distribution and processing facilities on the Shenzhen side could post-produce goods grown on the Hong 
Kong side to sell to markets on the Mainland. Numerous workers living in the densely packed Villages-in-
the-City on the Shenzhen side, many of whom could be made redundant due to the recession, could be 
employed within the MBZ as agricultural workers or in the distribution factories.  

This example is one of 10 zones we have characterised within the MBZ that also includes the following: 
 
Wetland Agricultural Zone: re-invigorating the historic oyster and clam farms in the estuary, linked to 
production facilities in the tax-free industrial zone in Shenzhen. The lime of the shells can be ground up to 
produce fertilizer or be used in building aggregates. 
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Gateway Trading and Leisure Zone: Lo Wu is the busiest control point in the territory with an estimated 
95 million passengers between 2007-813. The control point forms the intersection between transportation 
links via underground and mainland trains and has developed into a commercial hub with a vast mall like 
structure selling cheap electronics, handbags and clothes all at knock down prices for Hong Kong day 
trippers. The phenomenon of super-sized spas providing massage after a hard days shopping completes the 
experience. This zone incorporates increased leisure facilities through a spa building that is embedded in the 
wetland landscape as well as “pick-your-own” hydroponic farm.  
 
Inland Port and Logistics Zone: North of the Man Kam To Control Point is an existing container logistics 
area. In order to promote knowledge exchange and high tech innovation combining the expertise of 
manufacturing techniques in Shenzhen with financial, legal services from Hong Kong, the zone is set up with 
live-work units and start-up office spaces and workshops. 
 
Sustainable Industry Zone: there is a lack of waste management and recycling facilities in Hong Kong with 
large amounts of waste ending up in land-fill. The zone provides incentives for environmental techniques 
and experimentation through reed bed water filtration methods and algae production to be used as bio-fuel or 
as a carbon sump. Post-production and recycling facilities are encouraged to consolidate waste from both 
cities. 
 
Cultural Zone: this zone could situate outposts for tertiary education institutions such as Shenzhen and 
Hong Kong Universities as well as provide outposts for Mainland and potentially international institutions. 
The idea is to set up an academic exchange network with an emphasis on cultural development. Potentially 
this could develop into a publicly accessible campus for cultural production and presentation. 
 
Recreation Zone: adjacent to a large residential neighbourhood of Shenzhen the zone provides recreational 
amenities for this population as well as providing elderly accommodation (particularly for Hong Kong’s 
aging population) that could be staffed with nursing care from Shenzhen. 
 
HK-SZ Park: A joint national park linking the two mountain ranges across the Sham Chun River and 
activated by activities such as horse riding, hiking and biking trails and the now ubiquitous golf course14 as 
well as a retreat for Chinese medicine therapy. 
 
Market Zone: Chung Ying Street in the village of Shau Tau Kok is a predecessor of the Third Space 
concept: one side of the street is in Shenzhen with the opposite side in Hong Kong with no physical 
boundary in existence. Historically, villagers had the right to move freely between both sides making the 
street itself a site of commercial exchange, smuggling and black-market trade. The opening up of the Closed 
area will make visiting this site for HK residents easier encouraging further duty-free shopping potentials. 
 
Water Zone: Starling Inlet is a water body that is off limits to both Hong Kong and Shenzhen citizens. The 
zone promotes water activities from more traditional floating fishing structures, fish farms and boating 
marina’s as well as testing the potential for tidal energy developments. 
 

                                                
13 http://www.immd.gov.hk/a_report_07-08/eng/chapter02/index.htm#b4b 
14 The government ban on golf was only lifted in 1979 and since then golf has endured a renaissance as a 
status symbol of China’s bourgeoning nouveaux riche. See Campanella, Thomas J. Theme parks and the 
Landscape of Consumption in The Concrete Dragon: China’s urban revolution and what it means for the 
world, Princeton Architectural Press, New York, 2008 
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Figure 7: Cross Border Education Zone 

 

 
Figure 8: Logistics Zone 

 
URBAN ECOLOGY 
 

These Zones become instruments to set up programmatic intentions contributing to the entire operation 
of the Mutual Benefit Zone across the Closed Area. China has been incredibly proficient in using the device 
of the Zone to successfully mediate between adverse and contrary scenarios. For instance:  the Special 
Economic Zones mediate between the “One Country, Two Systems Policy” and at a different scale between 
Communist Party rule and the global, market economy. Unlike the Zone as a regulatory structure that 
emerges from the increased role of corporations within political governance, the idea of the MBZ is to act as 
a site of mediation. Rather than provide the conditions for the development of singular, mono-programmatic 
corporate landscapes, the Zone in this instance operates to initiate diversity and allow for mutation and 
adaptability. Currently the HKSAR government has selected Ove Arup and Partners Hong Kong to provide 
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planning studies and technical evaluations for both the Lok Ma Chau Loop and the Closed Area. Although 
currently the observations so far seem focused towards maintaining some of the environmental quality of the 
Closed Area, the approach particularly in respect of the Loop is to parcel up the land into more quantifiable 
pieces15.  

This will inevitably lead to a more conventional planning approach that deals with plots as opposed to a 
wider consideration of the functionality of the entire eco-system: both urban and natural. It also negates the 
opportunity to engender the co-operation with Shenzhen more fully which could include the planning of 
areas of Shenzhen to further a more integrated and stitched border. The potential of our proposition is to do 
just this: to provide a regulatory framework defined as a Mutual Benefit Zone that is configured as a 
planning tool to create an innovative and supportive ecology for both sides. 

                                                
15 http://www.lmcloop.gov.hk/eng/index.html 
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ABSTRACT:  This paper examines the reading of the flattened surfaces of our urban spaces in the 
globalizing media societies, inquiring what has been lost from these surfaces and their shadows by making 
reference to the experimental sensual fieldwork Sensing Citeis in Tokyo and London, and to Junichiro 
Tanizaki’s work on aesthetics entitled Praise of Shadows, which insightfully describes about our sensory 
experiences and creative imagination relating to an idea of shadow. I will explain how the notion of shadow 
relates to the potential and role of tactility in discovering the invisible, and in unifying various spatial ideas 
and senses with our physiological imagination to situate ourselves in the world, and how it suggests 
alternative understanding of the meaning of the new urban culture. 

KEYWORDS:  shadow, urban culture, sensual fieldwork, tactility, surface 

 

1  FLATTENED SURFACES 

 
 In our cities, newly constructed buildings tend to have abstract, transparent and rather anonymous 
surfaces. The acceleration of building construction cycles, the recognition of the brand value of architectural 
design based on economical efficiency, and the hesitant attitude of architects against the noisy urban 
landscape might be responsible for the lack of distinctive, regional and historical characteristics embodied in 
structural forms. Moreover, the increase in advertisement and media information presented in urban spaces 
has been so distinct that the physical presence of architecture has become increasingly superfluous. As 
Thomas Friedman argues in his The World is Flat,1 these phenomena exist not only in Japan but also in our 
globalizing media societies as a whole. This paper presents an examination of the reading of the flattened 
surfaces of our urban spaces––inquiring into what has been lost from these surfaces and their shadows––by 
making reference to Junichiro Tanizaki’s work on esthetics, entitled Praise of Shadows (1933).2 
 

2  JUNICHIRO TANIZAKI (1886-1965) 
 
Tanizaki might be the first Japanese novelist to caution against the loss of ‘beautiful gloom’ through 

the use of excessive and pervasive lighting. He criticizes the problem of modernization from his perspective 
of Japanese esthetics; aside from his nationalistic tones in describing the loss of Japan’s cultural identity, he 
produces insightful descriptions about our sensory experiences and creative imagination relating to his notion 
of shadow. 

The historical background of Tanizaki’s work has demonstrated the fact that different intentions 
exist in his criticism against the modernization of Japanese society. The European Surrealism movement and 
Dadaism movement, which were brought to Japan by virtue of cultural advancement occurring after World 
War I in Europe, influenced the art society after Japan’s earthquake disaster of 1923. 

The Japanese literature of the 1920s also acknowledges the European Avant Garde Art movement. 
A group of novelists named Shin-kankaku-ha (New Feeling Group) actualized the release from naturalism 
realism with the reorganization of feelings as a clue. Tanizaki was not sheltered from the influences of such 
circumstances on literary society. Taking a second look from such a viewpoint, one can infer features that are 
not mere estheticism principles and reminiscence principles in his work. In other words, we should infer that 
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his work Praise of Shadows––which attempts to analyze the effect of light and shadow––is based on his 
literal experiment of the modern art theory to represent the appearance of the new recognition and sensation 
of the space in Japan of that period. Tanizaki considered the effect and quality of light based on the relation 
between the environment and human beings, and on the relation between vision and other feelings such as 
smell and tactual senses, and carefully regarded the mechanism by which these factors’ psychological effect 
produces spatial recognition. Even though no record of his interest exists in psychological theories, his 
writing expresses similar approaches with those developed in Europe: Tanizaki meticulously and 
scientifically describes and analyzes the relation between the sensual effects and psychological reactions 
created from light and shadow, which critically expresses the change of the special perceptions in the modern 
period. As for the present research, this study examines results of students’ urban spatial investigation in 
Tokyo in 2008 in reference to Tanizaki’s perspective in his Praise of Shadows with the viewpoint presented 
above to examine the meaning of the loss of shadows in our city environment of today. 
 

3  TACTILE VISION 
  

As Tanizaki explains in his book, shadows consist not only of darkness but also its twilled effect, 
suggesting something hidden in its depth. He also suggests that the magic of shadows is derived from their 
differences in color created by slight contrasts of density in the dim light. The essential beauty discovered in 
Japanese houses is embodied in the ambiguity and mysterious darkness and calmness of the shadows created 
in the gaps and the shelves in the tokonoma (a traditional built-in recessed space in a room). After a general 
criticism of the westernization of Japanese houses, Tanizaki discusses the charm of the Japanese toilet 
meticulously. He argues that in the modern unification of lightness and cleanliness, the Japanese toilet has 
lost its advantageousness for us in providing enjoyable sensory experiences. Tanizaki characterizes the 
Japanese toilet by its dimness, cleanliness and calmness, where the dimness enables us to look at greenery 
outside through the window, to listen to the sound of rain penetrating the ground, to appreciate the Japanese 
aesthetic sensation of monono awareness (acute appreciation of the ephemeral nature of humanity), and to 
enjoy the physiological pleasures of such sensations as much as one likes. This integration of the human 
senses with the environment and concatenation of different sensuous experiences is the salient feature of 
Tanizaki’s mode of writing. His explanation of yokan (a Japanese sweet bean paste dessert) is the following: 

"When you eat yokan, which sucks the sunlight in deep and has a dim lightness, you would feel the 
taste of a sweet block of the darkness in the room and its resolution on your tongue (…) to know such a 
feeling gives you its unusual depth of taste." 

The interaction of the senses, where they imply and evoke each other, is termed synesthesia in 
psychological science. It is explained by the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty as a fundamental 
facet of how we engage the world and its objects in our everyday lives with counterintuitive faculties. 

"One sees the hardness and brittleness of glass, and when with a tinkling sound it breaks, this sound 
is conveyed by the visible glass. One sees the springiness of steel and the ductility of red hot steel, the 
hardness of a plane blade, the softness of shavings. (…) We see the depth, speed, softness and hardness of 
objects – Cezanne says we even see their odor."33 

Merleau-Ponty also explains that such overlapping and transgression of touch with our other senses 
gives a feeling of the depth into and the extension over the body. Through their unification through the body, 
a man can recognize his being in the world. 
 

4  WORDS FOR SPATIAL IMAGINATION 
  

Tanizaki even describes shadow with illusions. Regarding the beauty of the dim light created in a 
room with candles and fire lamps, by referring to the effect of gold lacquer, he explains: 

"it aims to show various parts with a quiet sheen, (...) reflects the flare of candles and shows the 
flow of wind in the room (...) The light of candles mirrors the pulse of the night as if there were many water 
streams and ponds on the tatami mat in the room (...) The light and shadow create twill lines of lacquer 
paintings on the surface of the night." 

The spatiality of Tanizaki’s sensuous images is expanded by his wording, which leads the reader 
further into internal contemplation and to the nonexistent dream world. Indeed, in his writings, Tanizaki 
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denied the divisions between vision and other senses, as well as divisions separating the literal and 
imagination. As Adrian Forty describes in his Words and Buildings, the words alongside the concepts of 
architecture and space have developed inseparably; the unification of the words, senses, and spatial 
imagination in Tanizaki’s writing represents his challenge in creating a modern literature of spatial art in 
Japan at the beginning of the twentieth century.4 
 

5  TIMES AND CREATIVITY IN ARCHITECTURAL SURFACES A ND DETAILS 
 
Among the architectural discussions of shadow, in addition to the usual ones particularly addressing 

light and volume, two other important themes exist: the notion of the time of objects perceived through its 
tactile sensation, and the notion of the creativity of the hands. In the former case, the time since the 
formulation of the materials and in man’s ongoing relation with the objects is related not only to the aging 
beauty of the materials that are used but also to the habits and the memory of the people who used them. 
Tanizaki names such a sense of time in tactile sensation as nare (familiarization), and points out its 
connection with the sense of dirt. In the latter case, the American architect Louis I. Kahn observed that "the 
joint is the beginning of ornament," which means that the combination of different textural characteristics of 
materials suggests the method of construction and the symbolic meaning of architectural forms. Marco 
Frascari elaborates on Kahn’s statement to explain how architectural detail signifies both the historical and 
sensual knowledge and the creative process of constructing architecture.5 Immanuel Kant states that the 
hand is the second brain; as such, the hand not only works to make physical objects but also leads human 
cognition to visualize invisible ideas in sketching. Such a role of sketching and tactile understanding of the 
objects in the making of art works is generally connected to the implicit knowledge and the creative work 
habits of craft workers and artists. 
 
6  TEXTURE AND AFFORDANCE 
  

Tanizaki extends his textural sense of objects to his surrounding environment. By referring to the 
idea of the kime (texture) of Japanese paper, he explains: 

"When you see the texture of Japanese paper, you feel its warmth and find yourself calmed (...) it 
softly soaks the light as does the soft surface of first snow (...) its texture is so supple that you feel the calm 
and moist surface of the leaves of trees.” 

This integration of the various senses and extension of the texture to images of the exterior 
environment is similar to James J. Gibson’s notion of Affordance. Gibson holds that the surface of the world 
comprises continuous layers of texture, which overlap and transform according to the quest of the people. In 
other words, the intrinsic possibility of the environment is offered and realized in the active interrelation 
between the environment and the people.6 

 

7  SENSING CITIES AND READING URBAN SURFACES 
 
As explained above, Tanizaki explores in his notion of shadow not only visual beauty, but also 

sensations of indebtedness, dirt, physiological pleasure, familiarity with aging, unification with nature, and 
illusions. Specifically, the sensual integrations in synesthesia and other forms of imagination relating to the 
concept of surface in his writing show us the potential and role of tactility in discovering the invisible, and in 
unifying ideas and senses with our physiological imagination to situate ourselves in the world. This process 
of discovering the world and the self through sensual fieldwork is exactly the same as that presented in the 
works of our students in the project "Sensing Cities." 

“Sensing Cities” is a workshop of students both in Tokyo and London to inspect the respective 
cities’ historical accumulation of cultural significance and influence of the social primary factor, which are 
expressed in the city space and the activity of the people. Instead of following usual urban research 
procedures and theories, students were encouraged to feel the feature phenomena and the oddities in the 
respective places through their body and everyday sensitivity to clues, and to re-express those feelings by 
themselves. 
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8  THEMES AND FINDINGS OF THE STUDENTS’ FIELDWORK 
 
With a general understanding the structural organizations and historical background of both cities, 

the students were mostly interested in how the various elements are piled up and connected to form the 
surface of the space. For example, the students found the mixture of different materials used to repair 
buildings and to finish the surface of the embankment resulting from continuous urban development, as a 
beautiful bri-collage expression of history “Fig. 1” . They also were interested in the narrow passages 
between buildings, gaps between land levels, and abandoned open spaces. As writing on the wall, several 
students made frottage of institutional signs, descriptions of historical events, and weathered materials. Two 
students expressed themselves by standing between walls and by being reflected on the fragments in urban 
space “Fig. 2” . One student traced his passage as the marks made on a ball by bouncing it on the ground 
“Fig. 3” . 

Some students, through their bodily senses, noticed and expressed the hidden effect of the 
topographical features of land surfaces with rolling balls, and the flow of air between buildings with bubbles 
“Fig. 4” . One group of students intentionally wore boxes on their heads to study how the atmosphere of area 
is created in the exchange of the gazes of people “Fig. 5” . One student recorded the sound of construction 
work to explain how people interact with various materials of the urban surface, and traced the noises in the 
space to observe who, when, why, and what has been occurring there. And another group of students 
examined peoples’ creative appropriation of forms and spaces in the city as the examples of affordance. 
“Fig.6” 

In observing these students’ works, two characteristics of attitudes of students observing the urban 
space became readily apparent. First, they were very much interested in the functionally meaningless details 
and objects––the dirt and the detritus––to investigate interrelationships and gaps between the different 
periods of time, users, and other social components. In other words, distinct from the generally explained 
historical and social process of development, students wanted to discover the hidden factors and 
contradiction between logics from those elements.. 

Secondly, students were able to read the effects of time and the characteristics of social conditions 
appearing on the surface of objects by referring to their surrounding environment. Students’ were anxious 
about how people enacted and initiated the environment. To do such reading, students physically experienced 
the environment not only through their eyes, but also through their ears, nose, feet, hands, and other senses to 
feel the overall state of the environment. 

In these processes of understanding the invisible phenomena and the miscellaneous and 
indiscernible details, students used and integrated all faculties of their imaginative power, such as speculation, 
perception and sympathy. Furthermore, their understanding of phenomena was widened and deepened 
through communication with other members, particularly in their discussion about how to represent their 
findings in words, visual and other communicative expressions. Results clarified that when private sensitivity 
contributes to an understanding of social environment variously and simultaneously, the communication with 
others and the environment accelerate students’ consciousness about their existence. 
 
9  TANIZAKI AND OUR CITIES 

 
The problems of light and shadow in our living sphere as esthetic issues, which Tanizaki expresses 

in the Praise of Shadows, are transferred to the critical analysis of the Japanese modern sensitivity by 
referring to his contemporary artistic and psychological theories. His explanations of the effects of light and 
shadow with ideas of the tactile vision, the role of the literal imagination, the effect of time, and the 
interrelationship between sensuous and social factors underscore the extensive and creative potentials of the 
imagination in our reading of living phenomena. In the Sensing Cities project, students clearly showed 
similar viewpoints and interests with Tanizaki’s interpretation of the dirt and various transformations on the 
surface as the shadow or the shade, and discovered the change of time and the approach to the environment 
of the people. Of course, the students did not pay that much interest in the idea of “Japanese” aesthetics as 
Tanizaki, nor they expressed critical consciousness against the lost of the cultural identity in the forms of 
buildings and objects in cities. However, as explained above, students found “cultural identity” and “beauty” 
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in the ways of peoples’ enactment and weather’s effect on the surface of the space, and proposed synesthesia 
images in combining different sensual perceptions and represented dreamy images of invisible factors of the 
scene. Furthermore, in students’ conceptual development of the analysis and representation of the urban 
phenomena, we notice that not only the characteristics of the surface are created from the interrelationship 
between the space and the people but also that the meaning and interpretation of the surface is based on the 
interrelationship between society, human bodies, and humans’ senses and sympathies.  

As Tanizaki suggests, the artificial and historical enactment by the people transforms the senses and 
understandings of spatial phenomena. In this process, we can continue to uncover new ideas of creativity in 
the relation between the environment and the people. In our complicated and flattened urban circumstance, it 
is becoming difficult to understand the direct and clear meanings of the phenomena. However, we can 
command multiple dimensions of imaginative sensuous powers and communications in re-expressing our 
inquiries, interests and surprises in our everyday experience in the city to obtain clues to self-recognition. 
Returning finally to the initial problem related to the reading of the now flattened surfaces of our urban 
spaces, we can read only the enacted traces of people and the environment. At the time that Anthony Vidler’s 
book Writing of the Walls (1989) was first published, a New Jersey TV program examining graffiti called 
Writing on the Wall was broadcast. Probably, reading the shadow on the surface of such "writing on the wall" 
will provide insights into the inevitable future of our cities based on the different idea of communication.7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1  Graffiti’s bri-collage on various surfaces in our city 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2  A student’s presentation of the Texture of London surface with fragments of newspapers,  

mirrors and a figure of herself 
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Figure 3  A student’s presentation of the Texture of London by creating traces on a cricket ball 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4  One group’s experiment of rolling balls to examine the slope of the roads 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5  One group’s experiment of wearing boxes in streets to examine people’s  

exchange of gazes in the space 
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Figure 6  One group’s observation of the affordance in people’s appropriation of space 
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ABSTRACT: A Chinese word Shan-shui (山水) was widely used in the planning and development of many 
Chinese cities recently, to epitomize the ideas of sustainable development in environmental, social, and 
economic terms. This paper, with a case study on Hangzhou, seeks to address the issues of why the word 
Shan-shui can be introduced to urban design, and how it is used to create a sustainable urban form. 
Hangzhou city, which was once called “the finest and most splendid city in the world” by Macro Polo, is a 
city formed and well-known by its unique “mountain-lake” environment. The city is closely related to the 
traditional ideal of “Shan-shui” in China, and it gives us an approach to explain the forming of Shan-shui 
idea as a sustainable urban form in a visible and tangible way. 
KEYWORDS:  Shan-shui, Sustainable urban form, Hangzhou 

1  INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, the planning and development of many Chinese cities has been linked to global concept 
of ecology, which aims to sustainable development in environmental, social, and economic terms. But other 
than use the word ecology itself, a Chinese word Shan-shui is widely used to identify the concept of ecology. 

In Chinese, the word Shan-shui (山水), which literally means mountain-water, is used to refer to a style of 
Chinese painting that involves or depicts scenery or natural landscapes, or refers to a movement in poetry, 
and is sometimes extended to include gardening and landscape design. Thus the word Shan-shui has a subtle 
nuance of artistic nature involving a complicated and rigorous set of almost mystical requirements for 
balance, composition, and form. 

The phrase ‘Shan-shui city’ was first used by Dr. H.S. 1 in 1990 to name an ideal for a future Chinese 
city, which tried to introduce the traditional idea of Shan-shui in poetry, painting, and gardening into urban 
planning, and to make the city ‘a big garden’. This idea led to an extensive discussion and became influential 
in the field of urban planning in China. Due to the complex and nonfigurative meanings of Shan-shui, and 
the essential differences in real practice between the two fields of gardening and urban planning however, 
this ‘Shan-shui city’ idea has not yet been realized. It is much like a vague inspiring slogan rather than a 
feasible clarified planning idea. 

This paper seeks to address the issue of how a Chinese form of Eco-city can be formed as Hangzhou 
through its geographic and morphologic evolutions. This requires making a series of form analyses, based on 
the existing maps. After outlining the particular approach to Shan-shui city which Hangzhou represents, I 
then argue for a relationship between the traditional Shan-shui and Shan-shui city, and show how Shan-shui 
city relates to the traditional Chinese gardening, painting, and poetry. 

2  FORM & EVOLUTION OF HANGZHOU 

2.1  Topography 

                                                           
1 Tsien Hsue-shen (simplified Chinese: 钱学森; born December 11, 1911) is a scientist who was a major 
figure in the missile and space programs of both the United States and the People's Republic of China. NASA 
documents commonly refer to him as H.S. Tsien.  
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According to the Qiantangji2, the city of Hangzhou was founded about 2200 years ago during the Qin 
Dynasty (221BC-206BC). At that time, Hangzhou, called Qiantang, was located in the mountains at the west 
side of the lake, because the lake and the plain area at the east side still suffered from flooding because of the 
tide of the Qiantang River. Since the development was limited by the landform in mountains, people started 
to move into the east plain where the city was finally located, and where the city wall was constructed during 
Sui Dynasty (581-618CE). The location of the city made a seawall necessary to protect the city from the 
tides associated with the Qiantang River, which made West Lake no longer a lagoon but a real fresh water 
lake to be the city’s water supply. Since then the basic geographical ‘Mountain-Lake-City Form’ structure of 
Hangzhou was shaped. 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
2 Qiangtangji (Chinese:钱塘记) , a chorography book about the Qiantang (used to name Hangzhou city), 

was written by Liu Zhendao (Chinese:刘真道) who was the governor during the Liusong Denasty (420-279).  

Figure 1  Hangzhou is located in northern Zhejiang province, 
eastern China. The prefecture-level region of Hangzhou extends 
west to the border with the hilly-country Anhui Province, and east 
to the flat-land near Hangzhou Bay. The city center is built around 
the eastern and northern sides of the West Lake, just north of the 
Qiantang River.     Source: Google map and Author 
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Figure 2  Geomorphic evolution at Hangzhou (according to the hypothesis which made by Coching Chu3 
in 1920)    Source: Master Plan of West Lake (2002-2020) ,  redrawn by Author   

2.2  Man-made determinants 

2.2.1   Lake 
The basic geographical ‘Mountain-Lake-City Form’ was first shaped by nature, but it will not remain so 

if not maintained. In this ‘Mountain-Lake-City Form’, the lake is the most important issue which needs 
intervention. As related before, the lake was naturally a lagoon, and with more and more sediment, it will 
finally disappear. Thus the evolution of the lake, which was far more influenced by man than nature, is a key 
object for understanding how and why the unique morphological character was formed.  

 

 
 

This long-lasting process has been advanced by three important projects. The first one is the foundation 
of Bai-sha Causeway, a water conservancy project finished during the Tang Dynasty (618-904), which 

                                                           
3 Coching Chu or Zhu Kezhen (simplified Chinese: 竺可桢 7 March 1890–7 February 1974) was a 
prominent Chinese meteorologist, geologist and educator.  

Figure 3  Morphological Development of the 
Lake.  Source: Author drew it based on a 
graph ‘Transition of Westlake Water Area’ in 
the Master Plan of West Lake (2002-2020) 
and confirmed by the history review. 
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divided the Qiantang Lake4 and made one part of the lake a reservoir to provide water for farming. And only 
this part is saved from sediment, and became the West Lake. The second important project was done during 
the Song Dynasty (960-1279) by a poet Su Shi (often known as Su Dongpo), while he was the city’s 
governor. He proclaimed the importance of cleaning the lake which was nearly silted up, and to keep it as a 
water supply for the city. The lake cleaning project was finished while the Su Causeway was built by the silt, 
and nearby three pagodas were set in the lake to inform forbiddance of planting water caltrop in the lake to 
protect the lake from silting. The causeway divided the lake into two parts—an inner and an outer—and in 
order to keep the linkage between, six bridges were built. Since then, the basic structure with inner and outer 
two parts of the lake has existed. The building of these structures marks a turning point where in the lake is 
treated using a garden recalling the traditional garden design. And the famous Top Ten Views5 of Westlake 
were shaped later during the Southern Song period. 

2.2.2   City Wall 
Every city wall foundation, as a defence determinant, can be traced to the very beginning when material 

and human resources of early settlements first became envied by other societies, creating a need for defence 
against external attacks6. Its construction was also the symbol of the founding of a city in ancient China. It is 
an important issue for understanding more about a city’s founding and its morphological changes. 

According to the historical records, Hangzhou city was founded during the Sui Dynasty (581-618 CE), 
and once became the capital and the most prosperous city of all China during the Southern Song Dynasty 
(1127-1279). In that time a special area for imperial leaders was necessary, and as the importance of defence, 
an inner city wall was built around the palace, this kind of double-wall pattern can still be seen in Beijing or 
Nanjing, which were once empire cities. During the Ming, the urban area expanded and as a result the east 
side of the city wall was rebuilt, and as Hangzhou was no longer the capital city, the palace area was 
abandoned and divided out of urban area by the new city wall on the south side. 

Since then, this urban form was kept until the wall was removed. During Qing however one area on the 
west side was divided by inner wall again. This time it is not for the empire’s palace, but for an armed 
community of a privileged class which called the Manchu people who shared the decent with the empire. 

The first break of the city wall was in 1907 because of the construction of a train line, the east side of 
wall was cut to allow the train line go though. This did not destroy the integrity as much as the later break in 
1913. The Republic of China was founded in 1912, and since 1913, as the alternation of government, the 
inner city for Manchu community was abandoned, and the inner wall was removed. And the process of 
breaking wall was not stopped until the whole west side close to the lake was removed. After existing for at 
least 600 years, the wall was finally demolished by the wave of modern revolution, but it was also a turning 
point that the lake was no longer divided from the urban area of the city. 

 

                                                           
4 West Lake was called Qiangtang Lake (Chinese:钱塘湖) during Tang Dynasty, and it is much larger than 
now.  
5 The Top Ten includes Spring Dawn at Su Causeway (苏堤春晓), Autumn Moon over the Calm Lake (平湖
秋月), Viewing Fish at Flower Pond (花港观鱼), Orioles Singing in the Willows (柳浪闻莺), Three Pools 

Mirroring the Moon (三潭印月), Twin Peaks Piercing in Cloud (双峰插云), Evening Bell Ringing at 

Nanping Hill (南屏晚钟), Leifeng Pagoda in Evening Glow (雷峰夕照), Breeze-ruffled Lotus at Quyuan 

Garden (曲院风荷), and Lingering Snow on the Broken Bridge (断桥残雪). 
6 A.E.J Morris, History of Urban Form,1994 
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Figure 4  Morphological Development of City Wall  Source: Author drew it based on data of a remapping 
work which translates the historical information from the traditional maps and historical literature.7 

From another analysis figure, the development of a relationship between urban and landscape issues 
became much clearer, that a more pattern close to nature or an open urban system has been gradually formed 
since the beginning of the 18th Century. 

 
Figure5 Development of the Relationship between urban and landscape issues, Source: The same as Figure4. 

2.3 Culture Reflection 
From the analysis of the form and development of Hangzhou city, an argument emerges, that Shan-shui 

Culture affects the process of urban formation. First, the basic form of Hangzhou was done during Southern 
Song Dynasty, when it was the capital and cultural centre of China, in a period characterized by the pursuit 
of a highly aesthetic way of life with great developments in art, poetry, and gardening. One more important 
issue is that the key persons in the process of formation are all of the scholar class of civil servants, which 
included great poets such as Bai Juyi and Su Shi who are also key people in the understanding of Shan-shui 
culture. With the primary morphologic analysis, the role of Shan-shui culture in shaping the urban form and 
how it affects urban landscapes will be discussed by comparing with painting, gardening and poetry that 
closely related to Shan-shui. 

2.3.1   Topographic Similarities with Chinese Garden 
Chinese gardens, created in the same way as a combination of landscape and paintings together with 

                                                           
7 This remapping work benefits from the prior work which was done by the members in Dong Wei Lab. in 
Southeast University, China. 
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poems, is a place for solitary or social contemplation of nature. The first thing made me connect Hangzhou 
with gardening, is that Kunming Lake in King’s Summer Palace in Beijing borrowed the form of Westlake. 
However, in expending the analysis, more topographic similarities appear. 

First is the similarity of landscape components. The three components of Hangzhou city are mountains, 
a body of water, and a built up urban area. Similarly the garden is always composed of hills or stacked rocks, 
digging ponds, and houses. Second, three components are proximate. Third, the first two parts related to 
nature asymmetrically, and the third one--the built environment--is approximately symmetrical or a grid 
street pattern. 

Fourth and the most interesting is that the walled boundary was made between nature and the urban 
(city wall) or garden with house. But both of the walls are opened in section the gate of city wall and the 
window of garden wall, to create an ambiguous continuity. In the city, it is functioned as a defence object, 
but in gardening this ambiguous continuity creates a unique way to enjoy the process before reach the garden. 
In another way, maybe we can consider that this aesthetic delight is derived from the real experience of city 
life, an exciting, expectant and poetic mood on the way leaving the noisy urban area, going towards the gate, 
watching the beautiful scenery through the gate, going through the gate, and finally reaching the world of 
nature. 

 

2.3.2   Pursuit of Poetic and Picturesque Views 
Another important reflection of or influence from shan-shui culture is the pursuit of poetic and 

picturesque views. The famous Top Ten Views of Westlake, founded since the Southern Song period, present 
this tradition. The view was named with poetic words and it was also the origin of artistic creation like 
paintings and poems. And the tradition can also be seen in the old maps. It is a mapping work of a series 
view of the city, including the figure of architecture and landscapes painting. 

 

Figure 6  Comparison analysis 
of Hangzhou city and Lingering 
Garden    Source: Google map 
and author. 
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Figure 7  Xi-hu Tu (Painting of Westlake), Painted by Li Song (a famous Shan-shui painter during Song 
dynasty)   Source: http://pic3.nipic.com/20090519/1650358_001554872_2.jpg 

 

3  SHAN-SHUI CITY: A POSSIBLE ECO-PATTERN FOR MORDE RN CHINA? 

The case study of Hangzhou city suggests that the instance of Shan-shui city exists, but still one 
question should be discussed if Hangzhou pattern can be possible in modern time. 

 
Figure 9  Development of Urban Area in Hangzhou  Source: Hangzhou Overall Planning (2001-2020)  

With a history of 2000 years, the city has slowly matured and developed, but as a result of rapid 
development recent years, the expansion speed of urbanization is threatening its balance with nature. The 
original scale and Mountain-Lake-Urban Form was changed, and one more landscape issue, that of the 
Qian-tang River, became one important part of the city. A recent way to manage this expansion is by dividing 
the city into two parts old up-town and new town. The old part was maintained by conservation plan while 
the new part can be developed over the river. The good balance of determinants was still kept, but one big 
problem is that without the control of skyline, the view on the urban side is deformed. This result emphasizes 
the importance of maintaining in the development of Shan-shui city, and with appropriate management the 
Shan-shui city can be possible and it advices a very sustainable way of planning. 
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ABSTRACT: Tianzifang on Taikang Road, an area known as a place of artists within the remaining Old 
Shanghai setting, is recently being further renovated, and the traditional residential buildings are converted 
into stores and restaurants while local residents still keep their everyday life there. Without having a typical 
gentrification process by a large-scale redevelopment project, this old neighborhood located in the center of 
the city is transforming itself. The neighborhood is getting functionally more mixed, socially inclusive and 
economically uplifting as the renovation of existing traditional buildings proceeds. In this paper, I will 
discuss and examine the transformation of Tianzifang as a model of self-organized urban regeneration that 
leads to more inclusive urban community.  
KEYWORDS: Urban Transformation; Self-organization; Bottom-up process; Mixed use  
 

1    BACKGROUND 

Tianzifang on Taikang Road is a traditional neighborhood with the one of the most well-in-shape 
remaining community structures in the central area in Shanghai. It contains two to three-story traditional 
Shikumen Linong housings1 from around French concession period and six traditional Linong factories from 
different time (Fig. 1-3). By 1990s, through the process of industrial restructuring, the value of the factories 
at Tianzifang went down, and vacant factories were lent out to small street businesses. As a result, the area 
was fragmented and the neighborhood became poor.  

 

   
Figure 1 Areal view of Tianzifang, Taikang Road         Figure 2 Factory view    Figure 3 Residential 
view 

2    REGENERATION BY SELF-ORGANIZATION 

Without introducing a large-scale redevelopment project, which is usually imposed from above and 
accompanies a relocation of the original inhabitants, Tianzifang has transformed gradually as old buildings 
                                                           
1 Clustered traditional local houses were often named li, while the regular corridors between the rows of 
housing blocks were called nong meaning “alley.” Houses with a gate named Shikumen is called Shikumen 
Linong housing.   
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get renovated one after another. Regeneration of Tianzifang was achieved by a self-organizational process 
that is described as the status changes of entire Tianzifang caused by the aggregation of individual building 
renovation within a restricting original neighborhood community structure.   

 

 
Figure 4     Proliferation of non residential uses into Shikumen Linong housing area 

2.1    Spontaneous proliferation 
A noticeable change to the inactivated community since industrial decline began to take place in 1998 

when Chen Yifei, a well-recognized Chinese painter, moved into a simply renovated factory space as his art 
studio. Areas around Taikang Road had been recognized by artists by then, and especially those old factories 
attracted foreign artists because of the spacious high ceilings and aesthetics of the buildings from the 
industrial era. It was a strategy by Wu Meisen, a producer of the Taikan Road Art Street, who brought the 
famous artist to make the place better known. The attracted artists both foreign and domestic gradually 
started moving into the old factories and Tianzifang has came to be known as Shanghai’s SOHO.  

The spatial capacity of the six former factories was not enough to accommodate more artists willing to 
come. In November 2004, a Shikumen Linong residential house to the north of the old factories was lent out 
to a fashion designer as his gallery space by the hands of an original inhabitant. From that point, the 
expansion into the residential area progressed beyond factory boundaries, and spaces for creative industry 
gradually grew into smaller alleys perpendicular to the factory lane on No. 210 (Fig. 4). With the expansion, 
the artistic atmosphere infiltrated into the Shikumen residential area and changed pure redsidential charactors. 
The artists and designers settled renovated old houses by themselves and updated the function of the 
buildings. Interior spaces have been converted into unique spaces for creativity industry, and newly added 
signs and door fittings on façade interplay with old building structures underlain, and narrow old allays are 
visually animated.  

The areal expansion of non-residential use continued and had reached to the next lane when municipal 
government claimed Tianzifang as a creative industry accumulated district of Shanghai in April 2005. The 
expansion further proceeded to the south along No. 248 as well as to the west towards lane No. 274. During 
the expansion in 2007 and 2008, kinds of non-residential use were extended to more commercial ones such 
as bars, restaurants, retails and added more contemporary fashionable atmosphere. By the beginning of 2009, 
the expansion reached to the lane No. 274, and former residential back arrays were connected back to 
Taikang Road as mixed-use commercial streets. Tianzifang became a multiform place with a fusion of history, 
culture and the living environment. Tianzifang was originally not included in one of the eight important 
urban redevelopment areas of central Shanghai. However, it has become a place of cultural importance in 
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Shanghai as municipal government appointed Tianzifang as Shanghai Culture Industry Park in March 2009. 
The expansion of non-residential uses added new values to the existing residential buildings and transformed 
the status of the devastated industrial community.  

2.2    Integrated neighborhood  
Tianzifang has become functionally mixed, and the life in the community is socially, economically and 

culturally intensified though the transformation. With the local economic uplift as shown in the annual tax 
report of 1.38million per year, the local resident life standard is improved. Real estate value is increased in 
the area and the annual rent for residential buildings is increasing by 10%. Residents have apartments around 
using the rent income. Even job opportunity such as a guard for the lent room is created and generates 
income for local people.       

While original inhabitants still live there, it accomplishes a predominantly socially mixed international 
environment. As of July 2009, 350 out of 641 houses on about 2.5 hectares land are lent out to enterprises 
engaged in the field of artistic creation and other commercial tenants, and the international enterprises from 
more than 18 countries and regions including France, Denmark, Britain, Canada, Singapore, Japan, Ireland, 
Malaysia, Hong Kong, Taiwan reside there now. 

The half of the residents is still original inhabitants.  Most of original inhabitants are old now and 
prefer to live in the familiar place where they grew up so that they can maintain their own community 
network. There are cases that some of original residents on first floor who can gain higher rent lend out their 
houses and relocate to cheaper upper levels within the community.         

Recently as shown in the many tourist guide books and websites, tourist industry invites more visitors 
both international and domestic to this area and Tianzifang is becoming more diversified.   

3    MUTATION MECHANIZM : OPERATION AND MANAGEMENT 

Tianzifang’s expansion to the Shikumen residential area was a spontaneous act of the original 
inhabitants. Regeneration of Tianzifang is due to operation by self-organized development subjects and its 
bottom-up process.    

3.1    Bottom-up process 
In the initial phase of the factory renovation, the government and the developers was not involved in its 

operation. There are no master planners or architects behind this regeneration of Tianzifang. The first 
development force was the artists who found the value of the old factories as a space of creation and Wu 
Meisen, a producer who found a potential market value of the old factory. Having realized the potential 
characteristic development of Taikang Road, Luwan district government supported Taikang Road to be a 
street of arts and crafts; however, government did not participated in any specific renovation projects. A 
government funded financial resource for the development was absent, and initial rehabilitation of the 
factories including the infrastructural maintenance and re-paving was conducted by Wu, using the prior 
investment of 200,000 rmb funded by the future rent of the factories. The conversion of the old factories into 
unique creative spaces was done by artists themselves using their own creativity and expressions.   

For the expantion phase to the residential area, old Linong residents themself lent out their houses 
directly to artists and entrepreneurs. It was illegal to make changes to the residential converting into other 
uses; there was a black market for the rent of Shikumen residential buildings. As the expansion progressed 
residents set up a self-organized management committee for the coordination of lets and the protection of the 
Shikumen Linong housings of which renovation and functional update were done by who settled. Residents 
even jointly self-financed for the refurbishment of pavement and the maintenance of public facilities such as 
street lighting, additional tables, chairs and parasols for public on allays. Thus, the transformation of 
Tianzifang was largely depended on the bottom-up process by the artists, residents, and those resided there. 

3.2    Governance; operation and management  
There were three main regulatory actors operating the development of Tianzifang during the process; 

government set-up organization of Administrative Committee of Taikanglu Art Street (1999-present), 
non-government organization of Shikumen Owners Management Committee (2004-present), and individual 
of residents, artists, and tenants.     
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The Administrative Committee of Taikanglu Art Street is responsible for the management of the 
factories; leasing of the factories, assessing tenants and business investment, and monitoring and regulating 
their market. They are more service-oriented and do not directly get involved in the operation of specific 
activities.  

The Shikumen Owers Management Committee is responsible for the management for Linong housings. 
They organize the lets together and bridge between property owners and tenants. For the protection of 
Shikumen residential buildings, they made a preservation guideline and make agreements with tenants, and 
supervise renovation work. They made strict requirements on tenants not to undermine the old buildings, and 
signage and decoration not to destroy the original architectural features in the agreement. Yet, it is a 
voluntary act of the residents and there is no legitimate legal power. They also set an inquiry office for 
residents, visitors and tenants, and support daily matters related to Tianzifang.  

Individual of residents and located artist and tenants also take important roles for the governance of the 
community. During the process of expansion, local government proposed a redevelopment plan for Taikang 
Road area that demolishes old residence and replace by new high-end residential towers that accommodates 
1200 people in 400 units.  Residents and tenants firmly opposed to the removal of this ‘cultural treasure,’ 
submitted a jointly signed letter to government, and refused the removal.      

3.3    Government 
During the transformation, government involvement was limited. In 2008, local government set up 

Tianzifang Management Committee for managing issues related to the development of Linong housings, at 
the same time, re-zoned land uses and assigned a legal mixed use area for the development of Tianzifang. It 
is an appropriate act by government not only for government to ensure legitimate tax gain to the city but also 
for residents and tenants to get a legal land use right, legitimate supports and protection2.  

4.0    CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Mutation of Tianzifang is resulted from a spontaneous act of non-governmental forces. Its process 
demonstrates an indicative way of regenerating existing urban fabric alternative to the large-scale subsidized 
relocation model typical in the central districts of Chinese cities. It is an organic and gradual process of 
preserving as well as improving the traditional neighborhood community, continues history of old Shanghai, 
and improves living standard of residents. Its functional radiation and accumulation are intense, and its 
environment is socially and culturally diversified. In its governance, government is “small,” and seemingly 
the different community members’ interests are reflected in the process of transformation. Flexibility and 
freedom was definitely the key behind this mutation, however, as market pays more attention to this area, 
what might be crucial for this place is selectivity and control to ensure its future diversity and integrity.        
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2 In the new land use plan, the area in the north-west part of Tianzifang in which most of residents act against 
the commercial invasion and insist their privacy is excluded from the mixed use area.    
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ABSTRACT: Since 1990s, the Open Reform policy in China triggered a new international division of labor 
in Asia. Many labor-intensive plants in Taiwan moved to China. The decrease in freight and a large obsolete 
waterfront stimulated Kaohsiung to rethink how to improve this situation. The local government tried to 
motivate a new transformation of port and city by means of upgrading mega-infrastructure and propelling 
mega-waterfront projects. However, the urban recovery is not a simple task. These mega-projects cost huge 
investment, but unfortunately, they didn’t achieve expected goals. It seems that there is still an important part 
need to be further examined. In this assay we try to figure out the historical transformation of port city in 
Kaohsiung and demonstrate that the lack of deep analyses between these mega-scale projects and original 
urban fabric is the main reason resulting in the results less than expected. 
 KEYWORDS: urbanization, globalization, urban design, rapid 
growth, transformation, design strategies, Kaohsiung, urban fabric 
 
1   HISTORICAL TRANSFORMATION 
 
      Taiwan is a small island located between China mainland and Japan, 
and therefore, the development of Kaohsiung Port, a port in South Taiwan, 
was deeply influenced by these two powers. (Photo 1)  
 
1.1   An almost blank history to be a port (before 1864) 
      Daku was not a natural harbor in its early history. Because the harbor 
was small and shallow, it was just used as a temporary shelter against 
storm by fishing ships and junks. ‘Defence’ was the main goal for 
developing the Daku harbor from the late Ming to the Ching Dynasty. The 
concept of defence was reflected on the Kang-Xi king’s formal map of 
Fengshan county, a place near the north of Daku harbor, drawn in 1719. 
There was no street in Daku harbor except Guho Xun and Daku Xun. 
“Xun” was the unit of troops in the Ching Dynasty. At that time, most units, 
scattering between Daku harbor and Feng-Shan County, gradually grew 
into small villages. (Photo 2)  
 
1.2    a treaty port (1860-1895) 

Daku harbor became a treaty port during 1860- 1895 according to the 
Peking Treaty, which stimulate the development around harbor. Several 
trading streets were formed including Ling-a-Lioa, Chihou, and San-dai-tsu. 
The foreign firms and gathered at Shoa-chuan-tou and ships were anchored 
at Chihou for paying taxes. The flourishing economic activities motivated 
development of these waterfront areas. (Photo 3) 

 
1.3     an export machine in Colonial Age (1895-1945)   

Kaohsiung was built as an industrial port for invading South Asia by 
Japanese at the beginning of 20 century. The main reason for Japanese to 
choose Daku as the southern port of Taiwan is that Anping Harbor of 
Tainan was critically silted up and an alternative port was needed in order 
to export the abundant agricultural product from south Taiwan. Daku 

China 

Taiwan 

Japan 

• Kaohsiung 

Photo 2 Feng-Shan county  
Source from: 《高雄地圖樣貌集》 

Photo 3 Early development of 
Chihou street 
Source from: 《高雄地圖樣貌集》 

 

Photo 1  Location of Kaohsiung 
Source from: Google Map 
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harbor with primary foundation in past three decades and relatively large hinterland was the best choice. The 
original plan consisted of three main phases in 1908, 1912, and 1937 to construct Daku. Although the third 
plan was halted because of the war with China and the war in the Pacific, the first two had made a significant 
development of Kaohsiung. Japan also amended “The Greater Daku City Plan” in 1908, and extended the 
plan three times in 1912, 1921, and 1936 in order to adjust the urban function to port. These plans totally 
showed Japanese ambitions to colonizing Southeast Asia. Japanese said “The road built in front of Train 
Station of Kaohsiung is the way to Malay Peninsula and Indonesia.” Kaohsiung was shaped as a “modern” 
exporting machine by these plans, namely, as a constructing process of “modernity lacking subjectivation” 
(Hsia Chu-joe, 2000). (Figure 1) 

Urban fabric was made as a nonstop production device: transportation and customs businesses were at 
Xinbing-ting, Jiejiang-ting, Shanxia-ting and Shou-ting near the port and stations; cold storages located 
within Chihou-ting, Xinbing-ting, Chou-ting, Ruchuan-ting and Yanchan-ting; rice, sugar and fertilizer 
businesses were distributed over transportation nodes, as Xinbing-ting, Chou-ting. Ruchuan-ting was also 
stationed in by large-scale iron and steel affairs with other small factories set on the margin (Chang Wen-
Shan, 2002); and finally, these items were shipped out nonstop through Kaohsiung port. Residential districts 
were highly intermixed with industrial districts in Kaohsiung.  
 

1.4   A non-stop manufactory in authoritarianism age 
The National Party (Kuo-Ming-Don, KMT) took 

over Taiwan Island after War World II. The 
administration of Kaohsiung was divided into port and 
city in order to further concentrate local powers on state. 
The roles of port and city were directly decided by 
central government. The KMT government totally 
acceding to Japanese point of view continually regarded 
Kaohsiung as an industrial center in the following 
economic plans. Industry Parks and Export Processing 
Zones were set up in order to fit into the end branch of 
international division of labor, which successfully 
propelled rapid economic development. The population 
had grown from 240 thousands in 1949 to 1.35 million 
in 1987. (Figure 2) 
 

Basically, the urban landscape of Kaohsiung in 
this period was also mainly shaped by industrial policy of central government.  The large-size factories 

 

Figure 2   The locations of industrial parks and port 
in 1955 and 199       Source from: 《高雄市港埠發展史》 
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Figure 1  
The Structure of Colonial Landscape in 
Kaohsiung as a “Modern Machine”  
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acceding from Japan still worked after war including cement factory, aluminium plant, magnesium plant, 
iron plant, chemical industry and some light industries beside waterfront. Moreover, following the first 
export processing zones of Taiwan being set up at Kaohsiung, there were more and more industrial parks 
being set up in the 1970s. Because the space was highly industrialized, there was no area for urbanism in 
waterfront except quays, warehouses and heavy-industrial instruments. The relationship between port, city 
and civilians had become more and more weak. The series policies culminated in the policy, “let a living 
room like a factory", which let even private dwellings become parts of industrial production. 
 
2   URBAN FABRIC IN THE PRESENT 
       
        The urban fabric of Kaohsiung showed in following characters under the effect of undue 
industrialization: 
The first, urban expansion mainly followed establishment of industrial park. In most cases, residential areas 
developed around industrial park, (Figure 3) which formed an isolated region (white circle in Figure 5). 
There is a weak relationship of urbanism between these regions and downtown.  
The second, a large numbers of worker immigration were attracted into theses areas, but corresponding 
public space was seriously crowded out of urban area by industry. It resulted in a very high density of 
population and a very low ratio of public service space. 
The third, a lots of informal economic activities emerged in urban streets in order to satisfy the lack of public 
service space.  Finally these kind of informal activities usually could legally occupy that space.  
This developing way of urban fabric is quiet different from other cities in Taiwan. (Figure 4) The blue circle 
is with a very high density of population and a very low ratio of public service space and the white circles are 
usually with worse environmental polutions. The relationships between the blue circle and white circles are 
very weak in urbanism but very intensive in logistics. Namely, from the perspective of logistics, the white 
circles can be viewed as extensions of port.  
It can partly explain why Kaohsiung MRT system met serious crisis of bankrupt. The train stops inside the 
blue circle are with a daily amount of passenger over 5000. It shows that there is a weak relationship 
between downtown and the industrial parks outside the blue circle. Lack of daily commuting passengers is a 
serious problem for the operation of Kaohsiung MRT. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

3    CHALLENGE IN THE FUTURE: finding a new urban fabric 
       
      Since 1990s, the Open Reform policy in China triggered a new international division of labor in Asia. 
Many labor-intensive plants in Taiwan moved to China. “Made in Taiwan” was replaced by “Made in 

Figure 4   
The relationship between urban fabric and Kaohsiung MRT 
Source from: Kaohsiung MRT Co.   

Figure 3  
The intensive relationship of industrial park and 
residential areas just like an isolated unite. 
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China”, which directly caused the decrease of freight in Kaohsiung.  
According to the world ranking of transshipment of container, the 
transshipment capacity of Kaohsiung was the fourth port in the world 
in 2000. And then, the ranking of Kaohsiung sharply dropped down to 
the twelfth in 2008 and keep going down [2009/02/09 Economic News, 
Taiwan]. How does Kaohsiung confront with this change? The 
obsolete industrial areas, especially those beside port, were viewed as 
crucial roles for the transformation of Kaohsiung by authority. (Photo 4) 
Among these projects, Kaohsiung Multi-Functional Commerce & 
Trade Park (KMFCT Park), including cultural trade and logistic 
districts, with 5.87 km2 was viewed as a flagship-plan to convert the 
traditional industrial image of Kaohsiung. International architects 
provided their new ideas of new urban forms trying to transform this 
industrial port city, but the attempt doesn’t success yet. The practical 
exploitation is less than 10%. From the perspective of urban fabric, 
there is still a large part of this project which accede the original 
developing concept. The separation of port and city remains, not to 
mention to create a new urban fabric. It seems that we still need more 
research to explore the original urban fabric before finding a new form 
of urban fabric. 

Figure 5   The historical transformation between port and city 
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ABSTRACT : Waterfront reinvention continues to be an important part of the redevelopment of many cities 
around the world.  This project offers a way of specifically transforming waterfronts through an 
understanding and development of different landscape conditions. Through a conscious engagement with a 
larger realm, environmental and social, a new public realm can be developed for a site that will continue to 
play an important part in the development of many cities around the world.  

KEYWORDS: Landscape Urbanism, GIS, Public Space, and Waterfronts 
 
What a difference it makes if nature, instead of being a huge reservoir of forces and a bottomless repository 
of waste, turns suddenly into something that interrupts any progression: something to which you cannot 
appeal and can’t get rid of. (Latour, Bruno, 2005). 
 

This paper explores the  implications of making  new public space on the waterfront by engaging with 
the natural world through the agency of environmental infrastructure and GIS mapping.  Bruno Latour’s 
ideas on the formation of a new public realm are considered in this investigation. The paper describes and 
reflects on four design case studies; a new public park, a marina, a new passenger terminal wharf, all on the 
Waitamata Harbour, Auckland, New Zealand, and a speculative housing project in Guangzhou, PR China. 
The results of this landscape based design process is the development of a new kind of public world that 
escapes the typological limitation of parks and the conventional waterfront.  The projects demonstrate a way 
in which citizens can  engage in a new space that is a structure for social assembly and a re-presented 
environment. 

The harbour edge of water and land, the urban littoral, has become the most sought after and contested 
sites for urban developments through out the contemporary world. For much of the 19th and 20th centuries, 
the urban waterfront was a highly polluted heavy industrial zone and scrapheap for the urban detritus of 
global urbanization. Over the last 30 years, however, this industrial infrastructure has been transformed by a 
new kind of industry, one based on personal consumption.  

The first manifestation of this new economy, the Waterfront, is commonly held to be the Baltimore 
Inner Harbour, begun in 1980. The original industrial waterfront, abandoned by the commercial port with the 
advent of containerisation, became a massive real-estate development opportunity. The construction of the 
Baltimore waterfront started with the building of the HarbourPlace mall. This was followed by the 
construction of public and private buildings, museums, parks, hotels, and a marina, along a continuous 
promenade. This model of waterfront development, the public/private partnership, the treatment of water as a 
passive spectacle, the sequencing of a chain of public amusements both permanent and temporary along a 
promenade has become a formula for subsequent waterfront development. The character of this assemblage 
has remained surprisingly unchanged over thirty years, repeated in almost every major city in the world, 
even in towns that lack a waterfront, the ubiquitous Port Town (Koolhaas R. & Mau, B. (1995) has 
miraculously emerged.  However the relentless success of this urban typology, the curious placelessness of 
each development, regardless of locale, the privatised nature of the  ‘public space’, the urban types; 
promenade, square, courtyard, all embedded within various surveillance regimes, and the elided problems of 
the contaminated landscape underlying each waterfront development, have all lead to a number of critiques. 

The work of Bruno Latour, (although not directed specifically at waterfronts), can help us think about 
the compostion of a contemporary public world. Latour describes the deficiencies in the traditional means 
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that the public is represented, the parliaments of the world. In their place he points towards a multitude of 
ways of assembling, a world of space not time. Public space must now accommodate all the different types 
of assemblies that we make for ourselves from the most banal and humble to the important. These assembles 
are not just our social worlds but also matters that concern us, the environment, the diversity of species, the 
pollution of waterways. We represent these assemblies as a multitude rather than a unitary whole.  The 
question that Latour poses for us is ‘ how many contemporary elements can you build side by side, 
generating a series of simultaneities’  (Latour, Bruno. Weibel, Peter. (2005).  

By engaging in an obdurate ‘nature’ we are forced to invent new kinds of public space. In refocusing 
on the waterfront through the lens of the environment, we see a highly contaminated landscape. In many 
harbours, untreated and heavily polluted stormwater often enters the harbour where highly visible and toxic 
plumes can be clearly seen. The other major site contamination on many waterfronts is polluted marine 
sediment, the legacy of many hundreds of years of antifouling and other ships industrial detritus lying on the 
seabed.  

Given the importance of such serious environmental problems, with what techniques might we start to 
develop public assemblies that both acknowledge the conditions yet avoid the generic design solution found 
in all too many waterfront spaces? Developing an original design methodology based on a study and 
privileging of existing landscape conditions could be a start in developing such a process. 

To rethink the waters edge as a landscape necessitates the development of a process that starts with an 
analysis of the site. We can often find three landscapes in many waterfronts cities; the first, the existing 
topography, flat or raised, natural or reclaimed. The second, the hydrological landscape of freshwater, 
stormwater, and saltwater, governed by tidal movement and rainfall. And the third, the historical landscape 
of native ecologies. To make these landscape visible necessitates finding a way to represent them, their 
possible manifestations and any congruencies with environmental operations. Using a GIS programme, 
ArcView, helps redraw the waters edge as topography, both terrestrial and submarine. From this terrain other 
maps can be developed; aspect, the direction that the terrain has to the sun, hill shade, what parts of the 
terrain are in shade, slope, where the steeper and shallow slopes exist, and hydrological, where overland flow 
paths occur. 

This analysis revealed a fundamentally different view of the landscape and city than that revealed by 
conventional urban design systems. Reconceptualising the landscape and city as something larger than 
building and the spaces they enclose, opens up a process that can fold in complex social and environmental 
issues that are often elided in more conventional analysis and design.   

The following four case studies demonstrate the different possibilities that these processes open up, 
faced with different sites and programmes. 
 
CASE STUDIES  
 
Shore Road Reserve, Remuera, Auckland, New Zealand. 2003 

The case study is a two hectare grassed reserve located on Hobson Bay to the east of the Auckland 
CBD. The reserve, on the southern foreshore of the bay, is bounded by existing playing fields on the western 
side, a busy road to the south and a stream to the east.  

The site is a reclamation, it was a dump for construction fill from the building of an underground 
carpark  in the centre of Auckland during the early 1970s.  

In developing the project we considered the programme, improving the drainage of the site, and 
linking the reserve with the adjoining sports fields and the waters edge.  

The original grading of the site was poor finished, it was badly compacted and falls in different 
directions, causing water to pond on the site. Consequently the site is very boggy in winter making it difficult 
for the public to use the reserve, especially along the waters edge.  

In starting the site development we built a DTM of the whole catchment, situating the reserve within 
the larger drainage catchment system, bounded by the Victoria Avenue, Remuera Road and Parnell Road 
ridges. Defining the DTM helped in running hydrological tests, notably for overland flow paths and tidal 
variations. This analysis revealed the patterns of water flows over the site, showing surface water movement 
towards the road rather than the coastal edge that has lead to flooding in winter. The tidal analysis also 
demonstrated flooding within the catchment especially along the edge of the bay and reserve. The 
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hydrological analysis helped to develop a design solution to both the existing environmental problems and 
the social concerns. 

The proposed design for the reserve provides a long term, environmentally sustainable solution. The 
design proposes recontouring the site into two parallel ‘ridges’ running north/south. These ridges have a 2% 
slope down to three ‘gullies’ Two of the gullies are constructed as swale systems leading to the coastal edge.  
One of the swales runs along an old water channel, thus solving the health and safety issues associated with 
ponding and the problem of rampant weed infestation in this area.  The coastal edge is re graded from an 
elevated walkway on top of a low sea wall to a gentle slope into the tidal zone. This buffered zone is planted 
with native macrophytes along the coastal margin. The site can now drain naturally; the higher areas of the 
reserve can accommodate an all weather path network.  The project will greatly improve the ability to 
maintain the reserve while providing a planting scheme those functions as a buffering zone and reflects the 
coastal environment. 

The tradition coastal park maintains a distinct separation of the park users from the sea edge through 
the use of retaining walls. The adjacent terrestrial world has its own particular brief, sports ground, recreation 
users, the promenade, all separate from the ‘natural’ world of the sea. This early project aims to break these 
traditional typological and social barriers  by reconsidering the site as a greater entity, beyond its simple 
boundaries. The reserve is seen as a fragment on which  greater hydrological forces; stormwater and tidal salt 
water, play out there respective functions. The terrain is molded to both reveal and facilitate the efficacy of 
the hydrological actions, the site demonstrates the play of these deep forces. The social consequences of this 
new terrain are a new way of moving through the site, no longer are the park users passive observers, the 
paths across the site vary according to tide and season. The coastal planting is a restoration of the fragile 
native sea meadow that where once a common coastal edge in Auckland now, almost all of the meadows 
have vanished.  
 
Beixing Housing Development Guangzhou Province PR China, 2002-2003. 

The case study is located on a lake in the hills, near Beijing, Guangzhou, the People’s Republic of 
China. The site is a small inlet on the western side of the lake; the orientation of the bay is roughly 
north/south.  The programme called for the design of five houses and gardens of different scales and sizes, 
starting with a three bedroom family homes to a very large mansion with conference facilities  

In developing the project we started with the gathering and ordering of important site conditions, the 
overland flow paths, the aspect and slope of the site, all of which helped to determine appropriate areas of the 
site in which to position the buildings. It was important that the house sites were conceptualized as 
‘occupation zones’ rather than as autonomous objects. Because of the closed nature of the artificially 
dammed lake, it was critical that the excavation and the subsequent danger of soil run off were kept to a 
minimum. Areas of the site with a low slope ratio that would require the least modification of the terrain 
were selected and formed into a series of low terraces, staged down the slope and interleaved with the 
existing topography. These terraces became the occupation zones: the terraces nearest the road became 
entrance areas; the central terraces, the private area of each of the houses; and, the lowest terraces by the 
lake, became the living and entertaining zones. The areas between the terraces were treated as conservatories 
to be planted with species similar to those in the surrounding gardens. The platforms were covered in such a 
way to cause least disturbance to the site’s natural drainage pattern, the shape of the building roofs 
duplicated that of the unmodified terrain below. 

When considering the landscape possibilities of the site, the first consideration was the climate. While 
the site is on the edge of the tropical/subtropical climate zone it still receives the yearly monsoon, the design 
had to ensure that the overland flow paths remained unobstructed. We proposed that the flow paths were 
excavated and laid with riprap beds. In the rainy season they would efficiently drain the site, in summer they 
would resemble dry rivers. 

We proposed that the horticultural site be densely planted with native Chinese plants of types and 
species determined by the site conditions. Interestingly those very species that are commonly conceived of as 
‘exotic’ in the West ; bamboo, magnolias and camellias, are actually indigenous to the Guangzhou province, 
where the first ‘exotic’ plants from China were exported to the west. (Chapman, G. P., & Wang, Yingzheng 
(2002) Valder, P. (2002)  
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We suggested making a complex system of paths to run through the site, from the road to the lake, 
through gardens, along-side and across the streams and through the houses and conservatories, establishing a 
complex ‘plaid’ pattern of paths, linking the properties to each other and the  gardens. 

This project demonstrated that new forms of urbanism could be generated by the intentional use of 
landscape techniques - considering topography, exploitation of natural forces, and careful horticultural 
selection to determine the overall form of development.  

The project also demonstrated the limitations encountered when trying to use separate typological 
definitions and hierarchies such as, house, garden and nature. These descriptions limit exploration and 
possibilities. In this project, the garden is both exotic and indigenous; paths are both movement systems and 
connections breaking down traditional property boundaries; streams are both overland flow paths and 
rockeries, and houses are more like living zones, with a range of occupational choices, rather than 
autonomous objects.  

The idea of the lakefront is expanded from a passive domestic spectacle to a living ecology with a 
deep connection to the terrestrial hinterland. The formalised primacy of these hydrological systems have 
helped to generate new site relationships; social connections to ‘nature’ the indigenous garden, water systems 
and to the other occupants of the site.   
 
Bayswater Marina, Bayswater, North Shore City, New Zealand. 2008 

The case study is located on the northern side of the Waitamata harbour, Auckland. This area is 
indented with several flooded river valleys extending inland, the Lucas and Oruamo Creeks and Shoal and 
Ngataringa Bay.  The coastline is sheltered, with extensive areas of shallow water and tidal flats. The 
Bayswater Peninsula separates Big Shoal Bay from Ngataringa Bay. Like other peninsulas along this coast, it 
is characterised by a relatively flat topography along the ridge top, exposed sandstone cliff faces, 
pohutukawa clad coastal escarpments and typically one and two storey residential developments. 

At the end of the Bayswater Peninsula is O’Neill’s Point.  The Bayswater Marina is located on a four-
hectare reclamation at the southern tip of the point. Seen from the south and east, the reclamation, with the 
marina beyond, appears very similar to a rocky shelf or volcanic reef extending out from the shoreline, much 
just like other reefs found  around the Auckland coastline, such as Meola Reef.   

There are several use zones within Bayswater Marina; these areas coincide with the construction of 
different reclamations. The original reclamation forms the eastern side of the Bayswater Marina; it comprises 
a long narrow finger of land extending from the existing cliffs. It is distinguishable from the new reclamation 
to the west through height difference, it is approximately one metre lower, and the maturity of the existing 
pohutukawa trees. Public transport, bus and ferry, occupy the end of the reclamation, connecting to 
Ngataringa Bay. The larger and newer reclamation lies immediately to the west of the original reclamation.  
The northwestern corner of the main reclamation is occupied by a haul out, boat repair and storage area. Car 
and boat trailer parking occupy most of this site. A small-grassed park with young Pohutukawa and Norfolk 
Island pines is located on the southeast coastal edge of the reclamation. The marina lies to the west of the 
reclamation.  It comprises 7 finger pontoons contained within an encircling breakwater and provides 
approximately 400 berths for boats of various sizes. A public boat ramp is located on the south-eastern 
corner of the main reclamation, parallel with and to the west of the ferry wharf.  

The programme for the site was to develop the whole marina as a community and marina-orientated 
place with a focus on recreation, public transport and boating activities. The design had to acknowledge the 
sites position within the Waitemata Harbour, preserving the existing environment, protecting views and 
ensuring public access across the whole site.  The design also had to conform to the following criteria; 

The environmental quality of the area must be improved as a whole by any new layout or distribution 
of activities. The location and design of buildings, and associated landscaping, must not obstruct important 
sightlines and vistas to and across the Harbour. The area must maintain a spacious quality rather than a built 
up one.  

In developing the project we proposed a process based on a landscape generated urbanism that would 
allow for; an open space structure in which the public can actively circulate, a sufficiently elastic structure to 
accommodate new traffic infrastructure, community activities, boating activities, recreational activities and 
buildings that can be part of the landscape experience, such as cafés or restaurants.  
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To understand how these could be placed in the most efficient relationship with each other and the 
site, a diagram was generated to demonstrate how the different activity sets could relate to each other, the 
site and the larger landscape.   

The marina activity group could be placed on the western edge of the site, marina maintenance 
activities situated to the north, existing marina car parking located in the centre, and ancillary marina 
activities located in the maintenance area and alongside the marina car parking.  This activity set connects 
directly to the existing marina, through the recreation zone. The public transport activity group:  bus terminal 
and ferry terminal could run along the eastern edge of the site. The boating activities group, trailer parking 
and the boat ramp can be located between the public transport and marina activities.  They could occupy the 
middle of the site and connect to the harbour to the south. The community activity group could be located 
near the existing boat ramp. The recreational activity group wraps around the other activities and  fills up the 
interstitial space of the diagram, emphasising the way in which the recreational/public space is the urban glue 
that both holds the other activities together in a coherent ensemble and mediates between the outer world of 
Shoal Bay and the reclamation site.  

To understand the larger dynamic landscape conditions, GIS mapping was used to establish the 
location of existing overland flow paths and conjectured native planting zones. However any desire to 
environmentally rehabilitate the reclamation has to subsumed by the pragmatic demands of the site, 
especially by the marina. Similarly the creation of a ‘pure’ park solely dedicated to recreational use and the 
enjoyment of nature is untenable because of the private ownership of the marina site. Rather the design 
proposal is for a hybrid park, one that responded to the requirements of the community the stakeholder and 
environment.  This hybrid park is a landscape based urban design that is both private and public, but 
connected by an open, flowing and indivisible public space.  

The proposed design starts with the marina, the most important activity on the site. At the north end, a 
variety of boat maintenance activities are allowed for, including; a haul out area, a boat storage rack, an area 
for boat servicing, and a wash down area.  The boat stack, a two level rack ,is placed along the access road. 
This utilitarian structure is concealed.  A forklift with a reciprocating lift, would be used to access the boats 
in the stack, and with the provision of a concrete retaining wall in the marina revetment, deliver the boats to 
the harbour. 

The maintenance area is connected to the public realm by being visually permeable on three sides. The 
foreshore yard running around the northern and western sides of the zone enables the public to see the 
maintenance activities and boat launching.  

The existing marina car parking (315 parks) is reconfigured to allow for the provision of the 15m-
foreshore yard, public parking (44 parks), and access to the pavilions in the foreshore yard.  

Rebuilding the parking bays with a permeable cell structure mitigates the environmental issues of the 
large areas of existing parking causing excessive stormwater run off. Depressing the level of the parking 
space below the level of the public space, especially the foreshore yard, ensures that any site run off is 
collected by the permeable car parking. The runoff is drained to the southern end of the site where it runs 
through two constructed wetlands, before discharging into the harbour.  

The existing boating activities; trailer launching and trailer parking, are left in the same area, with 
some rationalisation. A similar stormwater collection is used; with the parking areas reconfigured as 
permeable surfaces.  Tree planting helps break up the monotony of the parking area. The drainage from the 
car park is directed into a constructed wetland that drains into the harbour.   

A15m-foreshore yard around the reclamation accommodates most of the recreation programme, 
picnicking, barbequing, visiting the café and restaurant, walking along the promenade, and using the 
playground. The foreshore yard gives the public the best connection to the marine environment. The design 
of the promenade, its materiality and topography, changes according to the orientation of the landscape.  
Along the marina edge, a curving timber boardwalk with native planting and a mounded topography is 
installed; this form is a transition from the marina revetment to the car parking. The design of this zone 
emphasises the views out to marina and harbour beyond, and conceals the existing marina car parking.  
At the southern end of the car parking, wetlands are installed to treat contaminated run off. These are planted 
with bands of native reeds descend in a series of steps to the waters edge. Sea water and polished stormwater 
are allowed to mix in this intertidal zone.  Pedestrian bridges run across the wetlands enabling the public to 
connect to the environmental cleaning processes.  Other parts of the foreshore yard are extended to the sea 
edge to provide viewing platforms. While it is critical that the foreshore yard forms an important and 
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effective public space around the reclamation, it is equally important that the public can use the interior of 
the site safely and in a manner that connects all the disparate activities of the site. Two landscape ‘bars’ run 
through the centre of the site. The strips provide a way of moving pedestrians safely from the northern to the 
southern end of the site.  The strips also have the effect of separating the parking areas; the trailer, public and 
marina parking. 

The building programme associated with the marina (chandlery, retailing/hire/brokerage, offices, 
clubhouse, and staff accommodation) is spread between several buildings located along the western edge of 
the site. The building programme associated with recreational activities (changing rooms, cafés and 
restaurant) is partially located in the western foreshore yard.  They are treated as pavilion like structures, of a 
small scale and built from sympathetic materials so that they do not dominate the landscape nature of the 
foreshore yard.  The planting on the esplanade is native trees, mostly Pohutakawa. 

The building programme associated with community activities, the rowing club, and other non-profit 
marine related clubs are also located in the centre of the site. This has the practical advantage of being able to 
utilise the trailer parking during the week and evening and gives close access to the public boat ramp. At the 
southern end of the site, a tower like structure is proposed. The tower is five stories high, and has a ‘Z’ 
shaped profile. Shops are contained on the ground floor with a lookout/restaurant on top floor. The tower is 
connected to a two story building supported on pilotis, approximately 700m2,  with open parking on the 
ground floor  

The marina is perhaps one of the most conservative and ‘private’ of all waterfront types, rigidly 
conformed to the pragmatic programme of boat storage, maintenance and car parking. This traditional type 
offers little to the citizen beyond a grudging admittance. Yet this project shows that this seemly rigid 
assemblage is susceptible to the forces of the larger environment through remediation techniques. The typical 
marina car park massive and oversized can be transformed through subtle topographical deformation into 
rainwater collectors and flow paths that redirect any contaminated water away from direct entry into the 
harbour. Public space, wherever it is located and however vestigial it may be, can be treated in a common 
manner.  This includes a common material vocabulary, and a common planting of indigenous species. The 
establishment of a pedestrian path network can help to link all part of the site, both private and public. The 
building programme, while responding to pragmatic requirement is formally and spatially receptive to both 
the local condition, evidenced by the proposed pavilions in the park,  and the larger landscape of the harbour, 
as expressed in the periscope tower on the southern end of the reclamation  
 
Queens Wharf Passenger Terminal, Auckland, New Zealand.  2009  

The Queens Wharf is a critical site on the Auckland Waterfront. In the 19th century, the wharf formed 
a contiguous surface with Queen Street, Auckland main street, acting both as an infrastructure link to the 
interior of New Zealand for the export of raw materials and as an ingress of  manufactured goods from 
England. It was also the cities social space, as shown by the presence of innumerable strollers and layabouts 
in almost every image from that period. (Bush, G. W. A. (1971) The connection was later subsumed by the 
critical cross-town flow of the newly reclaimed Quay Street and Customs Street and the closure of most of 
the wharf to the public by the Ports of Auckland.  

However the southern end of Queens Wharf still has a busy social programme. Starting with the 
arrival of commuters on the cross harbour ferries at eight thirty in the morning, the space at the intersection 
of Queens Wharf and Quay Street is busy with officer workers at ten, twelve and three o’clock. The 
commuter rush starts again at five pm. At night the waterfront becomes a party zone with thousands of 
teenagers descending on the waterfront, in particular the bars and restaurants of the adjacent Princess Wharf 
and the Viaduct Basin. 

Queen Wharf is also a highly contaminated landscape.  Untreated and heavily polluted stormwater 
enters the Waitamata from the fifty-two hectare Queen Street catchment as can be clearly seen after heavy 
rainfalls. Polluted marine sediment is the other major site contaminant a historical legacy from over one 
hundred years of shipping   

The wharf was recently sold by the owners, Ports of Auckland to the Auckland City Council and 
Auckland Regional Council. The new owners have developed a design programme for the wharf . The 
outcomes are three fold; a public space for all Aucklanders, an overseas passenger terminal for the large 
cruise ships that visit Auckland every year, and a temporary ‘party zone’ for the duration of the 2012 Rugby 
World Cup.   
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In developing the project we initiated the design process by;  
Mapping the existing and conjectured landscape conditions, the existing topography, the overland flow 

paths, the aspect and slope of the site, using a GIS programme, ArcView.  
Constructing a design process using GIS techniques to both represent landscape conditions and model future 
development and interactions. 
Privileging the landscape over other possible conditions such as architecture or conventional urban design. 
Intersecting mapped landscape conditions with environmental remediation techniques. 

To understand how to remediate the contaminated stormwater and polluted marine sediment we 
investigated a number of remediation techniques. One of the best-accepted practices for cleaning 
contaminated marine sediment and contaminated fill is to use phytoremediation. This is a process where 
plants are used to remove harmful chemicals from polluted ground. Firstly existing marine sediment is 
dredged and collected. Salix and Populus species are then planted in the contaminated fill, certain pollutants 
are drawn into the trees system, gradually removing the harmful contaminates  (Rock, 2001) (Dickinson, 
2004).  

The remediation of contaminated stormwater is a better-known process. Stormwater is collected and 
cleaned through a number of processes including filtering through vegetation, to remove harmful pollutants 
before being released into natural watercourses, streams, or the sea (Shaver, 2000) 

The next stage of the project was to map the intersection of the existing landscape conditions found 
through GIS mapping, with ecologically timed remediation processes, to generate a new landscape based 
development strategy.  

The slope diagram is analysed, the steepest areas are ‘buffered’ or enlarged. These areas are identified 
as places where dredged marine sediment could be located; some of these areas are on land, some on man 
made structures like wharfs, some on the actual sea bed. The areas located on the seabed can be built up by 
using existing reclamation techniques, mixing dredged marine fill with cement to form a stable platform 
above sea level.  Further dredged fill can be placed on top of this platform. 
All the areas where the dredged fill is placed are planted with Populus and Salix species, after two years 
these trees are gradually harvested and replaced with indigenous species from the local coastal cliff eco tone 
including; Pohutakawa, Metrosideros excelsa, Karo, Pittosporum crassifolium, Taupata, Coprosma repens, 
Houpara, Pseudopanax lessonii and Astelia banksii. (Morton, J. A. C., Ewen. (1993)    

The overland flow path maps are combining with the existing exit points for the stormwater of the 
CBD catchment area. This map points to the possible location of stormwater remediation treatment areas. 
The area necessary for the treatment of the stormwater is formed by the deformation of the existing 
reclamation and by the formation of ‘atolls’ through the construction of the phytoremediation terrain. Behind 
this new topography, the seabed of the ‘lagoon’ is raised to form a sloping gradient from the stormwater 
outlet to the sea. The lagoon is constructed to allow for the standard remedial stormwater treatment using 
indigenous wetland planting such as; Raupo, Typha orientalis, Baumea articulata, and B. rubiginosa. The 
‘atoll’ wall is shaped to allow the natural tidal flows to enter to both flush and receive the polished 
stormwater. 

It is within this new landscape that opportunity for developing new building programmes can occur. 
We developed a building programme, which we named the Mountain, by mapping the new social movement 
patterns that have developed through the new landscapes and the new social programmes engendered by the 
Rugby World Cup and the programme for a new Cruise Terminal. The mountain is a multi use structure that 
accommodates the new movement patterns, north/south, from the city to the end of Queens wharf and the 
movement patterns across the new phytoremediation atolls. Access from Queen Street to the end of Queens 
Wharf goes under the Mountain.  The desire to swim in the newly cleaned harbour leads to a topographical 
deformation at the end of wharf to form a ‘beach’ allowing swimming and water based activities.   

The Mountain can also be used as a terminal for overseas cruise liners. Passengers who arrive at the 
port need to move smoothly and rapidly into the city. The upper levels of the Mountain can be used as 
customs clearing facility before the passengers descend to Queens Wharf, and crossing Quay Street, enter the 
city.   

Queens Wharf is to become Party Central for the 2012 Rugby World Cup. The waterfront will become 
a dense throng of clubbers and partygoers, moving from bar to bar, club to club. The Mountain can provide a 
party infrastructure for the big games, big screens, sound systems, bars, and toilets.  
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The dense matrix of big screens inside the Mountain that were used for the World Cup can become the 
‘walls’ of a new gallery of digital art. Especially commissioned video works can be screened every week; 
overseas visitors are greeted by the best work of New Zealand artist.  

The Queens Wharf project demonstrates that it is possible to move beyond the current ‘waterfront 
city’ design paradigm, the generic model where an architectural framework borders a limited typology of 
public space.  

The rich yet practical forces that were discovered and explored in the GIS mapping can move beyond 
a pragmatic process, by considering the changing world of ecological processes and remediation strategies. 
Here the richness of an environmentally based urbanism flows into a similarly richly phased social 
programmes to produce a wide range of social and economic outcomes.  

The project offers a complex range of unexpected yet real connections between such disparate subjects 
as buildings, ecological cycles, indigenous flora, and urban life. The project creates an opening into these 
seemingly autonomous worlds, allowing them to percolate into each other.   The results are strange, 
unprecedented and open to further change and development. 

A unique urbanism is developed which eschews the traditional waterfront planning of Europe and 
North America. Moving beyond the limitations of the conventional fixed master plan, the Queens Wharf 
project, proposed a fluid development strategy that responds to the deep movemnets of both tide and stream.   
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ABSTRACT:  Amsterdam has a long tradition in which battling against the water has become integrated in 
the city’s design. But fast growth, pressures of urbanisation and far-reaching climate change have made 
matters more complex. A new plan of attack is required formulated by water managers, political 
administrators and designers. The pilot project ‘Water in Amsterdam’s South-East District’ assessed to 
which degree ‘designing research’ can help to solve this complex issue. 
KEYWORDS : local identity, water form, urban-rural, urban landscape, culture, public life  
 

A widely representative working group, including the Municipality of Amsterdam, Waternet and the 
landscape architecture department of TU Delft, studied on a number of designs to integrate water storage and 
water discharge directly into the spatial planning process. (image 001) 
 

 
image 001 water trouble 

 
In the Netherlands, the underlying landscape layer, soil composition and the related water 

management techniques were guiding for the pre-war urban planning of settlements and their later 
expansion. The city of Amsterdam started at the riverbanks of the peat river ‘Amstel’. Later extensions were 
following the patters of the agricultural allotment pattern. Spatial planning, urban planning and water 
management went together hand in hand. However, after the Second World War, as the great post-war 
building spree got underway, water became a less important consideration in spatial planning. Water 
engineering had developed to the stage that water management was almost always carried out underground, 
out of sight, and the solutions were adapted to programmatic demands.  

Due to climate changes we are forced to realize that Modern engineering techniques for water 
management are nearing the limits of their capacity. Space for water storage is needed. But increasing 
population density, restructuring and the transformation of living and working areas are occupying the 
available space. Urban growth in Dutch lowlands cities is highly dynamic and should create possibilities for 
attractive water designs. As we learned from the past, water can contribute to the public realm and is besides 
that part of a network and therefore able to link city and landscape.  

The research began with an extensive analysis of the water system in Amsterdam Southeast as part of 
the underlying landscape layer. Possible solutions for water storage and slower discharge of water were 
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visualised in drawings. These prototypical drawings were categorized in a toolbox. It illustrates how design 
principles for designing with water can be applied at various scales, depending on the underlying landscape.  

The toolbox worked like an instrument to understand the context and played a dual function in the 
process of finding integrated design solutions for the South- east district of Amsterdam. By drawing plans 
for the area the toolbox was on the one hand used as a starting-point for the design research and on the other 
hand sharpened by the research by design. This had a flywheel effect on the process. By promptly creating 
visualisations of possible solutions, it was easier to communicate with outsiders as well as involved parties at 
the municipality. (image 002) 
 

 
image 002 Southwest Amsterdam - three different landscapes: peat polder, peat river, lake bed polder 

 
Making the Dutch Landscape 

The Dutch landscape is the result of a long struggle with nature. The inhabitants of Holland have 
worked with care and devotion for centuries on the cultivation of their delta, turning it into a landscape 
where they feel at home, an inalienable heritage. The Dutch landscape mirrors the history of the nation, a 
long battle for freedom and independence. It is a product of organizational talent, business acumen, 
enterprise, science, technology, artistic feeling and – though not everyone today would agree – a great love 
of nature.  

The Dutch landscape has become a tradition and a fertile ground for urban design and architecture. 
This so called ‘Fine Dutch Tradition’ has been famous since the 17th century, and has helped to define our 
position in the international business world of today. This tradition is based on a dynamic approach to the 
landscape. New land is not just created once, but many times. Reclaiming land from the sea, creating new 
polders, peat digging, building dykes to cut off arms of the sea, land consolidation and that major flood-
prevention project of the last century known as the Deltawerken have led time and time again to the creation 
of a new balance between nature, technology and culture. (image 003) 
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image 003 polder map - by department of landscape architecture 

 
Unhidden truth 

This landscape approach was sturdy enough to accommodate and critically review the fluctuating 
influence of nature (such as tides and storms) and new agricultural, infrastructural and town planning 
programmes. But this is no longer the case; we have reached another critical point in our history. The polder 
system that gets rid of undesired water by pumping it off is at risk of becoming a victim of its own success as 
ground levels subside, sea levels rise and prolonged periods of drought become more common. The 
marginalization of agriculture and scale increases in the remaining agricultural areas are leading to a 
disintegration of the landscape, while the increasing scale and intensity of urbanization are having a similar 
effect. In the cities the surface gets more and more sealed by the need of streets and maintenance free stoned 
squares. In the water management maps of 1850 and 1930 it becomes obvious that the water system changed 
a lot.1 The first map shows how water system and polder structure match of the second map shows how 
through city development and the growth of infrastructure the logic is disturbed. The underlying culture 
landscape is not visible anymore. This means that water has to overcome a large distance before the 
overcapacity of water can flow into the discharge system, the ‘boezem’. (image 004, 005) 

                                                
1 Waterpilot, “Sterk Water”, januari 2009 
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image 004 water management, map of water board 1850 
image 005  water management, map of water board 1930 

 
Already in 2003 the Water Management Committee for the 21st Century2 pointed out that water has 

more and more a spatial claim on land and therefore could not only be managed by the water management 
alone, it had to become an integral part of town and country planning. In principal the existing water 
management system in the Netherlands is a civil engineering system that was created to meet the country’s 
agricultural demands. Because land use is changing, and because reorganization is also needed from the urban 
perspective, the opportunity has arisen for not just technically renewing the existing water management system 
but also for making the question of landscape incorporation and design more explicit and more meaningful. 
 
Reading the polder 

In the Low Lands (land below sea level) we differentiate two polder types; the lake-bed polders and 
the peat polders. As early as the eighth century, areas of peat were being drained and overlaid with a grid of 
drainage ditches and prepared for farming and settlement. Peat polder regions thus qualify as a ‘cultural’ 
landscape. Their elongated tracts of land reflected the right of farmers to annex drained tidal marshland 
adjoining their own land (called the recht van opstrek). Initially, peat reclamation relied on natural drainage, 
with valve culverts used to connect ditches with peat channels or watercourses. When peat levels began to 
sink as the water drained away, pumping stations became necessary, and peat dikes were built in order to 
prevent surplus water from flooding drained areas. A lake bed polder used to be a lake, which was very often 
the result of peat extraction. To construct a lake bed polder, the area is first enclosed by a dike including a 
ring canal. The water is pumped out off the lake by mechanical means.3 Drainage ditches are dug in the new 
land – mostly fertile clay – to transport water to the main canal, which usually lay centrally along the 
polder’s long axis. Pumping stations carry the water from this main canal to the ring canal and/or reservoir, 
from where it flows out into the sea. The process implies a never-ending need to pump, since the drained 
area is both at a lower level than the surrounding land and below the ground-water level. Today, lake-bed 
polders rely on electrically powered pumps to keep water at the desired level and to get ride of the rain 
water. 

The deepest polder in the Netherlands lies at about 6 meters below the Amsterdam Ordnance Datum 
(Normaal Amsterdams Peil, NAP). The reclaimed landscape was thus transformed into a polder network, 
lined by dikes, in which water levels are regulated independently of the surrounding area.4 
 
                                                
2 comissie waterbeheer, “Waterbeleid 21ste eeuw” (WB21), 2004  
3 Reh, W., C.M. Steenbergen, D. Aten.‚“Sea of Land”, Stichting Uitgeverij Noord-Holland, 2005 
4 Bobbink, I., “Land Insight”, SUN, 2009 
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Investigation of locus 
Within the Zuidoostlob we are dealing with two different types of polder landscape: the peat polder and 

the lake bed polders. Next to that the peat river, as part of the outlet system is taken as a separate category. 
This is done to make the toolbox easy in use. The water system itself in a polder consists of different water 
elements, like ditches, a channel, dams ad pumps. Each polder is divided into several parts with slight 
differences in water level (peilvakken). The difference in water level echo the relief in the polder and are 
articulated by a water stair. Again on the water management maps it becomes clear that the water structure in 
the cultural landscape is more dense and at least on the map much more visible with lot of dams. In de 
Watergraafsemeer and the Bijlermeer, two lake bed polders the main waterlines play a structuring role in the 
city layout. Large sand addition erased the old ditches. The hierarchy and the form of water elements in a lake 
bed polder is different than in a peat polder. The lake bed polder is drawn on paper and performed as an 
collective project, whereby the exploitation of the peat polder happens after deliberation on site, first on an 
individual base. In that sense one could say that the peat landscape is a medieval landscape.  

To use the genesis of each polder in the transformation of the waterscape makes each site more specific, 
flexible and sustainable. To reach this goal the arrangement of functions need to be integrated. One could say 
from a landscape architectonic point of view; water can become (again) the visual carrier of the Delta identity.  

 
Waterpilot ‘Zuidoostlob’ 

The Southeastlobe of Amsterdam is one of the five other lobes in the lay-out of the city plan of 
Amsterdam, the so called finger city. The area is in terms of the landscape layer, urbanisation and 
administrative vey complex. Boarded by the peat river he Amstel and the Diemer and a beautiful landscape, 
which is already quite intensively used for recreation. As part of a dynamic urban field the open space within 
the lobe is under pressure. Densefying, reconstructing, transformation of living – and working areas makes 
the planning process very complex. This asks more and more from the water management. The municipality 
initiated the water pilot as a way to make all parties, also the private investors aware of the possibilities and 
advantages of the integrated water design. (image 006) 

 

 
image 006 map of high differences - by S. Nijhuis 

 
Methode: the toolbox  

The water system is as explained before for city directors and citizens and even designers an unknown 
terrain. After the analysis of the location, possible solutions for water retention and water discharge system 
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were listed and put into relation to the polder types or the peat river area. Lots of studies and there knowledge 
is used, were already performed but never were related to soil types and existing water forms as part of an 
identity. 

Within the renewed system rainfall, preferable should have the possibility to filter into the ground 
and/or be kept close to the place where it drops or slowly be discharged. One of the conclusions drawn by 
Habiforum5 is that it will be essential to find space for rainwater storage within a given area. Four such ways 
of water storage are distinguished. First the supply storage: the retention of rainwater falling in a given area, 
for as long as possible. Secondly the seasonal storage: storing of water during the winter months in order to be 
able to use it in the spring or summer. Thirdly the peak storage: the temporary storage of water in order to 
prevent flooding elsewhere and fourth the disaster storage: the incidental storage of water derived from 
drainage pools or the main drainage system in order to avert critical flooding. Possible design models to meet 
these demands include 6 extra water storage in diked areas to either side of wide water drainage channels in 
our case along the peat river (bergingsboezem); intake polders, entire polders earmarked for use in an 
emergency (inlaatpolder); inner polders, or special areas of polder earmarked and appropriately diked for 
emergency water storage use (binnenpolder); widened watercourses subject to a flexible water level policy, 
(verbrede waterlopen en flexibel peilbeheer); new lakes and new marshland (nieuwe plassen en moeras) and 
storage polders in city peripheries (bergingpolder in de stadsrand). (image 007) 
 

 
image 007 elements of the toolbox 

 
The toolbox consists out off design elements which can store or discharge the water, but at the same 

time integrates into the spatial environment and here demands for new programme. The solution should be 
sustainable and connect to the larger water system. In the toolbox next to the three landscapes different 
scales of design are introduced: city, park and landscape. Possible water elements are studied in each of these 
places in the ‘Zuidoostlob’ of Amsterdam. In the table, which gives a clear overview it becomes obvious that 
not all solutions fit everywhere. Water can be introduced into the design of a building; as part of 
infrastructure; can play with the change of water level; used in the form of a water line or a water surface. 

By building a house or a public building water is always involved. We have to deal with surface water, 
ground water and sewer water; the architect of a building needs to think about al of them. It’s preferable that 

                                                
5 Habiforum ‘in ‘Leven met water’, 2002 
6 Gerritsen et al. 2002; Hoekstra et al. 2002; Jókövi, Kuin, & Penning 2002; Penning & Schouwenberg 2002 
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the rainwater is disconnected from the sewer, lucky enough already quite common in the municipality of 
Amsterdam. Regrettable this is not part of the architectonic expression.  
Streets, bike lanes, walking path, sidewalks and squares are part of infrastructure and cover a great amount 
of the public space. Here the new water management can gain a lot. Rainwater should be captured on the 
surface and become part of an integrated design. For example water on highways can be collected and then 
filtered along the road in reed purification before it is release into the ground water.   

Manipulation of the water level or playing with the fluctuation of the seasonal water has a strong 
effect on the space. It directly influences the growth of crops. At the same time it’s a way to substitute 
dryness in the summer. Within the build area fluctuation of the water level is undesirable. A lot of buildings 
are built on wooden piles; they have to be conserved in the ground water level, if not the piles will rotten 
away, the houses will break. 

Gutters, trenches, ditches, channels, canals and rivers are crucial to the water system. These water 
lines fulfil the important job of draining, irrigating and storing water in the landscape. Made water lines and 
Holland is full of them are mostly designed in a very technical and pragmatic way. Despite of that they play 
an important role in the attractiveness of a space. By being aware of this designers can take advantage. Due 
to the form the visible waterline can show the working of the water system and is able to connect different 
scales. 

Lakes, water basins, pools and ponds are attracters to tourists and recreationists. Besides that they can 
store a lot of water and make an environment for fishes and other water related animals. Large water surface 
introduce open space and can for example be used as a transition zone between city and the rural areas.  
(image 008, 009, 010) 
 

 
 

image 008 lake bed polder: polder in polder principal : city – park- landscape 

 
image 009 lake bed polder: earth mount: city – park- landscape 
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image 010 peatriver: floating: city – park- landscape 

 
In the toolbox different design principles of water design, depending on the landscape layer, are listed 

on different scales. Some of the solutions are obviously not suitable in every landscape type. Aspects of the 
urban regulation as a municipal boarder are not taken care off. They don’t fit in the concept whereby the 
underlying layer of the polder landscape forms the point of departure for durable water designs. 
(image 011) 

 
image 011 overview of the toolbox 

 
Conclusion 

The toolbox had during the design process several functions. Students made with the help of the 
toolbox plans for a given location in the area without knowing all the technical backgrounds and demands of 
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the site, specially the water management demands. They used the prototypes as a tool for the research. This 
was done in a systematic way from a spatial programmatic perspective, since the students were architect 
students. Through testing the prototypes in the design they were sharpened and at the same time specified on 
the location. The research by design inspired many people in the municipality of Amsterdam. Through the 
water plans the communications between the different parties of the pilot project became easy.7 The different 
professions started to speak the same language. (image 012,013,014,015) 
 

 
image 012 park design – les water by 

 
image 013 park design – more water by 

 

                                                
7 Waterpilot, “Sterk Water”, januari 2009 
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image 014 function of the water fluctuation 

 
image 015 situation of the park 

 
The research is part of the sub- programme Dutch Lowlands in the department of Landscape 

Architecture in Delft, which addresses the implicit architectural quality of the man-made ‘polderscapes’. The 
territory of the Dutch lowlands is seen as a design laboratory, generating knowledge on worldwide questions 
of water management. The Fine Dutch Tradition is acting as a framework for landscape design that 
integrates civil engineering, architecture and urban development. By investigating the Dutch lowlands in 
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their specific geographic and cultural context we can recover spatial knowledge and approaches to deal with 
contemporary design issues. Dealing with the water and the transformation of valuable landscapes as part of 
the city.  

Water in the Lowlands is an essential part of the landscape; keeps it dry, in summertime wet, 
structures the land and connects al the polders. The ‘boezem’ (outlet system) could become the connector of 
city and landscape, waterways could function (again) as infrastructure and could easily be transformed into a 
green- blue network. This approach will surely contribute to a rise of spatial quality. Further research is 
necessary and as experienced in the pilot project cooperation inevitable. 
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ABSTRACT: The current dynamic of urbanisation requires constant attention for the implementation of 
efficient public transportation. Seen In this framework the discussion about the traffic flows offers interesting 
perspectives when dealing with the future of the city; designing an infrastructure is often an occasion to 
propose a project for the transformation of the city. Considering the railroads in particular, this debate is very 
much alive all around Europe, particularly if we look at the number of competitions and projects for the 
accommodation of high-speed railway lines. 

Referring to this framework, the Faculty of Architecture - TU Delft organized in 2008 a ‘research by 
design’ driven design initiative with the title ‘5x5 Projects for the Dutch city’. As already suggested in the 
title, five design projects were made all focusing on sustainable urban development of five Dutch cities: 
Dordrecht, Leiden, Gouda, Delft and Haarlem. The assignments, prepared in advance by the research group 
of the chair Building Typology, were all concentrating on a number of problems connected with one 
important assumption of the project: accepting for all five cities the hypothesis of accommodating part of the 
railway underground. The aim of this paper is to give an insight of the project. 
KEYWORDS:  urban design, design strategies, public space, large urban projects, architectural 
interventions. 

 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 Looking at the Faculty of Architecture research agenda of the last decade it is undoubtedly true that 
the question of whether design should be considered or not as a scientific activity is constantly seen as one of 
the crucial issues. Like Henk Engel observes in one of his recent article, published in OverHolland 5, the 
Faculty of Architecture of the Delft University of Technology is particularly specialized in training 
designers. This is the case not only for Architecture but also for other faculties inside the campus. Therefore 
the introduction of the term ‘research by design’ was needed in order to reflect on design as a scientific 
discipline1. At this point some questions arise. How can be design considered as the result of a scientific 
process? And in which way should ‘research by design’ be evaluated? 
 In her article published in 1996 in Delta, Joyce Ouwerkerk2 tackles the topic referring to Taeke de 
Jong book ‘Kleine methodologie voor ontwerpen’. In this book de Jong suggests that ‘research by design’ 
should be evaluated using other criteria than empirical and theoretical research. According to de Jong a 
design focuses on what’s logically possible, a theoretical research on what’s necessary while empirical 
research deals with the probable. He believes that ‘research by design’ should really lead to new solutions 
and that the value of this type of research should be demonstrable if compared with similar but existing 
designs. 
For Henk Engel ‘research by design’ should accomplish the following three criteria. First of all a design 
should be the solution for a determined class of problems. Secondly, way of thinking and rules to apply 
during the design process should be established a priori. In the third place the design should put forward new 
knowledge and alternative skills or prove how acquired knowledge can be used to generate new and unique 
designs. Depending on the disciplinary framework, these criteria should be adequately specified following 
theoretical assumptions and testing methods applicable to the particular field in question. 
 In the case of the ‘5x5 projects for the Dutch City’ research by design had to be engaged while 
dealing with th station areas of five minor Dutch cities. All design teams were confronted with the same 

                                        
1 H. Engel, ‘5x5: Projecten voor de Hollandse stad’, article in OverHolland 5, 2007. 
2 J. Ouwerkerk, ‘Ontwerpend onderzoek vergt een andere beoordeling’, article in Delta nr. 14, April 1996. 
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initial issue: a substantial part of the existing railway had to be accommodated underground. In this respect, 
looking at the projects right now, I think it’s legitimate to put forward the following additional questions: till 
which extend are these designs the product of a well established ‘research by design’ standpoints? Or are 
they the logic output of design processes in which the condition of relative freedom given by the academic 
framework favours opportunities for new approaches? 
 

 
Figure 1 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’; Haarlem, Leiden, Delft, Dordrecht, Gouda.The expansion of the 

built-up urban area with respect to the railway lines. Drawing by Olivier van der Bogt, Otto Diesfeldt and 
Iskandar Pané. 

2 THE FRAMEWORK OF THE ‘5X5 PROJECTS FOR THE DUTCH CITY’ 

 Railway and city have been coexisting for approximately one and half century. Analyzing their 
mutual relationship today, it’s important to understand how railways, as physical elements in the city, are 
experienced in terms of space. When in the XIXth century the railway lines appeared they were clearly an 
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indispensable contribution to the development of the city. Miles of railways were quickly built without 
taking the future scene  
of the city into consideration. The result is that today the railway is entangled with the city like a spider net 
while its role has drastically changed. What in the early days contributed to the development of the city, is 
currently, although indispensable, often considered as an obstacle, a limitation for city planning. 

 In the XXth century the railway takes an essential position in the planning of the city. 
Despite the gradual but constant increase of car traffic, the railway keeps an important role as reliable means 
of public transportation. In the meanwhile railroads and metropolitan lines are enclosed by the ever 
expanding city and, whether well integrated or not, are part of the cityscape. Railway and marshalling yards 
occupy large and precious surfaces in the city, sometimes being an obstacle for further developments. 

After the Second World War the reconstruction period offers the chance of reconsidering the 
planning of infrastructures in the city. Nevertheless infrastructures, and especially railways, are in this period 
mainly planned from the functional viewpoint of accessibility of the city. Main roads as well as railways are 
needed primarily to ensure an easy access from the outskirts of the city to its centre. Although stations are 
transforming into multimodal transport nodes, remaining an interesting theme of architecture, the building of 
new railroads or the refurbishment of existing ones did not turn automatically into an important architectural 
assignment even if located inside the city. 

Nowadays, in the XXIth century, the dynamic of urbanisation requires the implementation of 
efficient public transportation systems and the transformation of existing ones. Like 150 years ago, the 
discussion about the traffic flows creates an interesting perspective when dealing with the future of the city. 
The railways as well as the streets are the ordering elements of the city, the elements ensuring the 
relationship between its parts and their mutual connections3. Designing an infrastructure is often an occasion 
to propose a project for the transformation of the city. When it comes to railroads, this debate is very much 
alive all around Europe, particularly if we look at the number of competitions and projects for the 
accommodation of high-speed railway lines. All the above-mentioned issues are also of present interest for 
The Netherlands. In addition, the construction of the new high-speed railway line (HSL) in the middle of the 
Randstad should be seen as starting point for a number of additional interventions involving all levels of 
infrastructures and, consequently, the way Dutch cities will develop in the coming years. 

Unpredictable changes and complexity in idea, process and realization are unavoidable conditions 
nowadays; for these reasons the 5x5 research group stressed in his brief the necessity to reflect on urban 
renewal by investigating the connection between architectural interventions and urban transformations 
particularly for the railway areas of smaller historical cities.  
 As highlight of the international conference ‘The Urban Project’ in 20084, in the exhibition ‘5x5 
Projects for the Dutch city’ were shown the results of this project. The five design teams were asked to 
formulate ‘research by design’ proposals, each one of them concerning the railway area of a minor Dutch 
city; common denominator for all five projects was housing part of the railway underground.  
The chosen railway locations were given to the teams of BoB van Reeth (Delft), Michiel Riedijk (Leiden), Jo 
Coenen (Haarlem), Dick van Gameren (Gouda) and Henk Engel (Dordrecht). All projects as well as the 
accompanying essays were presented in the special edition of the bilingual book series OverHolland entitled 
‘5x5 Projecten voor de Hollandse stad’ (‘5x5 Projects for the Dutch City’). 
 
3 THE DESIGN PROPOSALS 
 

                                        
3 A. Monestiroli in ‘L’arte di costruire la città’, lecture hold at the DO.CO.MO.MO conference in Barcelona 
(1994), published in ‘Progetto del territorio urbano’ (by C. Macchi Cassia, Milan 1998), explains how 
important is the making of road and railway infrastructures in the modern city. Quoting Monestiroli: ‘La 
strada e la ferrovia diventano l’elemento ordinatore della città nel territorio restituito alla natura. L’elemento 
che stabilisce le relazioni fra le parti e assicura le loro connessioni’. See also A. Monestiroli in ‘L’arte di 
costruire la città’ in ‘ La metopa e il triglifo’ (2002), p 73. 
4 The Faculty of Architecture of the Delft University of Technology in cooperation with the European 
Association for Architectural Education organized the international conference ‘The Urban Project’ from 
June 4th to June 7th, 2008. 
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The first Dutch city where part of the railway will actually be placed underground is Delft. For this 
city the proposal for a railway tunnel is already approved by the Ministry of Transport and Public Works. 
Therefore the team of Bob van Reeth had to deal with the existing plans of Busquets (master plan), Benthem 
& Crouwel (station) and Mecanoo’s (city hall). Van Reeth decided to intervene in the empty areas bordering 
the historical centre, from the existing railway station up to the site of the DSM Anti-Infectives factories. 
Connecting the two locations with a thin line, the team van Reeth worked on the organizations of these parts 
of the city as fragments of the same ensemble. 

Considering the importance of such project for the city of Delft, de former government architect of 
Belgium put forward cultural sustainability as the first priority of his proposal. He refuses any nostalgic view 
as possible solution and concentrates his efforts in finding the right architectural idea for the project. For van 
Reeth it is extremely difficult to describe the logical process behind the formulation of a concept, in other 
words when an architect is ‘digging the assignment’. About the creation of forms in his proposal van Reeth 
mentions his constant use of forgotten architectural aspects. He adapts them to the specific situation always 
avoiding their literal use. 
 

 
Figure 2  ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’. Project for the station area in Delft. Team Bob van Reeth-AWG 

Architecten. 
 

 
Figure 3  ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’, Delft. Model. Team Bob van Reeth-AWG Architecten. 

 
Michiel Riedijk, together with Kersten Geers and Niklaas Deboutte, deliberately uses the 

opportunities provided by the academic framework of the 5x5 initiative involving the power of architecture 
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as an independent discipline. The project of architecture becomes a statement, a dream for a society where an 
almost poetic image is needed in order to give the right interpretation of the urban setting. Paraphrasing the 
current situation of Leiden’s railway zone, this proposal could be read as the ultimate form of obstruction 
that, due to its recognisability, can turn in a joining element for the city. Recalling the expressive strength of 
some drawings of Superstudio, the project is primarily the representation of an object that embodies the 
continuous changes of the current social, economic and political situation  

At same time the architects, repeatedly referring to the Mastaba5 as the possible prototype for their 
long building, did not forget the connection with the memory as an essential step in the project. And this last 
even justifies the choice for a building without visible openings.  

Completely different is the approach of Jo Coenen for the city of Haarlem. Although he clearly 
admires the figment of imagination contained in Riedijk’s proposal, during an interview about his project for 
Haarlem Coenen clearly stated the most important criteria for his architectural approach. The first one is the 
power of attraction of a plan’s presentation. A plan’s presentation has to immediately capture the viewers 
and involve them in the core of the project. This is a necessary and at the same time essential quality of a 
design. Moreover, he insists that the feasibility of a plan is fundamental. ‘We must never forget the 
connection with the construction practice. I see it as one of my most important obligations. Of course, it is 
interesting to combine all the stimuli of the related artistic disciplines in a design. I also find that important. 
But in the end, a purely artistic approach does not lead to an executable plan’.6 The third point is the idea 
behind a plan. What I mean is what is hidden behind the drawings. No matter how intangible, the idea still 
has to be the essence of a plan. 

In his plan for Haarlem Coenen combines these characteristics. The configuration of recognizable 
structures and urban spaces, typical in the tradition of the European city, is the base for Jo Coenen 
intervention. This plan is hierarchical composed by parti connected one another with a clear composition 
mainly played around a ‘great axis’, the new important east-west connection through the centre of the city. 
The proposal is further divided in specific function-oriented clusters. The location of the new station, in the 
Oosterpoort neighbourhood, gets a special treatment in the total composition of the project. 

 
Figure 4  ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’. Project for the station area in Leiden. Team Michiel Riedijk. 

 

                                        
5 The word ‘mastaba’ means ‘bench’ in Arabic as it has the silhouette of a bench of mud. The shape of the 
mastaba, an elongated, truncated pyramid was the inspiration for the stepped core dike in Leiden. 
 
6 R. Cavallo, ‘Interview with Jo Coenen’, article in OverHolland 7, 2008. 
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Figure 5 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’, Leiden. Model. Team Michiel Riedijk. 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 6 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’. Project for the station area in Haarlem. Team Jo Coenen. 
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Figure 7 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’, Haarlem. Model. Team Jo Coenen. 
 

 

 
 
Figure 8 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’. Project for the station area in Gouda. Team Dick van Gameren. 
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Figure 9 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’, Gouda. Model. Team Dick van Gameren. 
 

The team of Dick van Gameren was confronted with the assignment of Gouda, the city where, if 
considering all five locations, the railway zone objectively forms the biggest barrier. Here is the city on both 
sides of the railway barely connected. Placing the train underground would be in this respect a great 
opportunity for Gouda. At the same time huge areas will be suddenly opening up and waiting for a suitable 
spatial solution. The strategy adopted by Dick van Gameren starts from an accurate analysis on the form of 
all undefined vacuums left over by the rails. These areas are then substituted by recognisable spaces 
characterized by a fluent form language in an almost expressionistic character. 

Good connections among all spaces would ensure the coherence in this intervention, in which the 
implementations of the clusters came in a second stage. Stressing that the absence of programme is the 
biggest cause for the loss of identity in contemporary stations, van Gameren worked out the new station of 
Gouda as an empty space, a big shelter integrated with the urban fabric and recognizable via the NS logo 
above the entrance. 



 

 

787 

 
 

Figure 10 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’. Project for the station area in Dordrecht. Team Henk Engel-De 
Nijl Architecten. 

 

 
 

Figure 11 ‘5x5 Project for the Dutch City’, Dordrecht. Model. Team Henk Engel-De Nijl Architecten. 
  

Mapping out the accessibility of the historical centre of Dordrecht, Henk Engel and his team created 
a design for the station as a tribute to Dordrecht. The project links with its location – two sides of the river – 
as well as with the profession. Referring to great precedents, like the Canaletto’s drawing for the Rialto 
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Bridge in Venice, Engel confronts the virtual reality of an architectural project with the truth of a location, in 
this case the one chosen in Dordrecht. 

Studying the further organization of the traffic after the railway is gone, the project team grabs the 
occasion of proposing a new symmetrical building as possibly the new icon of the city once the bridge has 
lost his leading role. Without making any statement for the areas freed by the railway, Henk Engel 
concentrates his efforts on the imaginary picture of a monumental structure juxtaposed to the historical 
harbour front of Dordrecht. 
 
4 CONCLUSION 
 

A close look to the five proposals does not immediately give an insight on how ‘research by design’ 
has something to do with the architectural solutions characterizing the projects. From the plans and their 
accompanying explanations as well as the interviews with the participating architects, we can reconstruct the 
differences and similarities in their design projects and possibly understand what exactly they meant to 
research through their designs. 

Although very different in approach, content and presentation, all five projects had to deal with the 
railway positioned underground. This fact has given the possibility to work at the scale of the city on the 
‘freed’ railway yard areas. Compared on this level are the proposals very different; some are trying to 
reconnect the divided urban tissue by carefully working on the morphological structure of the city (Coenen, 
van Reeth and van Gameren). But the scar in the urban tissue left by the track can become an architectural 
theme on itself (Riedijk); last but not least, the project becomes an imaginary as well as a monumental 
picture connecting to an image of the city that hasn’t been there (Engel). 

In all proposals is the classical station transformed into an underground container connected with a 
protruding tube from both sides. Everybody agreed that the building above the ground only needs to contain 
ticket offices or machines, a shelter for the waiting passengers and stairways and lifts connecting the city 
with the underground world. But the station is still a gate towards the city and it can be filled with all kinds 
of functions, exploiting the large transient flow for commercial intents. This last has been translated in 
different architectural approaches; nevertheless is the theme of the station a valuable parameter to compare 
the projects. Having lost its program (content) the station does not need to fit in recognizable typologies and 
can become something else. From a very long ‘Mastaba’ (Riedijk) to a covered ‘left over’ urban space (van 
Gameren), the contemporary station is transformed into a heterogeneous element witnessing the many 
sidedness of the current urban situation. There are no particular arguments making one of the approaches less 
convincing than another one. The particular framework created by the academic setting has contributed in a 
positive way to the results of this experience. The 5x5 projects are providing valuable guidelines for new 
design proposals and new solutions to contemporary urban issues. 
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ABSTRACT: Bangladesh is currently facing food and water shortages. The productive landscape, that makes 
up 60% of the country, is no longer able to satisfy the increasing food and employment demands. In the 
search for employment opportunities and a better future, a mass exodus from the under-serviced rural areas 
results in a rural-urban migration, which only contributes to enlarging the urban slum population. With a 
focus on the Southwestern area of Bangladesh, particularly around Khulna City, this paper investigates the 
spatial issues and potentialities of the region. Through a reading of the territory, with attention to the crucial 
status of water, topography. shifting urbanism and r-urban dispersion, this paper attempts to explore, what 
next? 
KEYWORDS: R-urbanity, topography, urban migration, urbanization, water purification, cut and fill, 
Bangladesh. 
 
1  UN-BALANCED COEXISTENCE  
 

The constant presence of soil and water in different gradients characterises the Bangladesh landscape.  
Transformed by human processes over time, this extensive productive waterscape is now experiencing several 
paradoxes. Firstly, despite the abundance of water1, as the world’s largest delta, formed by the alluvial deposit 
of Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna, the lack of potable water is creating health hazards. This is primarily 
due to arsenic contamination, seasonal decreases in ground water levels, and excessive salinity in coastal 
regions. Water pollution is also very high due to industrialisation, agricultural fertilizers and corruption in 
water management. The country is experiencing a critical water crisis, where 170 of 230 rivers are polluted 
and water management is poor. Monsoons and the resulting floods are no longer able to re-balance the water 
quality resulting in continued exploitation of fresh ground water2.  

For centuries, floods and droughts have presented constant problems in the country, but recently, due to 
climate change they are more frequent and cause more damage. In 2004, two thirds of the country was 
devastated, and 30 million people were affected by one of the worst floods in history. Natural disasters are 
further aggravated as water borne diseases are easily spread due to the poor condition of the sewerage and 
drainage systems. Only after the tsunami in 2004, was the crucial role of the Sundarbans mangrove forest as a 
natural breakwater, more clearly understood. Unfortunately, the rise in the water level due to climate change, 
and the water salinization due to the shift from rice paddy to more lucrative shrimp farming, are directly 
affecting the survival of this natural protection. According to Prof. Hazra, by 2020 another 15% of the 
Sundarbans’ habitable area will be lost, displacing over 30,000 people. Moreover, mangroves are not only 
extraordinary carbon dioxide absorbers, but also fundamental in stabilising shores and trapping sediment. 
This is very significant in a land-starved country such as Bangladesh.  

At the end of the rainy season, water recedes leaving a heavy deposit of silt, which naturally enriches 
and fertilizes the soil, improving the productivity of jute and rice fields. As part of this siltation process, the 
flood plain topography is constantly changing, in turn reducing water conveyance capacity and the 
navigability of drainage channels. Water pollution and mismanagement worsens the topographic conditions. 
Riverbed erosion, due to excessive destruction of natural vegetation, and siltation, also contribute to the 
drying up and change in courses of rivers. Consequently, rivers have been silting up rapidly in the last 
decades and only 175 out of 230 rivers still exist, most of them with a meandering flow. Having lost their 

                                                
1 The annual water availability is 771,400 cubic metres, nearly 3 times the world average. 
2 Mahamudul Haque, M., “Nor any drop to drink,” The Daily Star, www.thedailystar.net (2008). 
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initial carrying capacity, the rivers cannot absorb the rainfall, resulting in damaging floods, which affect 
human beings and agriculture.  

As a partial consequence of hydrologic and geo-morphologic conditions, agriculture is the largest land 
user (61%), the largest source of employment (80%) and the largest water user (86%). Paradoxically, in 2005 
the Health Survey estimated a food gap of 2.4 million metric tons under the 25.7 million metric tons of food 
grain required. Producing only 2.4 kg per ha, Bangladesh occupies the top of the rice shortage list in South 
Asia. Despite the intense riverine system, the annual total water withdrawal is approximately 73% from 
groundwater and only 27% from surface water and due to overexploitation during the dry season, ground 
water resources are rapidly depleting3. 

One of the most critical problems facing Bangladesh is the large population, currently approximately 
153 million, with about 1090 people per sq km4. Therefore, the shortage of water, food and land availability 
becomes even more dramatic. Even if the population is still concentrated in the rural areas (83%), rural-urban 
migration is a predominant phenomenon, symptomatic of problematic rural conditions. Dreaming of a better 
future, people move from the under-serviced rural areas towards the already congested and under-equipped 
urban areas where there is a severe lack of water supply, sewerage, drainage and mobility systems. Vast 
economic resources will be needed to address the current situation. The resultant mushrooming of slums is 
obvious, with an estimated 5.4 million people, making up 35% of urban population5.  

These problematic aspects of the local context highlight the imbalance in the coexistence of natural 
and human processes. The maintenance and the management of soil and water have become more essential 
than ever, to address the food shortage, to provide safe high land, and to develop the local economy. 
Furthermore, it is evident that there is a need for a stronger socio-economic and spatial structure to support 
the rural areas. The already congested urban areas cannot sustain this rapid urban growth. Therefore, it seems 
that some form of counterbalancing of the rural-urban migration, possibly by improving services and social 
infrastructure in the rural areas may be necessary.  
 
2  THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF TOPOGRAPHY 

 
The waterscape of the JKM Region6 is composed of an intense riverine system, water fields and water 

ponds. This complex system works as drainage, irrigation and water storage for productive aquaculture. The 
riverine system intensifies towards the Sundarbans in the south, the main ecological attraction of JKM 
Region. Due to soil and topographic conditions, the water table is generally high, from less than one metre in 
the rainy months to fifteen metres in the dry months. During the rainy season, the water table is between one 
and three metres and good aquifers are found between 18 and 46 m. In the rural areas, for an emergency 
supply of good drinking water, there is a program to sink a hand-pump for every 200 people7. Flowing 
downstream the water deposits sediment along the river ledges, thus generating higher land, safe from normal 
floods, on which settlements of different densities takes place. The flux of water adding and subtracting soil 
constantly moulds the landscape. Located along the rivers edges and taking advantage of the sediment 
deposits, numerous brick factories characterise the landscape of this region. ‘The clay is the basic material 
found in the delta (…). The malleable and ubiquitous clay can be moulded to form simple enclosures, or can 
be burnt to produce bricks or terracotta, which is part of a struggle to congeal the fluidity of the deltaic 
material into something solid and durable’8. A peculiar characteristic of the Bengali architecture-urbanism is 
the coexistence of the permanent and the impermanent in the deltaic landscape. As Ashraf notes, clay 
translates the ‘contradictory desires for solidity and permeability’ as malleable soil and as solid brick. 

On different gradients from urban to rural, the logic of the water directly determines the way this 
floodplain is inhabited. Taking advantage of the Bhairab River as a waterway, the linear city of Khulna 

                                                
3 Data source: FAO Statistical Yearbook, Country Profile, http://www.fao.org, 2004 
4 Data source: World bank, World Development Indicators, 2005. 
5 Centre for Urban Studies, National Institute of Population Research and Training, Measure Evaluation, 
“Slums of Urban Bangladesh,” Dhaka, Bangladesh, USA, Chapel Hill, 2005, p. 35. 
6 The JKM region refers to the studied area including Jessore, Khulna and Mongla.  
7 Rashid, H.E., “Geography of Bangladesh,” Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, 1991, pp. 69-70. 
8  Ashraf, K.K., “Wind Water and Clay. The Architecture of Bangladesh,” in ‘Pundranagar to 
Sherebanglanar, Architecture in Bangladesh’, Dhaka, Chetana Sthapatya Unnoyon Society, 1997, pp.9-10. 
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developed along its edges. Here, the mushrooming of industrial activities isolates the water’s border, making 
it an impermeable edge to public access. The profound relationship between city and river is obvious where 
trading and processing take place. Outside of the city, dense rural settlements occupy the edges of smaller 
rivers, taking advantage of the higher river ledges. Densely populated yet scattered within the territory, these 
rural settlements are inherently linked to the rice paddies, upon which their survival directly depends. Thus, 
the waterscape plays a crucial role in determining the nature of agricultural and water-based society. The 
intense water system constitutes the geographic structure of this water-based society.  

Living with water, Bengalis have developed a complex indigenous tradition of water management. 
Kamal points out how this water knowledge has been partly lost during the colonial period with the shift from 
community-based to technologist-government based water management. Referring to Willcocks´ studies, he 
explains the importance of the overflow irrigation system. By cutting the banks of the canals, the water would 
expand into the agriculture fields, whilst after the flood these cuts were closed. The maintenance of this 
system was community-based, under supervision of the landlord (zamindar). During the colonial period, the 
British did not understand the subtle indigenous knowledge, which led to their closing and reinforcing the 
riverbanks to prevent flooding. Instead of taking advantage of the water – giving it space – their system 
accelerated its flow out to the sea. The agricultural prosperity of the pre-colonial period based on an efficient 
management of flood and irrigation has not been achieved again since then, not even after the British 
departed. Today, despite the water management programs, large number of canals and rivers are silted up and 
the government seems not to have learnt from the colonial experience. The overflow irrigation system 
together with river dredging introduced during by the Mughal rulers, are without doubt important indigenous 
practices which should be taken into serious consideration9.  

In this relatively flat waterscape, the subtle topographic difference of a few centimetres plays a crucial 
role in determining conditions; wet and dry, productive and inhabited land, and in times of flooding, safe and 
unsafe. Therefore, topography represents the main infrastructural tool. Maintaining enough space for water 
percolation and providing highland for human settlement becomes crucial. In digging a pond, the soil 
extracted is used to create the base of safe highland where one constructs a house. The water which can not 
percolate through the soil, because of the building, can now be stored in the water pond for the dry season, 
thus, water ponds counterbalance homesteads. This mechanism of ‘cut and fill’ is essential to maintain the 
balance between human and natural processes. Designed to fulfil mainly the demand for drinking water, the 
pond has always had many purposes, including bathing, washing and fish farming. Even after the late 1960’s 
when the government provided huge incentives to introduce tube wells, ponds remain the main source of 
drinking water in rural areas10. In a different way in the urban context, their function and presence are often 
denied, and bought cheaply to be filled with ground to build on, spelling the end of many urban ponds. 
Together with the abandoned indigenous water practices, this tendency is a sign of a lost sensibility in 
balancing the amount of permeable and impermeable surface. Today, the water management issue has 
become secondary to large investment infrastructure projects.  

 
3  SHIFTING URBANISM 
 

Since the post-colonial period, attention has moved from the water system towards road building. As 
Kamal reports, after independence from colonial rule, the government initiated a ‘Five-Year Road Plan’ with 
5,000 miles of road as a target, and by 1951, 2,000 miles of road had already been added to the 600 miles in 
existence. Since then, the maintenance of the irrigation system and waterways as a navigable network has 
ceased to be a major priority. Some effort has been put into offering technical solutions, although Flood 
Control Projects appear to be creating more problems than they are solving. The initiative has shifted from 
water to road and from community to government, and community knowledge has been replaced by elitist 
technocratic institutions11. Nowadays the shift from water-based to road-based urbanism is still emphasised in 
the Khulna Master Plan. The crucial roles of the construction of the Rupsha Bridge, the Export Processing 
Zone near Mongla Port, and the new airport in between Khulna and Bagherat in boosting the regional and 

                                                
9 Kamal, A., “Living with Water: Bangladesh since Ancient Times,” in “A History of Water. Water control 
and river biographies,” edited by T. Tvedt, E. Jakobsson, London, Tauris&Co.Ltd, Vol.I, 2006, pp. 194-213. 
10 Khan, M.S., “Multiple Use of Ponds,” Dhaka, University Limited Press, 1999, pp. 165-66. 
11 Kamal, A., Ibidem, p. 206-207. 
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national GDPs is clearly stated 12. Huge investments have been put into the construction of the new 150km 
highway connecting Mongla, Bangladesh’s second harbour city (60km south of Khulna), with Dhaka. This 
highway is roughly half the distance between Chittagong (the primary harbour city), and Dhaka. Although 
this is an attempt by Mongla Port to compete with Chittagong Port, the draft in Mongla Port is not deep 
enough to harbour large container ships due to the considerable amount of sediment flowing downstream 
annually, with even the idea of dredging proving implausible. Despite this flaw, the national road has already 
been built and the bridge over the Padma River is the only missing link on the way to Dhaka. The 
construction of the city by-pass crossing the Rupsha River and connecting the city with the new highway 
represents another large scale intervention. At a length of one and half kilometres, the Rupsha Bridge’s 
monumental size is very distinct, and introduces a large scale object into the flat landscape. All the plots 
along the bypass and the Rupsha Bridge have already been sold for future development. The wide bridge 
figure contrasts with the congested Rupsha Ghat, which is one of the busiest ferry crossings of the seventeen 
along the urban river edge. Investment and design are required in these congested and lively points, yet the 
master plan of the city suggests the construction of five new bridges without the mention of possible 
interventions in these busy urban hotspots, where much of the local formal and informal economy takes place.  

In 2001, another large investment in infrastructure was the construction of the Export Processing Zone 
less than a kilometre from the virtually inactive Mongla Port. Despite the evident lack of basic infrastructure 
in the rural and urban areas, 124 plots have been equipped in the zone, yet after approximately seven years 
only 27 plots have been occupied. As a product of a policy introduced in the 1980’s to attract foreign 
investment, this serviced duty-free area never took off, due primarily to a lack of gas and transport 
connections. The ‘quiet industrial zone’13 has only 11 factories running and provides a mere 250 jobs, despite 
the 22,000 hoped for. The strategic location of the EP Zone to solve regional employment problems is 
questionable. In addition, to further encourage foreign investment, another airport has been planned between 
Khulna and Mongla, along the new highway. Instead of enlarging the already existing airport of Jessore, this 
international cargo airport, which is yet to be completed, has been located to service Khulna, Mongla Port and 
the EPZ. Whilst the infrastructure in the EP-Zone is under-utilised, there is a paradoxical lack of proper, basic 
infrastructure in the urban and rural areas. In Khulna, waterways or water bodies are used as sewers and 
drainage, and the sewerage system needs suitable upgrading. Coexisting with drainage, the sewerage is 
canalised and covered by concrete slabs on road shoulders. Often these coverings have holes or are even 
totally absent, transforming it to an open sewer. Between the road and the pathways, solid waste intermingles 
in the channels with the liquid waste. In denser urban areas as well as in slums, the sewerage system is an 
above-ground concrete channel designed to reduce the chances of flood-season overflows and acting as 
preventive measure against water-borne diseases.  

Despite its importance during the colonial period, the railway is currently underutilised. Completed in 
1885, the jute iron route, between Kolkata and Khulna, represented an important spine for the industrial 
development and growth of the city of Khulna. Connecting Khulna with Jessore, towards the north-west, and 
Khulna with Bagherat, towards the south-east, the railway is interrupted by the Bhairab River. Underutilised 
and largely abandoned after the city’s industrial decline, the tracks have now been re-invented as open 
collective spaces for the slums that mushroom on the leftover sites along it, barely disturbed by the passage of 
occasional trains. To revitalise the railway, the master plan proposes to add a line from Khulna to Mongla 
Port, although it also highlights the impossibility of furnishing the Rupsha Bridge with a railway track. The 
master plan envisages this large urban void, owned by the railway company, as the future CBD of Khulna.  

Little attention can be found in the master plan to the water network. Besides recognising the 
importance of the Bhairab-Rupsha as waterways and pointing out the need of regular dredging, water 
management has been left to a number of agencies. The water network is not taken into serious consideration 
as an economic structure and a possible economic driver in the region, neither as mobility network nor as an 
irrigation system. In so doing, the master plan seems to neglect the fact that this region was, and still is, 
primarily an agricultural and water based-society. The importance of the irrigation system and the 
navigability of the riverine system are crucial tools in sustaining not only the rural but the urban industrial 
economies as well. Passing from water to road-based urbanism, this region is not only neglecting part of its 
culture but also losing opportunities. There is also a tendency towards over-determined and non-functional 

                                                
12 Khulna Development Authority, “Khulna Master Plan,”. Aqua-Sheltech Consortium, Vol.I., 2002, p. 19. 
13 Parvez, S. [2008]. The Quiet Industrial Zone. The Daily Star. www.thedailystar.net 
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zoning, rather than having an in-depth understanding of the nature of the region. The construction of the 
highway is a clear metaphor of the priority put into the urban area. The effort is concentrated on rapid 
connectivity between major urban points, whilst passing indifferently through the rural areas. The question 
therefore emerges as to how this large infrastructure can also offer benefits to the rural areas. 
 
4  R-URBAN DISPERSION 
 

On the dispersion of rural settlements of the JKM Region, Jessore, Khulna and Mongla are exceptional 
in terms of processing and urban density. At first glance, one could questions whether Khulna really is a city. 
From above, the urban fabric appears to have as many buildings as palms trees, reminding one of the fact that 
Khulna was originally a forest. From rural to urban, the tissue increases in density, scale and programme. 
While the presence of rice paddies decreases, it maintains a high level of openness. The porosity of the urban 
tissues, made up of traditional court houses, modern buildings, ponds, urban agriculture and post-industrial 
voids, defines the hybrid character of Khulna as super-village, where urbanity and rurality coexist. 
Developing from an agricultural trading village to more industrial urbanised city, Khulna is today the third 
largest city in Bangladesh. In spite of the recent construction of Khulna University representing one step 
towards becoming a service industry, in its post-industrial phase, the city no longer has a clear identity and 
lacks certainty regarding its future. 

Moving from urban to rural, the landscape changes in subtle ways, the wide and open paddy fields are 
predominant figures, intermingling with rural settlements. Deeply linked to agricultural practices, the 
dispersed rural settlements occupy each strip of safe highland in available proximity to the agricultural fields, 
upon which they depend. During the rainy season, the homesteads become ‘islands’ with surface 
communication by boat. Homesteads are clustered in paras, and several paras form a village (mauza). The 
homestead is not only a social unit, but also a unit of production. The deltaic pavilion is covered by a large 
canopy roof (chhad), protecting it from the strong sun and torrential rain, enclosed by wind permeable walls 
and equipped with a semi-enclosed veranda, in continuity between inside and outside. In this way, the native 
architecture not only responds to human necessities, but also to climate and environmental conditions. ‘It is 
also the basis of a paradigm – the deltaic pavilion, a machine for dwelling in the delta. While it signifies 
“man’s first confrontation with the problem of architecture” in a particular place, its paradigmatic 
development may be seen as a thousand year old reflection on ecology, sociology and mythology’14. Along a 
similar logic, rural settlement morphology directly depends on the natural topography and hydrographic 
conditions. Following the natural levee, the settlements can be linear, scattered or nucleated. From the 
smallest unit to the largest organised settlement, each entity is deeply embedded in the ‘indubitable delta, ever 
returning with its wind, water and clay’, depending upon it and actively interacting with it. ‘An understanding 
of deltaic urbanism lies, not in the dense labyrinthine fabric of cities like Jaipur or Lahore, but in city-forms 
east of the Bengal delta, the “rice-culture” matrix, where the distinction between urban and rural morphology 
has not been so oppositional, and where buildings took their place in the natural milieu with minimal 
turmoil’15. Scattered in the agricultural fabric of paddy fields and densely clustered in settlements on safe 
highland (787 people per sq km), this water-based society shapes a form of deltaic r-urbanity16. 

Currently, this agricultural and water-based society is experiencing a difficult period, due to the 
constantly increasing population size as well as food shortages. Moreover, there is a shift from small to large 
farms and from rice production to the more lucrative shrimp farming. Shrimp farming however, contributes to 
an increased level of salinity of the water, which is already quite high in the region. This directly diminishes 
the productivity of the rice paddies. Therefore, even the small farmer is forced to change to shrimp in order to 
survive, contributing once again to the rise of salinity, and completing the vicious circle. Due to the fact that 
the agriculture-based economy is no longer able to satisfy the nutritional needs, nor to provide enough job 
opportunities, the phenomenon of rural-urban migration becomes even more prominent. Obviously, this is not 
the only reason for this migration, as these areas are mainly under-serviced in terms of sewerage, water 
provision and electricity, and in terms of social infrastructure. People therefore migrate towards urban areas 
in the hope of a better future. Mainly of those migrating, located along the underutilised railway track and the 

                                                
14 Ashraf, K.K., Ibidem, p. 22. 
15 Ashraf, K.K., Ibidem, p. 23. 
16 Khulna Development Authority, Ibidem, p. 23. 
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industrial areas. Khulna counts 520 slums, about 20% of its population, of which 70% migrated from the 
surrounding rural areas. In these areas the city’s density rises from 20,346 to 132,988 people per sq km17.  By 
occupying the leftover spaces, these overcrowded slums not only have frequent drainage problems, but also 
are mostly under severe flood risk as they lie on lower available land in the city. Under normal flooding 
conditions, 40% of the slums are flooded, and this situation becomes increasingly worse with a rise in the 
number of bad floods. 

Coexisting in different gradients, these two parallel identities of rurality and urbanity are both in a state 
of uncertainty. Agriculture-based rural areas and industrial-based urban areas are separately no longer able to 
boost and service the new socio-economic development. Focusing only on equipping the city will support the 
continuation of rural-urban migration and increase urban congestion. This means avoiding the opportunity of 
solving the problem at its source. Structuring the rural areas and the urban context, in a synergetic 
cooperation, could open new opportunities for the development of the territory. Beyond the rigid notions of 
urbanity or rurality, taking further the already present r-urbanity could represent a plausible option to 
investigate.  
 
5  REMOULDING TOPOGRAPHY  
 

Strategically reinforcing the r-urban dispersion, by counterbalancing rural-urban migration and by 
rebalancing the natural and human processes, is a plausible option to improve the current socio-economic and 
spatial situation in the JKM Region. What if topography re-moulds the territory to support a new form of r-
urbanity? Recognising its importance in the deltaic landscape, topography could be used as the primary 
common tool of intervention.  Re-moulding the topographic conditions, providing safer/higher spaces 
equipped with civic amenities, could transform the territory as a support to existing and future urbanisation. 
Introducing new rules to regulate the relation between water and urbanisation, and new spatial tools, namely 
water purification, productive afforestation, sediment reclamation and social infrastructure, could rebalance 
the coexistence of natural and human processes. In so doing, a new form of r-urbanity emerges, combining 
the rural-agricultural and urban-industrial logic into a mixed-use program.  

The re-introduction of the mechanism of ‘cut and fill’ is the first tool applied, for maintaining the 
balance between permeable and impermeable surfaces, and offering safe/high land. Taking advantages of the 
large amount of silt coming downstream causing river siltation, the soil could be used to reach a safe ground 
level. Along the river banks, the brick factories depend directly on the flow of sediment, which recharges the 
clay field. Often their locations are strategically chosen in the inner part of a meander, where the silt naturally 
deposits. By re-interpreting this logic on a large scale, the quantity of sediment reclaimed could amplify, and 
not only be used for construction materials such as brick, but also as a basic material to re-mould the 
topography. Increasing the land height could finally provide safer/higher land for different uses. In addition, 
the traditional overflow irrigation system, studied by Willcocks, could be recovered, reinserting smaller 
canals perpendicularly disposed along the river and permitting the water to flood the fields and deposit 
precious lime. This water system connected to water reservoirs, could simultaneously provide fish farming, 
water storage and regularly dredged silt catchments. Reclaiming sediment is a socio-economic driver, 
providing raw matter for brick production, improving agriculture production and increasing the available safe 
highland.  

Despite the complicated water system previously described, water purification is still absent. Moreover, 
waterways and water bodies currently replace a sewerage system. Therefore, the introduction of water 
purification systems becomes crucial. Constructed wetlands and aerated lagoon water treatment could be 
inserted, not only to purify water, but also to guide future densification and provide public spaces. In this 
sense, the aerated lagoon project18 along the Den Canal in Ho Chi Minh represents an interesting sample of a 
multipurpose system. It not only cleans the highly polluted water of the Den Canal but also partially 
compensates the dense urbanised city with a large urban void and provides an open public space along its 
edges. Located in between settlements and rice paddies, the water purification system defines a new edge to 
the settlement, changing the urban morphology. In order to protect the water purification system from 
flooding, the borders need to be higher, defining a border of higher/safer land. The purified wastewater could 

                                                
17 Centre for Urban Studies, Ibidem, p. 22. 
18 Legrand, B., Shannon, K., “Aerated Lagoon Park in Ho Chi Minh,” in “Topos”, No.59 (2007).  
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be used for agricultural purposes, the dry sludge used as natural fertiliser, and the last maturation pond for 
farming fish (tilapia). The maintenance of the water purification system does not require much effort, and 
represents potential job opportunities. The implementation of the water system is multifunctional, not only 
improving ecological and health conditions, but also increasing productivity and, in the public realm, defining 
new types of public/open spaces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 1 and 2   Interpretative map and one possible vision of the JKM Region19 
 

In order to reinforce the rural areas, the implementation of social infrastructure is crucial. Lying on 
safer/higher ground, social amenities could guide the future urbanisation (and de-urbanisation) and therefore 
define the urban morphology. These social attractors will be strategically located along waterways and at the 
encroachment of settlements with important roads, in order to service the surroundings and offer a better 
accessibility by boat or by vehicle. Together with water purification and productive afforestation, these social 
amenities will have an impact on the public realm and public open spaces. On safer/higher land these places 
will be crucial during the rainy season, providing public areas free of flood risk. This social investment could 
play a key role in boosting the territory socio-economically. In addition, if these amenities can be combined 
with a new mixed-use program tissue, they could trigger interesting forms of r-urbanisation.  

Partially re-balancing the Sundarbans exploitation, a productive afforestation program, implemented at 
a territorial scale, could provide several benefits. Firstly, enlarging the existing mangrove forest towards the 
north could improve its protective function during cyclones and partially balance the high salinity caused by 
shrimp farming.  In addition, a rotational plantation program of Gewa could be linked to the industrial 
production cycle of the newspaper industry. Secondly, the introduction of different plants along the river 
shores could reduce the river erosion and increase the navigability of many rivers. Where access to a river is 
required, erosion could be prevented by planting bushes of Vetiver, which can be cut short, and have a strong 
root system to hold the soil. Moreover, plantations such as banana and coconuts will increase regional food 
productivity and provide construction materials. Therefore, the introduction of a specific and highly 
differentiated afforestation program could not only increase the biodiversity and re-establish the lost ecology, 
but also become an economic driver and food provider. In addition, the introduction of woods will directly 
affect the urban morphology, guiding the future urbanisation [and de-urbanisation], and defining new open 
shaded spaces.  

                                                
19 This possible vision has been developed by the KU Leuven Khulna Landscape Urbanism Studio guided by 
Prof. K. Shannon (Belgium, 2008). 
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The implementation of these spatial tools in strategically located areas could re-establish the inherent 
ecology and trigger new forms of r-urbanisation. Based on a flexible topographic vocabulary, these punctual 
interventions could lead to different scenarios, guiding future urbanisation and de-urbanisation. 
 
6  REFLECTING ON UNCERTAINTY AND LANDSCAPE  
 

Lack of potable water, natural disasters, food shortage, rural-urban migration and the consequent 
mushrooming of slums, are affecting Bangladesh and the JKM region in particular. Affected by these relevant 
issues and in its post-industrial phase, this region is in a deep state of ‘uncertainty’. Nevertheless, this 
situation represents an opportunity to re-think the possible future for this region. In this way, the formulated 
hypothesis, of strategically reinforcing r-urban dispersion, by counterbalancing the rural to urban migration 
and by rebalancing the natural and human processes is taken on.  

‘The origins of architecture do not reside in the primitive hut, but rather in a primordial marking of the 
ground in order to delineate a human world against the unformed, chaotic indifference of the cosmos; in 
short, in the act of culture in the void of nature’20. The ‘marking of the ground’ as Kenneth Frampton means 
it, is deeply ingrained in the deltaic culture, dealing with the constant topographic change of pani and mati, 
and also in the practice of re-moulding the fertile floodplain into a productive landscape. Agriculture, as an 
act of transforming the territory, has represented a way of coexisting with water for centuries. Moulding the 
soil to create safe/higher ground and store water has proven essential to survival in these areas. It is clearly 
evident how crucial the ‘design of the soil’ is. The notion of ‘progetto urbanistico’ as mainly ‘progetto di 
suolo’21 formulated by Bernardo Secchi, finds a deeper significance and meaning in this floodplain. 

Determined by necessities and context, the coexistence of architecture and nature generated a form of 
r-urbanity based on cyclical agricultural practices. In this context, [water-based] and densely populated r-
urbanity is not adequately taken into account, and the opportunities it could open are underestimated.  In 
contrast, historically the research into hybrid conditions, or intermingling rural and urban conditions, has 
investigated new forms of r-urbanity. For instance, the utopian vision of Broadacre city, proposed by Frank 
Lloyd Wright which explored possible opportunities of a decentralised system that amalgamated the modern 
elements of urbanity [industry, schools, etc] with an open productive rural-scape. The reflections made by 
Wright on decentralised systems of r-urbanisation, combining forms of [rural] agricultural activities with 
[urban] servicing and processing activities, offer a different starting point to reflect on  the analysed area, and 
moreover, his accent on topography and landscape. ‘Broadacre would be so actually built in sympathy with 
omnipresent nature that deep feeling for the beauty of terrain would be fundamental in the new city building: 
it would seek beauty of landscape not so much to build upon – as to build with’22.  

Responding to natural and time-based logic, r-urbanity, present in the JKM region, could be associated 
with the notion of ‘weak and diffuse’ urbanisation introduced by Andrea Branzi. In the utopian project of 
Agronica, Branzi investigates the potential of this notion envisioning an ‘innovative mediation’, beyond the 
old definitions of city and countryside.  

Observing Jakarta’s periphery, in 1987 Terry McGee introduced the term desakota [desa for village 
and kota for town or city] to describe the particular urban condition of its periphery. McGee noticed how 
dense urbanisation started from an already densely populated settlement pattern directly depending on 
agriculture. This phenomenon of agriculture-based compact settlements quite common in Southeast and 
South Asia, has been categorised by McGee in different types of desakota regions23. Beside the fact that the 
JKM region could be classified as a desakota region, it is relevant to notice the hybrid conditions of 
rural/urban and productive/consumptive which lead to a different form of urbanization. As Kelly Shannon 
points out: ‘Recognition and abstraction of the idea of synergy between rural and urban, the consumptive and 
productive landscapes can become a guiding principle for future urbanisation of secondary cities’24.  

                                                
20 Kenneth Frampton, quote found in Shannon, K., “Landscape Urbanism, Rhetoric and Realities. Addressing 
Landscape Urbanism. Three Cities in Vietnam,” KU Leuven Doctorate, 2004, p. 115. 
21 Secchi, B., “Progetto di suolo,” in “Casabella,” No.520 (1986), pp.16-17. 
22 Wright, F. L. [1958]. The Living City. New York: Horizon Press. p. 112. 
23 Shannon, K., “Landscape Urbanism, Rhetoric and Realities. Addressing Landscape Urbanism. Three 
Cities in Vietnam,” KU Leuven Doctorate, 2004, pp.92-93. 
24 Shannon, K., Ibidem, p. 94. 
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Figure 3   Prototype of r-urbanity 
 

The distinction between rural and urban introduced into this context during the industrial period [and 
clearly questionable in today’s conditions], is in net contrast with the dense dispersion figure, and moreover, 
it partially denies the hybrid condition and precludes new opportunities. Taking advantages of the state of 
‘uncertainty’ and reflecting on the above ideas, the proposed suggestion involved widening the view and 
rethinking this territory as a system, which takes advantages of its micro-local logics and economies. Flexible 
rules and medium size, serviced densifications could re-structure this continuous productive inhabited 
territory, working in synergy with more urbanised areas. In doing so, this phenomenon of rural-urban 
migration could be partially counterbalanced. Meanwhile, with the new densifications, a new way of 
inhabiting the territory could be explored in the attempt to re-balance the natural and human processes. In 
awareness of the fact that rational fixed planning is no longer applicable, not only in the JKM region, but 
elsewhere, design research should question its role in such a context. Here, the topographic vocabulary is also 
an attempt at ‘unpredictable planning’, believing that only a flexible open strategy made of design rules could 
offer a way forward.  

The infrastructural role of landscape has been partially lost, in a context where it seems more crucial 
than others. If ‘everything is infrastructure’25, there should be more emphasis, especially in this context, on 
remembering how landscape plays a crucial infrastructural role, as much as large ‘concrete’ infrastructure, in 
supporting the territory. The combination of different devices could open up new opportunities. The 
underestimated water system of this region represents one of its major opportunities. The water system could 
be used not only as a productive entity but also as mobility and purification infrastructure. Moreover, 
inserting a decentralised network of water purification systems could present many advantages in terms of 
cost and in the flexibility of enlarging and shrinking over time26. The traditional sewerage system is costly, 
mono-functional and inflexible. In contrast, the use of aerated lagoons in this context could improve health 
conditions, provide water and natural fertilizer for agriculture, and increase productivity in fish farming. The 
insertion of water purification systems could also reduce some of the water resource pressure on groundwater 
withdrawn for agricultural purposes, thus rebalancing the ecological relation between settlements and nature. 
In addition, re-establishing the ecology of this region through a plantation program could contribute to re-

                                                
25 Statement of B. Secchi. Conversation (Delft, 25.04.2008). 
26 A. Stockman, Water Debate, KU Leuven (08.04.2008). 
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asserting the waterways as mobility infrastructure supporting the local agricultural economy. In conclusion, 
offering a shift in perspective, this paper is proposing a different way of looking at the territory. Underlining 
the intrinsic logic and possible opportunities of the territory, it is an attempt to contribute to, and incentivise 
future discussions and further research. Recognising the intense water system and the current state of 
uncertainty characterising this region are two challenging opportunities which could become interesting 
starting points for envisioning new forms of r-urbanity.  
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ABSTRACT:  Today the city is reduced to the role of money-generating factory, rather than being the 
manifestation of collective memory, hence the introduction of the concept of chaos as a means of generating 
urban space, while ”research by design” methods are also invoked. To prevent such a situation from 
continuing, contemporary urban planners strive for a doctrine of harmonious urban development that would 
be worded as follows: activity bringing change to urban space shall not be of such an intensity as to go 
beyond the level determined for it through the statutory planning and urban design process, and as expressing 
harmonious linkage between the built and natural environments, as well as between both of these and the 
economic and social needs of city-dwellers. 
KEY WORDS: town planning doctrine, the liberal economy, harmonious development  
 
 
1    BACKGROUND – POWER AND MONEY 
 
1.1 Many years ago a view took shape that, if things were to go better and better with the economy, it 
was necessary to permit full freedom of action, and to give free reign to the enthusiasm of the entrepreneur 
and the unfettered competition of the free market. The liberal economic doctrine that can be characterised so 
concisely in this way was and remains against any kind of intervention on or with the market, which is 
deemed to be present with fully-formed laws wherever there is a good for which there is demand capable of 
being supplied with a view to that demand being fully or partly satisfied. In connection with this, everything 
became (i.e. was dubbed and was taken to be) a good, irrespective of whether there was a lot or a little of it 
around, or whether or not it was distributed continuously. As a result, all moderation in the utilisation of 
goods was lost, the justification sufficient for the purposes of the liberal economy being that increasing 
demand for certain goods warranted ever greater supply.  
 However, in the mid 20th century it was noted that the above means of operating would lead to the 
exhaustion of the so-called non-renewable goods, this realisation signalling the birth of the doctrine of 
sustainable development. The latter was best encapsulated in the tenet that we should satisfy the needs of 
present generations without putting at risk future generations’ possibilities of meeting their own needs. 
Formulations that were at best minor variations on this theme made a great career for themselves, appearing 
in many documents and laws around the world, not least the 1997 Constitution of the Republic of Poland.  
 This is all fine, the only problem being the way in which few realise that the good capable of being 
exhausted most rapidly, and perhaps irrevocably, is space. And this is a good over which virtually no care at 
all is taken, as many examples make clear. 
 
1.2 The financial crisis afflicting the USA in 2008 did not come out of thin air. Rather, the financial 
institutions offering mortgages played down fears that had been appearing for several years by then 
regarding a stalling of the real-estate market. The banks were meanwhile busy conferring highest-risk 
(subprime) loans on pretty much anyone who wanted one, even where those involved were clearly not 
creditworthy. The loans were most often based around the adjustable mortgage system, which – it might be 
added – is also now in use in Poland. In this description we still lack one element, which is to say an analysis 
as to who elected to build on the understanding that property prices would be set high, and why would they 
do that? Who stood to gain from it? And how did it happen that activity under the heading of ”pursuing the 
American dream” provided for the construction of urban settlements whose current fate is to be relegated to 
the “ghost town” category?  
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In essence, Americans know everything because they are able to describe it. And it is worth recalling 
their description of the elimination of barriers to investment and development, noting at the same time how – 
just as in Poland – nobody responsible for the state of towns and cities took any notice of these texts, 
assuming they bothered to acquaint themselves with them at all. 
 
1.3 We must note at the outset how the liberal economy (or the version thereof introduced in Poland 
from 1989) is wont to regard planning as a ”tool of oppression”, this view leaving the private ownership of 
land as something entirely inviolable. There is furthermore a rejection of the kind of integrated regional 
planning that might otherwise inject some economic and environmental coordination at least, into cities 
spilling out beyond the limits of the imagination. Likewise eschewed is the concept of the public interest, 
since this inevitably denotes the market’s regulation by those in authority, the Polish mentality being to 
regard any kind of regulation or interference in this area as something of communist origin to be treated with 
the utmost suspicion. This was indeed the first barrier on the road to the liberal economy to be obliterated.  
 Continuing with this argumentation, we note how Poland (though not only Poland) has borne witness 
to a process that questions the need for urban design, most especially where that might lead to the creation of 
public space. Beyond that, the provisioning of services – including in education and health – has been 
consigned to the private entrepreneur. The result has been a dividing-up of land into plots solely for 
residential purposes (without a trace of any other function that would fail to turn a profit). Plots are of similar 
size, and so are bought by people of similar status, in this way giving rise to modern-day ghettoes housing 
groups of identical wealth status, educational attainments, habits, etc.  
 Beyond even these things, Poland has had enacted for it (under the slogan of ”flexibility”) – plans 
under which anyone who wanted to has in essence been able to put whatever they wanted wherever they 
wanted to (just look at the 1992 Warsaw Plan). The only condition has been that there be official 
confirmation of land ownership (though the new draft Act sees even this certification replaced by a 
declaration on the part of the potential investor). 
 Then there is the way in which financial mechanisms have been dreamed up to allow accelerated 
inflows of funding into those ways of building on given sites that entail the simplest forms and briefest 
durations. As a result, the supervision of investments and locations has passed over from city authorities into 
the hands of banks and developers. 
 Likewise, the building of motorways (something we Poles long for) has already managed to open up 
new opportunities as regards locations ever further from cities, this facilitating the purchase of cheaper land. 
 Conclusion: urban sprawl and the emergence of ever-more megalopolises are the consequences of 
the Liberal (maybe rather the Neo-Liberal) doctrine’s dominance in the economy, the slogan ”a better 
dwelling in a green habitat” being employed in the achievement of a true goal which is the maximisation of 
profits for individuals and organisations connected with the building of the said “better dwellings”.  
 
1.4  The result of the sprawling of cities has been the outflow of population and money from what were 
hitherto central areas. In many cases this has denoted a prolongation of cities’ agony, if only in the physical 
sense, since in the figurative sense that agony has already ended, the traditional city having died in the 
meantime. What we are now dealing with is a new city of the kind that the word megalopolis was dreamed 
up to describe, a long time ago now. One of the features of this is incessant enlargement of the built-up area, 
something we regard in professional terms as the emergence of overlapping amorphous urbanised zones in 
reflection of the proximity of cities. Such zones are assemblages of single-family housing put up rapidly and 
ad hoc, without streets, squares, direction or axes; without homage being paid to either typical rural or urban 
features, and hence with an unavoidable failure to move the imagination, to shape theories of place or to 
motivate urban planning or architectural design. This leaves them as beautiful places in which to research the 
cases that films like American Beauty or Born to Kill portrayed so effectively. 
 Conclusion: many designs are put into effect without attention being paid to what already exists in a 
city. And nor is this a post-modernist game for multiplicity and density, but rather a construction of an 
”alternate reality” (to the existing one), whereby the remnants of the old city go on doing their thing as they 
may, while we do ours. In the context of the Liberal doctrine, the city is thus little more than a factory 
designed to make money. For that to be so, there can be no place for the city as a depiction of collective 
memory, and – thus reduced to the status of mere palimpsest – the city is consciously deprived of that layer 
of modernity which harks back to the past. This is why the chaos concept is employed as a way of creating 
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urban space, and this is what is served by the injection into urban planning (especially where urban 
composition is referred to) of the ”research by design” method that can be re-encapsulated using the military 
terminology of “battle reconnaissance”. 
 
1.5 What is to be done in the kind of situation described above? Well it is obviously possible to write 
about checks on further increases in city size, of new relationships between urban and rural areas, of the 
creation of a polycentric settlement system and of proper management of the urban ecosystem, an 
appropriate locations policy and the devising of design strategies in urban planning. Unfortunately, however, 
none of this argumentation cuts much ice with adherents of the Liberal economic doctrine. And, since the 
rate of turnover of capital is now so critical, investors are not even “reached” by the claim that, by means of 
the so-called ”economy of amenities”, we may obtain a good longer-term return on any outlays if we work to  
increase the charm of cityspace.  

So, to put it in a nutshell, we have to brace ourselves to live in the new, sprawling city. And if that is 
not what we want, we can only fall back on the cold comfort that pundits sometimes offer, which is that Neo-
Liberalism is about to be consigned to the lumber-room of history. Those experts mostly add that the US 
financial crisis has arisen out of blind adherence to capitalism going unchecked by the state or independent 
institutions. Thus did a blossoming property market, absence of barriers to investment, mass movement from 
the Snow Belt to the Sun Belt and implemented highway-building programmes – as all underpinned by 
common or garden greed – prove collectively capable of doing to death the traditional city.  
 
1.6 (Neo-)Liberalism defends itself. We are told that the loss of the above system would mean victory 
for the populist-fundamentalists. However, it is also worth asking whether Liberalism in today’s Polish 
(Eastern European) version makes sense, when we are questioning the role of the economy in urban space.  
 At the outset we would wish to know if the authorities – at state level in particular – have some 
objective for cities as they defend Liberal principles in the economy. Urban planning, understood as the 
science and art of building cities, has sought to prompt them with a goal, but there is little sign that the state 
has taken note and is working towards some final formulation. Indeed, it would seem that the state does not 
even want to document and list conflicts arising, since this in itself might (unconsciously) offer preliminary 
input for the drawing up of new rules. In this situation it comes as no surprise that nature has abhored the 
vacuum, encouraging the most active and powerful players on the urban scene – i.e. the developers and the 
banks – to dive in.  
 Poland’s authorities have failed to grasp that the EU’s call for cities to compete has gone hand in 
hand with a call for them to work together; just as they have failed to take proper heed of new demographic 
challenges. Paradoxically, it seems that the trend towards rampant consumerism in society is actually handy 
for those in power, because a society run along these lines only needs to be supplied with stereotypical 
communiqués worded pretty much like Valentine cards. The arduous task of coming up with ambitious 
projects that might really raise quality of life in the longer term may then safely be dispensed with. For any  
taking of the long view of things denotes the risk that a life in politics based on ease and playing it safe might 
have to give way to genuine governance, as opposed to mere day-to-day management. Genuine governance 
would be that kind in which the will of those in power actually became (had to become) reality, with that 
reality not being dependent on the behaviour of those third parties whose role should be confined to the 
provision of services.  

In case my meaning is not yet crystal clear, let us note how the aforesaid bankers and developers fall 
within the aforementioned group, since their influence on the stability of contacts between the governing and 
the governed turns out to be of key significance. So key in fact that – somewhere down the line – the national 
policy that ought to be in the purview of the administration has seen itself privatised, in what must be viewed 
as a real triumph for Liberalism, in Poland at least. 
 
1.7 Today’s authorities in Poland are seeking to achieve a kind of Post-Modernist ”softness”, pretending 
to fail to notice that this is being taken advantage of by the supposedly-governed, who are becoming tougher 
and tougher. Here it is not so much a question of order being imposed as regards interests, as it is in essence 
of a world that excludes values and interests finally being imbued with a system of norms, a law, thanks to 
which different values and conflicting interests might exist side by side. 
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 For this to happen there would need to be focus and concentration. Instead of that, November 2008 
saw the Polish authorities – de facto from a single political camp in the hands of a single political party – 
draw up three competing draft Spatial Planning Acts! If we accept that the Act’s main task is to prevent 
spread (of cities), the above depiction would be quite funny – were it not for the fact that what we are all 
concerned with is space – a unique asset and one that is being destroyed ever more rapidly. 
 This means that the discourse surrounding the use of space is bound up in a game which the 
authorities naively present as today’s reality, thereby disguising its true nature. And it is visible from the 
latest happenings that the authorities are not reliable partners characterised by constancy of viewpoint, and 
are failing to make the intellectual effort required to stand up to the “spontaneously-arising order”. Yet 
without such an effort there will merely be a multiplication of the old order and no capacity whatever to keep 
control over change.  

In the light of all this, it can come as no surprise that the urban planner, whose task is to plan for and 
implement changes in space in line with the public interest, is treated by participants in the above game as an 
opponent to be fought with. And when we demand that there be a cleanup of thinking about space we are 
treated to lectures about a “mafia” of planners... 
 
2 BACKGROUND – NEW PHENOMENA. 
 
2.1 New urban geography has its origins in the emergence of electronic communications networks and 
large multinational (supranational) corporations, as well as in the fact that cities are not needed to produce 
today’s most fundamental good of all, which is information. On the other hand, no firm on Earth can be 
reduced to mere electronic impulses. There will always be a physical dimension, and that ”phsyicality” has 
to be based somewhere. Furthermore, in spite of everything, it cannot be said that a firm’s seat is a matter of 
no importance. Rather, the search is usually on for locations placing high on all those many and varied 
rankings. As it happens, there is a rather short list of such most-attractive cities, only several tens in total.  

Equally, the process by which an urban area sucks in potential and assumes ”capital” status is present 
on every spatial scale, and among the many consequences of this phenomenon is the way in which office 
districts always arise – not necessarily in true centres – these being run by wealthy employees who almost 
inevitably succumb to the temptations put out by crafty developers to go and live in single-family homes 
beyond the city limits. The model for this, originating across the ocean, is now well-entrenched in Europe as 
a whole, and is likewise to be observed in Poland. 
 
2.2 New citizens – the existence of a multiethnic society is a fact of life in many countries, and that now 
goes for Poland too. Today we regard openness to other cultures as a decisive factor in our achievement of 
competitiveness in the market. Rich countries in which the greater part of the population is ageing and the 
natural increase limited must count on young, dynamic incomers from abroad if they are to maintain 
standards of living. And if new talent is not forthcoming, the innovative capabilities of a country are stifled.  
 
2.3 Neo-Liberalism was discussed in the previous section, but it is also worth recalling the globalisation 
issue. Opponents of that say that among its effects is a certain impotence on the part of public authorities, 
and hence a distancing of power from politics. This claim reflects the fact that power is becoming global and 
extra-territorial, while politics remains – or becomes – local and territorial. This all widens the gap between, 
on the one hand, space (in which matters of real importance to the population are to be resolved) and, on the 
other, institutional opportunities for supervision and control, as would be expected from the sovereign state. 
 It needs to be recalled that virtually any owner of capital can become a supplier thereof, since there is 
effectively now a right for a person to locate capital anywhere in the world that he/she wants – wherever the 
profit is greatest. The scramble for profits means that the sums transferred around are huge, capable of 
undermining and disenfranchising governments, and hence inclined to enforce respect for Neo-Liberal 
principles. These principles are straightforward: the budget is to be small (interventionism, let alone statism, 
being eschewed and minimised), the regulation of demand is to be desisted from (except inasmuch as the 
money supply is to be protected), privatisation is to be engaged in, and political democracy treated with a 
lack of enthusiasm. This all notwithstanding the fact that some at least see this whole way of doing things as 
nothing more or less than unprincipled pragmatism. 
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 But the future of such pragmatism looks far from rosy when its actual performance is assessed. This 
is especially because of the uncertainty that the aforementioned principles underpinning its dominance do 
nothing to dispel. Among these is the way in which there is so little room left for planning, including spatial 
planning. In exchange for that we have life as a chain of short-duration events. In urban planning terms this 
denotes such a shaping of reality as is prepared to accept that the world and culture are impermanent, and 
that we may play down to the point of non-existence all that is not in flux and transient, since only items of 
the latter characteristics can be up and ready for immediate use. In the life run in this way the goalposts keep 
on moving, there is no time for a better tomorrow because a different today is forever being demanded. 
Limits to possibilities are lacking in such a life. And without them there may be nothing but emptiness 
beyond the next design.  
 But does globalisation only denote threat and danger? Perhaps not, since we talk of the World’s New 
Youth as we refer to it. The prospect of globalisation really might make it possible for people and societies 
currently not in world civilisation’s main stream to be brought within it... 
 It is almost sure that the society of the future will be based around knowledge as the main factor of 
production. That society in which knowledge will be of such fundamental importance may in fact ask itself 
the fundamental questions more often than does its present-day counterpart. This will reflect the way in 
which a superabundance of goods will nurture an ever-greater sense of doubt about the worth of the 
materialistic pursuit of objects. Getting used to asking such questions, and to saying no, are things that only 
an appropriate education can supply. To put it another way, there must arise some positive vision as to how 
to make the world a better place. Without it, all who suffer from the injustice associated with globalisation 
will turn away from any developmental trends whatever.  
 
2.4 New local-government philosophies. The management concept responding to the challenges now 
facing city authorities is ”governance”, whose general definition holds that this is a democratically organised 
system of management via which inhabitants act collectively on the local scale to increase wellbeing, satisfy 
common needs and secure social justice.  
 
2.5 New participation. Thanks to the ritualisation of procedures present hitherto (as a result of the 
institutionalising of contacts between the authorities and citizens), governance at the local level has started to 
eschew the intellectual omnipotence of the state in favour of knowledge of cities’ actual needs. For this 
reason the role of the planner is also changing: instead of appearing with a ready-made solution prepared at 
the behest of “the centre”, he or she is to fashion into a sensible whole all that reaches him/her “bottom up”, 
from the grassroots. 
 Today, public participation denotes the local community’s responsibility for decisions taken on the 
basis of democratic mechanisms. This offers a strengthening of democracy, the feeling of citizenship and 
civic pride, and the sense of affinity with the given place, in this way easing social divisions and disparities. 
The price for this is the utilisation and management of space ”by a committee”, i.e. through the obtainment 
of compromise solutions that are not necessarily able to offer forms of the highest quality. In an ideal world, 
we should therefore be working towards some happy medium between top-down strategic planning and 
bottom-up participation, as plans are transformed into precise action taken. This all leads us to the realisation 
that, while participation is a necessary condition, for planning and urban design it is not of itself a sufficient 
condition. 
 
2.7 Forbearance – in short: a/ in many cities it has not so far proved possible to overcome the division 
into “old” and “new” areas, b/ there has been no change in the spatial segregation experienced by the ageing 
population, c/ cities are actually being characterised by increasing socio-spatial disparities, d/ it is possible to 
note a failure of the educational system to adjust to the growing need for a better-prepared workforce, e/ an 
end has been put to conflict-resolution in cities with the aid of housing policy.  
 
3 BACKGROUND - EXPECTATIONS 
 
3.1 Planning is undoubtedly a form of creation, in that it is directly associated with the emergence of 
a built-up environment. But when we stated that a city was not merely a form, we discarded the life of the 
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designer-creator, instead becoming participants in planning procedure. But we remember that, in spite of 
everything, a plan arising as a result of the above procedures should also be a three-dimensional spatial 
design, at least if we want to ensure its harmonious development. It should also be a provision underpinning 
the activity to make a three-dimensional design a reality, at least if we want to ensure the reality in space of 
what had been intended. Such a plan is not going to make assumptions as regards an area’s development 
beyond its capabilities.  
 A city rising up in line with a plan of the above kind will continue to represent a depiction of what 
we would dub the European City. Consideration thus has to be given to the strategies that would, by 
promoting the aforementioned urban design, assist the survival of a city of this kind. The strategies in 
question should assist in the search for answers as to how new central points might be made use of and how 
the points of this kind already in existence might be protected, as well as how the existing urban structure 
might be consolidated and have other new structures linked up with it. Consideration should also be given to 
the role to be played by urban, suburban and extra-urban open spaces, as well as to how – and to what extent 
– these should be safeguarded against building, as well as to the way in which to shape the edge of and 
boundaries between built-up areas, and to stimulate positive phenomena – even if only by way of the 
configurations conferred upon infrastructural networks. 
 
3.2 Managing a city’s development – how should this look in the future? It may be necessary for an 
evolution in the current planning system of city authorities to take place, this involving the breakdown of the 
branch system of services in favour of task teams, transboundary teams, areal teams, etc. This is actually a 
separate issue, and perhaps one to be addressed within the framework of an urban development strategy. 
 
3.3 Analyses of areas with highly valuable natural features – these are of such importance today on 
account of the universal extension (or “sprawl”) of urban construction into suburban areas. This in turn 
reflects the lack of any delineated boundaries beyond which new building may simply not take place – these 
ideally being determined following an analysis of the needs of a city as such when it comes to development 
(rather than the needs of particular developers themselves), as well as the possibilities for the plans 
determined to be put into effect. The aim would be for each new development to seamlessly become part of 
the city scene, or at least to augment it in some valuable way. It needs to be anticipated that the uncrossable 
building line is to link up with the areal boundaries of the city, in a belt of land in which it will be possible to 
make changes better aligning the means and manner of construction pursued on both sides of that limit.  
 Today we are ever-more inclined to refer to the city-region or the city within the region, this in some 
way favouring the automatic inclusion within a city of the once-open areas beyond it. Processes leading to 
the appearance of such cities are intensifying rather than weakening. Hence, what we call ”suburban areas” 
today may well find themselves part of the city itself in the future. In the second place, what we today dub 
urban sprawl with all the attendant negative connotations will continue to exist, albeit without the downside 
on account of the fact that the phenomenon will have become so widespread. Everything thus comes down to 
whether the expansion referred to will continue to be spontaneous or will prove controllable.  
 This is why we should focus, not on changes in reality, but on the revealing of the new opportunities 
that ongoing processes can offer. One direction to action should involve the founding of new “urban 
landscapes” in the space between what have thus far been urban centres, space that has hitherto been termed 
open or empty or negative. In this way, space empty up to now is raised to the same rank as that enjoyed by 
built-up areas. Perhaps it is for this reason that the contrast between the full and the empty has been 
disappearing, but it is better that this should happen than that the constant ease with which open space can be 
utilised should turn against the morphology of both. These theoretical considerations, which are in fact 
justified, obviously arise in conditions of development pressure for green space to be built on, the lack of a 
clear policy on the future of farmland, the lack of any more precise determination of expectations regarding 
naturalists’ roles in determining the status, suitability and future of urban green space, and (in Poland 
especially) the lack of coordination between the often-fragmented management of the space in question. 
Only by way of such coordination can a harmonious urban space take shape. 
 
3.4 Harmonious urban space, or more specifically the emergence thereof, requires the establishment of 
a sequence of actions in line with the logic that a spatially-desirable result be arrived at. 
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 Thus, at the outset of the design process there should be a defining of the IDEA, which will then be 
the basis for the devising of strategic and operational objectives. To put it another way, if there is no 
substantively devised view of what kind of city we would like to have – and why – then there is no chance of 
it developing rationally, to say nothing of sustainably. 
 It is from the IDEA that a CONCEPT is to arise. Only on the basis of clear spatial concepts is it 
possible to draw up a PLAN that sanctions the concept in legal terms.  
 It results from all this that we ought to work on the basis of an adopted set of instructions that are 
clear and comprehensible, and at the same time synthetic and precisely-defined. These days, the overall 
objective of the process of spatial planning (i.e. the logical distributing of functions and objects across space 
in such a way that this action simultaneously gives rise to spatial harmony) is rarely defined precisely and/or 
well enough, ensuring that it comes under fire from those who do not appreciate the sense it makes. The 
criticism referred to usually leads to a recognition that plan provisions constitute the unjustified whim of the 
author(s) thereof. There is a negation of the wisdom of taking on any “rigid provisions” in the name of a 
recognition that spontaneity and variability are very interesting, while planning stands in the way of 
investment. 
 A further conclusion concerns the need to indicate the clear link between an IDEA taken on board at 
an earlier stage and the detailed spatial decisions that later arise out of it. It will therefore be necessary to 
stress features imbuing the structure of a city with a sense of spatial harmony, these including: 
- the clarity with which the character of different complexes is manifested, 
- the legibility of both boundaries and nodes, 
- a scale (size) of spatial units limited to that which can be envisaged and imagined by the 
community/society inhabiting and/or making use of them, 
- the local specifics (identity) of the urban fabric arising by means of a synthesis of elements of the 
geographical, natural and cultural environments. 
 
3.5 Summary: if harmonious urban space is to be generated, the conditions to be fulfilled include: 
• the establishment and/or strengthening of full autonomy within morphologically homogeneous units, 

these having boundaries set in a manner acceptable to the communities inhabiting them, by way of the 
implementation of a polycentric urban configuration, 

• work in harmony with nature, i.e. by reconciling urban development with the preservation of the 
environment and/or the reinstatement of its valuable features, with simultaneous economical use of 
energy; this in other words requiring that a city’s development be subordinated to sustainable 
development principles when it comes to categories economic (with attractive conditions for the 
investment of capital be it large-, medium or small-scale), social (with complexes of construction on a 
human scale, demonstrating multifunctionality, characterised by diverse standards and living conditions, 
adjusted to a variety of preferences and pockets, with places of work and services readily accessible on 
foot or by public transport), natural (with protection of green space, limitation of pollutant emissions to 
the air and water) and spatial (with every effort made to achieve legibility of urban structure and spatial 
order on the local scale), 

• such a use of existing resources (urban assets) as will assure all inhabitants of equal opportunities in 
everything that concerns their lives, with their involvement and consent (in line with the principle that 
“controlled consideration” be given to market mechanisms). What is involved here is the heeding of: 

• the principle that conditions be put in place for the concentration of investment in activity in parts of 
a city selected by reference to public interest and private interest criteria (attractiveness to investors 
and the achievement of desirable effects in the landscape and as regards the way a city functions), as 
well as the principle that “a whole” be created, in contrast to diffuse development and the burdens 
arising from constant building and rebuilding work in all parts of a city, 

• the principle that green space be protected from being built up, at least until available inner-city areas 
have been put to use in development, i.e. the principle that the needs of development be met first and 
foremost through augmentation of existing urban fabric, 

• the principle that public transport be assigned priority, while traffic involving private cars is limited, 
with this extending to the locating of opportunities for employment within ”dormitory” housing 
estates. 
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3.6 New Planning. The existence of the aforesaid expectations leading to the creation and coalescing of 
the (new?) society for a new city confirms the need for New Planning. Let us recall that this term is taken to 
mean those changes in urban planning that seek the diversification of space in line with rising demand 
therefor. The term arose to give a name to those elements of urban planning and design that require renewal 
and are renewed. New Planning is to be the planners’ response to the ever-more rapid changes ongoing in the 
world around us, and is linked with the fact that we often lose control over events. 
 We may say that the cities enjoying a better chance of achieving desirable change are those that link 
a facing up to the future from the economic point of view with a safeguarding of valuable spatial features. 
The towns and cities in question are those:  
- that differ markedly from others in spatial terms, 
- in which institutions private and public adjust to changing operating conditions across space, 
- in which investors/developers understand that concern for spatial harmony represents a long-term 

“insurance policy” through which to ensure success, 
- in which care for how things look is a part of the development of “local patriotism”, 
- in which public-private partnerships operate to increase the outlays available to transform a city. 
 
4 THE DOCTRINE 
 
4.1 The inspiration for the devising of the Doctrine is the sum total of professional experience gained, 
but de facto it draws most on the draft Spatial Planning Acts appearing in Poland in the years 2007–2009, 
which seek to eliminate public control over spatial processes. At first glance it would seem that the Act’s 
authors do not have a clue about urbanisation processes. However, it soon becomes apparent that this is not 
the faux pas of the ignorant, but rather a well thought-out and cynical move on the part of politicians ready to 
destroy Polish space in order to boost the profits of a small group of people making money by putting up 
homes no matter where. This is the time of plague and pandemic it has fallen to our lot to live and work 
through, and whose symptoms are all too visible to the naked eye outside every window. The question 
arising out of all this is whether the 20th century taught us nothing at all when it comes to building cities? 
 
4.2 Well, the 20th century did teach us that the development of cities was to be “sustainable”, but it also 
required us to refer to “eco-development”. This term might have been better replaced by ”harmonious 
development”, since this tells us more about the preservation of equilibrium through a sustainable approach 
to the reconciliation of interests of both the natural and built environments. Harmony denotes planning in 
advance of events, sensitive to ensuring that inhabitants are not exposed to worsening living conditions as 
these are of course assessed over the longer term. In this way, the goal of policies drawn up for cities does 
not have to be the race to build optimal structures and forms (i.e. what was fought for in the 20th century), but 
rather constant control over the main urban systems.  
 The 20th century further taught us that a city should at one and the same time be: 
- green and healthy (though we know that a friendly environment is not the only guarantor of sustainability 

of life in a city and does not of itself assure rational efficiency of urban systems and structures); 
- beautiful (albeit with even the best-composed image of a city saying nothing about the processes ongoing 

within it); 
- free of conflict (while conflicts will always be present, it is important that they be resolved effectively, 

especially where there are clear juxtapositions of wealth and poverty, cheapness and expensiveness, far and 
near, skilfulness v. nonsensicality, etc.). 

 The lessons of the 20th century are that a city’s form (we are not talking here about its appearance per 
se) depends on: 
- its physical dimensions (the distance travelled within it comes into play here, and by that token energy 

expenditure); 
- the density of construction (energy again being implicated, since the greater the density, the more energy-

saving), 
- the type of public transport and routes along which it is run; 
- the shape of urban space, be this compact (as contrasting with extra-urban open space), and in a large centre 

polycentric (as opposed to characterised by a single, excessively large centre). 



  
 

807 

 If we pay due heed to the above lessons, then our city will be characterised by such widely-desired 
features as: 
- a diversification of function within its different complexes, such that as many urban journeys and activities 

as possible be conducted over short distances; 
- good communications between complexes and with the city-centre area; 
- a means of organising central spaces that attracts investors with ease of location and unique composition of 

space not to be enjoyed in quite the same way anywhere else; 
- compactness – i.e. with a real setting of the boundaries of a given complex as distinct from others, e.g. 

green space. 
 
4.3 It results from these considerations that urban planning is today in need of a doctrine for the 
harmonious development of cities which is worded as follows: Activity bringing change to urban space 
shall not be of such an intensity as to go beyond the level determined for it through the statutory 
planning and urban design process, and as expressing harmonious linkage between the built and 
natural environments, as well as between both of these and the economic and social needs of city-
dwellers. 
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ABSTRACT: The paper discusses the driving forces and the resulting urban transformation of the urban 
waterfront spaces of selected Asian cities, within their economic, political, social and cultural milieu. 
Changes in public-policy governing land-use on the waterfront have allowed for the new spatial 
configurations, including the changing roles of actors and agencies in the transformations of waterfronts. 
Another focus would be the nature of public involvement and resultant benefit from these development and 
changes. The overall changing spatial relationship of the waterfront with the city is the main emphasis of the 
study. New spatialities generated by the redevelopment of the waterfronts have the potential to create new 
meanings for the urban spaces of the city.  
KEYWORDS:  waterfront redevelopment, public-private partnerships, urban design, public space, new 
urban configurations  

INTRODUCTION 

Local waterfronts have acquired increasing relevance to the economic development of cities, and in turn 
afforded themselves as key nodes in globalization processes and tourism development. A crucial aspect of the 
competitive repositioning of Asian cities in the global arena is the capacity of post-industrial waterfronts for 
urban and environmental regeneration. As these cities shift from industrial to service economies, the quality 
of their urban spaces become increasingly important. The visibility of waterfront areas and its access to other 
parts of the city become assets to the redevelopment of these places. As such, waterfront developments have 
attracted the attention of different bodies interested in varying aspects of such development. 

The paper discusses the driving forces and the resulting urban transformation of the urban waterfront 
spaces of selected Asian cities, within their economic, political, social and cultural milieu. Changes in 
public-policy governing land-use on the waterfront have allowed for the new spatial configurations, 
including the changing roles of actors and agencies in the transformations of waterfronts. Another focus 
would be the nature of public involvement and resultant benefit from these development and changes. The 
overall changing spatial relationship of the waterfront with the city is the main emphasis of the study. New 
spatialities generated by the redevelopment of the waterfronts have the potential to create new meanings for 
the urban spaces of the city. The paper discusses the findings of the research that compares waterfront 
developments in Yokohama (MM21), Seoul (Han River) and Singapore (Marina Bay and Singapore River) 
and situates these within the milieu of global urban waterfront transformations.  

RESEARCH FOCUS 

As many cities in the Asian region are undergoing post-industrial regeneration, in parallel with more 
awareness of the need for environmentally conscious development of waterfront areas to restore and 
re-invigorate ecological balance - it is opportune to examine the dynamics of these developments within the 
region on a comparative time-scale. 

An important focus of the research is to find out the driving forces in the transformation of the urban 
waterfront spaces of selected East Asian coastal cities, within the economic, political, social and cultural 
milieu. Policy changes governing land-use on the waterfront that allow for the new configurations. The roles 
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undertaken by the state, institutional, professional and commercial players – in other words, the agencies and 
actors involved in the redevelopment of the waterfront become increasingly important, such as in 
establishing public-private partnerships in driving development. 

The second critical dimension of the research considers the nature of public involvement and benefit 
from these development and changes. The question of public access to the waterfront and inclusion of public 
spaces on the waterfront are considered. The overall changing spatial relationships of the waterfront with the 
city and the issues of public benefit is analyzed. 

The third critical dimension of the research is the generation of urban spatial configurations by the 
revitalization of the waterfront. Focus is on the kinds of infrastructural development support these changes, 
including cultural and ecological ones. The new spatialities generated by the redevelopment of waterfronts 
also create new meanings for the spaces of the city, including the change of historical associations with the 
waterfront, and issues of the conservation of architecture, artifice and meanings, overlaying intangible, new 
fluxes and networks over the fabric of the city. The research considers new spatialities and morphological 
changes, as well as cultural and ecological dimensions and the relationships with the urban space of the city.  

Case Studies 
The paper identifies waterfront developments in Asian cities. As many cities in the Asian region are 

undergoing post-industrial regeneration, in parallel with more awareness of the need for environmentally 
conscious development of waterfront areas to restore and re-invigorate ecological balance - it is opportune to 
examine the dynamics of these developments within the region on a comparative time-scale.  

For the comparative study to establish the critical issues of Asian waterfront, three case studies have 
been chosen. They are Japan’s Yokohama Waterfront - the Minato Mirai21 (MM21), the Han River 
redevelopments, Seoul, and the Marina Bay development of Singapore. They provide the framework for the 
comparison of the critical issues of the research as they share certain similar trends in their development at 
the same time have their own uniqueness.  

The following contains a summary of the sites selected as well as accounts of the suitability of the sites 
and the issues involved (Table 1): 

 
 Type of development Timeframe of 

development 
Seoul Eco-urbanizing the riverfront (Han River) 1990s-2010 
Singapore Marina Bay – reclamation and development of new 

Singapore waterfront  
1980s-2010 

Yokohama/Mina
to Mirai21 

Redevelopment of Yokohama Waterfront (Minato 
Mirai 21) 

1981-2010 

Table 1 

Japan’s Yokohama Waterfront: the Minato Mirai21 
Until two decades ago, large shipbuilding docks and port facilities were located in the central part of 

Yokohama, in the Tokyo Bay. When Yokohama relocated these industries, the opportunity arose to create real 
estate value in the form of a new waterfront community in the form of Minato Mirai 21. Minato Mirai 21 
District (MM21) located at the central part of Yokohama city, within the radius of 30km from the 
metropolitan center of Tokyo and in between the transport hub of Yokohama and the business hub of the 
Kannai Area, is strategically located for prime development, including the reclamation of land and the 
revitalization of the waterfront. Since the inception of the project Masterplan in 1981, the development of 
MM21 has successfully turned the Yokohama area into a modern mixed-use community, home to 190,000 
new workers and 10,000 new residents, with international hotels, conference centers, and new landmark 
buildings. The entity tasked with the development of MM21 is the Yokohama Minato Mirai 21 Corporation, 
a powerful public-private partnership. 

Reinventing the post-industrial waterfront for 21st century Yokohama: Yokohama’s relationship to its port 
had always been important. In fact Yokohama’s raison d’etre was as the treaty port arising from the visit of 
Commodore Perry to Japan in 1853, eventually giving rise to The US-Japan Treaty of Amity and Commerce 
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in 1858.1 The following year, the Port of Yokohama was opened. In 1945 during World War II, 90 percent of 
port facilities were taken over by the U.S. Military, and finance and trade shifted to Tokyo.2 When the War 
ended, Yokohama port facilities were requisitioned by the US. It was not till 1952 that, through citizens' 
efforts, Osanbashi Pier, situated right in the centre of old Yokohama’s waterfront, was released from U.S. 
requisition and returned to the Japanese. 

In 1964 a ‘Yokohama City Centre Plan Concept Proposal’ was drawn up, specifically targeting the Shinko 
Pier area, Mitsubishi Dockyards, and the Takashima Dockyards and Railyards. However, it was actually in 
February 1965 that the vision of a ‘Waterfront City’ was announced by the mayor, requiring Mitsubishi heavy 
industries’ relocation. Between 1967 till the 1970s, talks were held between the city and Mitsubishi Industries. 
Negotiations had begun with Mitsubishi Heavy industries, and by March 1983 the relocation had been 
completed. The relocation of heavy industries port and railroad yards to deepwater facilities, beginning in the 
late 1970s, created the potential for the re-use of the ‘Inner Harbour’ district of Yokohama.  Following this, 
the beginnings of MM21’s planning body came in 1981, and 1984 with an official coordinating body was set 
up to manage the public-private partnership 

Concepts/ideas in Planning: Different considerations apply to Old and New Yokohama. Planning for the 
old city was exemplified by the Yokohama River Town Masterplan, where great emphasis was given to 
greenery along old canals and pedestrian links. Shinko District was treated integrally with Kannai and the old 
Yoshida New Field area. In planning for the newly-reclaimed and consolidated land parcels in Central 
District of MM21, three abstract “Development Concepts” were envisioned: (1) It aspired to be an 
international “Cultural Cosmopolis” operating around the clock;  (2) it was to be an “Information City” of 
the 21st century;  (3) while anticipated to be a “city with superior environmental and human touches 
surrounded by water, and greenery,” (4) care was take to preserve historic monuments3  

Phasing and growth strategy: Despite its adoption of the public-private partnership (PPP) principle, 
MM21 was heavily reliant on major investors to make the project work. These major stakeholders then 
determine the outcome of the discussions over town planning and design. Inevitably, therefore, many of the 
development decisions were biased towards corporate interests. Social goals were tempered heavily by the 
necessity of fulfilling capitalist requirements for growth, and the initial premise for MM21 as a beautiful new 
waterfront and landscaped environment for Yokohama residents became dominated by concerns for 
investment and physical growth. Provisional Land-use Adjustments was devised in the face of the economic 
downturn in the early 90s, to allow MM21 to cope with “delays in full-fledged land use” by encouraging the 
temporary continuation of provisional land uses that enhanced land returns in the transitory phase. 

Urban Design Guidelines and Brief: In July 1988, negotiations and discussions were led and 
coordinated by MM21 Corporation as part of its “first major job” in fulfilling its intended role as “the focus 
in the move to autonomously determine the rules to be applied to town development between landowners”.  
The decisions reached were spelled out in the “Basic Agreement on Town Development” document, “in the 
interest of advancing harmonious town development through the same essential thinking.” The rationale and 
spirit of the discussion between landowners which eventually led to the “Basic Agreement” is manifested by 
the landowners remarking on the kind of town they desired: “We can envision a Hong Kong-like city centre 
with a unique atmosphere that is open 24 hours a day. To build a new city centre for the 21st century that we 
can be proud of on the world stage … [requires that it be] planned for it to take shape…” 

Skyline, Street Scenery and Vistas: The desire for grand and clear vistas or views of the sea along visual 
corridors, related to building height control and setbacks as buildings approach the water’s edge were guided 
by the three key principles called “Vistas”, “Street Scenery” and “Skyline” in the MM21 urban design 
guidelines for the district. Scaling of buildings was a key consideration so as to create a “skyline that 
decreases in height approaching the sea”. All the avenues that span the two major boulevards of the Central 
District that head out to sea “would form axes on either side of which the walls of buildings were set back to 
ensure that a vista would open up as one drove toward the sea”. The intention was that “a person could feel 
the sea and port nearby from anywhere in the town”, whether driving along these avenues or walking along 

                                                           
1 Saito Ren, The Sotry of Yokohama: a History of a port in Asia. Trans. Y. Mariko and C.R.Kimel. Tokyo: 
Libro-Port Publishing CO., 1989, p. 14 
2 Ibid, p. 40  
3 Details of the planning intentions of MM21 are derived from direct interviews and also from the list of 
publications in both English and Japanese form the MM21 Corporation 
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the pedestrian walkways that were separate from, but parallel to, these avenues. 
Public Spaces – old and new cultural and physical assets: Yokohama City officials took an active interest 

in imbuing the new public spaces in MM21 with a sense of heritage and history, especially with historic 
objects as focal points. In Aug 1983 the city government took over control over the sailing vessel Nippon 
Maru and in Oct 1984 the Nippon-Maru Memorial Foundation was established. This became the core 
attraction around which the Maritime Museum was established as a public cultural anchor for the Queen’s 
Axis, the pioneer development in MM21 Central District. In addition, Mitsubishi was instrumental in 
heritage preservation via its renovation of Docks No.1 and No.2 – the former was the dock in which the 
Nippon Maru was permanently moored. In June 1991 control over the Red Brick Warehouses of Shinko 
District was transferred from the Japanese national government to Yokohama City, and by 1999 Shinko 
District was opened as a heritage space. 

The planners of MM21 attempted to introduce new concepts in outdoor as well as indoor forms of 
public space. Its outdoor design plans revolved around public circulation as well as public art. Public Art 
Tours were also organized in 2002-2001, led by art experts. Its promotional publication also showcased the 
special features of some of its outdoor sculptures – some of these installations respond to the environmental 
elements of wind and sunlight. The costs of these sculptures were borne by the developers, and their location 
and design involved discussions in the Town development Council and the cooperation of the artists, 
building designers and others. Queen’s Axis was envisaged as a “vibrant axis stemming form commercial 
facilities” and was constructed first as an indoor pedestrian street comprising inter-connected atriums and 
inner malls. 

Ecological Perspectives vs. Economic Considerations: The MM21 project took away polluting 
industries from the Inner Harbour area, cleaned up the brownfield sites of the former railyard and toxic sites 
and introduced parks and trees on the new waterfront. At the same time, the project retained some heritage 
artifacts from its working port past – railway tracks, bridges, warehouses, old stone docks. There was an 
endeavour to achieve some balance between the global and the local, a rootedness to specific aspects of site 
especially related to historic layers. By creating the new waterfront district which was slated to contain the 
new high-rise, large floor plate developments, one could also postulate that the old town of Yokohama had 
been spared the pressure of new developments that were potentially space altering. 

Environmental clean-up was the initial motivation for the conversion of the Inner Harbour area which 
constitutes MM21 today. Land profile regularization was thought through carefully with several alternatives 
explored. Studies were conducted, and various options considered for the water edge profile, and these can 
be traced through the evolution of the masterplans since the 1960s. 

Water edge conditions are of great interest in the Yokohama River Town masterplan as well as the river 
projects of Tokyo, but this was not the case in MM21. Instead, MM21’s plans, inherited from the early 1980s, 
express the anxieties of Yokohama’s position as the leading port of Japan in 1980. Yokohama’s continued 
eminence was threatened by the lack of coordination between urban and harbour functions, particularly 
manifested in the worsening traffic conditions at the inner harbour. The last three Plan Directions for the 
Inner Harbour District Redevelopment Plan of 1982 thus went beyond the mere maintenance of its premier 
port status, and aimed instead at pitching Yokohama as an international city to rival Tokyo. 

Han River, Seoul 
The Han River is the lifeline of the city of Seoul. It is over 1 km wide along the section traversing the 

center core of the city, dividing older (north) section of the city from the new (south) CBD. The city of Seoul 
is one of the most densely occupied cities in Asia, and the need for corresponding infrastructure had given 
rise to the ubiquitous highways along both sides of the Han River and some 18 bridges for motor vehicles 
and trains. As the city encroaches ever nearer to both banks of the River, public accessibility and the 
condition along these banks are ever compromised. The city has been embarking on a series of recovery 
programs to return much of the banks and islets on the river to public use and recreation in spite of the 
retention of these highways and worsening traffic congestion along them. The most recent completion of the 
Seonyeudo Island from the site of a water purification plant to a public park showcasing natural water 
filtration through plant medium and connection to the burgeoning riverbank park system is just one such 
highlights. 

The Spatial Transformation of the Han River of Seoul:  At 514-km long and more than 1.0 km wide 
waterway, the Han River flows through the center of Seoul city. Until the 1970s, the Han River was regards 
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as the southern boundary defining Seoul. But, today, it geometrically bisects the whole city area into 
approximately two equal two parts: northern part (Gangbuk 49.2 %, old) and southern one (Gangnam 50.8 %, 
new). More than 20 bridges are connecting southern and northern part. In most cities, the waterfront space is 
a multi layered fabric composed of a variety of functions and is historically an inalienable part of the city. 
However, without proper development, the riverfront of Han River is not sufficiently weaved into the larger 
fabric of the city and is disengaged from the everyday life of Seoul citizens. In the 21st century, Seoul faces 
two challenges: one is to improve its competitiveness in the process of globalization; the other is to achieve 
progress toward sustainable development. “The [2008] Han River Renaissance Project”4 aims to regain the 
friendly relationship between humans and nature and recover the uninterrupted linkage between all sections 
of the city. It also seeks to create a new brand of a pleasant and attractive waterfront city by uncovering the 
hidden value of the Han River. 

At the start of 1900s, port functions, which have been around for about six centuries, began to decline 
with the construction of the railways and bridges across the river. By the early 20th century, to cope with the 
ever-increasing population, the modernization program extended the city limits to the banks of the Han 
River5. For the first time in the history of Seoul, Han River was assimilated as part of the city. The wide 
waterway boundary was a major obstacle that needs to be bridged across. Urban infrastructures such as foot, 
vehicular and train bridges were built. The expansion of Seoul slowly ate into the huge and wide boundary 
set up along the river. 

As the city was industrialized and modernized, the river became victim to the side effect of rapid growth. 
Until the 1980s, contamination from the Han River was severe as a large volume of city sewerage and 
factory operation water was being discharged to it. Uncontrolled wastes seriously damaged the appearance of 
the river. Swimming, fishing and other recreational activities prohibited. White sand disappeared and 
biodiversity lost. As a result, the riverfront became the undesirable places. 

Since the 1990s, Seoul has been actively pushing for environmentally conscious and socially 
responsible urban projects to revitalize the Han River. Echoed by the local governments, action was taken to 
engage in ecological activities in which two themes of nature and culture are becoming the new trends. Thus, 
a series of parks rest along the Han River, which incorporate running paths, basketball courts, soccer fields, 
swimming pools, and other recreation areas. Among the more prominent projects are the (re)development of 
Seoul Forest, Seongyudo Island and designating Bamseom Island as a nature reserve. 

Hangang (Han River) Renaissance Project: It could be said that the Han Riverside developments and 
transformations are driven by different forces in the modern history of Seoul. The major driving forces 
include: 1) the political-economic forces of the industrialization and modernization in the 1960s, 2) the 
curbing physical expansion of the rapid decentralizing population and improving environmental quality of 
residents in the 1970, 3) the big events of the Asian Games and Summer Olympics in the 1980s, 4) the 
promoting economic competitiveness in response to globalization processes in the 1990s, and 5) the pushing 
for environmentally conscious and socially responsible since the last two decades. The development 
approaches include government-oriented, developer-oriented and the cooperation between government and 
private. However, none of the approaches have successfully engaged the public involving in the waterfront 
developments. Government initiatives at the master plan level often were done without consulting the end 
users, leaving the development in the hands of market forces and developers, resulting in less than idea 
interventions. As a result, one of the failed efforts in the past two decades was that the public access to the 
waterfront is often impeded.  

With the latest 2008 draft master plan and Hangang (River) Renaissance Project, Seoul municipality 
aims to regain the friendly relationship between humans and nature and to recover the uninterrupted linkage 
between all sections of the city. It also seeks to create a new brand for the city by continually uncovering the 
hidden value of Han River.6 Urban structures will be adjusted to enhance the role of Han River in improving 
the quality of life for Seoul citizens and in creating sustainable city.  

Five specific sites of Han River waterfront (re)development illustrate the approaches adopted in the 
revitalization projects: 1) Seonydo Island/Park and Bamseom Island, 2) Yeouido Island, 3) 
Apgujeong-dong/Oksu-dong, 4) Seoul Forest Park, and, 5) Jamsil Olympic Sports Complex and Jamsil 

                                                           
4 http://global.seoul.go.kr/global/view/business/bus05_03.jsp 
5 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/534948/Seoul/24012/Physical-and-human-geography 
6 Source: http://english.seoul.go.kr/gover/initiatives/p_info03.htm 
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District Hangang Park. They are the focal points where different types of waterfront (re)development driven 
by different forces in different periods. Each case has been analyzed with a same framework that includes 
aspects of geographical characteristics, driving forces, infrastructure support, development approaches and 
spatial configurations.  

In the last two decades, Seoul has been actively pushing for environmentally conscious and socially 
responsible urban projects as part of its efforts to revitalize the Han River. Among the more prominent 
projects initiated by the government are the redevelopment of Seoul Forest, Seongyudo Island and 
designating Bamseom Island as a nature conservation area. Often, these projects were implemented in 
partnership with private companies and only after tedious consultations with Seoul citizens; a strong contrast 
to the development forces which guided the transformation of Han River during the period leading up to 
Olympics ’88. As a positive result of this consultative approach, urban transformations along Han River have 
avoided the same pitfalls and engaged her citizens through family-oriented and meaningful public spaces 
along the waterfront. 

The roles of Seoul Metropolitan Government have evolved over the years along with its political system. 
From the dictatorial past under the authoritarian powers of the 60s, to the constitutional but non-consultative 
models in the 70s and 80s, it has finally evolved into the democratic, consultative government in the last two 
decades. The shift away from Governmental led initiatives was more pronounced after the 70s and could be 
grouped into two phases – private companies (developers) led initiatives and public led initiatives. The 
former is best illustrated with the development of Yeouido Island in 1970s while the latter characterizes 
Seoul Forest and similar developments in the last two decades.  

The increase in public participation characterized recent developments. Both Seoul Forest and 
Seongyudo Island were developed after rounds of public consultation exercises with the final design 
determined through open competitions. Despite the high opportunity costs, Government and private 
developers were willing to consider and implement public projects with emphasis on environmentally 
responsible developments over private developments that were economically more viable. In fact, because of 
the consultations, these projects were well rated by the public and were in direct response to the needs of 
Seoul citizens. Being public in nature, these spaces also serve to bridge the inland developments with Han 
River through appropriate developments along the riverbanks. The programmatic functions were also 
influenced by the feedback from the public hence securing the critical mass of users to enliven the place and 
ensure the sustainability of the development. 

Marina Bay, Singapore 
Marina bay is the area where the Singapore River meets the sea. The developments at the Marina bay 

area included gradually transforming the area into a world class CBD with several major reclamations 
changing the profile of the bay. In the 60s and 70s, important decisions were taken to gradually remove the 
shop houses near the mouth of Singapore River or change their usage to more modern one. At this stage 
many shop houses were removed to give space for high-rise development. The aim was to create an identity 
of a world class business centers. Modern high-rises complemented few remaining heritage structures like 
the Fullerton hotel. In the 1980s, a major conceptual decision was taken named the Clean Rivers project that 
cleared out the lighter and warehousing activities along the Singapore River and its estuary where Marina 
Bay is situated. The vision for Marina bay in the 21st century is to create a world-class international 
recreation centre with public recreation and amenities for a vibrant urban environment.  

The contemporary vision for Marina Bay is to transform it into an international recreation centre. It will 
be a high-quality, live-work-play environment, one that encapsulates the essence of the global city, Singapore. 
The Master Plan for Marina Bay focuses on encouraging a mix of uses (commercial, residential, hotel and 
entertainment) to ensure that the area remains vibrant around the clock. The concept of 'white' site zoning 
also gives developers more flexibility to decide on the mix of uses for each site, including housing, offices, 
shops, hotels, recreational facilities and public spaces.  

The notion of a continuous waterfront promenade that encompasses a cultural loop was part of the 
concept for Marina Bay, including arts and leisure facilities like the Esplanade Theaters, floating stage, Art 
Park, ArtScience Museum at the Bayfront Promontory site, Marina Bay Sands Integrated Resort, Collyer 
Quay food and beverage centre, One Fullerton and Merlion Park. Marina Bay is also the hosting venue of 
international sports events like the F1 Boat Race and Formula One Grand Prix. 

In the project for Gardens by the Bay in Marina Bay, as well as the large green roofscape of the Marina 
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Barrage, which is an urban reservoir capturing the waters of the Singapore and Kallang Rivers, green public 
space is the draw for the otherwise commercially or culturally oriented built environments on the Bay. The 
Gardens project occupies 101 hectares of land and will consist of three parts connected via bridges. 

The former mouth of the Singapore River has been transformed from a working waterfront through 
reclamation and place-making to the present and future leisure and cultural landscape of Marina Bay, with 
the aim also visibly change the image and significance of Singapore’s waterfront. New mega events hosted at 
Marina Bay draw international crowds and affirm Singapore’s status as a global city. The new Marina Bay 
also boasts new iconic structures and brand-name architecture that visibly change the landscape of 
Singapore’s urban waterfront, with the Singapore Flyer (currently the world’s largest observation wheel), 
Esplanade Theatres, Marina Bay Sands Integrated resort, and the Sail, premium residential apartments that 
attract many foreign buyers from China, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Taiwan and India. The anticipated high-rise, 
premium offices and residences as well as high-end leisure oriented facilities and open spaces are pitched to 
lay claim on the city’s aspirations to global business and finance, as well as a world -class leisure and 
entertainment destination.   

CONCLUSION 

Many of the waterfronts in the western hemisphere underwent post-industrial changes in the 70s and 80s 
or earlier, while Asian waterfronts generally began such a cycle of development in the 90s, although some of 
the development plans were mooted earlier. With the growing similarities of corporate and planning cultures 
across the globe, the differences in western and Asian waterfronts may be perceived as one of phasing rather 
than that of real cultural difference. So while western waterfronts seem to be moving away from 
commercialization towards public benefits and access, and many Asian waterfronts tend increasingly 
commercialized in function (e.g. MM21, Marina Bay,), these may be a function of growth phasing rather 
than fundamental difference. 

The new waterfront projects discussed in this paper involved some form of public-private partnership. 
In the case of MM21, public-private partnership in the form of a development corporation was the driving 
force as well as regulatory body for its planning and implementation. For Marina Bay, although the 
development planning and sales of sites were handed by a government agency, developers were given the 
opportunity to propose viable projects on “white” sites – sites that do not have a prior density or usage 
assigned. Ideas competitions were also held for sites earmarked for residential development. The Han River 
developments since the 1990s were developed with public consultations, unlike earlier development that 
were solely undertaken by government agencies or by private developers. As such, there is a clear trend 
towards greater participation from non-government actors in these waterfront projects. 

MM21 and Marina Bay are new waterfronts created out of land reclamation initiatives, whether 
state-led or by private enterprises, and are significant in that they present the opportunity of a clean-slate on 
which aspirations of a city can be mapped. In the case of MM21, the project was envisaged to promote 
Yokohama’s independence from Tokyo as a business and leisure destination rather than a ”bedroom suburb” 
to bustling Tokyo; in other words, its establishment as a waterfront destination for commercial, cultural and 
leisure activities. It was also envisaged to revive the memory of Yokohama’s proud tradition as Japan’s 
historic gateway to the world, encapsulated in the phrase wakon yosai or “Japanese spirit to western 
knowledge”.  

Marina Bay was envisioned to be a Garden City by the Bay, a destination presenting an exciting array of 
opportunities for people to explore new living and lifestyle options, and be entertained by rich leisure and 
cultural experiences in a distinctive environment. This would also raise the international profile of the city.  
It would be a seamless extension of Singapore's flourishing central business district spanning 360 hectares of 
prime land for development. The development parcels at Marina Bay were planned based on a grid urban 
pattern that extends from the existing road network within the CBD. This grid created a flexible framework 
with a series of land parcels that could be amalgamated or sub-divided to meet different requirements as well 
as changing demands and allow the phasing of developments.  

In many ways, these projects play a critical role in the global competition of cities, due to their high 
visibility and pliability to different visions. However, it remains to be seen how well these new projects, 
which often are planned along different scales and urban visions from the existing city fabric become 
integrated with the old city as well as the its social and cultural life. These developments, with their global 
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aspirations and international orientations may often seem disjunctured from the concepts of urban locales. 
Another problem is their inaccessibility in terms of affordability or their lack of activities that appeal to local 
populations. A case in point is that when important international events are hosted at Marina Bay, local traffic 
in the city is often disrupted, and losses are incurred businesses dependent on local consumers.  

In terms of morphological changes and new urban configuration, the configuration of old heritage relics 
and new structures in MM21 were creatively orchestrated.  These were planned with regards to public 
access in creating interesting pedestrian sequence along major walking paths through MM21’s Central and 
Shinko Districts, and in creating public benefit through the provision of cultural venues and public spaces 
that engage old port heritage. In Marina Bay the opportunity for creative juxtaposition of old and new is 
rather limited. Marina South and Marina Centre that forms the bulk of the coastline surrounding Marina Bay 
is completely new reclaimed land with no historic landmarks preceding the 1980s. There is however the 
coast of the old CBD with Fullerton Hotel, the relocated Merlion, Clifford Pier and the old Clifford Building. 
These have been included within the attractions of the Cultural Loop around Marina Bay. 

Spatially, new waterfront developments, although seemingly stand-alone new developments with their 
own urban core, a dialogic relationship with the old city core, with good transportation networks connecting 
both seemed to be a feature of the waterfronts studied here. MM21 is well linked to the old Yokohama city 
core via subway connections, even if accessibility on foot is less convenient. So too is the Marina Bay 
development, benefiting from transportation links and proximity to the older city core. The new 
developments tend to be morphologically distinct from the old urban cores, but play complementary roles in 
the cultural identities of the city – MM21 represented the new commercial and corporate identity of 
Yokohama city, while Marina Bay would fill in on the leisure and recreational aspects of the Singapore city 
center. 

The Cultural Loop around Marina Bay successfully integrates the waterfront promenade with the new 
city’s attractions to a degree not achieved in MM21. The planning authorities of Singapore had safe-guarded 
public access to the water’s edge through careful urban design guidelines and conditions of sale attached to 
the waterfront sites tendered in the Marina Bay development. Public spaces and accessibility of waterfront to 
public has seen significant overall improvement in these projects to varying degrees. An area that remains to 
be evaluated in time would be the degree of integration of these new spaces with existing social and cultural 
spaces in the city. The current observation is that these new waterfront spaces then to be self-contained 
destinations that are distinct from the existing spatial networks of the city.  

On the environmental front, these new waterfront projects are often preceded by the clean-up and 
shipping out of polluting industries, as in the case of MM21, or in the case of Marina Bay, a clean-up of the 
rivers feeding into the Bay. These are crucial in place-making and marketing, and in promoting the image of 
the new waterfronts. In the 21st century, Seoul faces two challenges: one is to improve its competitiveness in 
the process of globalization; the other is to achieve progress toward sustainable development. The 2008 Han 
River Renaissance Project aimed to regain the friendly relationship between humans and nature and recover 
the uninterrupted linkage between all sections of the city. It also seeks to create a new brand of a pleasant and 
attractive waterfront city by uncovering the hidden value of the Han River. New ecological approaches were 
also adopted, especially in the conservation of nature in some of the Han River renaissance projects. 
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ABSTRACT: The authors study on the new urban form of Ankang city based on the landscape pattern. Through 
analyzing and evaluating the present conditions of land resources, historic and cultural attractions, and natural 
landscape from ecological perspective, finding out the problems in the current construction of urban landscape 
environment, considering with local special landscape themes. Besides, the authors also emphasizing and 
constructing the landscape patterns at comprehensive planning level by means of laying out city green corridor, 
preserving the wetland as the urban corn and improving the urban green space system in the principle of 
combining of historic and cultural with natural environment, urban space with urban spirit, and history with 
future construction. 
 
KEYWORDS : local identity, northwestern China, landscape pattern, themes of landscape 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At present, Chinese government is increasing investment on infrastructure construction to expand domestic 

demand to tackle the global economic crisis. It is an opportunity for the cities that have a low-speed of economic 
development in Northern China. It is a challenge for the cities to conserve and evolve the local identity involve 
fragile environment, landscape and culture while meet the requirement of urban construction at the stage of rapid 
urbanized advancement. 

Ankang,a city located to the southeast of Shaanxi in Northwestern China, is in the period of rapid urbanized 
progress. The construction of landscape pattern in comprehensive planning provides guidance for Sustainable 
urban development. 

                                                           
1 Supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (Grant No.50678147). 
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1. PRESENT SITUATION OF ANKANG CITY 

1.1 Site condition 
Ankang municipality located to the southeast of 

Shaanxi, esat of qin-ba mountainous region in 
Northwestern China. Qinling Mountains in the north and 

Bashan Mountains in the south formed （range upon range 

of mountains the hues rise around ）peaks over peaks 
topographical features, and the city girdled by Hanjiang 
River formed the structure of “One River and Two Banks”. 
Wetlands lie in the esat of the city, so does the Damiao 
Mountain. Niu Mountain and Longwang Mountain locate 
to the north of the city. Xiangxi cave and Niuti Mountain 
locate in the south. So valley plain in the west is the main 
urban expansion direction in Future. A network of 
Hanjiang River’s tributaries as Yue river, Huangyang river, 
Fujia river and Ji river crisscrossed the city, together with 
low mountain relief, hills, terrace, bench and plain, creates 
conditions for urban construction use.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

1.2 Landscape resources 
The unique geographical position, natural 

conditions and historic Resources makes Ankang 
interesting and colorful natural scenery and places of 
historic figures and cultural heritage. 

 
1.2.1 Natural scenery:Qinling Mountains locate 

in the North, Bashan Mountains locate in the south. 
The hills surrounding constitute the city’s 
environment background, and provide an abundant 
natural scenery resources. 

As a mountainous area, the most important 
influencing factor is aslope topographies, which is 
different from plain cities. Cliff, sloping field, bank, 
terrace, plateau, flatland, Heights, strip of land 

Figure 1 the Site 

Figure 2 “One River and Two Banks” 

 

Figure 3 Natural scenery  
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between hills, cross and ridge combine with different land-use and facilities, would show various natural and 
artificial sights 

The city is crossed by Hanjiang River from west to east, girdled by Huangyang River, Yue River and Ji 
River .These Rivers are the most important water resource and urban’s landscape axis. The wetlands located 
at the confluence of Huangyang River and Hanjing River is an important part of landscape. The Xiangxi cave 
and the Yinghu Lake Scenic Spot locate in the south are provincial-level tourist attractions. All these above 
make up the city’s landscape resources. 

1.2.2 Places of historic figures and cultural heritage:Ankang, has a long history more than two million 
years, is one of cradles of the Chinese civilization. Its brilliant and gorgeous multi-culture, which involved in  
“Sanqin” culture, “Ba-Shu” culture, “Jing-Chu” culture, central-plains culture and “Di-qiang”cultur, has a 
homogeneity with Chinese culture, besides, it also has outstanding individual features, because of its 
geographical position and historic background. As a 

result，”Han-river” culture gets a profound and 
mystery charm, lots of “classics” and 
“primogenitor” in Chinese civilization were 
imprinted during long history. 

Today, “Liujiaying” ancient ruins, “Xujiatai” 
tomb of Southern Song Dynasty, “Baiyun” temple, 
and the Great Hall of the Ankang Confucius Temple, 
“Dianan”tower, “Anlan” tower, east master of 
medicine temple, west master of medicine temple, 
“Xingwen” mosque, North mosque, South mosque, 
West mosque, These ruins and places above shows 
Ankang City’s historic figures and cultural heritage in different aspects  

1.3 Present Problem of Ankang City 

1.3.1 Underemphasize on nature landscape 
resource:The nature landscape resources formed by mountains and rivers around the city were not utilized 
effectively. The terrain features were not well connected with urban construction, not considered as one 
aspect for urban landscape either. Hanjiang River flow through the city from west to east,but the two banks 
of main stem in the city were not well greened, the landscape is not rich. 

The abundant waterscapes were not considered as a whole with Hanjiang River Greening. 

 
Figure 5 Present situation of Ankang City 

 

Figure 4 Historic heritage  
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1.3.2 Lack of Conservation and utilization of historic figures and cultural heritage:The unique 
landscapes under the city’s multi-culture, colorful humanity history background were not showed due to the 
lack of conservation and utilization. Such as liujiaying ancient ruins ( a provincial heritage conservation unit), 
“Xujiatai” tomb of Southern Song Dynasty, “Baiyun” temple, and the Great Hall of the Ankang Confucius 
Temple did not considered as a role of historic figures and cultural heritage. Cultural forums of Muslims 
like”Xingwen” mosque, North mosque, South mosque and West mosque do not adapt to their surroundings. 
What’s more, the important Landmarks of the city like “Anlan”tower and “Dianan”tower are submerged in 
messy urban constructions. 

1.3.3 Present situation of green space structure:At present, the green space structure of the city is 
imperfect at the points, lines , planes and surrounding levels of the structure. The existing landscapes are 
unattractive. 

 “Points”, the green spaces and city furniture are less in residential districts and industrial zones. The 
surroundings of railway station, bus stations, dock and bridge were not well greened. 

“Lines”, the shortage of road planting along the roads as a connection between boundary lines of roads 
and property lines leaded to a poor streetscape. 

“Planes”: the park category is simple, random and small in quantity. There are only “Xingan”park, 
“Dianan Temple and “Guanjing”Hill three parks in the Center City. Public green space is not enough, the 

ratio of green space in urban construction land-use is 1.3%,1.3㎡ of per capita green space. 
“Surrounding”, the rivers cross and girdle the city and the mountain around the city were not designed 

as one element of the green space structure. 

2. IDEAS AND PRINCIPLES FOR THE CONSTRUCTION OF LANDSCAPE PA TTERN AT 
COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING LEVEL 

Comprehensive Planning is a forward-thinking programmatic document for guiding the future urban 
development, has a clear defining of urban development and land-use. The ideas and principles for the 
construction of landscape pattern at comprehensive planning level are defined to point out and ensure urban 
landscapes with regional features. 

 
 
 

Figure 6 Structure of layout 
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2.1 Historic and cultural combine with natural environment 
Water is the main element of urban landscape characteristics, the city’s essence. The utilization of water 

combined with historic and cultural environment, would make the city a lively place. 
The terrain is another important part of landscape system. The utilization of natural terrain would enrich 

urban skylines. The rest, which is not suitable for urban construction, should be preserved as an ecological 
land. 

2.2 Urban spaces and urban spirits 
Different urban spaces integrate with different activities of inhabitant in the city while different space 

nodes show different city spirit. The constructions of site would show cultural connotation in different levels 
and aspects. 

The traditional spirits involved with mountains and water will be showed according to arranging open 
spaces for the performance of natural and activities relevant to natural environment. Urban land-use will be 
arranged based on the natural environment to show the features of  

2.3 History and future construction 
Historic and cultural resources are the foundation of urban spirit. The urban future should be highlighted 

through the utilizing historic and cultural landscape, promoting the features of regional culture in urban 
landscape, and retaining the trait of national and regional culture. Modern urban system of landscape and 
open spaces is constructed to emphasize the integration with traditional culture and modern civilization, and 
show the local characteristics. 

The constructions style will be defined according to the style and features of each district. The history 
and traditions will be showed and spread by mean of integrating the traditional activities and urban open 
spaces. 

3. THEME OF LANDSCAPE 

Figure 7 Layout of land-use 
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3.1 Waterfront landscape 
Waterfront, mountains and rivers set different tones of urban landscape, and wound create different 

characteristics of urban landscape. Hanjiang River, the mother river of Ankang city, has been entitled the first 
emblem by the public and Tourists. The essence and soul of the city should be integrated with the Hanjiang 
River. In the future, as the expansion of city spaces, different theme of each zone will be formed. 

To embody the urban features and characteristics, the authors take the mountains as the background or 
the interface, and utilize the waterfront as the important part of the whole landscape. The features of 
waterfront landscape, a sense of urban awareness, and a sense of belonging would be showed through 
limiting the dense building areas in waterfront, controlling the contour of spaces, exploring the cultural 
connotation. The connection between waterfront and urban areas would be enhanced by adding walking 
trails. The facilities and spaces for leisure and tourism activities are to be enhanced while dividing the 
functions of waterfront. Then, the unique feature of waterfront can be formed by conserving the waterfront of 
other related rivers like Yue river, Huangyang River, protecting the existing bank line from trace damage, 
river landfill, water pollution; and designing important urban nodes combined with rivers.  

3.2 Mountains landscape  
The comprehensive plan integrates the city and mountains around like Longwang Mountain, Liyu 

Mountain and Xiangxi cave by means of organizing landscape vista, establishing the connection between 
mountains and the city. 

The mountain is to be made an important part of identification system of the city by designing and 
building well-marked construction or Landmark. The foot line of the mountain should be opened, and get rid 
of the constructions occupying the foot line of mountain like an obstacle of landscape. Greenbelts or roads 
can be utilized to separate buildings from blocking mountain landscapes. In addition, public walking trails 
should be opened up to make it easier for people to get to the mountains. 

3.3 Nodes and Areas Landscape  
Based on design of urban space nodes, distinctive urban landscape areas will be formed, such as urban 

culture and administrative center, sports center, drum tower historic district, “Changling” vacation village 
district, and central business district, Hongyang river wetlands area and so on. 

Cultural relics and historic sites will be more renowned through the establishment of ancient ruins and 
tombs tourist spots while raising people’s cultural conservation consciousness. Green spaces and 

Figure 8 Green space structure of Ankang City 
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construction lands around the cultural and historical heritage sites in historic districts are in shortage. Since 
the green spaces cannot be arranged to form a certain scale, the authors suggest making full use of space to 
form a good surrounding as much as possible. Important nodes in the urban green space landscape system 
are constituted to form the construction model of “one object-one scene”.  

Historic districts are a carrier of local cultures, an important part of landscape and an important factor of 
the diversity of urban landscape.In drum tower historic district, historical constructions should be strictly 
protected. Renew these historic districts based on preserving the original structure. While the height, scale, 
size and color of the new constructions are controlled to accommodate the historical constructions. The 
Muslim historic districts should maintain the original scale, and prevent altering present appearances and 
layout. In the future, new districts should integrate with multi-culture to show Ankang’s profound culture.  

Compared with the historic districts, the new districts have more rooms for development of cultural and 
historical heritage. In this condition, the authors insist protect their premier and proper style, shape adapted 
space environment. Since the historic sites of Ankang city have a different cultural background and 
landscape features, the comprehensive plan integrates them with their historic value, sets up different scopes 
of protection, and chooses different methods of reservation to reflect its proper landscape style.  

4. CONSTRUCTION OF LANDSCAPE PATTERN 

 
 

4.1 Natural environment patterns 
In the process of urban expansion, the maintenance of the regional landscape patterns and continuity 

and integrity of the topography is the key to keep the urban ecological environment. Because undermining 
the continuity of landscape pattern will cut off the natural circulation, including wind, water, species, 
nutrition, and lead to an unhealthy urban development, even lose lives. The authors insist maintain the 
mountain contour lines, and forbid any act of destruction to the mountains nor the large scale urban 
construction in the mountains. So protecting these mountains Longwang Mountain, Liyu Mountain, Damiao 
Mountain as the ecological environmental background of landscape is important. 

River is the lifeline of the earth and the major element of landscape. Nowadays, pollution, floods and 
drought are three water serious issues in China's water system. In Hanjiang River water system of Ankang, 
the most important problem is pollution and flood. After instructing urban land suitability evaluation, the 
change of original river channel is avoided in the city construction process, and the ecology water network 
should be constructed integrating the Hanjiang River and its branches like Fujia River, Yue River, Ji River, 

Figure 9 Landscape structure of Ankang City 
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etc. The authors also insist protect the original river morphology to maintain and enhance the most important 
position of Hanjiang River in Ankang city's landscape and ecology. Reserving sufficient green buffer space 
along both sides of Fujia River, Yue River, Huangyang River, meanwhile, the land-use in future of two banks 
should be clearly defined.  

4.2 Urban Green Corridor  
Based on the design of urban spaces relations between “chart” and “bottom”, the relationship between 

urban construction land extension and urban green space is to be controlled. In comprehensive planning of 
Ankang city, analysis and research are implemented within the various mountains and hills stretching into 
city to determine which land can be used for urban future development construction. Moreover, other 
mountains, hills, high-voltage and ralway shelter-forest that are not suitable to urban development will be 
reserved or restricted to develop as urban ecological conservation land. 

The green corridors, combined with Longwang Mountain, Liyu Mountain, Damiao Mountain, Hanjiang 
River, Yue River and huangyang River, connect mountains with the city will be formed. 

Bring the entire natural environment to the city by stretching Mountains to the city and extending green 
in the city to contact with all levels of public activity centers and establish relation between nature and 
artificial. 

4.3 Urban green space systems  

 
 

 

Urban green space system is an important content of establishing urban landscape character, and the 
system should be formed organically in the levels of “point”, “Line”, “plane”. 

“Garden city, landscape city” is the goal, and making activity is the way. The natural ecological 
corridors that established by mountain forest around Ankang city together with the groups and city’s parks 
are connected. 

According to natural features and land-use layout of the city, the authors insist on taking natural 
landscape in city areas as ecology-based “plane”, taking city parks and green spaces of each group as “point”. 
And water green, avenue, high-voltage and railways’ green buffer are constructed to such as “Line”. Those 
elements in different levels above are combined with the mountain woodlands, landscape woodlands and 
ecological green spaces form an organic combination characteristic appearance.  

4.4 Wetlands  
In the process of Ankang urbanization, due to the increasing expansion of construction land, wetlands 

Figure 10 Green space system of Ankang City 



 
 

827 

near urban will be embraced by urban constructions gradually.  
The junction of Huang Yang River with the Hanjiang River is the most important wetlands in Ankang 

city ought to be an Ankang city's green core. Define its borders so that the Wetlands can exert effectiveness 
in a various ecological services functions and socioeconomic value for city and the residents without being 
corroded by urban construction. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The conversation and improvement of urban special features is not only the appearance of local natural 
environment, multi-culture and regional economy and living standard, but also the embodiment of the city 
spirit, the urban competitiveness and new urban culture based on local traditional culture. It is a long-term 
process to construct the urban landscape with the development of cities, and it is the first step of this process 
to construct the urban landscape pattern at comprehensive planning level in China. 

 
 

REFERENCES 

[1]  Zhang Jigang,Shu Muhui,Liu Chunmao,Pan Yan,Jiang Bo, A Analysis on Landscape Morphology of 
Mountainous City [J]Planners, 2007(10). 

[2] Fan Ying,Deng Weibing,Zhang Yuyun, A research on Construction of Landscape Feature at 
Comprehensive Planning Level [J] Shanxi Architecture, 2008(04). 

[3]  Peng Xiaolie,Li Daoyong, Exploration on landscape planning of small towns——Take Laoguantuo of 
Liaozhong,Shenyang as an example [J] Journal of Shenyang Jianzhu University(Social Science, 
2008(07). 

 



 
 

828 

 



The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 
 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 

The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

829 

 

AN ANALOGY OF PALIMPSEST AS A STRATEGY TRANSFORMING  
URBAN STRUCTURE INTO ARCHITECTURAL DISCOURSE  

- FOCUSED ON DOMINIQUE PERRAULT’S  
ARCHITECTURE OF STRATA-  

 
Koo, Young Min 

 
School of Architecture, Inha University, Incheon, Korea, archkoo@inha.ac.kr 

 
ABSTARCT: The study departs from the fact that the site can be defined not only as a present form and 
shape but also as a grammatical text that should be read through socio-architectural memories of the past and 
the future. Under this premise, the study examines the new design strategy for the 21st century's global 
campus in cities of Korea, which promotes the traditional campus functions to be an 'entrance' that opens to 
the city and neighboring communities, which maintains the traditional academic identity to be a part of 
regional identity, and which progresses the city culture. The study, paying a particular attention to 
Dominique Perrault's design language, attempts to analogize the modern urban structure with the palimpsest 
condition, to rediscover the potential structure within the dialectical interrelationship between the past and 
the present, and to reevaluate the strategic value on the urban architectural design recovering the sense of 
place where time and space is persistently permuted. The main argument is focused on how to embody the 
architectural relative structure in the design strategy, through diverse interpretation of the notion of time in 
space and the absence in the presence.  
KEYWORDS : Analogy, Palimpsest, Time and Space, Dominique Perrault, Stratification1.  
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background and the Purpose  

University campus design located in a city of Korea traditionally includes the package of city regional 
planning and urban design, ecological architecture and visual landscape design. Accordingly a campus 
becomes a micro suburban within a city, which creates place as well as landmark through buildings, 
landscape, and circulating systems. In case of Seoul, the capital city of Korea, the place-marking in a campus 
is a strategy applied for making place. Place-marking defines and conceptualizes the physical properties, and 
concentrates them in order to maintain visual uniqueness as well as cultural values to the community. 
University campus design in Korean cities tends to place main focus on the strategic contact points such as 
entrance and passages, where a city meets the campus, and where community integrates with campus.  

This study introduces the new campus design strategy employed by Dominique Perrault, which 
develops the traditional functions of a campus 'entrance' that opens to the city and neighboring communities. 
In his new project, Ehwa Campus Center, Perrault maintains the basis of traditional campus identity to be 
developed to a part of regional identity and the city culture. In the project, he seems to recognize the fact that 
campus site can be defined not only as present physical shape but also as a grammatical text that is involved 
in socio-urban structure.  

The study attempts to explore the ways to analogize today's ever-changing urban structure with 
palimpsest on which multiple layers are superimposed, and to rediscover the dialectic interrelationship 
between the past and the present, which is the latent structure hidden in the other side of the site, and to 
acquire the design strategy to restore the continuity of time and space within the realm of the place. The main 
argument is focused on how to represent diverse interpretations of the notion of time in space to the 
architectural relative structure. 

The conclusion of the study arrives at the reconsideration on a campus in a city with regard to its 
integration of the suburbanity with urbanity, the interpretation of palimpsest mechanism to be a device 
managing place-making and place-marking strategy for local identity, and the possibility that historical 
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vestiges in urban structure can be represented in the layers of architecture. 
 
1.2 Scope and Methodology  

The study will analyze the expression and the property of the works in which the notion of palimpsest 
has been applied as a conceptual device for architectural representation. In the study, Dominique Perrault's 
works are investigated to disclose the nature of the architecture of the strata which recognizes the given site 
to represent the marks of time and space in the dialectic situation. The study of the palimpsest architecture 
provides with an opportunity to investigate the hypothesis that historical vestiges in urban structure can be 
represented in the layers of architecture.   

For this subjective, the study pays a particular attention to Dominique Perrault's design language 
exhibited in his recent project of the Ewha Campus Center in Korea. Investigating Perrault's way of urban 
architectural representation in accordance with an analogy of palimpsest in the view point of 
deconstructionism, the study examines how the modern urban structure is to be analogized with the 
palimpsest condition, how the potential structure within the dialectical interrelationship between the past and 
the present is rediscover, and how the strategic value is reevaluated on the urban architectural design 
recovering the sense of place where time and space is persistently permuted.  
 
2. ARCHITECTURE OF STRATA IN THE NOTION OF PALIMPSE ST  
 
2.1 Ehwa Campus Center  

An inauguration of the Ewha Campus Center(ECC) was officially announced in April of 2008. In 
2004, three world-signature architects including Zaha Hadid, FOA, and Dominique Perrault, were invited to 
propose an idea for the university's campus center. The Dominique Perrault, the prize winner, develops a 
grand subterranean space to create a new center of the whole campus and to connect the city with the campus. 
It is an ample open space digged into the ground to be seen as rather landscape than architecture. A so called 
'Campus-Valley' states the opening of the college with its gentle slope down. The slope becomes stairs at the 
end of the valley to provide sitting area for open-air theater. Centering around the valley which acts as the 
main axis of the campus, diverse functions are combined together. Placing an emphasis on the urban scale 
and territories, this facadeless building transforms the urban geography and topographic environment into a 
new global landscape while at the same time integrating the building systems with the existing neighboring 
components.  

The study inquires into theory and practice of Perrault's landscape architecture through his language of 
architecture, and investigates the nature of the Perrault's geo-architecture on 
the basis of the interpretation of urbanism with an analogy of palimpsest.  

The study will also reconsider the interpretation of the site and city in 
the viewpoint of de-constructionism, compare the Ewha Campus Center 
with the Grand National Bibliotheque in Paris, and then investigate 
Perrault's way of architectural representation in accordance with human 
geography.    
 
2.2 The idea of Palimpsest  

Parchment is invented by King Eumenes of Pergamon in 190 B.C.. 
Even though the parchment is strong enough to be preserved for a long time, 
it was too expensive to be mass-produced. So that people repeated writing 
and erasing on the parchments to recycle them. Palimpsest means the 
parchment that had been numerously recycled.1) Writing on top of another 
writing produces numerous layers of documents, of which the previous texts 
superposed by later texts are often valued to be more important historical 
reference2). In other words, palimpsest indicates a condition where the layers 

                                                           
1) Lexical meaning of palimpsest(distinguished parchment) is parchment where texts have been already 

written and deleted.  
2) Kim Nam-hwan, "A study on architectural intervention in historical sites through an analogy of 

palimpsest", Inha Univ. 2004, p.6  

figure 1 codex Armenicus 
Rescriptus, Palimpsest 
Monastery of St. Cahterine, 
Mt. Sinai, 6th c. and 1st half 
of 10th c. 
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of complex meaning are involved within an entity and where the layers keep rediscovered and reinterpreted. 
An entity does not signify a simple meaning but it continuously motivates new reading through 
inter-contamination with other texts while at the same time, maintaining the singularity of the original text. 
Based on analogy of the palimpsest's nature with the memory of a place, it can be said that place is not a 
fixed physical entity but an organic one that is endlessly evolved to be transformed.  
 
2.3 Palimpsest as Chronotope3) of difference and traces  

A noun, 'difference', does not include meaning of 'to delay' or 'to postpone' but the verb, 'differ', does. 
Jacque Derrida has coined the term 'differance'4) that is a noun possessing the meaning of both the verb and 
the noun. The 'differance' signifies a movement that produces the difference; that connotes movement in both 
time ands pace. The 'differance' as spatial movement creates a gap, distance, and separation while, the 
'differance' as timely movement signifies a movement to postpone and to delay, to detour and to return, to 
reprieve and to withhold. Therefore, the 'differance' indicates ceaseless, complicated, and ever-changing 
origin; that is, an origin that always becomes others.5) 

On the other hand, a trace as past-oriented past is posited in the present moment while at the same 
time, joining hands with the past.6) Likewise, extinction of the trace is simultaneously involved in both the 
present and the past.  Extinction is a process of time that never belongs to the present moment. Derrida 
stated that the trace is neither present nor absent.7) As the trace is generated where the presence and absence 
are crossed, it can be called to be non-spatial space.  
 
2.4 A City as Palimpsest  

A city is like a sedimentary layer accumulated for a long time. As Hegel indicated, place is time posed 
in space and human being experiences innate time through a long contact with place. Accordingly, 
considering a city as a timely layered palimpsest to rediscover the texture of innate time, we can find several 
alternatives to recover the lost identity of a city and to resist the rapid and stereotyped city development.  
 
3. ARCHITECTURE OF DOMINIQUE PERRAULT: AN ARCHITECT URAL REPRESENTATION 
OF THE CHRONOTOPE THROUGH RECODING THE STRATUM  
 
3.1 National Bibliotheque vs. Ewha Campus Center  
 

 

                                                           
3) Chronotope(a word made of the space and the time in Greek) is setting the forth before hand to be forming 

a relationship of the indivisibility for the space with the time. М. Bakhtin used the Chronotope to 
distinguish to study the text according to the nature of a time-space criterion. 

4) Kimmerle, Heinz, "Derrida", Seokwangsa, 1996. p.89  
5) ibid. p.378 
6) Lee Kwang-rae, "What is deconstruction?", Kyobo, 1989, pp69-71 
7) J. Derrida, "Limited Inc", Glyph, 1977, p.190 

figure 2 Bibliotheque nationale de France, 
Paris, France, 1989  

    

figure 3  Ewha University, Seoul, 
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Dominique Perrault is a geo-architect who is adept at erasing architecture through underground 
buildings. For example, the space one needs to take note of in the Grand Bibliotheque, his major work, is not 
the 28-story-high four towers, but an obscure underground garden surrounded by the towers and a wooden 
deck. This garden is close to a statement disclosing the manipulated topology from Bercy blocks in Paris to 
Tolbiac, rather than a decorative landscape. The forest inside the garden is the intentionally cultivated nature 
to recreate layered time and convert cultural sediments into landscape. The reading room space leading to the 
basement area is the architect's commitment for it to be located on the original land located below the 
platform, which had been politically elevated from the river banks of the Seine at the eastern tip of Paris. 
Therefore, this architecture describes the city's characteristics where the new coexists with the traditional and 
declares the architect's intention to merge the land, buildings, and landscape conceptually and physically. It is 
a natural consequence to apply the conceptual analogy of "urban palimpsest" in such a city as Paris. With 
Ewha Women’s University, Perrault shows the memory of the playground deleted due to violent insertion of 
void and artificial landscaping, through sampling. The traces of the past text are recreated through the ramp 
at the access area of the void, a sports strip, a changed surface, and a staircase. First of all, the layers of time 
are delicately interlocked from the spot where the sports strip and the starting point ECC void overlap. The 
sports strip reuses events that took place in the playground in the past and this is a screen displaying every 
facet of college life, commemorating the reunion with the long-parted local community. This plaza, which 
stretches across the east-west axis serves as the background for the existing International House and the 
Chapel to be reborn as "Locus solus"8) and at the same time creates a dynamic sequence, codifying the 
Campus Complex that follows it. The scenario for the new access area becomes tenser due to the threshold 
elevated more than 2.5m higher than the original height of the Ewha Bridge by covering the Gyeongeui 
railway. Here, "palimpsest'' transforms the delicate difference of the superimposing floor surface at the 
Sports Strip into a ramp and then makes it return to the original ground. And this ground is transformed into 
a staircase that reminds one of stands in playgrounds in the past, delivering a message that the past and the 
present coexist. Therefore, this empty space is not merely a void, but "filled void(not-void)," and an object 
considered immediately as the "future" in the present.  
 
3.2 An Architectural Representation of time and space in the Ewha Campus Center  

Ambiguity in Figure/Ground, Solid/void: The emergence of the Ewha Campus Complex(here-after 
ECC) is accompanied by both a slight sense of shock and of disappointment. A large-scale void dissecting 
the ground and imposing mounds created as a roof garden evoke such feelings, yet the fact that the object 
that led the place-marking in campus design is absent, disturbs one's perceptions of space. Inevitably, we 
have to follow the footsteps of trying to understand the European architects' way of thinking on 
"architectualizing landscape." In Europe, at least in Paris, landscape necessarily accompanies 
architecture(action). For instance, the garden is defined as a "gentle interior space surrounded by hard walls."  

 
figure 2  section and elevation of the ECC 

 

                                                           
8) "Locus solus" is a concept that only connotes unique or general relationships among specific sites and 

buildings. It is true that until now the Ewha Womans University campus has been a feast of a mono drama 
without a scenario(masterplan). Too many "locussolus" had been produced and hidden in the nature of the 
campus without any mutual connections. A building is regarded as a  sign of an event that takes place(or 
could take place) on a specific site. The Ewha campus had weaknesses that these signs were not 
connected with the following signs. In other words, where the concept of time is excluded a designated 
place in which the tripartite relationships among land, event, and sign 
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Therefore, it could be considered that this "violently" inserted void is the "section of land" which has 
been created as a facade supporting the existing natural surroundings and the established landscaping 
(roof-garden) originating from the practice of making distinct boundaries between indoors and outdoors. 
However, this void maintains an interactive dynamic relationship or relative relationship in that it becomes 
both exterior space and interior space, depending on how it is viewed, rather than have definite border. In 
particular, this gigantic void demolishes the perceptual boundary between figure and ground, postponing the 
initial statement on the self-space concept toward the entire campus. In other words, this in-between space 

makes the building disappear and feature figure-ground ambiguities, 
highlighting the vertically flowing glass facade as the figure and at the same 
time becoming the figure on its own on the venue created  by the glass 
surface and the ground. Moreover, this space had a pre-condition of 
underground space from the beginning, so the space itself owns both sides 
of figure/ground in an intersecting manner, thus blurring the relationship 
between space and mass. If this negative in-between space is considered as 
“solid”, one can discover that the balance between space and mass is 
evolving in a very delicate and mysterious manner.9) Therefore, on the 
campus map, this gigantic "void" will be perceived as a huge object that 
leads other university buildings that have existed as objects in their 
surroundings. In terms of both scale and form, the adjacent context thus 
inevitably forms the ground, as opposed to the huge density created by this 
void. Through the figure/ground, solid/void ambiguities, the empty valley is 
substituted by a conceptual wall. Through another in-between space of the 

wall, a third realm started to be secured where multi layered border coexists. For instance, in the third realm, 
anew, hybrid and transitional identity is created and voluntary negotiations take place among differences that 
are impossible to homogenize. 

A Paradox of indoor / outdoor : This "solid wall space" designed by Dominique Perrault, bisects the 
existing campus both visually and physically. One is imprisoned within the existing structure (campus) and 
the other stays in the outside of the structure (city). These two elements are separated in content, yet coexist 
in their entirety, building a structure of dialogue. However, at the same time, they offer placeness that is 
ready to depart from the existing situation at any time. This tension created by academy and the city 
establishes the passage between interiority and externality and between reality and imagination. This space is 
an in-between zone which is neither interior not exterior, and at the same time both inside and outside. 
Moreover, depending on how it is viewed, it could be either inside or outside. In other words, this space is a 

partition through which heterogeneity and complexity are 
interconnected and infiltrated and is a realm where 
controlling and monogenetic signs are ceaselessly 
disintegrated. It is also an area characterized by a 
decentralized, de-hierarchical order, an anti-meaning 
system, as well as a carnival-like area of subversion, 
violation, liberation and revolution. In addition, it is an 
area where "desire" is universally innate.10)  
The long band-shaped space of the ECC features various 
images, including "valley," "Champs Elysees" and" park." 
The valley is a metaphorical concept deriving from the 
Ewha Womans University's topology, while Champs 
Elysees highlights its social dimension that incorporates 
the urban realm into the campus by connecting to the 
shopping streets in front of the university. On the other 
hand, the park can be considered as a strategic move to 

                                                           
9) It is characterized by solid-void ambiguities, as seen in Michelangelo's Laurentian Church and Le 

Corbusier's Ronchamp Chapel  
10) Kim Hyun-gi, "Dynamic Mechanism of Mask and Desire: Mask and Desire," The Face of Culture, 2005, 

pp.19-21.  

figure 4  Ewha University, Site 

plan, 2004  

figure 3  Overview of the ECC with the context 
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create a new boundary(indicator) through the transformation of land, thereby making it "place." This 
architecture without form is revealed as a dramatic facade of multi-story space in which the surface of the 
city is ultimately connected to the roof of the campus. It is also re-sculptured as a dynamic space of gliding 
ceaselessly generated through the winding slope and staircase of the pedestrian route that passes through it.  
 
3.3 Chora: Border Condition  

The Chora proposed by Plato belongs to the third category, with a mediating nature, in order to 
complement the instability of the dualistic thinking system set by him. Plato explains Chora as the 
"receptacle of becoming" which accepts everything, yet is not altered by what it accepts or other influences, 
and is differentiated only through differences. In fact, Chora remains as an extremely ambiguous concept that 
shares characteristics of both image and physical existence to some degree, yet has no common 
denominators with either of them. However, when it is approached from an architectural perspective, Chora 
is the entrance space that exists above the internal passage. In other words, it can be considered as a chapter 
that connects the two realms and the threshold that exists in-between the more extensive and global state 
from the local.  
Neo-Platonists interpret this word with such concepts that enfold the external world with concrete and 

specific physical body with the functions such as matrix and womb, in a 
broad context. Moreover, in Greek etymology, Chora is a conceptual 
approach to the city and is also referred to as the vicinity or a state of (a 
city's conscious) limitation. Here, vicinity (neighboring) space has the 
meaning of an entrance that moves into large and different spaces, 
exerting the function of communication possessed by borders. Let us 
reflect on the mentioning by Aristotle on space through this concept of 
Chora. The place is not only the border between containers, but also is 
seen as something that exists in-between, which is considered empty. If 
everything that exists has a place, the place itself would have a place and 
such relationship will be limitlessly repeated.11) Therefore, Chora is the 
border as the receptor that is continuously diversified in quality with the 
passage of time, going through "surcodage." In similar vein, this new 
entrance will become the "receptor of becoming" and "border of 
communication" that acts as the venue for space and events at a place 
where the time is cusped at the intersected point with the city, like Greek 
shrines, yet it appears to be almost non-existent, ephemeral yet spiraling 
in the rapidly changing urban landscape and reversely moves everything 
that moves it. 

 
4. CONCLUSION 
 

As observed above, considering the site to be palimpsest premises the coexistence of textures of 
different times. Since palimpsest connotes the trace of time and space, it is constantly re-coded. What the 
study intended through the palimpsest is not to consider a city as an accumulation of temporary historical 
events on the basis of fragmentary knowledge but to view a city on the basis of interdependent or 
contradictory relationship between architecture and the site. The study reviewed the Ehwa Campus Center, 
designed by Dominique Perrault, in regard of an ambiguous conflict between figure and ground, void and 
solid, as well as an imaginary border condition between indoor and outdoor, in order to inquire into 
architectural representation of time and space. 

As a consequence, architecture of strata, which is simultaneous recognition on the space created 
between architecture and the site, provides an opportunity to reconsider the interdependent or opposing 
relationship between city and architecture in perceiving the form and pattern of the city and the architecture. 
And at the same time, it is verified that an analogy of palimpsest to the site may make the alternative design 
strategy to overpass the limit of modern architecture that had misunderstood the city. Dominique Perrault's 
ECC taught us a lesson that a campus in a city is to be reconsidered in regard of its integration of the 

                                                           
11) Aristotle, Physica, Vo1.4, Chap.4, 212a 8-14  

 

figure 5 ECC with the roof garden 



 
 

835 

suburbanity with urbanity, that palimpsest mechanism must be constantly reinterpreted to manage 
place-making and place-marking strategy for maintaining local identity, and that historical vestiges inherited 
in urban structure are to be possibly represented in the form of architectural strata  
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ABSTRACT:  The Rural Interior relates the story of the last rural enclave in Mexico City, where still, a 
strong link to the inhabitants’ lacustrine past can be found. The document describes the challenges and 
difficulties that Xochimilco has confronted throughout its history, especially after being abruptly 
incorporated to the expansion process of the megalopolis, as the main water supplier. Based on research and 
analysis of the past and present, the document proposes alternatives to highlight some qualities that this 
territory still possesses to improve the current relationship between inhabitants and water. At the same time it 
intends to provide people with information to generate a platform for discussion about the problematic of 
water in Xochimilco and in the rest of the city.  
KEYWORDS:  Xochimilco, Mexico City, rapid growth, local identity, water, culture. 
 
“Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears, even if the thread of their discourse is secret, their rules 
are absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything conceals something else”.  

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities  
 
1   INTRODUCTION 

 
Nowadays, the subject of water in Mexico City has been one of priority in the agenda of politicians 

and in the interest of professionals and academic. The mismanagement, misuse and high demand of water 
have generated constant uncertainty and risks for the inhabitants of the city, such as lack of drinking water, 
severe flooding and soil subsidence.  

The development of Mexico City after its pinnacle in the XVI century has occurred in an arbitrary way. 
This resulted in a series of contradictions and dysfunctions reflected in a complex urban structure highly 
disordered and expressly incomplete.   

The element that gave birth to Mexico City and to several incipient communities in the Basin of 
Mexico and that directed the urban structure of this territory, paradoxically, is not present in it, neither in the 
urban space, nor in the collective memory of the inhabitants.  

If an aerial photograph of Mexico City is analyzed, among the salad of lines and nodes which borders 
extend without any respect for political or geographical limits, some voids stand out. These are hydrological 
remnants; the only witnesses and last representatives of the city’s lacustrine past. These enclaves are not part 
of the city’s dynamism, nor spatially, functionally or socially. Marginalized, they exist attached to the city but 
not incorporate into it.  

Although some projects focused on the restructuring of these water voids have been developed during 
the last years, because of political and economic circumstances, they have been catalogued as simple 
utopias1.  

Given the dimensions, complexity and how the City is governed, big scale proposals have had limited 
validity so far. What is required are plans with a long term vision but developed through strategic short term 
projects of lower scale that, in a linked way, have a wide-range effect in Mexico City. 

Alternative methodologies must be explored to confront the problematic of water in the Capital. Being 
an integral part of the city’s past, the introduction of water as a structural element for development can be the 
first step towards the hydrological regeneration of the basin. Of equal value is re-introducing a new meaning 

                                                           
1 See project “México, Ciudad Futura”. Futura Desarrollo Urbano, fdu.com.mx  
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to start a new consciousness about the importance of water in people’s mind and way of living. 
The natural and cultural vestiges as alternative places might have the capacity to generate new 

opportunities for the development of this city. They might be a testimony of what can still be done in order to 
help decreasing hydrological disequilibrium in the Basin of Mexico.  

In a city of intensive and extensive expansion that tends towards homogenization, we must take 
advantage of the spaces of “difference2”, which have a great power to generate changes. Many of these 
places in Mexico City have been shaping from its past and in them is cemented our identity, which is often 
made opaque.3  

One of the lacustrine enclaves is Xochimilco, located in the southern part of Mexico City.  
 
2   FROM A LAKE TO A DESERT 
 

It is hard to imagine when one walks through this city, that few centuries ago, this solid territory was 
the house of a network of lakes of more than a thousand square kilometres. Local ancestors knew how to 
exploit efficiently the vast resources that this land had to offer; not only the lakes but also the springs, rivers, 
plains and mountains. Around 4000 years ago and with the adaptation of the agriculture as the main method 
of survival, several of this nomadic groups became sedentary societies settled in villages that quickly grew 
becoming “amphibian” cities of tents of thousands inhabitants and of a complexity that is considered one of 
the most advanced of their epoch4.  

These amphibian civilizations developed ingenious techniques for both farming and controlling the 
water of lakes and rivers by means of great works of hydraulic engineering, in which the Aztecs and 
Xochimilcas have been recognized as the most skilled in this field. Water became their main structuring 
element for production, commerce, communication and social life, as well as the guideline for urban 
development. In other words, water was their welfare symbol. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1  México Tenochtitlán. Mural by Diego Rivera  

 
Among other works made in the ‘great Tenochtitlán5 ’ we can remark the “Albarradón de 

Nezahualcóyotl”, a great dike that separated the two main lakes and sweet from brackish water; numerous 
aqueducts that were used to supply drinking water from springs, and the extraordinary system of artificial 

                                                           
2 According to E. Soja “…`invented´ environments –spaces of difference- are conceptualizations of 
spatiality that challenge the conventional modes of spatial homotopia. They are meant to detonate, to 
deconstruct, not to be poured back comfortably in the old containers.”  
3 Heidi Sohn. Heterotopology as an alternative urban approach. 
4 Arqueología Mexicana, Magazine. 2007, la Cuenca de Mexico. The Basin of Mexico 
5 Mēxihco Tenōchtitlān (in classical náhuatl), founded in 1325, was the city that preceded Mexico City. 
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islands known as “Chinampas”, with its complex network of waterways. The whole system was a hydraulic 
masterpiece6. 

Of this urban splendour almost nothing is left. With the arrival of the Spaniards and the posterior 
conquest of the territory in the XVI century, the essence of this region began to be vanished. As the urban, 
political and social European models were imposed with little understanding of the hydraulic system, culture 
and territory; the lakes –and the whole urban structure that was supported by them- started their path towards 
a slow death.   

The poor vision during Spanish dominium was the cause of several and severe flooding, being the 
most serious the one of 1629, occasioning more than 30 thousands deceases and maintaining the city 
inundated for almost 5 years7.  

To avoid flooding, an extreme idea of moving the whole city to a safer place was considered, but 
rejected, as the drainage of the lakes, although not less absurd, was at least less expensive. By 1607, the 
basin bleeding process started. Enrico Martinez, a German cosmography, demonstrated his brilliance by a 
controversial project for drying the lakes by a great ditch to the north “El Tajo de Nochistongo”. This was the 
first of a series of complex infrastructures that are still been expanded in order to decrease risks of flooding 
in the city. By 2008, the drainage system had reached a length of 1353 kilometers of underground tunnels, 
with a depth of 240 meters in some points. 

After the independence from Spain in 1810, Mexico City was declared the seat of the federal powers. 
Consequently, the city started to grow slowly occupying the in-process drying land of the lakes, attaching the 
closest old villages. Since then, Mexico City has maintained its hegemonic central space, complemented by a 
peripheral growing. 

It was in the middle of the last century when the formal intensive exploitation of the aquifer started, 
since the closest springs were totally exhausted by then. Water wells, like a disease, spread all over the Basin 
of Mexico. Currently, an amount of 50 cubic meters per second are extracted with a system comprised by 
2,746 wells. These have a depth between 300 and 700 meters. 

Despite being a territory characterized by intense periods of rain, the City’s water infrastructure was 
never conceived for making use of rainfall. Abuse of aquifers and importation from distant regions are now 
the main drinking water suppliers. Soil subsidence, generated by overexploitation of the aquifers plus their 
insufficient recharge, has reached in the most affected areas up to 10 meters in the last 100 years8. 
Subsidence, together with the poor maintenance in the water system, provokes leaks that cost a waste of 40% 
of the total supply, creating a worrying forecast for the City. 

Overexploitation of the hydrological sub-basins, contamination of superficial and underground water, 
malfunctioning of the water management system, serious flooding, soil subsidence, excessive supply costs 
and, specially, lack of social consciousness about the importance and proper use of water, are situations that 
the City confronts nowadays because of wrong decision making in the past. History, geography, and the 
genius loci of the territory were never seen as a possibility for the future in terms of spatial, social or 
economic development of the Capital. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
6  The symbiotic condition achieved between people and territory was one of the most astonishing 
impressions the Spanish conquistadors had when they saw the exceptional and well-executed water system 
of the Aztec empire for the fist time in 1519.  
7 J.Castillo, After the Explosion, The Endless City, Phaidon. 
8 Fondo Para la Comunicación y Educación Ambiental. agua.org.mx 
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Figure 2 Like in a “positive-negative” relationship and parallel to the urban expansion of Mexico City, the 

ancient lakes continue shrinking until their almost complete extinction in our days 
 
3   IN THE LAND OF FLOWERS 

 
Xochimilco means “In the land of flowers” (Xochi(tl) ‘flower’, mil(li)  ‘farmed land’, and co ‘in’). It is 

one of the biggest boroughs that constitute the Federal District, with a surface of 120 square kilometres and a 
vast richness in its landscape. With 400,0009 in habitants, Xochimilco has a high population growth rate of 
3.1 %, mainly because of the immigration from people attracted by the supposedly availability of “free 
land”10 in this territory. 

Since ancient times, Xochimilco performed itself as the main garden of México Tenochtitlán, being 
the provider of most of the agricultural products consumed in the region. It was always developed as a 
sustainable and autonomous entity whose close relationship with the main city was essentially based on the 
exchange of goods. 

It was not until the end of the XIX century that this condition changed. Following policies that 
promoted a centralist model in Mexico City, Xochimilco had to follow the norms and processes of urban 
development of a city that was searching for modernity and progress.  

The rapid urban and demographic growth that brought with it the revolutionary phenomenon in the 
capital (early XX century) created the necessary to increase efforts to establish mechanisms of political 
control. These mechanisms privileged the construction of public works, communications infrastructure and 
hydraulic networks with the objective of bringing multiplying effects to the economy of the city. The demand 
for water in Mexico City became a priority topic in the political agenda. 

As the dynamic of centralization settled in the growing and demanding Mexico City, and after having 
dried the closest water springs, Xochimilco became the main water provider for the city making possible the 

                                                           
9 INEGI. Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática.  
10 Actually, the no-urbanized space in the Xochimilco Borough is part of the ecological reserve of the Basin 
of Mexico, nevertheless, because of the lack of political control, it is being urbanized either by informal 
settlements or by real state developers. 
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urban growth and industrial development during that century11. In other words, without Xochimilco’s water, 
the development would not have been possible and the industrialization policies adopted at that time would 
not have been achievable. 

After exhausting its water reserves, Xochimilco was again, in the spotlight for the government. Its 
territory was used to empower the intensive urban development to the South of the City –because of the 
limited possibilities for urban growth in other areas of the city. Never its qualities or its differences were 
considered in this process, but the opposite, it was completely fragmented and assaulted. In the following 
years, the urbanization in Xochimilco followed an erratic trajectory, without any regulation or guidance for 
the social and urban occupation of the space. 

Many of its canals were drained and substituted by streets and avenues. Besides, the last water 
connection to the city –Canal de la Viga, by which different kind of ships transited-, was broken when the 
canal was piped. In addition, the new inserted highway that connects Xochimilco with the city –Periferico-, 
does not coexist harmoniously with the landscape; it links but it does not integrate the new city to the 
lacustrine world.  

Within only one century, Xochimilco went from being one of the places of highest natural richness, to 
the almost complete drying of its water bodies and their later refilling with treated residual waters coming 
from other parts of the city. This situation has caused severe problems of ecological, social, political and 
economic nature in the area. After the mistakes made in the past, the designation as Cultural Patrimony of 
Humanity by the UNESCO in 1987 generated new hope for the site, but up to these days there is no visible 
result.  

However, thanks to the perseverance of its people, an important part of the cultural landscape of 
Xochimilco has been kept safe from the urban sprawl. But its people demand the redirection of the political 
decisions that have been made in the last decades. Especially the ones related to land reforms and that have 
endangered their lands because of real state speculation. It is also necessary to get them out of the 
forgetfulness by the authorities. Xochimilcas are nowadays in a situation of poverty, if not extreme, of 
alarming levels and lacking basic services such as education and health. In a contradictory way, Xochimilco 
has a great deficit of cultural and recreational programs; despite having a vast cultural richness and traditions 
to position itself in a privileged place in this field compared to the rest of the city. 

Water is the scarcest resource and the one for which there is more necessity in this city. With this 
consideration, Xochinmilco’s vulnerability becomes evident: the risk of its complete disappearance. Its 
physical space and its social identity are kept under a big stress because one depends completely on the other. 
The destruction of its environment would imply the total dissolution of the last amphibian civilization in the 
Basin of Mexico.   
 
4   THE RURAL INTERIOR.  

 
Xochimilco, full of inherited qualities, is a rich source of alternatives. It still remains as an unexposed 

oasis; unexplored and hidden inside the huge urban labyrinth that is Mexico City12. Despite its turbulent past 
and present, Xochimilco has a great spatial, urban and cultural potential; but the most important, it keeps its 
people’s perseverance.  

This document focuses on Xochimilco’s peculiarities as the starting point for the intervention strategy 
of this rural enclave. Three qualities were chosen to be the most representative; the ones that constitute and 
manifest the essence of Xochimilco. The three qualities, from now on referred as layers, correspond to: the 
water structure with its functions and meanings; the Chinampa as a base of Xochimilco’s rural landscape 
since ancestral times; and its actors: the Xochimilcas, their values and social identity. 

Without referents and apparently without models, it is our responsibility to refer to the specificities of 
Xochimilco in order to find its condition as an exception or singularity in the urban development of this and 
other cities13. 
 
 

                                                           
11 Maria Eugenia Terrones. 2006. Xochimilco sin Arquetipo. Revista Scripta Nova.  
12 Heidi Sohn. Heterotopology as an alternative urban approach. 
13 Maria Eugenia Terrones. 2006. Xochimilco sin Arquetipo. Revista Scripta Nova. 
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Figures 3 & 4.  The liquid tissue of Xochimilco. 
 

 
Xochimilco’s structure is formed essentially by the close relationship of these three layers throughout 

history. The proficient use of water from the lake gave place to the creation and development of the 
Chinampa for both housing and production. On the other side, the social identity is based on the close 
relationship of the natives with their land and landscape. Many of the current traditions were developed 
starting with the Spanish colonization, when the local traditions melted with the foreign ones, generating a 
new hybrid culture of great richness. This trio of the lacustrine structure, the Chinampas system and the local 
culture are closely tied; alteration in one of them means repercussion in the rest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5  The Chinampa in Xochimilco is considered one of the most productive agricultural 
systems in the world. 

 
The water layer has been the most impaired, fact that has had a repercussion in the environment, 

production, economy and society. Nevertheless, although physically it has been considerably modified, its 
function and significance remain the same. 

Water is the main tool for the execution of this proposal. Given the diverse functions it has, it is the 
base element for urban manipulation: being a malleable element, it has the capacity to propitiate or hinder 
some spatial conditions as well as strengthen some local values which reinforcement is urgent and necessary. 
Water layer is the structural element at different scales of intervention. By improving its quality, management 
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and use, the effects in the subsequent layers start to become evident14. 
The first step for the rehabilitation of the hydrological subsystem starts by improving the quality of 

water through its collecting and flowing, and the reload of the aquifers of the Xochimilco’s sub-basin. 
The next step is to give more space to water in Xochimilco –as strategy applicable to the rest of the 

Basin of Mexico- reintroducing it to the existing urban fabric, propitiating a new consciousness about water, 
which is an urgent necessity. Additionally, creating more water storage capacity helps to humidify the 
environment, which has been significantly affected in this zone (rainfall has decreased 30% in the area)15. In 
a similar way, strengthening the water layer in the rural structure implies redirecting the irregular settlements 
that endanger the Chinampa area.   

Better water quality could promote new revenues for the local economy. For example, the production 
of the “Ajolote” (Axolotl in English), an endemic amphibian species, which is highly valued for its peculiar 
aesthetics, good taste, and medicinal benefits. Following the same rhetoric, the ecological issue is of great 
importance. The lakes of Xochimilco are a refuge for hundreds of bird species. However, because of the 
reduction of the lacustrine bodies, many of them are in danger of extinction. Increasing water storage implies 
a benefit for the local species of animals and plants. 

Additionally, the aquifers recharge helps to slowdown the differential subsidence in the area of the 
Chinampas, propitiating better conditions for production. Once more, Xochimilco could reposition itself as 
the main orchard of the capital. By promoting new urban policies for reforestation –as a demonstration of 
what can be done in the rest of the city- an increasing demand of trees could be translated in a positive 
impact for the local economy. 

Furthermore, reforestation in the urban space, Chinampa area and mountains’ hillsides, could have 
positive ecological repercussions at different levels. Firstly, increasing the vegetal mass helps to generate 
more oxygen and improves the micro climatic conditions. Reforestation on the hillsides helps to stop the 
erosion produced by the excessive logging in the area. The trees’ roots help to the natural recharge of the 
aquifer in this zone, where optimums soil-infiltration levels are found. Besides, the Chinampa area has 
experimented erosion problems because of the illicit logging of the “ahuejote” tree, an endemic species 
indispensable for the well functioning of the Chinampa.  
 
5   A NEW BLUE SCHEME16 
 

A new hydrological scheme for the sub-basin of Xochimilco is the platform for the rest of the proposal 
interventions in smaller scale.  The proposed new water structure is mainly based on: rain water collection 
in dams in the mountain area; generation of water storage areas; reinforcing the social connection between 
the old villages through the widening of existing canals; redirecting informal growth by expanding existing 
water borders in vulnerable zones; reinforcing the connection with the rest of the City by creating a legible 
access from and to the city through the northern border of the Xochimilco lake; and generating a clear 
intersection between ‘Periferico’ Avenue and the lake zone, making water evident for the ones that cross 
Xochimilco during their journey. 

The following strategic proposals, as hybrid results from the combination of the three layers, are 
samples of the spatial and cultural potential of this territory: 

According to INEGI (the national statistics institute), it has been estimated that 12,000 houses will be 
required for 2012 in Xochimilco. Hence, part of the proposal exposed here includes housing as an element of 
great relevance. 

 
 

                                                           
14 Although improvement of the quality of water to strictly optimal levels depends on many variables, 
basically political that are beyond the scope of this project, some alternatives presented here can help. The 
rehabilitation will be partial until necessary measures are taken.  
15 A. Aguilar / A. C. Espinosa. El manejo del agua. PUX, 2006 
16 Because of content constraints, only some of the projects that are part of the overall proposal are discussed 
in this report, hoping they will give the readers the basic understanding of the situation and the possibilities 
for Xochimilco and the City. 
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Figures 6  Proposed scheme based on the recuperation of the “mountain-lake” relation. 

 
 
6   The Blue Forest 

 
As the foundation of this project is the water, the collecting of rainfall both for the natural infiltration 

to aquifers and for the utilization in the lake, is the main strategy proposed here. The new structures for 
collecting water in the hillsides are given an added value: they include housing. In other words, the housing 
blocks are positioned in a way that they have the capacity to stop and retain water during the rain season, 
acting as seasonal dams. Subsequently, part of the collected water is channelled towards the lake.   

Informal settlements have caused a great damage to the ecosystem of Xochimilco and to the 
hydrological system balance. The new housing structures, coinciding with the urban border, together with a 
reforestation program, help to re-direction informal urban growth in the mountain side.  Consequent 
deforestation and paving have altered the natural recharge of the aquifer and the peculiar landscape of this area. 
This shows the importance of the preservation of the hills’ natural zones and the need for their non extensive 
urbanization.  To alleviate this problem, the new blocks are located over a type of soil with one of the highest 
permeability levels of the mountain area in the Basin of Mexico. Each block hosts from 30 to 50 houses and is 
able to store an average of 2500 m3 of water per month, from which, up to 35% could be infiltrated during rain 
seasons.  During times of drought, dam’s basins become public spaces: soccer fields and viewpoints.  

 
 

Figure 7 The Blue forest. 
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Figure 8  Network of housing blocks that function as dams during raining periods. 
 
7   The Axolotl mosaic 

 
The area selected for this proposal is one of the most conflictive ones dealing with informal 

urbanization over the Chinampas’ zone. Although the existing informal occupation is irreversible, it is still 
possible to generate alternatives for the development of areas still free of urbanization.  

The proposal links new with existing housing, giving the possibility of supporting hatcheries for fish 
and axolotl, an endemic specie in danger of extinction and of great qualities. It also includes the alternative 
to develop family farms next to their houses. The commercialization of these products can be done on the 
squares and small markets17 with an easy access by water.  

With water as a tool, current and future inhabitants of these settlements get involved, boosting the 
local economy at the same time that they get an alternative source of income for their households and 
reinforce the identity of Xochimilco.  

In this proposal 100 to 150 houses per mosaic stripe are supplied, that means up to 1000 dwellings 
–each of them with a certain level of sustainability- for the total studied area in this part of Xochimilco.  

 

                                                           
17 These traditional temporary markets known as ‘tianguis’, are part of another proposal not discussed in this 
document. 
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Figures 9 & 10  The Axolotl Mosaic. Permutation of different elements. 

 
By generating an ‘envelope’, which can be filled by its different elements –ponds, hatcheries and 

gardens- the proposal has a level of freedom that allows the actors to combine them and generate a spatial 
richness in this territory. A very peculiar –multicolour- landscape can be created according the necessities of 
the inhabitants. 

 
 

Figure 11  The Axolotl Mosaic. An heterogeneous and varied landscape. 
 
8   CONCLUDING… 
 

The total proposal neither focuses on the reconstruction nor the restoration of lacustrine enclaves in 
Mexico City. The search advocates for the reinterpretation of values and main qualities that each of these 
territories have, for their future transformation, as alternative tool for preservation in our contemporary world. 
We must advocate against homogenization of cities, against the loss of difference and singularity, which are 
reflected in places such as Xochimilco 
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Mexico is a country with a big potential culturally, socially and spatially. This condition, with some 
inventiveness and political goodwill, could reposition the country in a privileged place among 
Latin-American countries in terms of urban development.  More concretely, Mexico City could take the 
vanguard if more efforts were put on long term planning instead of making redundant temporary projects 
based on political interests, without any clear vision for the future city’s development. 

The case of Mexico City, in constant battle against the basin and its geography, should not be repeated 
in Xochimilco’s sub-basin. We must reverse this process and take Xochimilco as an example of hydrological 
recovery in one of the sub-basins that form this intricate lacustrine complex in the Basin of Mexico and start 
the path towards reconciliation with our history and geography. 
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ABSTRACT: The article attempts to explore the risk-aversion-led public space design and maintenance and 
people’s response to the consequent built environment. The transformation of perception of risks from 
traditional probabilistic thinking to possibilistic thinking dominates the present risk evaluation and fosters a 
climate of fears. It contends that the subsequent over-regulation of public space constrains decision maker’s 
vision and willingness of innovation, reinforces the vulnerability of society and hence undermines the 
intrinsic value of the public. Based on analysis of the paradoxes of this top-down approach and the field 
study of behaviour observation conducted in the South Bank, it suggests that uncertainty and toleration are 
the defining characteristics of public space, and ‘unfinished’ and ‘open-ended’ strategies should be 
encouraged and applied in public space design and maintenance.   
KEYWORDS: public space, urban design, risk, over-regulation, uncertainty, constraint, creation 
 
One of the dominant tendencies in urban design in UK, especially regarding public open space, is to 
minimize risks. From architects, urban designers to project managers and policy makers, risk has moved to 
the centre of their work. Dealing with the unexpected has became the primary task and responsibility of 
urban designers, who are now regarded more as experts drawing on their professional training on risk 
management, rather than creators of exciting urban environment. Also the government and public authorities 
are increasingly introducing regulations to urban space, such as segregation of vehicular traffic and 
pedestrians, a variety of bans and CCTV systems, in the hope of improving public safety and security. This 
then strikes the questions of this paper: is the world around us really full of risks and fears or does the fearful 
culture itself impose the conception of risk and foster a climate of uncertainty? And would this tendency 
provide us with an utterly secure public world or will it ultimately undermine the truly public?  
 
PUBLIC SPACE OF RISKS 
 

Evaluation of surrounding environment from the perspective of risk has became the defining 
characteristic of the society, and is governing the operation of official organizations, local communities and 
the public sector. Through the prism of risk, much of everyday life is seen as potential threats and people are 
regarded as passive victims rather than active authors of circumstance. Subsequently, people are not 
considered as a source of strength to deal with emergencies, but identified as weak subjects on the receiving 
end that need to be protected.  

With respect to public space design and maintenance, this perception leads to manage-the-downside and 
avert-the-bad, rather than encourage-the-unpredicted and create-the-good. Therefore, the opportunity side of 
public open space begins to disappear and our world is thus narrowed into a defensive shell1.  

With respect to users of public space, who are heavily influenced by this prevalent ideology, they 
become over-cautious on their actions, sceptical about innovations and afraid of changes. Their attitude 
towards everyday life is far more divergent from those who focus on discovery and exploration. Rather than 
taking responsibilities for their own misfortunes, they perceive every ‘accident’ as a culpable negligence and 
scour the society for something or someone else to blame. Consequently, this tendency shapes a 
‘compensation culture’ that people litigate public authorities and other bodies for minor misfortunes in the 
hope of gaining financial compensation. 

                                                           
1 CABE-Space, “What are we scared of? The Value of Risk in Designing Public Space,” London, 2005 
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The ‘compensation culture’ usually contributes to excessive risk-aversion and unnecessary bureaucracy2. 
Under the pressure of hundreds of thousands of claims, government is likely to spend more resources on the 
downside of events and strengthen the regulation of public open space, so as to eliminate risks and avoid 
litigations. Simultaneously, a well-worked-out system to deal with suing and complains is also being 
developed to export its responsibility. The consequences are somehow contradictory. On the one hand, 
over-regulation surely constrains people’s behaviour and oppresses designers’ creation; on the other hand, 
these bureaucratic risk-avoidance policies to a large extent dilute people’s trust of themselves and public 
authorities, and therefore reinforce their awareness of their own powerlessness and escalate their 
irresponsibility for misfortunes. As a result, public urban space turns out to be unattractive, tedious, 
monotonous, suppressing and even derelict.  
 
THE DOMINANT THINKING PROCESS 
 

What are the overall social conditions that lead to this anti-risk perception? The pervasiveness of the risk 
perspective on everyday life derives from the profound anxiety and uncertainty about the vast unintended 
effects from industrialization and globalization, including over-population, environmental degradation and so 
on. Because of the fear of technology out-of-control, people tend to blame the fragility of the complex 
systems we have established. The sciences we applied to create the world are now what we condemn for 
causing risks. Therefore, all the innovation and creation are viewed as a potential resource of vulnerability, 
rather than a resource that can be utilized and modified against potential risks. Vulnerability has been 
increasingly experienced as a defining condition of existence3.  

The unprecedented sensitivity to vulnerability has transformed the perception of risks from the 
traditional probabilistic thinking to possibilistic thinking that invites speculation of what can possibly go 
wrong. Because it is believed that the present society lacks adequate information to calculate the potential 
threats and therefore risk is no longer subject to the probability-based assessment, but intuition of the 
possible high-consequence risks.4 In other words, possibilistic thinking is likely based on and promotes 
worst-case studies, because it encourages speculation of ‘everything’. This approach in turn can increasingly 
inform us how vulnerable we are and intensify our feeling of fears. By only highlighting the worst and 
fostering a fatalistic consciousness of the future, possibilistic thinking may prohibit our understanding of the 
threat itself. Moreover, in the long term, the cumulative outcome of this thinking process might be the 
routinisation of the expectation of the worse possible situations5. On the contrary, rather than normalizing 
risks, probabilistic thinking provides us with an insight into the threats and helps minimize the adverse 
outcomes. Although it might be arbitrary to state that probabilistic analysis indicates a safe future, it is 
possibilistic thinking that provokes our paranoia and narrows down our visions.  
 
RISK-AVERSION AND RISK-AWARENESS 
 

With respect to perception of the environment, the paradigms of possibilistic thinking and probabilistic 
thinking formulize two fundamental approaches, namely risk-aversion and risk-awareness. As stated above, 
vulnerability-led perspective of everyday life is dominated by possibilistic thinking. Therefore, risk-aversion 
has been advanced as the predominant solution to the pessimistically perceived environment – a dangerous 
jungle with risks lurking around every corner and vulnerable people confronted by the fatalistic future. While 
it is inaccurate to suggest that this approach is purely radical, risk-aversion definitely made the public 
subconsciously ignore the opportunity side of the environment. On the contrary, instead of inclusively 
regarding the world as a myriad of risks, probabilistic thinking sees the world as neutral existence and 
discriminates between the minor risks that are unlikely to occur and the major risks that might have serious 

                                                           
2 CABE-Space, “Living with Risk: Promoting Better Public Space Design,” London, 2007 
3 Furedi F., “Fear and Security: A Vulnerability-led Policy Response,” Social Policy and Administration, 
Vol.42, No.6 (2008), pp.645-661 
4 Furedi F., “Fear and Security: A Vulnerability-led Policy Response,” Social Policy and Administration, 
Vol.42, No.6 (2008), pp.645-661 
5 Furedi F., “Fear and Security: A Vulnerability-led Policy Response,” Social Policy and Administration, 
Vol.42, No.6 (2008), pp.645-661 
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consequences. With benefits and drawbacks compared, risks thus can be rationally understood and decisions 
are made accordingly. In this view, never has risk-awareness preclude discovery and exploration. Rather, it 
helps keep people sensitive to the environment. 

To gain a better understanding, it is helpful to distinguish ‘hazard’ from ‘risk’. The former refers to 
something that may cause harm, while the latter means the chance of that harm occurring and the likely 
impact of it6. Accordingly, risk-aversion tends to view all the hazards as risks that require active management 
to prevent otherwise undesirable consequences, while risk-awareness provides a procedure of identifying 
hazards and determining the extent of risks. Therefore, risk-awareness, which is proportionate to the level of 
risks, may benefits the decision-making process of urban design, whereas risk-aversion is likely to misguide 
it. 

Mirrored in the field of urban design, risk-aversion obligates designers and policy makers to primarily 
deal with risks in regard to public safety and security. The so-called creation of designers therefore is likely 
to be constrained in the scope of innovative risk management, that is, how to mitigate pitfalls and utilize 
benefits of risks. Subsequently, their awareness of the positive effects of ‘taking a risk’ might be 
unconsciously diminished, let alone their sensitivity to creating new characteristics. In contrast, through the 
prism of risk-awareness, designers’ visions can be significantly extended. In other words, the focus of urban 
design is shifted from mere risks to a much wider range of issues, and more stimulations and inspirations are 
therefore unveiled. Even for risk avoidance, risk-awareness still opens up a new window for risk 
management, because the positive outcomes of new created features of public space may prevail over and 
even help reduce the presupposed risks.  

Within the field of management of public space, risk-aversion often leads to over-regulation. As 
demonstrated previously, this may escalate people’s irresponsibility for their misfortunes and increasingly 
amplify their vulnerability, which in turn might intensify bureaucracy. On the contrary, risk-awareness 
assumes individuals as active subjects who can identify the positive outcomes, choose among the available 
choices and even alter their circumstances. In other words, it acknowledges the inability of decision makers 
to preclude all the risks on behalf of individuals and casts more trust on the public. Therefore, restrictions on 
uses of public space and even the urban design process are likely to be reduced, and exploration, creation and 
experiment therefore can be allowed and encouraged.  
 
RETREAT OR RESILIENCE?  
 

Ironically, a paradox underlying the risk-aversion-led policies is the government’s heroic belief that 
excessive regulations, which are constituted primarily for eliminating all the risks, can ensure and improve 
resilience of the public. In other words, instead of believing that resilience can flourish by itself from within 
the emergencies, official discourse assumes that the ability of people and communities to deal with and 
bounce back from disruptions rests on ‘intelligent’ legislative requirement that prevents people from 
encountering the unexpected.  

However, this utmost top-down process does not get into grips with the intrinsic value of ‘resilience’. As 
Kendra and Wachtendorf asserted, resilience is presented as ‘creative thinking, flexibility and the ability to 
improvise in newly emergent situation’7. How people behave in front of the unintended events is largely 
dependent on their experience and inextricably intertwines with everyday life of a community.8 It is through 
the process of wide social interactions and cooperation that resilience is developed. Accordingly, though risks 
may have negative effects and even cause disruptive consequences, it is also through these suffering 
processes that people can learn their weaknesses and, more importantly, discover their strengths and 
intelligences.  

Therefore, the government’s advocacy of ‘bureaucratic resilience’ is merely a Utopia. On the contrary, it 
intensifies people’s consciousness of vulnerability and undermines their confidence of their ability to deal 
with emergencies. Possibilistic thinking has formulated a vicious circle that increasingly amplifies the 

                                                           
6 CABE-Space, “Living with Risk: Promoting Better Public Space Design,” London, 2007 
7 Kendra, J. and Wachtendorf, T., “Elements of Resilience In the World Trade Centre Attack, ” Preliminary 
Report Published by the Disaster Research Centre, Newark, DE: University of Delaware, 2002 
8 Furedi F., “Fear and Security: A Vulnerability-led Policy Response,” Social Policy and Administration, 
Vol.42, No.6 (2008), pp.645-661 
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powerlessness of both institutions and the public in the face of the unexpected and therefore disrupts the 
intrinsic value of ‘resilience’ of society. In this view, encouraging people to take their own responsibility of 
citizenship and engage in the public is the essential response and indispensable tactic.   
 
FREEDOM OR CONSTRAINT?  
 

Most importantly, this raises another paradox between freedom and constraint. While regulation aims for 
providing people with places where they can go about their business freely and with confidences, it, at its 
most basic, undermines people’s freedom of exercising choices in public spaces by constraining their 
behaviour. This addresses the kernel questions posed by truly public space: what is public realm? And who 
has the right to use it?  

Clichéd as it is, public space, by definition, is designed and produced for all. Different groups of people 
can share and use the same places in different ways for different purposes. It is not only the activities of 
shopping, eating, walking and talking, which are generally regarded safe, that make public realm. Everything 
we do in public space contributes to it and simultaneously shapes ourselves. Carr suggests that public space 
should be responsive, democratic and meaningful, so as to enable people to freely satisfy their need, exercise 
their rights and establish a sense of community and places.9 Rather than simply providing free accessibility 
and accommodating activities confined to individuals or family units, a successful public space is definitely 
an arena for social interaction and intermingling and a platform for learning and information exchange.  

In this view, over-regulation and gentrification of public space precisely reveals a narrowing of 
understanding of what ‘public’ is. Though conceptually justified as responses to concerns about public safety 
and health, those restrictions dramatically constrain people’s freedom of exercising choices whilst also 
reducing opportunities for communication. While vagrants, alcoholics, vandalism and alike that are generally 
considered as potential threats to the public are directly prohibited, other activities that may make people 
uncomfortable are also frequently controlled. As such, people’s behaviour in public space has to conform to 
an ever narrowing range of what is acceptable and the idea that public is for everyone is therefore losing the 
ground10. 

Moreover, people’s behaviour is not only motivated by their demands, but also influenced by their 
experience and dependent on the immediate environment. In other words, much of the enjoyment and 
pleasure of public space is gained through the process of engaging in the public, as the surrounding world 
and others’ behaviour can inspire new ideas and decisions. Richard Sennett asserts that part of the urban life 
is a sense of unpredictability, even edginess.11 Similarly, Iain Borden contends, ‘much of the joy of public 
spaces comes from their surprising qualities, from not always knowing them or the people they contain … 
these are our rewards: the unpredicted, the alternative, surprising ways of living in cities ’12. Complexity and 
uncertainty are essentially indispensable qualities of public space. In this view, by reducing the diversity of 
environmental characteristics and activities, restrictions on public space design and management 
considerably eliminate the opportunity of stimulation, undermine people’s freedom of choices and 
impoverish the quality of public life. A tedious, inanimate and suppressing public environment is definitely 
disruptive to the public.  

Admittedly, uncertainty is not necessarily always positive and surprising, and toleration of others and 
activities can sometimes indulge the undesirable behaviour that may pose threats and even cause harms to 
the users. However, the drawbacks of uncertainty are often overestimated, and, due to the subsequent 
excessive anxiety, the negative effects of over-regulation are sometimes neglected. Compared with other 
serious problems like the death caused by traffic accidents, threats to public safety, such as personal injuries, 
perceived threats and damages to the built environment, are definitely not insuperable. It is because of the 
overall fearful climate enhanced by the media coverage that the issue of public safety is magnified and we 
are disposed to expect bad outcomes. Besides discouragement of social engagement, reduction of use of 
public spaces is also criticized for its potential threats to people’s health, such as obesity, cardio-vascular 
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diseases and cancers caused by sedentary lifestyles. However, these problems are often overlooked, while 
murders and sexy insults often grab the headlines. Pitfalls of excessive restrictions are therefore concealed, 
though they are repeatedly justified in the name of safety and freedom.  

What essentially matters is not the apparent consequences that over-regulation causes, but the profound 
distrust on the public it results in. Our right to use the public space for various purposes ultimately rests on 
our confidence of ourselves and willingness to accept, engage in and celebrate the uncertainty13.The 
unpredictable behaviour ‘shows people’s continued capacity for invention, discovery, appropriation, 
re-appropriation and expansion of the meanings that urban spaces can convey.’14 As such, people and the 
environment become increasingly reciprocal. However, our willingness of engagement is disrupted by 
excessive regulations. On the one hand, spaces that endeavour to remove risks are often turning into places 
of consumerism, and people tend not to go to those places except for shopping related purposes. More 
seriously, our bodies tend to become passive and our active role of interacting with public space may 

give way to accepting minds. On the other hand, strict restrictions can impoverish the 

attractiveness and enchantment of public space and which subsequent may turn out to be left-over 

but a fecund soil for undesirable behaviour. Both the scenarios progressively intensify the 

vulnerability of the public and the institutions, and therefore undermine the confidence and trust. 
The more vulnerable we perceive ourselves, the less responsibility we will take, and the less we aspire to the 
public.  

As a compromise to those conflicts and effective reduction of invasive security, CCTV has been widely 
accepted and welcomed as invisible surveillance that can help achieve public safety. The extraordinary 
growth of CCTV in UK has already transformed the country into a surveillance society with people being 
captured more than 400 times a day if travelling through London15. However, the proliferation of CCTV 

makes individuals feel alienated in public space. This increasingly fosters the fearful climate of society, 
reinforces people’s awareness of vulnerability and therefore reduced their social engagement. 

In short, the truly public space is where we gain stimulations to our actions, feelings and attitudes 
towards others and the world. It is a place that has genuine diversity and encourages and tolerates all that 
people do. The biggest risk therefore is not to take the risk of allowing the unexpected and creating 
opportunities for freedom.  
 
UNCERTAINTY OR RETROFITTING? 
 

Considering the complexity and uncertainty of public space, a further paradox is that the conditions, 
unpredictable and continuously changing, that we attempt to manipulate on the purpose of risk management 
are what we are based on to assess and calculate risks. Since the circumstances are not consistent, risks, to a 
large extent, can not be predicted in advance. This is also reinforced by the sophisticated differences existing 
in urban space design and maintenance process ranging from decision making to implementation.  

Firstly, people of different backgrounds, age groups, genders and socio-economic status tend to perceive 
and response to risks in different ways. Activities that might benefit people are usually given a higher level 
of acceptance, while those estimated more harmful are often averted. Young children, senior citizens and 
those belong to lower socio-economic groups are usually considered more vulnerable and tend to be more 
susceptible to risks and response cautiously. Secondly, stakeholders from a wide range of professions usually 
have varying understandings of along with differing focuses on risks. Thirdly, there has long been and will 
always be a gap in risk perception among designers, administrators of public space and the ordinary users. 
Finally, people’s perceptions and responses to risks are not static, but reliant on specific situations. All those 
differences indicate significant complexity to public space design and maintenance.  

Therefore, no spaces can be made neutral. The official agenda requires that all stakeholders’ perceptions 
of and possible responses to risks should be inclusively taken into account, and an effective, tangible and 
sufficient communication between them and decision makers be ensured. It is believed that this is the best 
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process through which design decisions can be mediated and modified and thus an inclusive environment can 
be created. Nevertheless, in actuality, such an inclusive process can only lead to a protracted and even 
endless discussion. Admittedly, proportionate risk awareness can help to produce a high quality urban 
environment, but it does not necessarily means an inclusive solution. Even if design strategies are formulated 
based on this debate, builders and administrators’ interpretations of those guidelines in the implementation 
stage are likely to be different from its original meanings. It might be argued that retrofitting is necessary for 
maintenance of public spaces not only due to the unpredictability of risk but also the dynamic relationship 
between people and the environment. However, retrofitting is again the product of risk-aversion and 
possibilistic thinking, because it is completely blind to people’s ability to deal with risks and the fact that 
variation of environment may create opportunities to reduce anticipated risks.  

Accordingly, a retrospective of the unpredictability of risk indicates the necessity and importance of 
spontaneous bottom-up response to and management of emergent risks. So instead of assessing every 
possible risks and endeavouring to manage them, why not give more freedom to the public, given that risk in 
public space, per se, can only be alleviated but not eliminated through design and maintenance?  
 
FIELD STUDIES 
 

To investigate how people’s behaviour is stimulated and constrained by the immediate environment and 
regulation of public space, field work was conducted at the South Bank of the River Thames, London. Two 
representative sections of the promenade was selected, namely the Queens’ Walk and the City Hall. In 
general, both the sites accommodate heterogeneous population and have diverse physical characteristics but 
are also simultaneously highly regulated by public authorities.  

Generally, people’s creative appropriation of public space for recreational purpose was widely observed. 
Users’ desire of engagement in public space can be reflected by the increasing number of unplanned 
activities corresponding to the growth of the overall population. With regard to specific activities, physical 
features of the built environment, such as change of levels, staircase and public installations, played a crucial 
role in encouraging people’s exploration and participation. Most sustained activities were recorded 
concentrated in those places. For instance, teenagers got together and exercised their skills of somersault in 
the stair of pier after ebb (Fig. 1.); kids stepped into the water and ran through the fountains back and forth 
near the City Hall (Fig. 2.); and young children climbed up and down and chased each other around the 
annular stone installation in the Queens’ Walk (Fig. 3.). Notwithstanding the potential risks that may hurt 
users, people continuously appropriated those characteristic spaces. This not only mirrors their capacity of 
interacting with the environment but also the positive effect of taking proportionate risks in public space 
design.  

   
 Figure 1 Teenagers practice skills of somersault Figure 2 Young children run through fountains 
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However, some behaviour that might cause personal injuries, perceived threats and damages to the built 
environment were rigidly prohibited or merely constrained in a particular place. Skateboarders were only 
allowed to assemble under the platform of Queen Elizabeth Hall, which was specially designed for them (Fig. 
4.). Although it had become an attraction of the South Bank, this precisely reflects the strict regulation on the 
usage of public space. Moreover, skateboarding, cycling and ball games were also occasionally observed 
occurred in the lawn terrace or the Scoop near the City Hall, but immediately interrupted and stopped by 
staffs from the authorities (Fig. 5. & Fig. 6.). People’s willingness of engagement was substantially 
oppressed by regulation and surveillance, which only left behind the seductive but desolate landscape.  

Last but not least, young children, whom are considered to be one of the most vulnerable groups by 
risk-aversion paradigm and so need to be carefully protected, were recorded as the most distinct users of 
public space. Whether or not they were supervised by their parents, they appropriated public space in their 
special ways whenever they were there. This is particularly true for the cases of the fountain near City Hall 
and the annular stone installation in the Queens’ Walk. Children’s nature of play can be wholly inspired by 
the characteristic environment, so why not the adults if freedom and space were given? 

   
 
  
IMPLICATION 

What is the implication for public space design and maintenance? Although it might sound clichéd, it is 
necessary to reiterate that public space is produced by and for all. In other words, freedom and uncertainty as 
the defining characteristics of public space surely have to be acknowledged. What this connotes is the 
coexistence of opportunities and risks. As demonstrated previously, creating places of safety and certainty by 
eliminating all the risks is certainly a Utopia. Risk-aversion that is dominated by possibilistic thinking 
definitely undermines the public. Therefore, an objective perspective of risk and opportunity is of particular 
importance for achieving the truly public.  

First and foremost, this essentially requires a rational view of the environment and people, as well as 
their relationship, because this overarching perception underlies the overall decision making process. With 
the fearful climate which harbours in society, everything is preceded with a possible threat and people are 

Figure 3 Kid climb and chase each other  Figure 4 Skateboarding constrained under platform 

Figure 5-6 Cycling and skateboarding occasionally emerge around City Hall but are immediately interrupted 
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perceived as passive victims of circumstance who are completely vulnerable in the face of risks. The 
immediate influences of such paradigm on public space design and maintenance are enforcement of risk 
management and over-regulation. Cumulatively decision makers may become blind to the opportunity for 
experiment, innovation and creation. Both the short term and long term effects are combining to degrade 
public space and form a vicious circle. Thus, acknowledgement of the dynamic interactive relationship 
between people and environment and awareness of both the possible risks and potential opportunities of the 
world are utterly vital.  

Subsequently, this fundamental perception enables decision makers to gain a better understanding of risk. 
While possibilistic interpretation of problems works to normalize all the possible harmful outcomes and 
produces restrictions based on ‘worst-case studies’, probabilistic analysis helps to identify the extent to 
which risk occurs and the likely impact, and which substantially assists the decision making about when to 
experiment and innovate and when to regulate and constrain. Therefore, risks will not only be rationally 
understood and assessed, but also utilized as positive elements to benefit the public. For urban designers, 
proportionate risk-awareness not only opens up the opportunity for creation, but also reinforces their 
engagement in and sensitivity to the environment.  

Moreover, engaging in and manoeuvring the risks and uncertainty is not only the responsibility of urban 
designers and public authorities, but also the right of users. The sophisticated differences of population and 
the unpredictability of people’s behaviour and risks rightly mirrors the limited capacity of the top-down 
process of public space design and maintenance in managing risks and shaping behaviour. Since people are 
willing to enjoy a certain degree of complexity and uncertainty and exercise their freedom to respond to 
risks,16 therefore, instead of aiming for certain groups of people, which will inevitably fall short in 
predicting and regulating users, urban space design and maintenance strategies should shift to providing 
unfinished projects or open-ended spaces that allows and encourages people’s active engagement and 
interaction and may even spontaneously generates opportunities for re-appropriation and solution to potential 
risks. The diversity of activities concentrated on the annular stone installation and fountains in the South 
Bank observed during the field work set lively examples.  
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1  INTRODUCTION 

In the Netherlands, almost every location, building and landscape is designed by men. The reuse 
of buildings, urban structures or landscape architectural plans will be important in new design strategies in 
the 21st century in the Netherlands. In this time of growing globalisation, greater movement of people, urban 
planners and architects seem to make more and more the same sort of plans, not taking in the specifics of the 
community, city or landscape they were made for.  This can be seen in the objects of building itself, but also 
in the way a design is placed in its surroundings. The specifics of the surrounding, the context of 
architectural, urban or landscape architectural designs, is not always taken into account. This leads to 
uniformity of new plans and loss of identity, but also to designs not being anchored to the context they were 
made for. Especially for existing buildings and monument, this leads to unwanted situations. A building or 
structure is not a stand-alone element, but it is anchored to other buildings, structures or to the underlying 
landscape, which forms the context of the design. To add new developments to existing designs, the specific 
characteristics and the context should be examined. These specific characteristics determine the identity of 
the area- the genius loci. But how can we define the genius loci? 

2  CONTENT OF THE ARTICLE 

The importance of anchoring designs to the surrounding will be shown in some examples of 
historical villas like Hofwijck and Duivenvoorde. These villas were built just outside cities, but with strong 
links to the city, waterways and the underlying landscape. The form and structure (like the polder landscape) 
of the underlying landscape can be found in the form and shape of the gardens en houses of the villas, 
anchoring it to the landscape by vistas and other design elements, etc. The location in which these villas, like 
the polders (dried lakes- droogmakerijen) or the slightly higher dunes was examined, used and sometimes 
manipulated for these villas. The genius loci was examined and used and therefore the anchoring to the 
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landscape was secured. Therefore, these groups of villas were built are a part of the Grand Design of the 
Netherlands, being a part of the identity of our land and our landscape. 

Nowadays, rapid urbanization is swallowing the surrounding of these villas. Understanding the 
context or the spirit of the place and the way the design was anchored to the location of these villas will help 
to maintain or give a direction to reuse it, without harming the original design and giving room to new 
developments. Based on design schemes of these examples, conclusion on the importance of the anchoring to 
the context will be drawn. 

3   THE GENIUS LOCI 

  The term genius loci was used in the ancient world to underline the idea that every place has its 
own character. In Roman mythology, every place had a ‘genius loci’, a protective spirit of the place. It was 
often depicted as a snake or a small supernatural being like a fairy or elf. Over time, these genius loci turned 
into personal guardian spirits, granting intellect and bravery. Later, in the 17th century, Alexander Pope 
(1688-1744) wrote in his Epistle IV to Richard of Boyle about a design theory on the Genius of the Place ‘To 
build, to plant, whatever you intend, To rear the Column, or the Arch to bend, In all, let Nature never be 
forgot. Consult the genius of the place in all.’ (1) With his letter, Pope stressed again the importance of the 
specific character of a location, which led to the new way of designing and to the end of formal designed 
gardens. Nowadays, many landscape architects base their work to this line. Although new designs in 
landscape or urban plans are necessary, the spirit of the place should be respected.  
In 1980 the term Genius loci was used again in the book of the Norwegian architect Christian 
Norberg-Schulz, where he stated that ’every place is a space wit hits own character’. (2) Nordberg- Schulz 
stressed that this line is still valid for many new designs. By respecting the ‘local spirit’ a counter movement 
could be set in to the unheimich feeling Modernistic architecture can give. But what elements are we talking 
about in the genius loci?  

4   SPIRIT OF THE PLACE 

What elements are important to understand and use the context? ‘Every design, if it’s an 
architectural, urban of landscape architectural design is made for a specific place, with its own characteristics, 
which forms the context of the spatial plan’, writes Inge Bobbink in her book Land inZicht (3). But what’s 
her definition of the characteristics of the location? ‘These characteristics can be defined as topography, 
surrounding buildings, plants, reliëf and existing functional connections’. But also geology, orientation to the 
sun, wind, rain and sight play an important role.  With this definition, Bobbink is only referring to 
topographical characteristics. Can the context be defined only as the situational characteristics, like the 
landscape elements or the urban patterns, like Bobbink wrote? How are landscape architectural structures, 
urban elements and structures, cultural and cultural historical elements and architecture adapted in this 
definition? What’s the position of history, the form of buildings, the use of material, colour, social coherence 
of the inhabitants and so forth on the context and the anchoring to the context? How can you read the context 
and use it for maintenance or transformation of a specific design? History and historical structures or 
landscapes play important role in the characteristics of the context. The influence of history and culture to the 
context has changed after the relief of the Nota Belvedere in 1999. All these elements determine the genius 
loci, or the spirit of the place.  
But to use the genius loci, its also important that a plan is anchored to the location. Prof ir E. Luiten defined 
the term anchoring as  ‘to putt in or make use of the relation to a building to the wide surroundings with the 
use of architectural, urban of landscape architectural elements’.(4) This anchoring can be in different kind of 
scales, from the level of the landscape to the level of the garden or abstractions, like, no topographical 
qualities, landscape structures, urban structures, material, style and colour. (5) 

5   THE GENIUS LOCI OF THE DUTCH POLDER LANDSCAPE  

 ‘A journey through the Netherlands is like a journey trough the first books of Euclides’, wrote 
Aldous Huxley after a trip in 1920 in the Netherlands (6). And with this line, he referred to the long lines of 
the Dutch polder landscape. The landscape of the Western part of the Netherlands was formed by the sea and 
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several large rivers ending here in the sea. In this delta landscape the struggle for land started long ago, 
giving the landscape step by step the character we see nowadays. The first waterworks were found in the 
period which was called the ‘Vlaardingencultuur’. Ditches were made in this fertile peat landscape, dikes 
were built and the bog landscape, changed into a landscape of elongated narrow parcels, which is very 
typical for the Netherlands. Topographical maps of the Netherlands show beautiful patterns of waterways of 
the peat landscape of the west of the Netherlands. Villages were built along the dikes, forming long 
necklaces of the houses next to the dikes with in the middle a little church. 

6   POLDERS AS AN ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN 

In this watery bog landscape, lakes were formed by wind and small rivers, like the Beemster, 
Schermer, Purmer and other lakes. In the south of Holland, parts of this peat landscape were excavated to use 
the peat for heating and industry. These large lakes grew by weak shores, forming growing problems for the 
people living in the surrounding of these lakes and later one even to the big cities like Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam.  With the invention of the windmill, these lakes were dried into polders (dried polders- 
droogmakerijen). These polders, designed and made within a couple of years, were designed with the design 
tools of the Renaissance, like an architectural design or an urban design. The square or rectangular form 
played an important part in the design of these polders.  

7   HISTORY OF VILLAS, ESTATES AND CASTLES  

In the 16th century, with the rise of modern society, a new form of residence arose; the ownership 
and maintenance of a country house. A villa consists of a country house possibly with out housing in a 
designed garden with garden objects, and situated in the cultural landscape. An estate had a similar 
composition, but it was centered more to agraric production. Villas and estates were not only situated in the 
cultural landscape, but also interrelated with the landscape and together they formed a new type of landscape. 
Also farmsteads were converted but maintained their economical foundation and were inhabited mostly 
during the whole year. Often they were larger than villas that were designed garden of delight and contained 
garden elements such as coppices, orchards, high stem fruit trees, fields for cows, etc. Country houses were 
also built in the new land reclamations, being an investment for the owners. 

The formation of villas and estates in the Netherlands was inspired by the Italian influences of the 
Villa Urbana, the city villa and the Villa Rustica, the rural villa. In the Netherlands this style and type of 
living was introduced in the palaces of the Orange stadholders Maurits and Frederik Hendrik, such as the 
houses Te Nieuwburch in Rijkswijk and Honselersdijk in Naaldwijk. In the second part of the 17th century 
the middle-class villa culture emerged and rich civilians owned villas and estates, built in the surrounding 
area of the major cities with money they had earned through the trade in the Golden Century. As in the 
preceding period primarily the farmers and the nobility lived outside of the city walls. On the countryside the 
counts had a castle belonging to the family that was surrounded by tenant farms. The fortified houses, 
enclosed by a castle moat with a (lift) bridge were considered as a source of wealth and were status symbol. 
But with the rising of the modern society and the flourishing of the trade (e.g. the VOC) a group of civilians 
became very prosperous. And these new, rich civilians longed for the status of the old nobility and therefore 
had built their own ‘castles’, i.e. their own villas. A villa was a luxurious country house, in a beautifully laid 
out (formal) garden with outhouses, fountains, water gardens, ponds, buxus hedgerows, statues of classical 
gods, all as proof their knowledge of the classics. 

8   RETREAT INTO NATURE  

These ‘new wealthy people’ moved outside the city during the summer times. They took their 
complete contents of their house and servants, to avoid the commotion and filthiness of the city, by means of 
a ship over the barge canals, in that time the way of transportation, or by road transport. A villa was 
representing the contrast of the otium, the active life, and the negotium, the retreat into nature to, as we call it 
today, recreate. 1 This retreat into nature was not only a way to escape, but also to get closer to Gods Creation 
and thereby it had a religious character. Also the old nobiliary castles, close to which the new pleasure 
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gardens were laid out, were provided with similar gardens and the so the fortified house was changed into a 
living house.(8)  

9   LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURAL ANALYSIS 

How one can use the context and embed a design in it, three villas will be explained. These are  
Hofwijck and Duivenvoorde. But to understand the connection to the underlying landscape, I want to discern 
three layers in the landscape (9). The lowest level, i.e. the underlying landscape is the natural landscape, in 
the course of time shaped by nature’s forces like sun and wind. Mankind worked the landscape to be able to 
live there. Ditches were dug, rivers were dammed, mills were built and sometimes complete areas were 
impoldered. To go short, the landscape was cultivated and in the typical wet landscapes of the lower 
Netherlands draining was the main motivation. Hence, the second layer is called the cultural landscape or 
cultural layer. Finally, architectural and urban works found place, such as the construction of roads, villages, 
churches, but also villas and estates. Hence, the third layer is the urban layer and the architectural 
adaptation of the first two layers. 

10  DUIVENVOORDE NEAR VOORSCHOTEN 

 The castle Duivenvoorde is firmly connected with the underlying natural and cultural landscape, as can be 
seen in figure 1 and 2. The name Duvenvoirt turned up for the first time in writings in 1226 and refers to the 
wade able place in the peat river Duve or Dobbe, which names have to be related etymologically. Originally, 
the castle consisted of a living tower, but in the late Middle Ages was extended with two wings and this way 
it got a more open character. In 1631 the house and garden were adapted to the latest fashion, which can be 
seen on the map of C. Elandts from 1667. 

     

 

Figure 1 and 2 Analysis drawings of Duivenvoorde in the Duivenvoordse polder at Voorschoten. (M. 
Schravesande, DUT, 2008) 

 
 

Sometimes around 1717, during the next phase of modernisation, the garden was extended to all sides, so 
that the form became more rectangular and fitted in well with the rectangular subdivision of the cultural 
landscape. The garden was laid out in a baroque way, based on a strong middle axis. Several water- (garden) 
elements were laid out in the garden that, with the exception of the castle moat from an earlier phase, was all 
situated in the peat meadow area. After 1830 Steenhuizen had the garden being modernised once more into 
an English landscape garden and also the house was adapted to its present state.(10)  
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Figure 3 Castle Duivenvoorde was built on the sandy ridges (M. Schravesande, DUT 2008) 
 
The natural landscape and the cultural landscape can be seen in the form of the garden and house of 

castle Duivenvoorde. The natural landscape in this area is dominated by the sandy ridges (almost parallel on 
the North Sea shores) and the peat landscape in between the sandy ridges. This can be seen in figure 1 and 2, 
where the natural landscape (sandy ridges) are drawn in the same picture as the cultural landscape as well as 
the design of the first garden. Castles Duivenvoorde and the nearby castle Ter Horst were built on one of 
these higher sandy ridges, as have the farms and principal roads in the area. Duivenvoordes drive way, that 
extended in the peat meadow area connected the sandy ridges and connected the villa with the city.  

The land in between the sandy ridges, peat landscape, was dewatered by ditches (cultural landscape). 
Because this land was not as wet as other peat landscapes, the space between the ditches were slightly bigger, 
giving a more rectangular/ square form. This more square form can be seen in the map of the first garden of 
Duivenvoorde. Infrastructure (roads and waterways) and various vistas to the village and a field of vision 
give room for a (visual) connection to the surrounding of the castle. This is enhanced because the castle is 
built slightly higher than the surrounding landscape. This analysis shows that the connection and the shape of 
the natural cultural landscape en the architectural urban landscape are strongly interrelated.  

 

 
 
Figure 4   Analysis of the three layers above each other; natural, cultural and urban layer. This show 

the anchoring of the design of garden and house to the other layers and to the surrounding landscape 
 (M. Schravesande, DUT 2008) 
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12  HOFWIJCK NEAR THE HAGUE (VOORBURG)  

Between 1640 and 1643 Constantijn Huygens, secretary of stadholder Frederik Hendrik had a small villa 
being built just outside Voorburg upon the Vliet and at the main road to Rijswijk. He called it Hofwijck, ‘the 
Give way to the court’ (‘wijken van het Hof’). The measurements are presumably based on the human 
proportions according to the theory of Vitruvius (11), as can be seen in figure 5 and 6 

 
 

 
 

Figure 5 and 6  Analysis drawings of Hofwijck. Left; measurements based on the human body, Right: 
statues depicting the connection to the house of Orange (C. van Sas, DUT, 2008) 

 
But not only the sizing was based on a Modulus that related to the human proportions, but also the shape 

of the house and the shape of the garden had strong similarities with the human shape, like the long avenues 
bearing resemblance to the human arms and legs. Also the use of statues was not purely ecstatic, but 
supported the story of Huygens’ villa. The statue of Perseus referred to the Olympic half-god, with which the 
Orange princes were identified. They also battled, although in case with the Spanish oppression. Ten years 
after laying out his garden Huygens wrote a long poem about his villa, through which we find out how and 
why a villa was built. (12)  

 

 
Figure 7  Hofwijck in the polderlandscape of Voorburg (M. Schravesande, DUT 2008) 
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A landscape architectural analysis of the villa Hofwijck shows that the shape of the garden was based on 
the narrow and elongated character of the strip landscape of the peat polders of Voorburg, the reclamation 
unit of the Dutch lowlands. 
But also the coastal landscape of the sandy ridge, here present as natural landscape can be found in the 
design. The narrow and elongated character was enhanced by the road situated on the axis of the garden and 
which goes from the garden far into the landscape until the Haagse Bos and (once more) connected the sandy 
ridges. From a viewing point on a mount in the garden, but also from the single window above the entrance 
of the house, the long sightlines from this typical landscape could be reinforced and used in the design. It is 
notable that the salon of the house has no view of the garden, but of the boat canal and the polder landscape 
on the opposite side of the water. This was enhanced even more by the lawn of trees surrounding the edges of 
the garden. Vistas connect the garden, house and surrounding landscape to each other.  

 

13  TOOLS FOR ANCHORING  

13.1 scale villa  
Anchoring is not only on the scale of the villa itself, but also on a larger scale. For a more fully 

understanding of the spatial characteristics of a villa, research is required on several scales and levels.  
The first and smallest scale of research will be focused on the villa itself and to the villa and their 
surroundings. Villas are anchored to the location by vistas, high points in the landscape (and tree lawns to 
them), by using morphology (like Duivenvoorde) and high points for a view over the area, being connected 
to the waterways, by roads and entrance gates, etc.  
 
13.2 scale villalandscape  

But villas were no isolated elements in the landscape. They were often built in the vicinity of other villas, 
estates or castles and formed together a villa landscape. The owners of these properties had an unobstructed 
view of their own land, the surrounding landscape and maybe even the spire of the church in the city or of 
the neighbour’s house. The villas often lay on the main roads between cities and next to a river, canal or lake, 
for example the Vecht river, the Amstel river, or a barge canal system such as the Vliet near The Hague and 
the no longer existing Wijkermeer (a drained lake). In this manner, in the largely open landscape of that time, 
a varied landscape of open and enclosed areas, resembling a theatre and its wings, developed as a ‘landscape 
theatre’. Sometimes, a villa landscape formed a community in itself with its own system of justice. There 
were many villas, pleasure gardens and a Pall Mall court in the Watergraafsmeer land reclamation near 
Amsterdam. The game of Pall Mall was very popular in those days and thus a source of leisure. 
Neighbouring villas formed a new landscape: a villa landscape. Elements like, vistas to other villas, 
waterways, roads, geomorphology, vistas and recreational elements like a Pall Mall combine the villa 
landscapes to each other. 

 
13.3 scale Arcadian landscape   

As such several villa landscapes have been developed around the cities, each having a unique 
relationship with the city and the urban elements and thereby extended the urban territory limits. This way an 
Arcadian landscape was formed (not made) like a shell enclosing the cities. Various villa landscapes were 
created. They were concentrated around the large cities and each had its own form and history. They did have 
in common that they all had a relationship with the city and the elements of the city. These country house 
landscapes were a part of the city, that is to say they represented the city's territory in the cultural landscape. 
Surrounding Amsterdam were the country house landscapes at Watergraafsmeer, Beemster, ’s Gravenland, 
along the rivers Vecht and Amstel, on the sand ridges of Haarlem and in the Kennemerland along the shores 
of the Wijkermeer and other lakes. Although only a relatively small group of wealthy people built country 
houses around the cities, the less well-off created pleasure gardens where they could go to drink tea. And so 
an Arcadian landscape developed, which was connected to the city.(13) Elements like the connection (visible 
or literality by building or else), morphology, recreational elements in the neighbourhood of the villas and so 
one.  
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14  PRESERVING THE LANDSCAPE 

In the Netherlands, the reuse of buildings, urban structures or landscape architectural plans will be 
important in new design strategies in the 21st century, as stated before. The question is how you can preserve 
the existing structures, without blocking all new developments? This method of research- further worked 
out- can help understand the relationship between a plan, de context and the tools which are important for 
embedding. This can help to formulate which elements are absolutely necessary for a plan and which 
elements can fade away. These elements can be defined in de biotope of a building or – in this case- a villa 
with its garden.  
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ABSTRACT: This paper discusses the role of design in the (re)development of a contemporary hybrid 
spatial condition that is labeled the ‘rurban’ reality. ‘Rurban’ points at the interface between the urban and the 
rural. Spatially, this rurbanity materialises in a fragmented and dispersed way, creating diffuse heterogeneous 
tissue that is often neither urban nor rural but simultaneously both. During the last decades, urban design has 
proven its value and potential as medium to formulate new answers to formerly unknown development issues 
within a project-based approach in urban areas (e.g. the projets urbain). Likewise, it is argued that ‘design’ 
(pointing at urban as well as landscape design) can be one of the possible media to contribute to the creation 
of innovative strategies and methods for rurban environments. Since this diffused condition gains momentum 
at fringe-areas of a metropolis with its mix of urbanized centers and open green areas in different shapes and 
sizes, Brussels metropolitan area is used as case. The paper provides an overview of different types of spatial 
projects in this area and encompasses a first exploration some of the roles of design in these projects.  
KEYWORDS: design, rurban, Brussels, metropolitan, project, landscape scale

1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper is derived from the notion that the design disciplines such as planning, urbanism and 
landscape architecture, are increasingly called upon to respond and contribute to the management of the 
social and environmental challenges and new needs of a contemporary spatial condition that I call ‘rurban’. 
Designing within environments that contain a mixture of highly diverse urban as well as rural and natural 
objects, structures, and places is a relatively new task for both urban and landscape designers and planners. 
In these rurban environments, mostly found at the edges of cities and in-between large built-up areas, actors 
are confronted with the conditions’ functional multiplicity (different land uses) and social complexity (many 
actors with various spatial claims). From a designing point of view also a larger territorial or landscape scale 
has to be faced. At the same time these rurban environments contain a lot of potential for redeveloping and 
revaluating/upgrading the living environment of urban as well as rural residents. The integration of different 
land uses on the one hand, and the integration of actors and their spatial claims on the other is just one 
example of the challenges. The aim of this paper is provide a first exploration of the roles of design in 
strategic spatial development projects in rurban environments.   

To support the discussion, this paper draws on the example of rurban development in the Brussels 
metropolitan area, Belgium’s capital city and its periphery. It provides an overview of the different types of 
strategic spatial project that are being conducted in this environment. Furthermore, the general design 
approach of these projects will be described, allowing me to draw some conclusions on the role of design in 
contemporary developments in rurban Brussels. It will be argued among others that more attention needs to 
be given to the capacity of design as crucial part of rurban (re)development processes and projects. This 
paper begins with a discussion of the relevance of the rurban focus connected with design as central issue, 
followed by a brief explanation of the embedding of design in a project-based approach. I will then turn to 
the case study and the roles of design.  

2 SPACE OF OPPORTUNITY: RURBANITY AND ITS CHALLENGES  

Geographically as well as socially ‘rurban’ points at the interface between the urban and the rural. From 
a spatial point of view, this rurbanity materialises in a fragmented and dispersed way, creating diffuse 
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heterogeneous tissue that is neither urban nor rural but simultaneously both. For instance according to 
Hoggart (2005:1) the city’s hinterland contains both urban and rural land uses and pressures, creating a 
hybrid landscape or urban pressure and ‘mutated’ countryside. Gallent et al. (2006) on the other hand ascribe 
special characteristics to this ‘fringe-area’, differentiating it from urban or rural areas and considering it to be 
home to particular land uses and activities. Other authors however view this ‘in-between’ area as merely 
waiting to be fully urbanised. Each opinion probable contains elements of truth and therefore they aren’t 
necessarily contradictory. For some rurban parts it might certainly be true that they are just in an in-between 
stage awaiting urbanisation, while others maintain their specific character and land uses and functions that do 
not fit in with urban nor rural areas.  

The rurban phenomenon describe here is not new, its widespreadedness and gradual intensification 
however are. During the last two-three decennia, increasing amounts of rurban tissue with a particular 
structure and morphology appeared, challenging the development and sustainable management of it. Up till 
now many definitions that try to grasp its diffuse and specific character have been formulated in different 
context. Examples are the Zwischenstadt of Sieverts, the urban-rural fringe used among others by Gallent1, 
the hinterland of Hoggart or the città diffusa of Indovina. Although originating from specific geographical, 
economical and institutional contexts, these concepts have similar characteristics. Some of these are a 
fragmented appearance, a mixture of dissimilar urban and rural functions and land uses, and a blur of 
territorial, psychological and contextual limits. When using ‘rurban’ to describe the contemporary spatial 
reality, I refer to these common characteristics that are evidence for the rife of the phenomenon. 

The specificity of rurbanity places urbanism and planning (and other disciplines) for new challenges. As 
a result from the areas’ position as buffer between urban and rural, its function as receptacle for 
‘second-degree’ land-uses that were not desired in other zones (Gallent et al 2006), as well as its role as a 
mediator between ‘place’ and ‘world’ (Sieverts 2003:91), a heterogeneous landscape (Sieverts 2003:92) with 
great diversity in land uses, socio-economic activities and structures emerged. The functional and 
morphologic duality that characterises this rurban spatiality causes problems as well as offers opportunities 
for future socio-economic and spatial development. Or as Ascher indicates, ‘This new, diffuse urban space, 
in perpetual expansion, fragmented and heterogeneous, often constitutes a challenge for architects, urbanists, 
and politicians, for it does not match the traditional forms of appropriation, between social life and territorial 
rights’ (Ascher in Fort et al. 2000:414). That planning and urbanism can contribute to the management of 
these rurban areas has been widely acknowledge in the recent literature (Gallent 2006). However, in order to 
respond properly, the particular issues that ask for attention and that make of rurbanity an interesting topic 
from a spatial viewpoint have to be made clear. 

Rurbanity – and analogous concepts – are for several reasons hot topics in current literature, policy and 
practice. One of these is the growing ecological concern, and another one has to do with social oriented 
aspects. For a long time, a compact development of cities with dense built-up areas was thought of as the 
most ecologic-sustainable form. Whereas it already became clear that the pursuit of this type of development 
model from a spatial point of view is no longer realistic and feasible in a rurban reality, recent studies also 
show that the idea of the compact model being the most ecological form might not always be true. They 
indicate that the largest degrees of biodiversity can be found in edge-areas. At the edge of urban and rural 
tissue a larger amount of habitat variation exists, resulting in more biodiversity. Keeping the length of the 
boundary between urban-rural as small as possible (as the compact city model intends) is consequently not 
always the most favourable option from an ecologic point of view. Also socially the compact city model has 
created discussion. The need for easy accessible green spaces within a reasonable distance from the living 
environment is increasingly considered as precondition for a liveable and social-sustainable environment. 
Classical concepts and models such as the compact city model are therefore being questioned in the wake of 
these rurban developments (Sieverts 2003). New -or rather different or better adapted- models and strategies 
are therefore being sought after (Busquets and Correa 2006), and as I will argue further on design can be one 
of the possible media to explore these new strategies, models and concepts.  

The rurban environment is moreover a desired topic today because it is viewed by different parties as 
space of opportunity. The urban as well as the rural community claim parts of the rurban environment: the 
first as area for augmenting liveability through the establishment of areas for recreation or for ecological 
purposes; the latter as area for economic production. Furthermore, in terms of ecological balance, rurban 

                                                           
1 According to Whitehand (1988) the origin of the concept lays with geographer Herbert Louis (1936). 
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areas turn out to be valuable areas, as well as what concerns social issues. The rurban edges of cities are 
increasingly looked at to improve the liveability of the city because they still contain large open spaces that 
for instance can be transformed to peripheral parks providing both social (such as recreation) and ecological 
opportunities. Understanding grows that the use of these rurban areas with their open spaces is crucial for the 
development and quality of life of the urban region, for the development of a sense of place and identity, and 
for the environmental benefits as water retention, pollution abatement and keeping the temperature under 
control (cf. van den Brink et al. 2006, Woolley 2003). Czerniak et al. (2007:11-12) for example remark that 
these open spaces are some kind of ‘bargaining chips to compensate for expansive building, but they can also 
assume designed dimensions of enormous social and ecological value’. The many spatial claims that are 
placed on the same piece of land in a rurban environment, make the organisation and management of it to a 
rather complicated task. The juxtaposition of claims in combination with the unconventional mix of different 
elements, structures and actors in the rurban area leads to calls for (different forms of) integration such as 
institutional, spatial, or functional integration (see Vanempten 2010). For instance Gallent (2006) speaks of 
integrating the urban and rural areas, functions, and uses, and predicts that (at least some) rurban areas (or 
fringes as he calls it) will be ‘guided by a form of planning and governance that promises to be far more 
‘negotiated’ and integrated’ (2006:390). Following Gallent urbanism and spatial planning have a clear role to 
play in managing rurbanity since they are frameworks for bringing interests together, for facilitating change 
and for managing complexity (2006:389) and for coordinating the actions of interest groups and promoting 
integrated thinking in the rural-urban fringe (2006:384). Their role is more specifically not that of regulator 
but of negotiator, facilitator and coordinator.  One of the possible task for the design disciplines here is thus 
not only to guide the development of these open spaces in a qualitative manner and combining the different 
social, economic and ecologic needs, but also to contribute to the safeguarding or restoration of the 
coherence and identity of the landscape. 

Summarised, the diversity of rurbanity, although often considered as negative characteristic, is at the 
same time its richness. Within the complexity of this environment, potentials for different kinds of 
development that can boost the regions’ social and economic development are present. Supported by an 
argument of De Meulder, I will focus attention to design as one of the possible media to explore this 
potential in a creative manner and to respond and contribute to the management of the social and 
environmental challenges and new needs of the rurban condition. The attention for design is furthermore 
based upon a quote of Barnett in (Krieger and Saunders 2009:108), saying that ‘Today’s city is a complex 
metropolitan organism still in the process of formation, and guiding its development is the principal 
challenge for urban designers.’. Not only urban designers, but all design disciplines are increasingly called 
upon to think of possible answers for the new development issues of rurban environments. Ways to handle 
the further development of them are needed, but only researched to a limited amount (contrary to the 
numerous studies describing it). Secondly, not only the reasons why design is mentioned by some authors as 
a suitable medium to come up with innovative answers, but also some of the ways how design itself is 
influenced by operating in a rurban condition are explored. One of the implications of rurbanity for design is 
for instance the requirement of another scale level, namely the intermediate, territorial or landscape scale. 
Also, because of the complex spatiality and current strives for sustainable development, the combination of 
ecological concerns and social oriented development appears frequently in the context of planning for the 
rurban edge. 

3 DESIGNING A RURBAN ENVIRONMENT 

According to De Meulder (2009), in the context of urban redevelopment urban design – inextricably 
connected with a project-based approach – turned out to be a medium to formulate new answers to formerly 
unknown development issues. His argument is among others based upon Busquets who attributes a formal 
and aesthetical capacity to urbanism. Following this argument, ‘design’ (embedded in a project-based 
approach) might also be one of several media to answer to the challenges and needs of the rurban 
environment. A first question that arises in this respect is why design and why can it formulate new answers? 
And furthermore: To what extent does design indeed offer new answers to the rurban development 
condition? Which design applies to rurban (in stead of urban) development issues? Which are the 
preconditions that have to be fulfilled in order that design is to be able to formulate new answers?  

To start with, what are those ‘new answers’ that are being sought after in a rurban environment? An 
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example concerns this landscape’s increasingly intensive land use and activities, and growing importance of 
green structures and nature areas. Besides providing places for recreation, augmenting the liveability of the 
city’s urban tissue, the rurban structure is also looked upon to enhance and secure biodiversity. New 
landscapes that fit the multifunctional use of space in a more sustainable manner have to be designed (Antrop 
2005). As a result other approaches for designing these landscapes come into sight, paying specific attention 
to the ecological and socio-aesthetical needs. The recent turn to more landscape-oriented approaches for 
instance and the appearance of a new discourse on ‘landscape urbanism’ illustrate this (cf. Shane 2006). Also 
initiatives such as the development of design guidelines for ecosystem networks (Opdam and Steingröver 
2008) or a conceptual framework for sustainable landscape planning (Botequilha Leitao and Ahern 2002) are 
indications of some of the directions that are being explored in responding to the challenges of the rurban 
landscape. ‘New answers’ therefore can encompass certain strategies, other development models, adapted 
concepts, etc. 

3.1 why design? 
Before exploring the why, what and how, it has to be made clear which type of design I am talking about. 

As indicated, the rurban environment requires another scale than the urban development scale. For instance 
in a rurban environment, one is also confronted with a landscape perspective and a landscape scale. As a 
result, in several spatial projects for these environments not only urban design but also landscape design is 
mobilised. Methods from landscape design are also being applied in rurban development projects. Design 
strategies include for instance successive planting to generate new soil based on plant life cycles and 
different crop-techniques to rehabilitate degraded land2, or a cultivated maintenance and mow management 
to create pathways and soft boundaries between recreational and economic used areas3. For this reason, I will 
take both urban and landscape design into account and speak from this point on of ‘design’ in general. What 
concerns defining ‘design’, there isn’t one generally accepted definition. Different authors define design 
according to their own context, subject and perception. Likewise, I use a description of design, based on 
other authors and adapted to the focus of this paper. In principle, design is a process shaping an environment 
according to the needs of human beings in order to enhance the quality of life (based on Lang 1994). 
According to Lynch ‘Design is the playful creation and strict evaluation of the possible forms of something, 
including how it is to be made’ (Lynch 1984:290). In other words, through design different options of 
development can be imagined. Secondly, these options can be tested to the socio-spatial circumstances of the 
development (actors, land uses, topography, etc) and thirdly it can be explored and detailed if and how the 
chosen options and strategies can be transformed to measures that make them reality. These three elements 
are basic elements of what design does.   

Although Lang (1994:70) wrote about (urban) design that its role is ‘limited in dealing with the major 
problems and issues confronting the world’, researching it as medium for thinking of new answers for rurban 
development issues can be validated when taking the perspective of design as a political tool. Since the 
layout of the environment and social change are inextricably linked, design mirrors the social world (Lang 
1994). Therefore it can contribute on a limited and modest scale to determining the direction of development 
and the answering of challenges in the rurban world. Because solving problems, and more particularly spatial 
problems, is a basic objective of design (Rowe 1987), it makes sense to call upon design as one of the media 
to manage rurban challenges. So far, it is not entirely clear how design can do this, making an exploration of 
the characteristics and qualities of design necessary. What are the reasons for design being a suitable medium 
in the first place? To begin with, I have focused attention on what De Meulder describes as designs’ capacity 
to ‘formulate new answers to formerly unknown development issues’. Besides that, design possesses a 
number of other characteristics that explain why it can be a suitable medium in this respect. To my opinion, 
these characteristics are mainly designs’ ability to take the spatial particularity into account and provide a 
form of quality, to act as a medium for communication, and thirdly its capacity to create correlations and 
integration. For instance, because design is about exploring, discovering, and showing different options of 
development, expressing itself with a combination of visual and non-visual means, several authors consider 
design as a means of communication. The different options can feed and stimulating debate between the 

                                                           
2 This is among others the case in a project called ‘Lifescape’ that aims at the development of a public park on the former garbage 
dump Fresh Kills on the suburban Staten Island, New York. Design team is Field Operations under supervision of landscape architect 
James Corner. 
3 In the ‘Parc de la Deûle’ in the metropolitan area of Lille – France, this type of strategies were used. 
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actors involved. People can sit around a table and start discussing on a sketch or drawing from the desired 
development. They can start drawing themselves, in an attempt to come up with a suitable solution supported 
by all around the table. Especially ‘resarch by design’ (as a subtype of design) can be a way to establish 
communication between the actors involved. At the same time, it can be used to build a public support base 
by involving representatives of the different associations and of the inhabitants into the design process. 
Furthermore, design has been called ‘the art of relating’ by Clarence Stein4. It can be a medium to relate 
structures to one another and to their natural setting, or land uses, communities, etc. As Lang (1994) added, it 
not only relates physical matter, but it can also relate these structures ‘in time and over time’. Lang also 
remarked that (urban) design is about relating professional concerns to each other (such as health and 
biodiversity). In imaging different options, the person or persons that are designing frequently make use of 
analytical/empirical sources of inspiration in addition to their conventional wisdom. For instance, many 
designs start with a typo-morphologic analysis of the involved environment, and/or with a general concept 
that determines the direction of thought. These techniques are considered to reveal among others possible 
relationships to be distilled by the designer. In other words, using design can be a chance to work with 
existing edges, boundaries and constraints rather than ignoring them, making it an interesting tool in a rurban 
environment were different types of boundaries (mental, institutional or physical) are present.  
The previous gives just a few hints towards the ways design can be a medium for providing new or 
innovative answers in a rurban environment – as integrator and communicator, as provider of substance, etc. 
However, not all design does ‘act as medium for communication’ or as integrator. The circumstances in 
which design operates, the reasons why design is used, and the person(s) that are designing influence the 
usage of the capacities of design to a great extent. Before turning to the Brussels rurban environment, I will 
now go on with explaining why design is studied within a project-based approach.  

3.2 Design in a project based approach on intermediate-territorial-landscape scale 
The contemporary way of development within urbanism is without a doubt project-based, encompassing 

actions and interventions that have an important impact on a larger city area (Masboungi 2002, Busquets and 
Correa 2006, Loeckx and De Meulder 2007, Salet and Gualini 2007, De Meulder 2009). Since the 
appearance of the ‘projet urbain’ -spatial projects in urbanised environments- around the 1980s5, a lot of 
experience has been built on how to develop inner city areas. When broadening the horizon to peripheral, 
rurban areas one enters however more virgin territory. Recently, it became clear that the fragmented spatiality 
needs its own ‘projet territorial’ (Mangin 2004) on a larger scale level. This scale level transcends the scale 
of the urban project, in the same way as the urban developments transcended the scale of the architectural 
level. Some describe it as a territorial scale (De Meulder 2009), others as a landscape scale (Selman 2006) or 
a regional scale (Sieverts 2003). Whereas this larger scale-level is required to look at and deal with the 
problem issues of the rurban area today (see for instance Selman 2006, Leinfelder 2007), it also means a 
(re)new(ed) perspective for urbanism. Because of the different scale and the specificity of problem issues in 
the rurban environment, classical methods of city planning and urban design cannot be used directly in most 
cases. Another implication of the larger scale level is the appearance of landscape in the discussions. 
Landscape architecture and landscape urbanism as design-disciplines become involved in the development 
processes in an attempt to link the larger, more abstract territorial scale to concreteness (De Meulder 2009). 
Furthermore, it becomes increasingly clear that these spatial projects on a landscape scale require a 
multidisciplinary approach (Lootsma 2000, Krieger and Saunders 2009).  

(Urban) design has been a central component of the projet urbain during the glossy period of urban 
renewal, experimenting with new concepts and strategies. Similarly, this capacity of design is exploited 
according to De Meulder (2009) in the current trend of projets territorial. Design is looked upon to crack 
open new problem areas of city and territory and to create new concepts and visions. In this following of this 
paper, a first exploration of this new practice and increasing role of (urban and landscape) design ‘as a 
medium to formulate new answers to formerly unknown development issues’ (cf. De Meulder 2009) is being 
carried out by means of the Brussels metropolitan area as a macro-case and several spatial projects in its 
rurban edge as micro-cases.  

                                                           
4 Quoted in (Lang 1994:ix) 
5 The project-mode in urbanism originated around the 1980s as an answer to the fading blueprint and bureaucratic masterplanning 
(De Meulder 2009). 
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4 RURBAN DEVELOPMENT IN BRUSSELS METROPOLITAN AREA 

Brussels historically expanded radio-concentric, forming an inner circle – the so-called ‘first crown’, a 
19th century belt and an outer circle referred to as the ‘second crown’ that corresponds with the extension of 
the tissue towards the ring road in the 20th century. Describing what is precisely meant with ‘Brussels’ 
depends strongly upon the chosen perspective. From a larger spatial perspective, Brussels is a strategic 
spatial and economic location situated in the hart of Europe, on a crossing of highways, linking different 
spatial networks such as the Randstad, Ruhr-area and Paris/London on a European scale, or the Flemish 
Diamond and the Walloon triangle, and North and South in Belgium. From an institutional perspective, 
Brussels only encompasses the strongly urbanised portion of land mastered by Brussels Capital Region 
(BCR), its governmental entity. The tight institutional boundaries of BCR do not correspond with 
socio-economic aspects, nor with the spatial reality of the Brussels metropolitan area (Hooghe 1993, 
Oosterlynck and Swyngedouw 2007, Vanderstraeten et al. 2009, Delwit and Deschouwer 2009). The result of 
this mismatch is a scattering of competences over different regions. To make matters even more complex, the 
authority to regulate most spatial development issues within the BCR-region is spread over its 19 
municipalities. As a result, the regional level has limited control over spatial issues and land uses, and has to 
depend constantly on other actors such as the municipalities, the railway, private parties, etc (Marchand 
2009).  

Just as many vibrant metropolises, the core urban tissue of the BCR is surrounded by dispersed 
peripheral tissue. Large parts of these rurban areas operate functionally independent (such as 
Vilvoorde-Zaventem) and belong to Flemish or Walloon territory, but link on morphologic level with the 
BCR tissue. Brussels today is not only an urban capital with a great deal of built-up surface, it also contains 
many green and even rural places, especially in the fringe area. An intense functional and spatial interaction 
between the urban core of Brussels and its surroundings exists, making this zone ‘rurban’ territory in every 
meaning of the word. It is an edge-region in a spatial sense (urban, rural, natural elements; peripheral tissue 
meets city tissue; etc), but also in a socio-cultural sense (different language groups meet, mixture of different 
cultures). It contains both urban and rural tissue, as well as areas with valuable nature that are part of the 
Natura-network, or industrial zones, bundles of infrastructure, housing, rural activity, etc. Some pictures of 
the magnificent photo-reportage ‘Over de rand’ (freely translated: about the fringe) of Michiel Hendryckx 
[fig. 1] illustrate this intriguing spatial mixture. All taken in this Brussels fringe-area, with a maximum of 
10km distance from the city centre, these photographs show life and spatiality in the parallel worlds of urban 
and rural that mingle in this edge-zone. Therefore, from a spatial point of view, ‘Brussels’ points at an urban 
region, the physical agglomeration with a series of suburbs and urbanized municipalities (Kesteloot and Saey 
2002), that transcends the governmental boundaries. For that reason, I speak of the ‘Brussels metropolitan 
area’. 
  

 
Figure 1  The Brussels fringe, showing Sint-Agatha-Berchem, Meise and Zaventem 

(Copyright Michiel Hendryckx) 

Summarised, the spatial development of the rurban fringe of Brussels is not only challenging for reasons 
of spatial fragmentation and dispersion, but also because of the complexity of the institutional landscape. The 
following provides an overview of some projects in this rurban environment of Brussels, in order to show to 
their variety and to provide a first scan of the different roles that design can take up. Furthermore, a focus on 
the way the projects deal with the tension between urban and rural (e.g. which strategies are used) is 
analysed.  
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4.1 The spectrum of spatial projects in Brussels rurban environment 
As a result of the diversity and the functional and morphologic duality of rurbanity, different types of 

projects emerge in the rural-urban edge. They differ for instance according to the type of development (urban, 
rural, both), and the objectives (creating synergy, recycling areas, restructuring space, filling grains, initiating 
new development, enhancing and reinforcing existing potentials, etc.). Some projects seek connection with 
the urban centre, others with the more rural hinterland, and even others try to combine both. The land 
development and land consolidation projects for instance rather fit in with the rural activities and land uses. 
In most cases they are targeted at open space development and protection against further urbanisation, also 
often support of agricultural activities. The connection with urban developments remains in most cases 
limited to the construction of recreational networks. On the other side of the spectrum are the projects in the 
frame of the ‘housing plan’ and the allotments-projects such as the England-project in Linkebeek and the 
Erasmus-project in Neerpede. In between both extremes is a whole spectrum of different combinations of 
urban and rural measures and strategies. In each of these projects, design is used for certain reasons and with 
different purposes, other than creating and imagining a substance. For instance, design can be used as the 
‘PR’ of the project, to explore different possibilities and directions of development, to attempt to create a 
support base among the various involved actors, etc. 

 

 
 

Figure 2  spatial projects in rurban Brussels 
 

- Urban connections: 
The urban development Canal zone is a bit of an outsider in this analysis, since this project mainly 
targets at developing the banks of the canal Brussels-Charleroi in the city centre. An overall vision 
on the Canal and its potentials for redevelopment is missing at the moment. However, since the 
canal stretches out into the periphery, and since the current project is already being financed by 
‘Beliris’ (a cooperation between the BCR and the federal government), this project could be an 
opportunity to pay attention to the transition and linkage of the city with its surroundings. The role 
of design at the moment is showing the project to inhabitants and to the different municipalities (the 
canal forms a border between different municipalities in the BCR), acting as a basis for discussion. 
Its role could however be expanded, acting as an integrator of urban and rurban structures and 
networks. Another interesting project in this respect is the Erasmus-project in Neerpede. This 
project aims to develop a green area in combination with dense housing (mainly private, small 
amount social housing) in a part of Brussels that still has a rural feel to it. A first design proposal 
encompassed the creation of 1800 to 2800 housing units on a terrain of 13 hectares. Design in this 
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project was used for its basic role as a provider of substance. Its role as communicator was however 
not being played out. From a first exploration of this project, it appears that only a line of 
communication existed between the designers and the developers. Probably unintended, the design 
for the Neerpede-development stimulated however public debate on the desired development. 
Especially the density of apartments and social housing, and the absence of any public services that 
showed from the first designs triggered the debate and resistance grew against the allotment that 
was largely based on singular economic grounds.  

 
- Rural connections 

The land development Meighemheide in Beersel (10 km south of Brussels city centre) aims to 
development of a large piece of open space area. Measures are among others supporting agriculture 
in the fringe of the city, enhancing and safeguarding natural and landscape values, improving the 
accessibility, linking the place to the network of open spaces in the Brussels fringe, water retention 
measures, etc. Also the land development Asse Maalbeek-Molenbeek (460 ha) and Plateau of 
Moorsel, situated in the open space between Brussels and Leuven, have similar targets. The task for 
design in these projects is mainly to think of suitable solutions that are solid enough to provide a 
barrier against further urbanisation (for instance the planting of trees or the creation of small 
woodlands are a few of the used strategies). Furthermore, besides providing measures to protect the 
openness or green character of the landscape, another task of design in these projects is to structure 
the landscape to create coherence and identity (for instance by designing recreational networks that 
link the place to its surroundings). Whereas the role of design in the projects on the urban side of the 
spectrum included conducting the ‘PR’, showing the project to inhabitants and other parties, or 
acting as a basis for discussion, the role of design here seems rather to be to provide technical 
solutions.  

 
- Mixed connections: 

An example of a mixed development project is ‘Neo’ at the plateau of the Heizel in the north of 
Brussels area. The programme for this 67ha large area encompasses a combination of services of 
communal importance (congress centre, hotel, shopping mall), park area and public services and 
was determined by political actors of the municipality of Brussels and the responsibles on regional 
level. The further development and design of this programme into a concrete spatial project is being 
conducted at the moment by means of an urban design competition. Afterwards also an architectural 
design competition will be organised. Design in this project is clearly forced to concentrate on 
adjusting the predetermined programme to the concrete site. Another mixed development project is 
the ‘gardens of Jette’. This project combines a housing development in a landscape park of 7 ha 
near the boundary between the BCR and the Flemish region. Its catalysing effect seems to be 
limited though and it has a rather local scale, despite its ambition to realise the development within 
a landscape park of 7 ha. Another interesting project with rurban connections (rather than being a 
mixed development) is the ‘Green walk’ project (Groene Wandeling). This project is part of the 
development of a regional green network and creates a 60km long route of green and natural places 
in the 19th century belt of Brussels. Design seemed to play however only a very small role in this 
development, merely providing technical plans and a general outline of the route. 

 
A first, rudimentary, conclusion that can be drawn from the analysis of these different types of spatial 

projects concerns (regretfully) the often poor quality and lack of innovative design strategies. In most of the 
discussed projects in Brussels edge, design is forced to work within a traditional frame and lacks innovative 
qualities. Its role varies however widely, from merely technical plans to PR-instrument and integrator. 
Several projects furthermore concentrate on the local scale-level focusing on a single problem issue and 
showcasing only limited catalyst capacities. Especially the ones that interconnect strongly with urban 
development are among these. Some innovative or possibly interesting developments are present however. 
First of all, these projects (except for the Green walk-project) nevertheless prove that design is being used in 
Brussels’ rurban environment and sometimes given a chance to do more than ‘just’ providing a substance for 
the development. For instance the design competition for the Neo-project could spice up its development, 
and also the attention for the canal zone as integrator of urban and rural can be promising.  
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Besides within the frame of a project-based approach, design in Brussels metropolitan environment is 
also used in other initiatives concerning the spatial development of the rurban fringe. Examples are the pleas 
for an ecopolis or loby city model that concentrate on developing an overall vision for the development of 
Brussels as spatial entity.  

5 CONCLUSION 

This paper looked at the challenges for designing in a contemporary spatial condition labeled the 
‘rurban’ reality. The dispersed spatial condition mixing rural, urban and natural structures is not just a 
problematic ‘evil’ that needs to be dealt with. On the contrary, it offers a chance for innovative development 
and can be looked upon as a space of opportunity. Attention for these areas has increased lately, generating a 
need for new -or rather different or better adapted- models and strategies for its qualitative redevelopment. 
Based on an argument of De Meulder, I argued that ‘design’ can be one of the possible media to explore such 
strategies, models and concepts for a rurban environment. Elements to support this argument are being 
sought after in the different roles that design can fulfil (integrator, communicator, etc). Designing for the 
rurban reality however also means obtaining a wider scope, one that goes beyond that of ‘urban design’, 
taking the landscape-perspective into account. As such, design too is challenged by the rurban conditions. 
For instance when considering planning of the rurban edge, different issues need to be handled at the same 
time. As a result, designing for rurban areas means taking into account the complex physical-spatial 
structures and characteristics as well as societal concerns (such as ecology) and concerns of local 
communities. Another implications of rurbanity for design is the requirement of another scale level, namely 
the intermediate, territorial or landscape scale. After determining some of the challenges of rurbanity for 
design, I carried on explaining the project-based approach, and ended by looking at a concrete case, Brussels 
metropolitan area. It made among others clear that when conducting a project for a spatial development, 
design is involved and mobilized for different reasons and with different purposes, determining its role in the 
project. 

Certainly not all the questions that were formulated in this paper have been answered. It encompasses 
just a first exploration of Brussels rurban context and the spatial projects that are being conducted there. 
Ongoing research therefore concentrates on further evaluating the role of design and the way it handles the 
tension between urban and rural. One of the topics is designs’ role as political tool, as a social statement, 
leading to questions such as: what is the difference between a design that serves the needs and visions of 
developers and actors involved in the first place, starting primarily from formulated social, economical and 
cultural claims with a spatial reflexion or one that starts from characteristics of socio-physical space such as 
topology or existing land uses looking towards future social, functional and ecological needs?  
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ABSTRACT: It did not take long for Chinese cities to embrace the fashion of culture-led urban regeneration. 
Forerunner is Beijing 798, wherein a semi-abandoned factory was gradually turns to an artistic production 
base by spontaneous agglomeration of artists. The Shanghai municipal government showed a more 
entrepreneurial mind by announcing the Cultural Rehabilitation of Industrial Buildings plan in 2004. The 
first project initiated by the government is Shanghai Sculpture Space, which is envisaged as a role model for 
heritage rehabilitation and an incubator of creative industry. Driven by global city making, both two cities 
see culture as a key to bolster a new economy and to deal with decayed urban sites. Meanwhile, differences 
are detectable due to the various roles assigned to culture by the two cities respectively. When Beijing has 
long claimed its orthodoxy of Chinese culture, taking art production as one pillar industry; Shanghai hardly 
hides its absorptive and sometimes eclectic nature, caring more on global standard of art consumption. This 
paper attempts to analyze the differences of the two culture-led regeneration projects, the spatial outputs of 
which stem from different cultural circumstances and, respond to power relationships of a variety of actors in 
the urban regimes. 
KEYWORDS:  industrial heritage, culture-led regeneration, authentic conservation, cultural industry 

 

1  INTRODUCTION 

The era of globalization reinforced the widespread promotion of culture-led urban regeneration [1-3]. 
Culture is suggested to be the solution to all, serving not only as “a source of prosperity and 
cosmopolitanism”, and also “a means of defining a rich, shared identity and thus engenders pride of place” 
[4]. Mainly, the mission of cultural policy normally falls into hosting international hallmark events and 
constructing flagship architectures, development of cultural industrial sectors from the perspective of 
production, and strategic means of city brandings to increase profile and name recognition [3].  

Argument in favor of cultural-driven economic growth is a response to the intensification of inter-city 
competitions, for highly mobile investors, professional talents and élites and visitors by many policy-makers. 
Advocators suggest the urgent issue is to attract the Creative Class as “capitalist development today has 
moved to a distinctive phase, in which the driving force of the economy is no more technological or 
organizational, but human” [5]. To achieve this goal, it is thus imperative to forging an inclusive and rich 
multi-cultural air that is claimed to be valued by the creative class. The idea has gained prominence among 
many entrepreneurial mayors who attempt to accelerate economic growth and finally project their cities to 
higher tier in the global city hierarchy. For many, decision makers resort to local culture, tradition and history 
to produce a distinctive hybrid identity with a promise to offer a unique living or visiting experience.  

Critics mainly approaches two perspectives, the conscious and deliberate manipulation of culture and 
tradition in the simplistic and stereotyped hard-branding [2], and the social consequence of creative policy 
[6]. Many scholars doubt the motivation behind the rush to commodification and exploitation of culture and 
history, after many culture-led urban regeneration projects might merely “begin with poetry and ends with 
real estate” [7, cited by Evans, 2005, p959]. The promotion of a particular set of values through themed built 
environment and spectacles reflects social divide and unequal relationship [6]. The aestheticization of archaic 
buildings in the picturesque style of heritage conservation is often claimed to be a new type of space tailored 
for a creative group. Meanwhile, neglecting uncreative class is sanitized and social inequity is legitimized. 
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As Bourdieu points out, “art and culture consumption are predisposed, consciously and deliberately or not, to 
fulfill a social function of legitimating social differences” [8].  

In the wave of cultural-led urban regeneration, regional practices differ [6]. Beauregards and Haila 
commend that, actors are not “simply puppets dancing to the tune of socioeconomic and political logics but 
rather relatively autonomous agents” [9]. Cities are governed by regimes, as put by Stone [10], an internal 
coalition of socioeconomic forces pulls the strings in the urban regime. These influential actors with direct 
access to institutional resources hold a significant impact on urban policymaking and management, and this 
often results in the urban landscape’s contingent spatial transformation. The spatial outcomes of development 
and policy spawn continuing social and material consequences infused with the coalition’s vested interests. 
The power relationships among different agents within a governing regime vary and are usually dynamic. In 
this light, the transformation of urban landscapes needs to be explored from the internal structure of 
socioeconomic actors and their negotiations in the process.  

Now, culture-led urban regeneration spreads beyond the original circle of advanced cities in North 
America and Europe [3, 5]. It did not take long for the two Chinese megacities of Beijing and Shanghai to 
embrace the fashion. Forerunner is Beijing 798, where former semi-abandoned factory compound started its 
transformation when lecturers form the Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) reused one plant as temporary 
classrooms. The process never runs smoothly as this zone is planned as high-tech industrial zone according 
to the comprehensive plan. During the past years, artists petitioned for preserving the factory, claiming that 
the preservation is significant in conserving historical buildings and sustaining the only and largest ‘artists’ 
village’. The cultural group in Shanghai is comparatively lucky as the municipal government promptly 
announced the plan of cultural rehabilitation of industrial buildings in 2004. Within 4 years, around 80 
dilapidated industrial sites have been converted to cultural infrastructures. The first project initiated by the 
government is Shanghai Sculpture Space, which is envisaged as a role model for heritage rehabilitation and 
an incubator of creative industry.  

It is interesting to see both two cities deploy culture as a key to bolster economic growth and to deal 
with decayed urban sites, during which each selectively learns from the other. Outputs in these two cities 
look familiar physically. Meanwhile, differences are detectable due to the various natures and meanings of 
culture recognized and therefore different roles of culture assigned by the two cities respectively. In a very 
concise sense, the key difference may lie in the different attitudes towards culture and marketization. When 
Beijing has long claimed its orthodoxy in representing Chinese culture, always attempting to keep its status 
as a source of cultural products, with a vision to project Chinese culture to the world market; Shanghai 
hardly hides its absorptive and sometimes eclectic nature, caring more on economic restructuring through 
inviting influx of investments, firms and international élites with a global standard. By comparing two 
representative cases in the two cities, this paper attempts to analyze the spatial outputs by putting them back 
into their cultural circumstances and dynamic relationships of a variety of actors in the urban regimes, which, 
again, function in respective urban culture whilst also influence the urban culture in return. 

2     BEIJING’S CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT: UNDERGROUND CULTUR E AND URBAN 
SPACE 

2.1 The rise of underground culture   
In 1271, the most prominent and arguably the most influential emperor Kublai Khan selected Beijing to 

be the capital of his empire. Since then, this city has retained its status as the political center of China 
through all the dynasties that followed. As capital, Beijing’s position in the hierarchical administrative 
system makes it the center of cultural institutions at the top tier [11]. This is also the place where intellectuals 
who wanted to become officials must come to attend the final stage of the imperial examination system 
(keju). The old education system was challenged by the Late Qing Reform movement, but to start another era 
of setting up universities in this capital. The first university in China, the Peking University was also then the 
highest administrative institution in education [12]. 10 years later, the Imperial Government set up the 
Tsinghua Imperial College (later changed to Tsinghua University). After 1949, more state-level universities 
were set up to uphold education in a wide variety of disciplines, such as the Central Academy of Fine Arts, 
China University of Geosciences, Central University of Finance and Economics, and so on. It is thus natural 
to see congregation of renowned scholars in Beijing along with the forming of cluster of top universities, 
cultural authorities and institutions at the highest tier. Although the keju exam was abolished a long time ago, 
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Beijing has kept its charm as a magnet for talents, intellectuals, and artists of all kinds. There is a huge 
cultural community whose members struggled to make their dreams come true. These individuals constitute 
a social group known as Beipiao (literally, people floating in Beijing) who come to the city from all places 
hoping to have their talents discovered and recognized by authorized institutions or individuals, and 
consequently to have a promising future.  

As a capital, it is not surprising then the culture of Beijing has always been stamped with orthodoxy, 
classicism, high culture, solemnity, aristocratism, authoritativeness, and bureaucracy for the past 800 years 
[11]. The ethos of Confucianism and Chinese imperial value has penetrated into the urban landscape and 
everyday lives of the people inhabiting it. The layout of the city is planned in a hierarchical way, where 
concentric city-walls demarcate the inner zone as the location of the Forbidden City. Overall, the urban 
landscape explicitly sends out an image of order and obedience through the clear demarcation of the class of 
the spaces and the hierarchical power attached to them. The focus on ideology pulls culture away from the 
modernization of a society characterized by industrialization and commodification. Nevertheless, different 
genres emerged from the overwhelming power and influence of classic high culture. It is difficult to explain 
why Beijing, under the nose of the Central Government, has become a magnet of various off-mainstream 
culture and art. Wu [13] suggests that this may be due to multiple reasons such as the congregation of 
“universities and art schools that attract the rougher edges of Chinese culture”, coupled with the looser 
political atmosphere because the “ministries overseeing cultural activities are perhaps more preoccupied with 
running the country” [13]. Tension between art and politics became slack to a certain extent, because since 
the 1980s, a growing openness to Western contemporary art, especially avant-garde art, has become apparent. 
A series of cultural exchanges were carried out, from inviting foreign artists to exhibit their works to people 
actively exploring the Western world to study. The rise of the art market is also another factor that frees 
artists from their financial dependence on bureaucratic institutions, which keep a tight rein on the nature of 
arts. Furthermore, an intimate relationship between artists and embassy members established a platform to 
promote the Chinese contemporary art world [14]. China’s contemporary art scene soon found its popularity 
amid international arts collectors who sensed the exotic aura from socialist legacies. Contemporary art 
mushroomed but mainly in the form of underground culture. 

 
2.2  From YuanmingYuan Village to Beijing 798  

The “Artists’ Village,” a kind of artist enclave that houses artists, has gradually emerged in remote areas 
in Beijing since the early 1990s. The nickname indicates the isolated situation of the art community, both 
tangibly and intangibly. Its story can be traced back to the mid-1980s when a group of university and art 
school graduates gave up their officially assigned jobs and decided to become freelance artists. They went to 
Fuyuanmen village beside the ruins of Yuanmingyuan, and started their “bohemian” life relying merely on 
selling their paintings. Choosing Fuyuanmen Village might be partly linked to the previous artistic functions 
held around Yuanmingyuan, and this somewhat reflected the need for low-cost living essential for struggling 
painters. However, to a larger extent, it might have been its remote location that made these painters feel as if 
they have escaped from the city. This bohemian enclave was not welcomed by the government, who saw 
these artists as a group of rogues that had no stable jobs, led alternative lives, and could start riots. In 1995, 
the local government eventually “persuaded” all the artists to leave the village with the aid of the police [15].  

In the same year, the Central Academy of Fine Arts was given 200 acres of land in Huajiadi, then a 
patch of less developed suburban land northeast of Beijing, to relocate the whole campus from its original 
site in Wangfujin – the famous commercial core of Beijing. Before the new campus opened, an old factory in 
Huajiadi was used as the temporary base. However, the Department of Sculpture found the temporary base 
not proper for teaching and learning sculpture, which needed a large space with a high ceiling. The 
Department Head, Sui Jianguo, then had to search nearby for a studio. Eventually, he found an abandoned 
workshop in Factory No. 798.  

Like many state-owned factories in Chinese cities, Factory No. 798 was also close to bankruptcy at that 
time, with many nonfunctional workshops. This dilapidated factory, however, had a unique history. In the 
late 1950s, a big project called “Joint Factory No. 718” was proposed as a joint project with direct 
involvement and assistance from then East Germany in its design, construction, and production line. In 1964, 
the giant plant was divided into several factories that ran independently, namely, Factories No. 718, 798, 706, 
707, 797, 751, and the Research Institute No.11. Naming the factories by numbers in the socialist China 
indicated an ad hoc military nature of the factory or hidden links to national defense. This unique history did 
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not stop the decaying of this plant, whose employees dropped from over 10,000 at the peak time to around 
1,000. In 2000, except for Factory No. 751, the rest of the factories and research institutes were merged to 
form the Seven Star Group, with the goal of reorganizing the industrial resources for a better performance. 
While The Group worked to keep some workshops running by introducing products like the latest technical 
equipment and military industrial electronic products, it had to lease out idle workshops owing to the great 
burden that arose from its responsibility to support social welfare input for the huge community of 
employers.  

The workshop found by Sui used to be the Workshop I in Factory No.798. The building had everything 
a sculpture studio needed: vast cathedral-like space, high ceiling, and abundant and stable daylight from high 
clerestory windows along with dormers running across the whole workshop. The department thus rented two 
workshops with an area of 1,000 square meters. After years of working in this plant, Sui was so used to 
working in the large workshops that he came back again in 2000 after the new campus was opened because 
the “spaces (in the new building) were not as large as those in Factory No. 798” [16]. This time, he rented a 
place to open his personal studio. Other artists followed his move. That same year, designer Lin Jing and 
publisher Hong Huang also moved in. One year later, the number of artists occupying the workshop 
increased. There were established artists like Professors Yu Fan and Jia Difei from art schools, famous 
musician Liu Suola, and struggling contemporary artists as well. Followers who joined the bandwagon also 
included artistic organizations in different forms, ranging from art galleries like Season Gallery, to 
bookstores like “Timezone 8,” and to complexes like “Time Space,” which offers an exhibition space and a 
café. In 2003, around 30 artists and organizations set up studios or offices in the area, while 200 more were 
reported to be on the waiting list [17]. 

Just like their predecessors in the Yuanmingyuan Village, artists, mostly in the genre of contemporary 
art or avant-garde art, were frowned upon by the government. The community thus followed the tradition to 
seek places in the fringes of the city, expecting to establish an enclosed colony of their own. However, the 
artists in this era developed more mature skill in networking, not only within their own art realm but also far 
beyond. They were quite active in organizing exhibitions of all kinds. At the same time, they also showed 
their talent in managing and expanding their social networks. In 2003 alone, five exhibitions were held: the 
“Trans-border Language” in March, the “Reconstruction [of] 798” in April, “Blue Skies Exposure - 
Anti-SAS Exhibition” in May, and the “First 798 Biennale” in September together with the “Left Hand Right 
Hand.” Aside from the efforts targeting the artists and their peers, almost equal endeavors were put on social 
events targeting foreign politicians, celebrities, and royal members. From 2003 to 2004 alone, banquets, 
tours, and exchanges were offered to French Musician Jean-Michel Jarre and then French minister of Culture 
Jean-Jacques Aillagon, European Union Commissioner of Culture and Education Ms. Vivienne Reding, 
French Minister of Culture Renaud Donnedieu de Vabres, and former German Chancellor Gerhard Fritz Kurt 
Schröder. Factory No. 798 became the focus of media spotlight, and stories about it were featured in many 
influential newspapers like China Youth Daily and even the so-called party mouthpieces China Daily and 
China’s Central TV (CCTV). Eventually, news about 798 traveled abroad and appeared on overseas 
newspapers like the New York Times and South China Post in 2003 [18]. Its frequent appearances in the 
media was also a sign of the transformation of the artists themselves, from “escaping from the city” to being 
proactive, while having selective exposure to the public, particularly those with international influence.   

The instant creation of a popular art zone worried the property owner of the Seven Star Group who 
started to take action to drive out these artists or at least get them under control. Beginning June 2003, the 
Group froze the rental of new spaces and prohibited all renewals, as the compound had been planned to 
become a high-tech industrial base in 1993. Threatened by the fact that their safe haven would be demolished, 
artists petitioned repeatedly to preserve the factory, exploiting every element to make a compelling proposal. 
Half a year later, the artistic community “consigned” tenant sculptor Li Xiangqun, professor at the School of 
Fine Arts at Tsinghua University and deputy of Beijing Municipal People's Congress, to submit a bill to the 
annual congress on 14 February 2004 [19]. The bill, which called for “a re-evaluation of the area's potential 
worth as a cultural centre instead of a copied Zhongguancun electronic zone on the basis of extensive 
investigations” [20], listed the value of the compound from five perspectives, namely, scientific, historical, 
cultural, economic, and the potential impact on the forthcoming Olympic Games. The bill was approved one 
month later. Further, a special committee was set up to carry out the investigation [19]. The following month 
happened to be the time for the artist community to host the first month-long Beijing Dashanzi International 
Art Festival. Just three days before the opening ceremony, the Seven Star Group posted a public notice to 
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announce that the festival would be banned. The artists fought back quickly. They sought help from the 
Chaoyang District Government and sent out a public letter three days later. In the letter, the artists reminded 
the Seven Star Group that the forthcoming festival had been “widely known and was paid close attention to 
by global mainstream media, government, NGOs, artists, and the populace”. In this light, they further 
questioned whether the Seven Star Group was capable of “tak[ing] the responsibility for [any negative] 
international impact of their sudden measures”[18]. It was a political trick to deploy the term of 
“international impact,” which is an umbrella term commonly used by China’s bureaucratic system that works 
almost every time. As such, the festival was held smoothly.  

After several rounds of similar confrontations between the two sides, The Group eventually gave up 
after official voice was released through the report by the Beijing Municipal Tourism Bureau, who suggested 
a solution called “Cultural Tourism and Consumption Zone.” In September of the same year, the Seven Star 
Group signed a contract with Ullens Art Foundation, making the largest deal of renting out a 5,000-square 
meter space to a single tenant. This deal was interpreted as a compromise made by the property owner, who 
realized that how to treat the compound was already beyond their control. They had to accept the fact of an 
established art district and more important, the greater power possessed by the determined campaign that 
made good use of the local and international media, and of the accessibility to higher level of government 
organizations. Factory No. 798 became more and more popular; thus, people began to refer to it as 
encompassing all the six factories inside the compound.  

 
2.3  From practicality to heritage conservation with a BoBo style 

Although it is easy and fairly natural to connect artists’ actions with appreciation for industrial heritage, 
the transformation of these spaces may have been motivated by practicality. These decrepit buildings 
command a small price for such a large space, which is imperative for struggling artists needing flexible 
space in an expensive city. In his book, Huang Rui was introduced as the first person who paid serious 
attention to the visual beauty of the physical structures and also as the first person who classified them into 
the architectural genre of “Bauhaus” [19]. The whole compound was planned and designed by German 
architects in the late 1950s; Germany was where the Bauhaus architecture originated, and it was the Germans 
who popularized the Bauhaus style worldwide. The label stuck by Huang seems natural. In line with the key 
concepts of Bauhaus architecture, the design of the workshops was characterized by radically simplified 
forms, rational functionality, and the promotion of standardized forms by mass-production [21]; but these 
key concepts had already been partly developed before the founding of the Bauhaus and were widely 
adopted afterwards in Modern Architecture [22]. At the same time, it should be noted that the factory was an 
industrial complex built during the socialist era, which was depicted by the slogan “Production First, Life 
Second.” It is no wonder then that the manufacturing compound bore a certain spirit of the “forms 
follow[ing] functions” [23], but it was far from enough to make itself a representative of Bauhaus. The 
conclusion that Factory 798 is one of the few remaining Bauhaus buildings’ clusters may be a little bit hasty, 
and the motivation behind the hard branding remains questionable. 

Nevertheless, its branding as “Bauhaus Architecture” was immediately cited as truth without cautious 
challenges1. This declaration spread out via newspaper articles, personal blogs, and even the mouths of 
professionals and officials [24]. The measures and interventions conducted by these artists to renovate the 
old structures were cheered upon, frequently advocated as proof of heritage conservation. Further, the 
campaign of historic conservation was pushed further by the participation of architects and architectural 
organizations. Professors from architecture schools such as Beijing's Central Academy of Fine Arts and 
the Southern Californian Institute of Architecture proposed various development plans for the area involving 
the preservation of the buildings, even if it was not especially profitable financially. In 2006, the 3rd 
Dashanzi Art Festival set aside a session for Architectural Design involving the participation of many 
architects with global reputation.  

However, the majority of the artists were greenhorns when it came to heritage conservation. The design 
plans were mainly derived from personal appreciation of history, and they aimed to personalize the space for 

                                                           

1 Architect Chang Yung Ho might be the only one who publically challenged the classification of “Bauhaus” 
in his interview by Shu Kenwen 24. Shu, K., "Factory 798" and Urban Landscapes, in Sanlian Life 
Week. 2004, Joint Publisher (China): Beijing..  



 
 

880  

concise distinction. Constrained by their economic capability, most artists did more reduction than addition. 
In other words, their frequent way of renovation was nothing more than garbage clearance and division of 
interior space to demarcate living and working zones [17]. Many artists collected and reused junk material 
and subsequently transformed “junk into antiques, rubbish into something rich, strange, expensive, and 
amusing”. Architect Chang Yung Ho was commissioned to design the place for Xinchao Magazine. 
Stemming from his respect for the building, Chang limited his additions to a minimum level, that is, what 
were only necessary for functionality. For some comparatively wealthier tenants, alternations were made on 
the physical structure. In 2003, artist Huang Rui designed the 798 Space Gallery that was located in the 
workshop whose multiple-arched ceilings and skylights sustained its status as the symbolic center of the 
compound. In the vast space of the 1200 m² floor, prominent Maoist slogans on the arches were preserved at 
the artists' request. Several machines that were part of the production line during the socialist era were kept, 
and a glass-fronted café was set up in the former office section at the end of the galley, adding an air of 
hybrid and ironic “Mao kitsch” [25]. On the same day of the opening ceremony, the two artists initiated the 
“Reconstruction [of] 798” involving all the artistic studios in the compound. The previous concern on the 
functionality of space gradually shifted to rhetoric and aesthetic aspiration of the built environment. 

    
 Figure 2  Interior space of Time Space 

Time moved on, and the advocacy of historical conservation gradually shifted to another fancy action of 
forming a BoBo (Bourgeois-Bohemian) community [26]. Artists were no longer underclass or proletariats. 
Artist Zhao Bandi, who was called the Starving Zhao because of short of food, purchased the first Alfa 
Romeo convertible in Beijing. Some resident artists became comparatively more affluent than the other 
struggling ones were. The former somewhat criticizes the latter, despising their commercial manner driven 
by the desire to copy the success of the former. The charm of these industrial facilities became more 
grounded in their deviation and distance from the present. Through the eyes of BoBo artists, the swooping 
arcs and soaring chimneys had an uplifting effect, a kind of post-industrial chic. Nonetheless, the resulting 
space married aesthetics with functionality, housing such works of art as avant-garde sculptures and 
paintings. Lending more charm to the place were randomly placed pieces that were both finished and 
unfinished, and the walls, floors, and doorways served as canvases for graffiti. Its renovation work was 
commissioned to professional architects, who regarded the endeavor involving such alternative concepts as 
experimental, playing with different shapes and materials that extremely contrasted with one another visually. 
Expensive materials were introduced, from structural glass curtain walls to aluminum surfaces.  

3   SHANGHAI’S CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT: COMMERCE, COSMOP OLITAN AND URBAN SPACE  

3.1  A review of culture and derivatives in Shanghai 

In comparison, Shanghai is a metropolis whose urbanization process was accompanied by 
commercialization and a fusion of a wide variety of forces and population segments. Before the signing of 
the Nanking Treaty in 1842, Shanghai was merely a remote county. After the county was opened as a free 
trading port, the colonial powers sent their representatives to grab tangible roots of this land through joint 
authorities and establishment of foreign concessions. The Western market mechanism was applied to this 
new colonial city, and the logic of capital accumulation was burgeoning. During the early period, the 
comparatively loose governance and the emphasis on free trading and marketing developed this place into a 
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“wonderland for adventurers”, as well as a home for all races. The city soon earned its reputation as a 
paradise for immigrants: the pioneer group was mainly composed of merchants who were later joined by 
former farmers coming to seek jobs and new lives in the instantly modernizing city; colonialists made up 
another major force that intruded the land, including foreign diplomatic officials, entrepreneurs, and 
merchants.  

The semi-feudal and semi-colonial characteristic of that time played an important role in forming the 
so-called “Haipai” culture (literally sea-culture or Shanghai School), which roughly outlined the fusion of 
Western and Eastern cultures, as well as a joint culture of varying domestic traditions [13]. Continuous 
absorption of, and prompt adaption to, the market demands were the second character of the sea culture in 
this market-driven city. For instance, novelists often produced romantic love stories to meet the demands of 
the readers, and magazines released photos of charming movie stars on the cover page to attract the potential 
buyers [27]. These commerce-oriented characteristics were evident in the urban landscape of Shanghai as 
well. Showing the face of a modern Shanghai, art deco buildings in monumental dimensions were 
constructed along the Bund, where foreign commercial ships would enter and have their first sight of the city 
along the Huangpu River; industrial facilities were clustered along the Suzhou Creek, the back lane 
functioning as the main transport corridor for raw materials, products, and immigrant labor from the 
hinterland. Commercial streets with modern department stores stretched from the Bund towards the west and 
constituted the main fabric of the foreign concessions. Filling the blocks in-between were the Lilong House 
(shikumen) that evolved from a Chinese traditional courtyard house to an efficient form of residential real 
estate development. Pragmatism penetrated the spatial layout of the city as well as the building design.   

3.2  The story of Shanghai: from Suzhou Creek to Red Town 
The mid-1990s witness a series of spontaneous rehabilitations of dilapidated production facilities and 

warehouses in Shanghai. One of the pioneers is Taiwanese Architect Teng Kun-Yen who rented a warehouse 
at the south bank of Suzhou Creek and refurbished it as his studio in 1998 [28]. Teng’ attempt seems to be 
resonated by UNESCO, which gave him an award for demonstrating what an individual can do by recycling 
a building for new uses. Following Teng’s case, similar cases sprouted, albeit inadvertently, such as 
Tianzifang and M50.  

It is also the same period when conservationists who have been long struggled for legislation on 
conservation finally see fruition. Despite this achievement, which in their eyes remained merely paperwork, 
conservationists held admiration for the artists’ concrete works and resulting influence. The popularity of 
these spaces provided hope to conservationists who had long lobbied for legislation on conservation. Ruan 
Yishan, another leading scholar in conservation of historical cities in Tongji University, set up a center 
entitled “National Research Center of Historic Cities”. His team is an active player in the battle against the 
demolition of M50, benefited from his connection with officials at both the local and central levels, 
intentional individuals and authorities like UNESCO; and more importantly, his smart deployments of these 
connections to provoke public attention through a wide variety of channels, from academic conferences, 
meetings with senior officials and party members, workshops with artists and communities, to publishing 
newspaper articles and books (interview with professors in his team, 2009). Knowledge is power, 
conservationists’ high profile actions demonstrates it by transferring the piecemeal reuses of archaic 
industrial buildings to a heritage crusade.  

The mushrooming of cultural rehabilitation of industrial buildings also caught the attention of the 
municipal government, who detects the economic potential. After ‘closing, terminating production in, 
merging or transforming’ polluting enterprises in inner city in the 1990s [29], the municipal government was 
burdened by the slowly decaying mammoth structures. The reuse of abandoned plants and warehouses 
sparked a host of possibilities. Not satisfied with the discrete effect, the government pondered ways to 
generate employment and higher gross domestic product [30]. To achieve this goal, the Shanghai Municipal 
Economic and Information Technology Committee (SHEITC) proposed the creation of the Creative 
Industrial Agglomeration Area, a zone which restores and reuses industrial legacies to accommodate 
creativity-based firms [31]. To facilitate the project’s promotion at the city level, the Shanghai Creative 
Industry Center, a semi-governmental organization, was established in 2004. Further, the Three Unchanging 
Principles were proposed [31] to iron out legislative hurdles. Under the principle, the rehabilitation of 
nonfunctional production and warehouse facility may be conducted if “ownership of Land Use Right,” “the 
major structure of the building,” and “nature of the land use” remained unchanged [31].  
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The term of ‘industrial heritage’ spread like wildfire, oft-quoted by both politicians and the media. It 
likewise shone the spotlight on the creative industry. In 2004, the plan for the Shanghai Sculpture Space was 
put on the table. It was an offshoot of the Shanghai Municipal Planning Bureau’s urban sculptural 
development promotion for Expo 2010, which was based on the Master Plan for Urban Sculpture approved 
in the same year [32]. The idea of building a Shanghai Sculpture Space by renovating a non-functional 
industrial building thus emerged, as the bureau is tasked to manage the heritage buildings and sites. Through 
creative salvaging of old industrial structures, the government aimed for the site and neighboring areas’ 
transformation into “a public art center with the most dynamics” in the urban area. For the project, the 
former cold rolling workshop in the No. 10 Steel Factory was chosen for its accessibility. The compound, 
established in 1956 as a branch of the Shanghai Steel Company, was situated in the eastern part of 
Changning District, occupying a sprawling portion of the downtown area on West Huaihai Road. The site 
was in close proximity to such establishments as the Hongqiao Economic and Technical Development Zone 
and the Xujiahui business and commercial center. It was likewise adjacent to the Xinhua Road Historical and 
Cultural Heritage Area. The plant was abandoned following the company’s restructuring in 1989. 

Tender was called shortly in September 2004. After nine months’ evaluations and modifications, Dingjie 
Investment Ltd bested nine aspiring developers. Interviews with a Municipal Planning Bureau official 
(interview, 2008) and company chief executive Mr. Zheng (interview, 2008, 2009) revealed varying reasons 
for the winning bid. While the official attributed it to the developer’s eagerness to embark on heritage 
conservation, Zheng credited the success to financial resources. For example, other bidders such as Shanghai 
Grand Theater and Shanghai Art Museum were ruled out because these state-owned enterprises relied on 
government funding. Among the private developers, Zheng’s firm boasted of readily available capital 
resources. Further, the developer was backed by experience in heritage renovation projects and the CEO’s 
personal background in stage design. Zheng taught at two universities before moving to Hong Kong, where 
he shifted to the Department of Investment at The Xinhua News’ Hong Kong branch. Prior to the Red Town 
project, he was involved in a series of conservation projects such as Sinan Garden on Mid Huaihai Road, 
Meiquan Villa inside the Xinhua Road Historical and Cultural Zone, and the municipal historic building No. 
201 on Anfu Road. In November 2005, the Shanghai Sculpture Space (Zones A and B on the master plan) 
was completed and opened to the public. Later on, the company won the contract to renovate further all the 
buildings left in the compound to develop a relatively private project, which is known as the Shanghai Red 
Town International Cultural and Business Community (Zones C to H). The team, constituted by Dingjie 
Investment Co. Ltd., Shanghai Realize Consulting Co. Ltd., W & R Group and some other assisting institutes, 
formally changed the company name to Red Town Property Management Co. Ltd in 2006.  

 

    

Figure 3  (Left): The master plan of the project [source: 33, 34]  
Figure 4  (middle): A view from the corridor;  
Figure 5 (right): Most weight was accorded to those that collectively forge an atmosphere of the past 

like an aged industrial structure that has experienced a series of ongoing movements, including attrition and 
decay. 

3.3    Playing the Cards of Industrial Past in the Era of Deindustrialization 
Prior to rehabilitation, the building structure in question must first be established as an industrial 

heritage. The fact that the building is not considered a historical site [35] renders the approach of historical 



 
 

883  

value or architectural value difficult. The project then resorted to social value, a spotlight in media nowadays. 
Advocates argue that industrial legacies form an honest reflection of the way a community lives and grows. 
This comment certainly makes sense, but, it is not welcomed by the developer.  The community, if referred 
to the physical labors who used to working in the factory, has been laid off and left this compound in 1989 
when the factory was closed. Instead of adding merit, such a history might taint the rehabilitation project’s 
image and rouse social concern. The final solution is then a link made to the steel industry sector, which is 
emphasized as the main revenue generator in the socialist period. In effect, the Red Town project’s Web site 
waxed poetic in depicting the “red” era, marked by red-hot flames on the stove glowing in the faces of 
stout-hearted workers. The buildings thus were depicted as a vessel of a glorious era. Working within the 
frame of value-centered conservation lends freedom in restoring an industrial building, with no strict rules 
for physical design. Nevertheless, the renovation of the cold rolling workshop demonstrates professional 
ways to treat a historical building but further, may goes to unnecessary excess. For most parts, preservation 
and restoration are deployed for architectural fabric, particularly the attrition and decay. On the other hand, 
eclectic attitude is evident when one looks at the renovation of the space. The giant interior space of the plant, 
which may bear the ethos of muscular industrialization and the efficiency of the utilitarianism of mass 
production, was altered boldly and roughly.  

In the case of cold rolling workshop, treatment of the building’s fabric was professionally accomplished, 
owing to the experience of both designer and builder. Typical elements that distinguish industrial buildings 
from others are identified and conserved: from the big steel truss and the light pitched roof above, to pillars 
with concrete brackets to support the moving vehicle for manufacturing process. Original components and 
materials are preserved without effort to make them tide and neat. However, the attention on the authentic 
texture seems exceeding its value. Almost all materials are left in a way that they show their surfaces and 
textures as they were. The rough surfaces of concrete pillars are left nude; many dirty patches on side walls 
are not cleaned; the rots on steel trusses are not polished; the brick walls, which used to be covered by paint, 
were scrubbed to reveal the texture of red brick inside. The employment of preservation of these fabrics, as 
argued by the author, is to forge a distinctive visual impact of ‘the past’. It is not the scientific or architectural 
beauty of these structural components that is respected; rather, it is the characteristic of dilapidation, 
agedness, and decay that are appreciated. The estimation given to traces left by time even spreads to cover 
many small installations: for instance, rotten steel nails on the concrete pillar are left untouched, 
non-functional electrical appliances installed on the truss remain, and other similar situations.  

Meanwhile, the cautious attention on authenticity fades when it comes to the interior spatial 
organization.  A large internal space with a long-span steel truss supporting the light roof is one dominant 
feature of manufacturing plants, which may be the primary base to support the ethos of the industrial 
architecture and its “muscular modernism,” “glorified in the efficiency of utilitarianism of mass production” 
[36]. This is also the case for the cold rolling workshop in No.10 Steel Plant, which used to be a giant space 
180 meters in length, 35 meters in width, and 15 meters in height before drastic alterations were made [34]. 
This huge plant was divided into two parts, Zone A was designed to keep the original interior spatial 
structure, and zone B is being divided further to sub-levels. A series of rectangular shaped concrete boxes are 
constructed along the long axis of the workshop right in the middle, dividing the whole space into three 
subzones horizontally. The monster-like addition that dominates the interior space was reserved for office use 
whilst the corridor and pocket spaces are left for sculptures. As it is, only small sculptures can be 
accommodated by these small, discrete, and mostly dim and negative spaces, where artificial lighting is 
necessary. The re-organization of the space is more like inserting a box which offers ordinary office-scale 
spaces into the so-called ‘inspiring’ large industrial space, leaving the latter serving as a decorative canopy or 
man-made landscape for the former.  

Upon the complement of the construction work, spaces for creative industry were about to put into the 
market. The Red Town Company launched a branding campaign to attract the intended market. For this 
purpose, the company leveraged print media by publishing its own magazine called “Red Town” and 
arranging interviews with newspapers. A website was also established to introduce the place from all 
perspectives, highlighting its history and its function as a center of art. Obviously, the difference between 
Red Town and Shanghai Sculpture Space is blurred in both the magazine and the website, wherein Red Town 
is described to be the overall development, within which Shanghai Sculpture Space is merely one phase. The 
articles focused on how Shanghai had joined the global trend in industrial building rehabilitation, joining the 
ranks of such icons as the Tate Modern in London, Musée d’Orsay in Paris, and the Massachusetts Museum 
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of Contemporary Art. Such projects, which involved the conversion of old industrial buildings and railway 
stations into functional spaces, are globally renowned for demonstrating a sustainable way of urban 
development while preserving history. Association with the said structures infused the Red Town project with 
global flavor, strongly suggesting its adherence to international standards. In addition, the quarterly magazine 
disperses comments on culture-led rehabilitation of industrial sites to a much larger filed, such as review of 
art development, offering its readers general pictures of China’s contemporary art, biographies of artists, and 
key individuals and authorities in art auctions. The magazine also involves shots of avant-garde garments 
with models wearing weird and heavy makeup standing in the cool setting of aged and archaic production 
plant. The audience who read hard copies or online versions is delivered a variety of pragmatic knowledge of 
what is happening in the field of contemporary art and related. As expected, these media idealize the 
transformation of the former industrial site to a hub that welcomes creative class, naming it “progress and 
advancement of civilization” [37]. Fancy slogans like ‘moving back to industrial sites in the ear of 
de-industrialization’, or terms like ‘post-industrial space’ and ‘post-modern’ are introduced to the general 
public, who is educated that this is the trend of urban development and inevitably the direction of Shanghai 
[38].  

4   SOCIAL DIVIDE AND GENTRIFICAITON 

Regeneration is beyond bricks and mortar. It pertains to an area’s physical, social, and economic 
well-being [39]. If the spontaneous rehabilitation of old industrial buildings in 798 is a process wherein the 
artists’ distinctive taste “cappuccinos” the physically dilapidated structures, making the latter fancy and 
valuable in the eye of the populace, the action taken in Red Town is a inverted process, wherein decay is 
cautiously preserved and then packaged as a tailored product to meet the distinctive cultural demands of 
artists. Once the link between artists and archaic industrial buildings is underscored and legitimized, the 
resulting space becomes commercialized and, to an extent, discriminatory. The transformation of a place may 
generate economic returns, but in the process it results in gentrification and social exclusion. 

That year 2006 witnessed the formal establishment of the Beijing 798 Art Zone Administration & 
Development Office, which then took the charge of organizing cultural functions and events. In September 
2007, the festival called “In Memory of the 50th anniversary of Joint Factory 718” was kicked off. At the 
same time, international big names were also welcomed despite their commercial nature. The opening 
ceremony for the “Nike 706 Space” that featured the “25th Anniversary of Nike Air Force” was held on 5 
January 2007. Two days later, BMW Concessionaires Ltd. displayed four models in their Art Car Collection 
in 798 at the same site where five artworks on the “Automatic Transmission (Auto) in Aesthetic” were 
displayed. In July 2008, Hong Kong’s biggest IT fashion group initiated a show for “Comme des Garçons”, 
the off-beat but established fashion label by Rei Kawakubo.  

Thousands of tourists are lured in every day, and the total number reached 1.5 million in 2007 alone. On 
798’s Open Day for the Olympic Games, Chen Gang, general secretary of the Chaoyang District 
Government, introduced his slogan “Beijing - The Great Wall, Peking Duck, and 798!” [40]. The tide of 
tourists hardly shows signs of ebbing. The number of visits leaped to more than 10,000 per day during the 
Olympic Games, including many important personalities. Security guards working in 798 proudly claimed, 
“I met three presidents in one single day” [41]. On the contrary, artists started a different wave of retreat. As 
early as 2004, the very pioneer Sui Jianguo removed his studio from 798. Three years later, the other leading 
personality, Huang Rui, left as well. By March 2009, the number of artists among the pioneer group was 
lower than 30. Aside from the complaint that the district became “more about a show rather than serious art,” 
another fundamental factor that drove the artists out was the rise in rent, which ranged from 2 to 7 RMB per 
sq.meters per day, more than doubled that in 2002. The frequent interruptions by increasing amount of 
tourists are complained as annoying. Artists, who used to actively seek public attention during the battle 
against demolishment, now see it a burden. After all, there was a part for private life and a part for private 
working place in the semi-opened SOHO model. Tourists usually took for granted that every room there was 
open for visits. Thus, the artists opted to shut their doors and turn their backs on the public again.  
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Figure 6  commercialization in Beijing 798(left: A café house at 798, upper right: Nike Space at 798, 
lower right: BMW show at 798)  

In the case of Red Town, the renovated space does not offer an appropriate spatial setting for artists, and 
it is not designed to do so. In fact, the project targets at building an up-market of office stocks, together with 
the so-called associated spaces of wine-and-dine and retail-and-entertainment. Before the implementation of 
Phase 1, Redtown Company has already foreseen a promising future, with office space rent at Zones B and C 
pegged at 6.8 RMB per m2 per day, even higher than the average rent of Shanghai’s class-A office towers, 
which was pegged at 6.73 RMB per m2 per day [42]. Zone A, a large exhibit hall, is offered for a fee 
commensurate to its “distinctiveness.” Zone A may be rented for 10,000 RMB per day, with a minimum 
period of 15 days. Functions may be staged for 120,000 RMB on the day of the function and an additional 20 
RMB per m2 per day for ingress and egress. Collectively, these firms belong to the very loosely defined 
creative industry, including architectural design, information technology, education, mass broadcasting, and 
advertisement, among others, who are mostly established in the industry but desperately need an identity to 
join the so-called reactive industry. Electrolux, a company producing electric appliances, is a tenant as well. 
Another character of intended targets is that most of them are local branches of Multi-national Companies. 
Tenants include Singaporean firm Amoeba Digital Technology Co. Ltd., Italian brand Leissie, and 
Spanish-operated Art in Capital, as well as those belonging to the category of cultural consumption such as 
art galleries, bookstores, and tutorial schools. The plant serves as venue for the “annual release of 
international brands” such as automotive giants BMW and Porsche, and hosts such events as the 
“Anniversary of Omega,” “Celebration of Swarovski,” and “Chivas Milan Fashion Party”. With its motley 
attractions and high-profile tenants and visitors, Red Town is naturally a place for entertainment where 
people can wine and dine. In fact, it is advocated to be reminiscent of Moulin Rouge, which in the 1820s 
served as a gathering place for Europe’s impressionists. Following the logic, Red Town is likewise depicted 
as a salon to exude a casual atmosphere to encourage gathering of artists.  Red Town thus features a 
culinary ensemble ranging from Hong Kong-based nightclubs such as CICI Club and Children’s Club to 
Swedish Fan Town, to French restaurant BECA.  

The influx of established creative firms guaranteed a steady revenue stream, and “[their] taking over the 
space after the rehabilitation work”, as phrased in the Red Town magazine, “might provide a vivid testimony 
of the continuing evolution of urbanization, from industrialization to deindustrialization” [34]. However, 
such advancement in civilization distracts the public from the occurrence of social displacement. History and 
memory are romanticized and sanitized, and the concept of art and artists is redefined. The irony is that while 
the project was initially based on artists’ space consumption, these artists themselves – particularly the 
struggling ones – were not truly welcome in the new creative community. The project, which might be an 
application of Florida’s thesis on how to forge an air that is attractive to the Creative Class, reveals itself the 
consequence of social divide and social exclusion. Not only the whole society is divided into creative group 
and non-creative group, the category of creative class is further divided by the market, that is, those who 
industrializes creativity and make it profitable through massive consumption, and those who are not yet.  
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ABSTRACT:  

The evolutionary Mat-building, which is labeled Neo-Mat-building in this article, will present a very 
literal mat-like appearance in the field of both architecture and urbanism. The model of Neo-Mat is 
conceived as the integration of Nodes, Connections and Borders, interweaving the system of 
Neo-Mat-building. It would be rather like an urbanized unity concerning different scales, complexities and 
associations in terms of infrastructure, function-mixer in the field condition with the dynamitic, plastic and 
changeable structure, than the individual building. Moreover, time is becoming the pivotal parameter for the 
rejuvenescence of Mat that, to some extend, Neo-Mat-building which is beyond architecture could be 
conceived as an in-between form of reality in favor of the space, form and human everyday life in the 
dimension of time. Upon this research, Yokohama Port Terminal by FOA and paradigm of SpaceFighter from 
MVRDV will elucidate the influence on the realm of Neo-Mat. 
KEYWORDS: Neo-Mat-building, linkage, function-mixer, infrastructure, time

 
From the practice in Team 10 to various architectural and urban performances nowadays, the concept of 

Mat-building not only enlightened the work of 1960’s, but also indicates an important aspect of legacy for 
contemporary urbanism nowadays. In the discourse of Mat-building, it seemed never be able to liberate itself 
from the constraints of structuralism in the last century, such as repetitive units, horizontal aggregation, less 
complexity and so on. Encountering the development of urbanism nowadays, the evolution of Mat-building 
is endowed with a new association between urbanism and architecture in different perspectives, and makes 
the border between architecture and urbanism become blurring. On this occasion, it is proved that different 
eras would entail the same concept different meanings. The liberation of Mat-building, which is labeled 
Neo-Mat-building in this article, will present a new Mat-like appearance between architecture and urbanism. 

1 FROM MAT-BUILDING TO NEO-MAT-BUILDING 

“Mat-building can be said to epitomize the anonymous collectives; (…)based on interconnection, 
close-knit patterns of association, and possibility for growth, diminution, and change.”1 In articulating the 
idiosyncrasy of Mat-building, it is refreshing to reread Alison Smithson’s article How to Recognize and Read 
Mat-Building (1947). Introduced by Alison Smithson, Mat-building provided an individual freedom of 
movement through the city by weaving close-knit patterns of association between objects in a dense internal 
language of circulation. It was conceived as a generator for individuals graining new freedoms of action 
through a new order. As an attitude in architectural and urban design, Mat-building became visible for the 
first time with the actualization of Berlin Free University (Fig.1) (1963, by Candilis-Josic-Woods) and the 
Municipal Orphanage in Amsterdam (1960, by Aldo van Eyck). In the discourse of Mat-building, The 
Smithsons and their fellow Team 10 members abandoned the model of city as a compilation of individual 
buildings, and replaced it with the ideas such as ‘stem’, ‘cluster’ and so on, to consolidate the connotation of 
Mat-building.  

The conception of the city from stem to cluster to mat had been addressed by Team 10 to delineate the 
architectural and urban systems as the assemblages of totality, in which way to develop the urbanized 
architecture or architectural urbanism. By now, many works proposed in different eras have been influenced 
by Mat-building in different shapes of collective, which could be interpreted in the same linage of 
                                                           
1 Smithson, Alison, “How to recognize and read MAT-BUILDING. Mainstream architecture as it developed 
towards the mat-building.” Architectural Design, No.9, 1974, pp573-590.   
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Mat-building. In the early time, Agricultural City by Kisho Kurokawa(1960) and Central Beheer Office 
Building by Herman Hertzberger (1972) were regarded as the early examples of mat-shaped and highly 
determined system with diverse functions. They were configured within the organized structure to organize 
the working cells into an open-ended unity. They not only had enriched the thesaurus of similar architectural 
precedents of workplace and collective space in general, but also uniquely represented the desires and 
aspirations of a generation. The development of Mat, La Villette Competition by Bernard Tschumi (1982), 
Nexus World Housing by OMA (1991),Yokohama Port Terminal by FOA(2002) and utopian ideogram of 
SpaceFighter by MVRDV(2007), for instance, triggered a further development of Mat-building with 
programs, forms and surfaces overlapping, and created an indeterminate, densely textured entity carrying 
invisible order by breaking the shape of cell units and the visible totality in the early epoch. It was obvious 
that after several decades, the Smithsons’ Mat seemed to be newly developed without only by imitating or 
repeating, but by extending and developing 
propositions made by other like-minded practitioners. 
Along with the process of emancipation, the old Mat 
which was legible, orthodox and static, was 
disentangled and then rewoven into a new state of flux 
and multi-layered complexity. It is designated as 
Neo-Mat-building in this article not only describing 
the current situation of urbanized architecture, but also 
inspiring the further development of network system 
between the architecture and urbanism. In what 
follows, Yokohama Port Terminal and SpaceFighter 
will be read as the simultaneous moments of Neo-Mat 
performance to illustrate the contemporary concept. 

2 THE FIELD OF NEO-MAT 

In contrast to the Team 10’s genealogy of mainstream Mat-building which is mainly generated from 
Cartesian system into a matted entity, Neo-Mat-building is rather an assemblage of aggregation, propagation 
and effects all over the place than a formal metaphor of the net-shaped mat. Field, pattern, or matrices could 
be described as an alternative to object-oriented architecture or mega-building. It contains non-physical or no 
matter points with functions, vectors and speeds interwoven. The conditions of Neo-Mat move from 
individuals to collectives, from objects to fields, and from static to dynamic. It stands in the field of neither 
architecture nor urbanism, but the boundary of in-between. The complete examination of Neo-Mat’s 
implication between architecture and urbanism would necessarily reflect the complex and dynamic behaviors 
of users and occupiers, and then speculate on new methodologies to model program and space. Thus, 
Neo-Mat-building could be conceived as an ‘in-between’ condition or a ‘third place’ which “overcome space 
and time fixations…(and) transpose insignificant singularities into meaningful complexities…” 2       

The delineation of relations between differences within the distribution and transmission of Neo-Mat 
refers to nonlinear dynamics. This formal and spatial matrix is capable of combining diverse elements while 
maintaining the identity of each, and the loose configuration and aggregation give rise to the characteristic of 
porosity and interconnectivity. Defined by rather intricate local connections, interval, and repletion than the 
overarching geometrical entities of the early Mat, Neo-Mat-building is a large system made up of geogenic 
and anthropogenic subsystems which constructs an all-encompassing multi-dimensional network with 
diverse social and physical links, and continues a push for a shift in architectural and urban design from 
static imagery to organization, temporality and transition. Beside the anti-figural, anti-representational and 
anti-monumental traits, Neo-Mat-building creates an open field where all the possible events might take 
place within an invisible scale threshold. 

Although the high density of Neo-Mat-building requires delicate interplay between variations and 
repetitions, it is no longer a mechanical and two-dimension duplication, but the extension and flow of the 
transfiguration of the same genies through multi-dimensional spatio-temporal. The massive flow of people, 
goods and information endows Neo-Mat with the trend of movement that the reciprocity alone the interaction 

                                                           
2 Moholy-Nagy, Laszlo, Vision in Motion, Chicago, Paul Theobald & Co, 1965, pp.210 

 
Figure 1. Mat-building of Berlin Free 
University(Resource: Candilis-Josic-Woods, 
Free University, Berlin ) 
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Figure 3. The interconnections within Mat-building is neighboring and 2D influence, while 
that in Neo-Mat-building is transborder and over 2D influence. The weighting of linkage in 

Neo-Mat is different due to the significance of node and borders. 

 
Figure 2. Play Brubeck by the 
Smithsons (Resource: Alison 
Smithson (1968)) 

leads to the possibilities for growth, diminution and change over time. The conventional plan or section of 
flexible Neo-Mat configurations would be replaced by the production of weaving, warping, folding, 
interlacing and knotting together. It is governed by connections and thresholds rather than by geometric 
boundaries. The ultimate objective of Neo-Mat-building is more than the total integration of building, tissue 
and landscape. It intensifies the relationship of objects between society and culture by emphasizing process 
and organization over objects. 

3 THE MODEL OF NEO-MAT 

Within the model of Neo-Mat-building, the elements 
embedded with topological transmutation could possible be 

epitomized as Nodes, Borders and Linkages，which are 
inspired by ‘Play Brubeck’ (Fig 2) by the Smithsons, to 
define an invisible and indeterminate structure of system 
(Fig 3):   

Nodes are assembling locations determined by different 
high densities of behaviors, needs and information. Typically 
the identification of nodes requires a threshold size 
requirement and a procedure for bounding nodes. The 
density of the nodes is a gauge for the quantification and 
evaluation of clustering and relations. The relative locations of 
large and small centers appear to be relatively unconstrained. 
The relations between objects and objects, or objects and 
territory can feature the different existence of different 
density.   

Borders are the spatial, temporal or organizational demarcation of the Neo-Mat system. They are also 
viewed as the perimeter of the scale of network. The degree of openness of borders is measured by 
comparing the transborder flows to internal flows, helping to determine the rate of change of the system as a 
whole and spatial pattern of change across the system. The overlapping caused by the openness of the 
borders might ultimately lead to the physical and non-physical, visible and invisible borders integrated 
together into a whole totality.  

Linkages are concerned with the relationship and usually described in terms of the connections and 
flows of behaviors, needs and information between nodes and borders calling for labyrinthine clarity3. The 
linkages between nodes are determinate and direct, while that between borders appear as the indeterminate 
and indirect interstice. These different shapes of linkages provide the means by which change at one location 
can be connected to other nodes and borders in the Neo-Mat system on different levels. The strength of a 

linkage is positively related to the size of both origin and destination nodes, as well as to the distance and 
                                                           
3 Aldo van Eyck introduced the notion of labyrinthine clarity in Team 10, described as the tendency towards 
Mat-building by the Smitsons.  
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compatibility between borders. Given the considerable mat size variations, the size distribution of intermodal 
linkages will vary and lead to the different mat matrices. Within Neo-Mat system, a fundamental integration 
is defined as the sum of all flows in a whole. Transportation and communication might help to overcome the 
friction of distance.     

Comparing to the early Mat of Berlin Free University (Fig.1, 3), the mode of Neo-Mat, such as 
Yokohama Port Terminal, elucidates a different mechanism of association. The flexible linkage web between 
individual and collective presents a non-standard and open-ended system. It is rather a 4-D network (3-D+ 
time dimension) than the 2-D connection. The mobility of space, circulation, surface, material, layers etc. 
connects the association of different concrete or abstract nodes (totality, system of circulation, function of 
terminal, spatial experience, etc.) and borders (between relatively static and dynamic, inside and outside, 
individual and collective, order and labyrinth, architecture and landscape etc.) The boundary of in-between 
becomes obscure in terms of the different scale and emphasis of focus and criteria. Sometimes, in fact, the 
assemblage of Nodes, Borders and Linkages is possibly conceived as another Node of upper level. The 
hierarchy of Neo-Mat enriches the body of Neo-mat and bridges the gaps between different levels. Besides 
the formal performance, all three elements of Neo-Mat-building are nevertheless fundamentally linked to the 
social, cultural, economic and political process and structures within where the universal association is 
embedded and enacted. The structure of Neo-Mat provides a ‘virtual’ paradigm allowing for the ideal ‘urban 
society’. Through three types of complexity: orderly, disorganized and organized complexity, SpaceFighter 
by MVRDV was conceived as the combination of individual actions generating outcomes which can be 
perceived from the perspective as a whole4. As the comments by Rem Koolhass in his work S,M,L,XL, The 
‘real’ building or the ‘real’ city no longer existed. ‘Now we are left without urbanism, only architecture, ever 
more architecture.’ 

4 NEO-MAT PERFORMANCE 

Given the matrix of nodes, Borders and Linkages, Neo-Mat-building is conceived as an agency of 
dynamic, indeterminate, and spatial matrix instead of a regular Cartesian grid, thus to depict the condition of 
future architecture and urbanism. Going beyond stylistic or formal issues, Neo-Mat-building plays the role of 
material practice dedicated to concrete proposals and realistic strategies of implementation concerned with 
the assemblage of different scales of behaviors, flow of information, and the topological transformation over 
time. It is always designated as the Function-mixer and Infrastructure in the Field condition to make a return 
to instrumentality and a move away from the representational imperative in architecture. The performance of 
functional practice organizes and transforms the aggregate of behaviors, material, energy and resources, and 
deploys an open catalog of techniques without preconceived formal ends. The aim of function-mixer is not 
an attempt at controlling or predetermining the meaning of physical material. It goes beyond the shackles of 
material to pay more attention to the effects of signifying practice on behavior and association. It not only 
expresses the form between solid and void, but also examines an innovational system of condense, transform, 
and the materialize concept. The performance of New-Mat is more concerned with the actualization of 
virtual than with the realization of the possible. Neo-Mat responds to the recurrent demands for a certain 
indeterminateness of scale and figure, for flexibility of use and for a mixture of function, in response to the 
increasing invasive character of architecture with regard to the city and the landscape. From concrete 
material to ephemeral signs, interaction becomes the essence of the neo-Mat-building either being the 
function-mixer or acting as the infrastructure by means of material practice.  

Within the new Function-mixer, the extended concept of function and the diversified methods of 
organization articulate a wholly practice of function arrangement. Instead of the conventional functional 
concept in Athens Chapter and the ‘scale of association’ by Team 10, Neo-Mat fundamentally conveys both 
concrete (work, living, transportation, recreation etc.) and abstract (perceptions, memories, temporalities, etc.) 
elements into the universal category of functions, and then constructs the network of mixer to explain the 
performance of architecture and urbanism. Neo-Mat-building is not supported to work so much to provide 
specific building on given sites, but to construct the site itself with all the functions mixed. From 
geographical occupation to spatial arrangement, from realistic to virtual, and from order to labyrinth, the mix 
of function (residential subdivisions, office parks, commercial malls, airports, skywalks, high-rise sections, 

                                                           
4 MVRDV, Emergent urbanism in SpaceFighter , the revolutionary city. pp.11 
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Figure 5. No-return diagram (Resource: Adam Rohaly,    Yokohama Port Terminal, Foreign Office 
Architects.) 

 

 
Figure 4. FOA,Yokohama Port 
Terminal, 2002  

freeways, etc,) need to be contemplated in terms of juxtaposition and interaction of sociological, ecological, 
economical and spatial factors, which are akin to the nodes of 
Neo-Mat, and interlinked by means of weighting consideration. 
In order to explore the latent order and hidden structure of 
network, Neo-Mat-building acts as a linkage machine, 
interweaving the characteristics of flow, ambiguity, 
multi-overlapped, and changes within a non-standard system. 
The scale and significance of Nodes in this machine articulates 
the functional weighting via the reorganization of density and 
connection in-between, and generates the new mix-functional 
concept between objective and subjective.  

Acting as a function-mixer, Yokohama Port Terminal 
attempts to refocus the life of city within the space of intense 
movement in a dynamic-oriented perspective, and casts the 
spaces of unimpeded flow as liberating and productive functions 
for experiencing the space. The space shaped by circulation 
entailed a ‘no-return diagram’ (Fig.4.5) creates a ‘field of 
movement with no structural orientation.’ The linkage of 
mobility weaves the seamless surface interaction from inside to 
outside and provides a function-mixer dominated by the flow of 
people, cars, ships, and information. The fast and slow functions 
are filtered in relation to the transport machine and 

simultaneously arranged together within a whole totality. In the similar manner, the SpaceFighter provides an 
alternative as a system focusing on production of region (Fig 6.7). Due to the ever-increasing speed of 
change and complexity in both local field and global level, feedback loops of information from the 
environment (nature and artificial) are transformed into the data of ‘emergent urbanism’ in favor of the 
‘shrinking of world’ and ‘blurring of boundaries’. The data of functions interconnected in this device are 
encouraged to move from static to progressive matrix, and collected to model the complexity of urbanism by 
means of rapid adaption, mutation and exploitation. Dynamic interaction of parts, participant actors and 
relations in-between would be felt at various hierarchical levels. The ability of enabling municipalities, 
inhabitant groups and planners to compose an optimized and mixed region would be predicted in this device.  

Beyond the function of system, Neo-Mat aims to produce effects outside itself and describe an active 
program, which is opposed to the ‘representative’ architecture, to represent urban chaos, deconstruction, 
cybernetics, biology, consumerism, and dematerialization of the world. The role of architect is dissipated to 
become the information collector for vast documents of abstraction- “building and tax codes, market 
projections and interest rates, ordinances and zoning laws, actuarial tables and demographic statistics”- 
leading to the metropolis as the site for a collective architecture, while viewing the city through the lens of 
infrastructure. As the Smithsons proposed in Team 10 primer, ‘the time has come to approach architecture 
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Figure 6. SpaceFighter, city function 
and scale in block  (Resource: 
Spacefighter, pp280) 

 
Figure 7. SpaceFighter, social 
groups interacting in many ways 
(Resource: Spacefighter, pp237) 

urbanistically and urbanism architecturally.’5 The discussion between architecture and urbanism by Team 
10 casts light on the Neo-Mat-building by the appropriation of an 
infrastructural strategy. Opposite to the vision of Constant’s New 
Babylon, an interconnected level floating above the earth, and 
Friedman’s super-construction above Paris, Neo-Mat moves 
away from individual expression toward collective enunciation 
by the fixing of service, access and structure (bottom-up) 
paralleling with the establishment rules and codes (top-down). 
The integration of bottom-up and top-down strategies might be 
helpful for the interconnection between the existence and the new 
intervention. Neo-Mat acts as the infrastructure accommodating 
local contingency while maintaining overall continuity. The 
particular condition is given by both site and designers 
pragmatically to specify what must be fixed and what is subject 

to change. The dynamitic system is capable of organizing and 
managing complex systems of flow, movement and exchange, 
that free space for the further unanticipated development would 
be occupied and left over and over between the solid and void. 
The changes of scale and association tend to produce the field 
condition of infrastructure in respond to incremental adjustments 
and changing environmental condition. The appropriation of 
infrastructural strategies for Neo-Mat attempts to catalyze the 
transformation toward social, cultural, ecological and artistic 
ends, and the overlapping networks of Neo-Mat could be 
perceived as social, cultural or landscape infrastructure in 
different perspectives. The long-term implementation depending 
on short-term initiatives might be responsive and allowing for the 
defined or undefined open-ended performance within Neo-Mat system.   

As to the infrastructural characteristic of Yokohama Port Terminal, the concerning of flow constructs a 
dynamic structure in terms of mobility, landscape and social potential. A flow Neo-Mat posits 
reconsideration of intensity, flexibility, diversity and fluctuation of usage within the sites and their relations 
to wider networks of activity. The program was given a network-bound rather than site-bound reading. It 
aimed to replace the formal exploration with a process of spatial optimization driven by various performance 
criteria. FOA’s approach deliberately avoided articulate forms for its effects on usage and flow, and 
elucidated that: ‘our preference would be not to be place signage in a building, but to let the space index the 
uses and explain its organization; let the space contain and explain its internal codes rather than indexing it. 
Or either make the space so neutral that inscription is absolutely necessary in order to use the space, and it 
becomes part of material, like in a ship or in a place, like in a highway. ’ 6 In discourse of infrastructure, 
there was a tension in this flow-Mat, that the connection between flow and form suggested another material 
practice and opened up the questions about normalizing the potential of the interstitial towards 
self-programming. Moreover, by squeezing everything into one form of data or another, SpaceFighter made 
world became smaller and more within our grasp. The complexity of system was allowed for and simplified 
into the practice of design. In response to modern’s life complexity, a balance between stifling order and 
destructive chaos was achieved by building connections and detachments between parts of system. 
Comparing to Yokohama Port Terminal which was mainly concerned with a city infrastructure, SpaceFighter 
was even more conceived as a cultural and societal infrastructure dealing with the contemporary culture and 
always projecting problems and possible solutions into present and distant future.  

5  TIME BASED NEO-MAT-BUILDING 

                                                           
5 Team 10 Primer, edited by Alison Smithson, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1968, pp.73 
6 Foreign Office Architect (FOA), (2002) The Yokohama project, Barcelona.  
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Figure 8. the interconnection within time 
based Neo-Mat 

In Matter and Memory (1911), Henri Bergson introduced that time is intertwined with an experience of 
being where past, present and future merge, and only can be understood in relation to a process or a 
phenomenon. Neo-Mat-building thus liberates from the embrace of the present and experiences the slow, 
healing flow of time to convey the history of the body’s encounter with the outside world through their 
different materiality, surfaces and articulations of linkages. Time based Neo-Mat is the instrument and a 
museum of time, which enable us to see the history, understand the present, and participate in time cycles 
surpassing individual life in virtual future on several levels: Firstly, experiencing the time is akin to 
experiencing the space, and vice verse. Secondly, the structure of Neo-Mat (long-term instrument) is stable 
and engaged with the constant change of function (short-term factors). Thirdly, interaction between borders 
and nodes visualizes the abstract time via ephemeral 
moment.   

David Harvey stated that a ‘space-time 
compression’ in new real and virtual networks 
increases the pace of mobility, diminishing our 
perception of distance while enhancing our 
experience.7 The simultaneity of process is brought 
up between living body and the things that happen, 
and experiences the duration of time in the process of 
spatial experience. To create and experience the 
continuity of time, Yokohama’s Neo-Mat is supported 
by the continuous spatial flowing and folds through 
time. The direct and indirect linkage in-between 
(waiting and playing, inside and outside, local and 
foreigner etc.) creates an infinite variety of ambience, 
which will be regularly and consciously changed by constant movement. The borders in this Neo-Mat are 
blurred with the passage of time, while the linkage becomes stronger over time. The fusion of space and time 
makes the space perceived by the body moving through experience, and creates entity from inside out. The 
difference between the objectivity and subjectivity of time, which is argued by Bergson in Matter and 
Memory seems to be balanced in this entity through the spatial flow. What pertains to mind, the abstract 
action, is as important as what pertains to the body, the concrete experience in the matrix of Neo-Mat. The 
complexity of contemporary city is understood by designers to commit an intervention as chaos, randomness 
and indeterminacy through the duration of experiencing.    

In representing function-mixer and diversified infrastructure, the changeable and mixed functions 
(short-term) within Neo-Mat are ephemeral relative to structure (long-term). Nevertheless, the structure in 
Neo-Mat is not eternal. To what extend Changing functions within fixed structure is applicable to people 
would determine the configuration of Neo-Mat towards different structural systems. The change of function 
leads to the transformation of interconnection, and then brings up the simultaneous alternation of structure. 
The non-synchronous and mutual influence between modes, borders and linkages (Fig.8) ultimately gives 
rise to the topological transformation of structure, in which the ephemeral objects (changeable function and 
spatial experience etc.) are built as a permanent entity. The contemporary interpretation of space and time in 
connection with mixing functions in Yokohama Port Terminal put the approaches of perceptions, occupation 
and appropriation into realization by means of some fundamental trajectories such as spirals, intertwinements, 
curls or sparkles. The functions of terminal are interwoven by the spirit of flow, which passes through system 
from inside to outside instantly. The relationship with this gene as fundamental information would be 
interesting and capable of provoking complex interactions from present to future by the users. Configuration 
of flow permits a growth and virtual mutation of space-function in combinatory of an open time and 
experience.     

Bergson’s duration of time suggests the passage of time, in which consciousness plays a leading role 
between space and time that people could feel the time not only in terms of spatial interactions, but also 
happening and reappearance of events. To experience time and make ephemeral moment visible, the model 
of Neo-Mat forges a strong relationship with past and future to usher the new life at present. Neo-Mat seeks 

                                                           
7 David Harvey, The condition of postmodernity, an Enquiry into the Origins of cultural Changes. Malden, 
Mass, Blackwell, 1900, pp.201-323.  
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to perform as the ‘filter’ to arrange the information from history and lead towards the discovery of new life 
which could in turn react on growth of Neo-Mat. Perceived in the linage of New Babylon or Unitary 
Urbanism proposed by Constant, Neo-Mat emerges as a constantly changeable activity, a deliberate 
intervention in the praxis of daily life and environment at present. History and future is woven at present to 
determine the daily life today and foreseeable future. Time is no more solid and stagnant categories, but open 
and manageable coordinates, compressible and expandable in new unexpected combinations. 
Re-encountering the history at present would lead to the reappearance and new combination of information 
in the past, by which means makes the hidden ‘now’ suddenly visible.  

In the term of time , Yokohama Port Terminal paid more attention on the rapid and the duration of flow, 
while SpaceFighter is a diagram managing to model the complexity of time-based competitive urban factors 
by means of reflecting “imaginable, forecasted, interactive urban processes, actions and reactions”, and 
comparing series of selected and possible projective simulations, results and outcomes of urbanistic chain 
reactions from historical analysis to digital prediction on evolutionary city. 

 

6 NEO-MAT BEYOND BUILDING 

Within a systematic field, Neo-Mat plays as infrastructural, operational performance rather than the 
formal and representational architecture. It is no more the solid geometric shape in space but the intuitional 
matrix of interrelated endless networks “beyond building” and “extremely diagrammatic”. It acts as natural 
production entailed liberation of melting, transforming, adapting, eroding and reproducing through 
spontaneous autocatalysis, overcoming the orthodox of “putting horizontal things on top of vertical ones.” 
Opposite to the tectonic vision of architecture as the legible sign of construction, Neo-Mat-building signifies 
a hybrid of the early neo-avant-garde investigation of signifying regimes with the later pursuit of no scales, 
no typology and no style.      

In understanding of Neo-Mat-building, it is not only the entity of building, but rather the new lifestyle 
and social reality. Our activities, which mostly take place in terms of different places and time, make this a 
necessity. It should be more applicable, lively, joyful, hybrid and ‘real’ than sculptural, serious, rhetorical and 
isomorphic building in mechanical age. The interweaving of human behavior, races and social interaction 
plays the crucial role of paradox instead of orthodox. The distinctions between objective and subjective, 
static and change, separated and connected are blur and repositioned by renewing the essence of the form, 
use and interconnection between sensation and phenomenon. Yokohama Port Terminal is thus combination 
reconsidering the occupation and appropriation of public space. It was described as a landscape of ‘fast’ and 
‘slow’ spaces, which was differently portrayed for various festivals and events from inside out. In this 
Neo-Mat, distinction between garden space and waiting areas was minimized that neither wall nor gate, but 
spatial flow was considered as the element guiding the occupation and appropriation.    

Beyond the architecturalized urbanism or urbanized architecture, Neo-Mat-building constructs a new 
device of discipline and order. The liberation of Mat-building in terms of structure, roof, space and lifestyle 
is characterized as extensive and intensive system that Neo-Mat is organized as a radical, discontinuous, and 
distributed ‘sprawl’ described by Albert Pope: ‘…this apparent unity of form is extraordinary given the 
present conception of contemporary urban development as so much uncontrolled and disorganized 
“sprawl.” That the majority of urban elements share a common order across a broad range of scales 
suggests a totality which remains completely obscure to popular perceptions of the city. The implications of 
such “transparent” forms of organization are, to say the least, socially and politically suspect…’ 8 A range 
of new terms associated with Neo-Mat-building leave far behind the “building”, and emerged by the names 
landscape-Mat, infrastructure-Mat or social-Mat to fix the connection between architecture and urbanism. 

In some circumstance, Neo-Mat-building will possible encounter the critique from the economic and 
social perspective, such as the lack of the flexibility due to the mega-structure , the huge investment on 
fundamental structure, the disorder of social diversity in totality, or the abuse of social space, and so on. 
However, instead of a stable and stereotyped entity, the concept of Neo-Mat-building covers from a regional 
urban system or the cluster in mega-structure to the small scale construction with a comprehensive system, 
from the visible object on the ground to the interaction between visible and virtual. The local and 

                                                           
8 Albert Pope, Ladders .New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1996, pp. 222-224 
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informational technologies play the same role in the development of Neo-Mat, by which means to keep the 
individual identity deriving from the same model. The efficiency of interconnection, the totalitarianism of 
difference, and the perception of everyday culture and lifestyle might be contemplated in an integrative way 
as the multitude of neoliberalism.  

Thus, what is the relation between a given process (set of actions and reactions) and a desired outcome 
(a goal)? According to the fact of connecting large-scale or small-scale networks with the networks in the 
body and between bodies, understanding, repositioning and even encapsulating could be possible seen as an 
attempt for intelligent ‘space management’ and a method to update the knowledge on the growing 
complexity of large scale urban processes. Neo-Mat is like temperament and identity as emergent properties 
that “matter, environment, and emergent consciousness all connect across to something nearby, and 
ultimately to everything else, to give a political and ethical dimension to the thinking.”9 

7 CONCLUSION 

In general, Neo-Mat-building, the rejuvenescence of Mat-building, is proposed as one of the most 
stimulating and ambiguous paradigms of this century in terms of network and global communication. In an 
attempt to go beyond the so-called ‘general geometric form’, architects continue to seek solutions that could 
“make room for the active unfolding of urban life without completely renouncing the responsibility of the 
architect to provide a certain kind of order.” The paradigm of Neo-Mat through rhetoric of interior linkages, 
environmental sustainability and provision of infrastructural amenities makes open debate on their real aims 
and consequences.    

To be a heuristic pattern taking shape through the interaction between architecture, urbanism and new 
born science of communication, Neo-Mat-building is referred to several major types of points below:  

1) The Linkages between Nodes and borders interweave the structure of Neo-Mat, indicating a 
labyrinthine clarity directly and indirectly while modeling the flexible, changeable and 
self-sufficient system.  

2) Playing the role of function-mixer and diversified infrastructure, Neo-Mat performs between 
subjective and objective deriving from the liberation of ideology, space, structure and behavior, 
representing urban chaos, deconstruction, cybernetics, indetermination and dematerialization of 
the world. 

3) Experiencing the time in Neo-Mat is engaged with the relatively stable structure of Neo-Mat 
(long-term instrument) and the constant change of function (short-term factors), in which way 
visualizes the abstract time between borders and nodes in the combination of past, present and 
future. 

4) Beyond the architecture, Neo-Mat-building acts as a new lifestyle and social reality fixing the 
connection between architecture and urbanism with the designation of landscape-Mat, 
infrastructure-Mat and interior-Mat from inside out. 

 
(My heartfelt gratitude to Prof. Hilde Heynen, my promoters Prof. Bruno De Meulder in K.U.L and Prof. 
Wang Jianguo in SEU for their valuable comments for the draft of manuscript.)  
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ABSTRACT: Reflecting on the idea that the rule and the model - as two primary proceeding figures of 
urban space and form - can be set up as tools in the important task of reading, understanding and analyzing 
the urbanized landscaped city, this paper traces an analytical retrospective upon the urban space of modernity. 
With an eye to the legibility and the intelligibility  of contemporary urban space and form, the paper 
highlights the importance of these two concepts – the rule and the model – when it comes to the 
governability of the territory. At the end, some premises are drawn up focusing on the articulation of models 
and rules as a planning and a governance demand. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
At Beijing’s first IFou conference, a paper and a communication were presented reflecting on the idea 

that the rule and the model - as two primary proceeding figures of urban space and form (Choay, 1980) - can 
be set up as tools in the important task of reading, understanding and analyzing the urbanized landscaped city. 
With concerns on the legibility and the intelligibility of the new urban form, the argument was delivered in 
order to create a new platform and a preliminary basis to better plan and design the landscaped city. 

Three years later, when the PhD thesis that has carried out the research is coming to an end, this article 
follows the argument expressed in above and tries to clarify the relevance of these two concepts and tools - 
the rule and the model - in the difficult task of governing, planning and designing the contemporary city.  

After taking the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon (AML) as an empirical framework for observation and 
research, and after identifying the way different rules and models have been determinant to the emergency of 
new settlement patterns and a completely novel non-canonical urban space, a proposal for an instrumental 
platform of work and reflection is put forward. With an eye to the legibility and the intelligibility  of the 
contemporary urban space, a set of nine premises is drawn up. The main focus goes to the articulation and 
compatibleness between models and rules as a planning and governance demand. 

The paper is organized into three different parts: 
1. The first part briefly establishes a critical review of concepts concerning both their theoretical traits 

and their praxis attributes on the history of urbanism and urbanization; 
2. The second part attends on an analytical retrospective on how rules and models have contributed to 

the formulation and definition of the urban space of modernity. This conceptual retrospective attends on 
spacing as one of the main fundamentals of modernity; 

3. The third and last part of the paper presents the premises themselves. By doing so, the paper traces 
some of the challenges planning and governance need to face down our days. 

 
 

2 A CRITICAL REVIEW OF CONCEPTS 
In order to theoretically introduce and review the argument and the concepts expressed in above, three 

questions are put forward: 
A. Why were the rule and the model selected as concepts and tools to structure a new instrumental 

approach to the contemporary city? 
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B. Why is the idea of intelligibility , in correlation with the concept of legibility, so important to the 
comprehension of the contemporary urban space? 

C. What sort of relationship can be established between the rule and the model as morphological tools 
and the idea of a legible and intelligible urban form? 

Based on the article of 2006, an attempt to give brief answers to these questions will be made. 
 

2.1  The Rule and the Model 
In the beginning of the research a challenge was made to recover the figures of the rule and the model 

as morphological tools and an instrumental basis to recognize the legibility and the intelligibility  of the 
contemporary urban form and structure.  

After these concepts have been brought in together by Françoise Choay in 1980 (within the book 
entitled La Règle et le Modèle, as an updated edition of author’s PhD thesis), and also after a particular 
emphasis has been given to an extensive and consistent body of inaugural texts on the theory of architecture 
and urbanism, whose regularities and synchronized ideas have driven to the rule and the model as main 
proceeding attributes of space, it seemed that these concepts were substantially well founded and 
documented, in an epistemological and hermeneutical way, to be a support to our primary purpose and 
demand (Cavaco, 2006). 

First of all, the rule and the model were considered by Choay as two fundamental spatial matrixes, 
constant features within the theoretical space of architecture and urbanism, which means that they were able 
to synthesize the two most typical proceeding methods concerning the conception and the production of the 
building space. While the methodology associated with the figure of the model dictates the attributes and the 
properties of form via an utopian like framework that is an aprioristic vision of what the city should be (the 
city as an idea or a project), the methodology associated with the figure of the rule is described as a process 
or an operational like method whose foundation consists in a system of rules and principles that allows 
creative responses to different physical and social contexts, according to the differences of time and 
individuals (the city as function or a process) (Cavaco, 2006). 

Secondly, and since they were figures of an already proved consistency and stability (Choay, 1980), 
the rule and the model appeared to wonderfully respond as tools on what concern the reading and the 
analysis of the contemporary urban form. In fact, the visible complexity and the extension of the 
contemporary urban phenomenon, associated with a new type of exploded and fragmentary urban landscape, 
were asking for a very new type of approach – an approach that should be able to primarily attend to the 
rationality of urban form.  

In fact, what contemporary cities seem to have of erratic and unpredictable is not, afterwards, the 
result of a free-of-engagement urbanization process, as if everything inside the contemporary urban realm 
was the result of a always spontaneous growth, an instinctive and unwilling process completely deprived of 
logics and rationality. Contradicting all the expectations, today cities grow up, more than ever, under a very 
rational and even formal procedural background. Indeed, very strict rules and normative models determined 
the development of cities, although the multiplicity of processes and actors apparently took cities away from 
their intelligible reason and origin.  

This means that besides giving attention to the physical characteristics of urban form, the approach 
should necessarily be informed by a very diligent inquiry about the orders of rationality that have been 
determinant to the settlement and to the transformation of urban form. Only this way the physical traits of 
urban form would be clarified and its structure would become easily understandable. So, the argument and 
the theoretical approach of this research were delivered under the belief that the modern contemporary city is 
everything less than a spontaneous-like urban landscape. 

 
2.2  Intelligibility versus Legibility 

 The need for clarification in terms of rational structure takes us to the next question which concerns 
the importance of intelligibility  on the comprehension of the contemporary urban space.  

In 1960, with the work of Kevin Lynch on the image of the city, urban planners and researchers 
became aware of the importance of legibility to the design and to the reading of urban form. At that time, as a 
reaction to the illegibility of modern urban territories, the legibility of urban form turned out to be one of the 
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main purposes and values to be achieved by city’s planning and urban design (Merlin & Choay, 1988:437). 
Nevertheless, the concept of intelligibility  was not a target at the time. 

Although one can say that the worthy insights of Kevin Lynch on the image of the city still remain 
up-to-dated viewpoints for the theories of our days, the city landscape has changed a lot since then. Sprawl, 
fragmentation and discontinuity have increased. And Urban form, as well as the urban functioning became 
splintered, more complex and unstructured than ever (Graham & Marvin, 2001). In fact, we became aware 
that the notion of legibility is not by itself enough concerning the functional and the conceptual complexity 
of contemporary cities. 

According to our references, it was Thomas Sieverts in 1997 that has pushed the idea of Lynch a little 
bit further, integrating within the concern of a legible urban form, the aim of an as such intelligible urban 
space. Quoting Siverts, “(…) legibility and intelligibility are the preconditions for perceiving and 
experiencing the city region as a space which shapes everyday life. Legibility and intelligibility are two of the 
most important conditions for the difficult task of regenerating an identity of society and space for everyday 
life in the Zwischenstadt” (1997:61). 

However, intelligibility is not an opposite of legibility. Actually, they represent two different levels or 
stages within the phenomenological experience of space. Knowing that, whether the concept of legibility 
touches the meaning of imageability or visibility [which, according to Lynch, is the “(…) quality of a 
physical object which gives it a high probability of evoking a strong image in any given observer 
(…)” (1960:20)], intelligibility refers a deeper stage in the phenomenological perception, i.e., an intellectual 
intuition level that especially concerns the object’s qualities or properties that can only be known by 
intelligence. Within the urban realm, the less an effort of intelligence is necessary to grasp a certain urban 
tissue, the more it becomes intelligible. Focused on the intellective structure of urban form, the concept of 
intelligibility concerns all the features of a city that are able to define it as either a functioning system and a 
physical manifestation of ideal intentions. That is why the concept is absolutely necessary, in addition to 
legibility, to the understanding of the contemporary city.  

  
2.3  The aim of deciphering contemporary urban form  

In order to answer to the third of the former questions, we do believe that, as long as the rule and the 
model introduce a procedural and conceptual understanding of the building space, they are able to increase 
its intelligibility . In fact, since the rule and the model can be operated at a variety of scales and abstraction 
levels, they will easier structure the comprehension that should intermediate between the perceptible or the 
sensible space of everyday life and the abstract space of reasons (as are the economical and the functional 
forces which interact within a city; as are as well the utopian visions and the conceptual intentions that, in a 
visible manner, explain afterwards the tangible urban artifacts that took shape on the ground). 

Therefore, via the operational character of rules and via the utopian nature of models, all the processes, 
laws and principles, as well as the concepts and the visions of space are revealed. By that the intellective 
structure of the building space is supposedly becoming unveiled. In the optics of the intelligibility  of urban 
form, the rule and the model appeared as worthy instruments since they are able to assimilate the very 
essence of an urban artifact that has become extensively fragmented, vertiginously mutant and rationally 
complex. Undoubtedly dense within the context of architectural culture and urbanism, the rule and the model 
have, indeed, a special vocation to help us to decipher the reasons that explain urban form, its physical 
structure and its significant meaning. 

 
3 THE URBAN SPACE OF MODERNITY: AN ANALYTICAL RETROSPECTIVE THROUGH 
THE RULE AND THE MODEL 

Within the scope of these concepts, a framework for observation and analysis has then supported the 
empirical research. Under the aegis of the PhD research, the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon was given as a 
general territory of analysis, within which several case studies were selected in order to exemplify different 
types of settlements.  

Among all the issues that have fulfilled our methodology of analysis, contributing to the reading and 
to the systematization we are about to present, we stress the following items:  

a) The empirical evidence of different types of urban tissues with their own modes of territorial 
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insertion and morphologic dialectics;  
b) The discovery of important references, within the planning proposals, concerning normative city 

models;  
c) The acknowledgment of different types of initiative (either public or private);  
d) The identification of different types of actors and stakeholders;  
e) The contextualization of the case studies within the framework of urban public policies, the 

regulation norms and within the framework of economics, including the real-estate market behavior;  
f) The identification of different types administrative proceedings, considering both the urban 

regulation norms and the urban practices in general;  
g) The verification about the use of different planning instruments and drawing tools, concerning their 

interference on the physical urban outcomes. 
In a synthesis, the idea was to identify the way different rules and models have been determinant to the 

configuration and emergency of urban patterns, providing better knowledge about the reasons (as is to say, 
the orders rationality) that have been decisive to the establishment and to the transformation of the 
contemporary urban form within the region of Lisbon. Though, throughout the collection of a great amount 
of elements and data, a very rigorous empirical research and analysis were accomplished, providing an 
alternative approach, a new way of looking at the contemporary urban space. Indeed, the analytical 
retrospective on how rules and models have contributed to the formulation and to the definition of the urban 
space of modernity has sharpened our rational understanding of the contemporary urban landscape.  

Attending on spacing as one of the three main fundamentals of Modernity (these were spacing, 
circulation or connection and nature – Mangin, 2004), and of course with an eye to the legibility and to the 
intelligibility  of the contemporary city, four different stages within the formulation process of the 
contemporary urban space are then put forward. 

 
3.1  Why spacing? 

Before introducing it, a question must be done: what is spacing and why is it driving our empirical 
approach? 

In a context of urban space and urban morphology, spacing can be defined as the degree of openness 
in urban form, which, in other words, means the amount and the dilation of the free open spaces within the 
building tissue. 

In fact, this idea and will of spacing within the theoretical corpus of urbanism marks an important step 
in the history of cities, outstandingly pointing out their passage from a condition of tradition to a condition of 
modernity. Choay (1969), Panerai (1975) and Mangin (2004), among others, offered valuable insights on the 
matter, either presenting an extraordinary perspective on the evolution of the urban space or comprising 
several examples with the view of explaining the modern urban space as a spacing issue. 

Of course spacing cannot be disintegrated from the idea of the city as a circulation system; neither can 
it be separated from the idea of arranging very strong linkage and mixture between the nature and the city. 
Nevertheless, spacing seemed to have had wider interference on the reading of the city as a continuous 
building system, easily affecting its image and legibility. Since our concerns were especially focused on the 
legibility and the intelligibility of the urban form, our rules-and-models research was then addressed to the 
spacing issue. 

But, how exactly did the interaction between models and rules on the urbanization process affect the 
urban form as a spacing issue? How did it affect the legibility and the intelligibility of contemporary urban 
space?  

Let see then how the process was driven in the Portuguese context. 
  

3.1 The awakening of spacing: the rupture with linear urban space 
The first of the stages within the formulation of the urban space of modernity is precisely the 

awakening of spacing and the rupture of urban space as a linear legible system. The way models and rules 
were addressed and combined became decisive to explain how and why this rupture actually happened 
(Cavaco, 2009).  

In the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon, we can say that it was by the middle of the 1940’s that this process 
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has started. The peripheral nucleus and the municipalities around the capital city started being confronted 
with an abrupt affluence of people from the countryside to the metropolitan region and urbanization around 
Lisbon arose. 

At that time the first planning initiatives were coming to be published in Portugal. Urbanism - as a 
technical and political way of conceiving and controlling the urban development – had finally entered into 
the Portuguese urban scene and a doctrinal legal basis for urban development had also been created. Indeed, 
the country was crossing a political regime of dictatorship (Estado Novo 1926-1974) and urban order was 
regarded as a strategy to command and to impose authority upon the people. So, the idea was to promote and 
control the expansion of the existing historical settlements, planning formal public solutions to overpass 
housing shortage.  

The urban paradigm and the morphologies of the garden city movement were the main normative 
reference among a very limited group of urban planners that was in charge of the master plans for the new 
settlements. According to Howard’s theories and diagrams (Howard, 1989), new layouts came up following 
the Garden Cities morphological principles: a central roundabout, main thoroughfares and avenues, a 
secondary hierarchical system of streets and closes, a system of parkways and green urban parks, etc.   

It is true that, while spacing was awakening as a «formula to the future», the dependence between the 
axial line of streets and roads and the alignment and continuity of the building tissue was already suffering a 
first dilution (sidewalks were enlarged, building facades were move back from the margin of the streets, new 
green elements were introduced as morphological ordinances, etc). Yet, the reference of Beaux-Arts was still 
a strong reference on planners’ imaginary, and the linearity and imageability of urban space have remained 
evident on the proposals and on the ground. 

The rupture happened at the moment rules came to collide with the normative imaginary of the city. If, 
at the beginning, the public system of rules and also the urban practices themselves were all moving towards 
the realization of the city model, things were about to change in the 50’s and 60’s.  

At first, the conformity between the normative model of the city and the public system of rules was 
addressed to the authority of the regime: on one hand, expropriation mechanisms and a special type of land 
tenure (the right of surface) were introduced in the letter of law in order to create expedite manners of 
performing the production of the urban fabric; on the other hand, the normative reference of the 
street-corridor, as well as the one of the block, as main morphological elements, made the urban production 
easier, especially in cases where land owners were many and where expropriations were restricted to the 
public domain. Like this, operational rules were completely adjusted to the visual model of the city. On the 
behalf of public urban planning, the priority was attributed to the capital (the financial capacity to build) in 
the detriment of agrarian privileges. 

However this adjustment and compatibility did not resist too long. Political priorities were inverted as 
a consequence of agrarian and real-estate pressures. The result was the rupture of urban space as a linear 
legible system. It is true that spacing became more intense since new models of the city of towers started 
assuming a bigger relevance on the master plans. Nevertheless, it was especially the way how policies, urban 
practices and rules defended the private land tenures and ownerships that has been determinant to the rupture 
of linearity and to the corruption of legibility. When the procedural divorce between rules and models came 
up, spacing got incompatible with the linearity of urban space. 

 
3.2 Assimilation and abuse of spacing: the illegitimacy of certain urban voids 

On the 1950’s and 60’s a new stage has emerged within the formulation of the modern urban space. 
Spacing, as a morphological formula for the city, was then assimilated by architects and urban planners who 
were adhering more and more to the Corbusier’s ideas of the Ville Radieuse. In Portugal, after the first and 
revolutionary National Congress of Architecture (1948), the lines of modernity have started to become 
evident within the production of architecture and urbanism in our country; a production that until then was 
completely submitted to the nationalist canons of Estado Novo. The original model of the horizontal 
garden-city has been substituted by the vertical model of the city of towers. Individual houses were replaced 
by collective housing solutions, while the block was abandoned on the behalf of an urban development based 
on isolated buildings, towers and bars. The portrait of a reverse city (Viganó, 1999) has definitively spread 
among us, characterizing the new urban territories within the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon.  



 

 

904 

But the assimilation of spacing as a modern attribute of urban space has been converted into an abuse. 
In qualitative terms, it has resulted in fragmentation and discontinuity. In quantitative terms, it has become an 
excess since the open free spaces belonging to the public domain have ended as a surplus inside 
contemporary cities (Augé, 1992; Graham & Marvin, 2001). However, the problem did not reside 
exclusively on spacing itself. Once again the question remained within the correlation between the model of 
the city (the one that was used as a normative reference) and the rules that have supported its implementation 
on the ground (Cavaco, 2009). Let see then how it happened. 

When we look upon the theoretical basis of the modern city and urbanism, we can see that the entire 
normative proposal was based on the submission of the private property to the public domain and welfare. In 
fact, the idea of a Welfare State and a Welfare City were behind Corbusier’s plans and ideas of the Radieuse 
City. The increasing in high of the buildings as a way of freeing all the space around, the execution of the 
garden-city in a certain vertical mode, the abolition of streets and the panacea of the landscape, the absolute 
democratization of soil, as well as the democratization of the green and other public facilities, were all 
among the issues and the virtues the Modern City in which urban space must be submitted to the public 
realm and to the rights of the collectivity. 

In fact, this was not what happened in the Portuguese context. Our attempt to implement the modern 
city was a complete distortion of its normative principles. The way rules and regulation norms have been put 
into practice, the way urban practices have interacted with the utopian-like model of the city, had no other 
result than the unintelligibility and the illegibility of the urban space itself. Rather than being integrated 
within a whole - a free green open space that is offered to the people as a landscape of beauty, liberty and 
health –, the urban spaces have resulted into in-between illegitimate urban voids, nothing more than voids 
between-buildings, between-infrastructures, between-polygons, between-sectors (Sieverts, 1997; Mangin, 
2004). 

Indeed, urban policies and regulation norms have not had in mind edifying the modern spacing as an 
urban space of common welfare; rather, and paradoxically, they have been a public demand for private 
real-estate issues and agrarian interests. In general terms, and since the middle of the 50’s until nearly the 
90’s, urban development has resulted from private plot-division operations where no sense of common 
welfare was present. While private owners were responsible for individually splitting up their lands into 
urban plots, public planning solutions for the territory were nearly reduced to a minimum. According to 
Mendes (1990:174), this situation had prejudice consequences on the coherence of the whole urban system. 
The more private plot-divisions were approved, the less municipal council and the central government were 
interested in promoting urbanism and public urban planning. Though, urban settlements started growing by 
separated segments, whose limits and polygonal shapes were exclusively dependent on the real estate 
agrarian cadastre, i.e., on the former limits of the rural properties. Accordingly, the fragmentation and the 
discontinuity of the urban fabric has become a reality, which was not exclusively a consequence of spacing 
as a morphological issue and a normative vision. This was also the result of administrative non-compatible 
procedures. This was primarily the result of a pathologic relationship between models and rules. 

 
3.3 The awareness of the modern collapse: the primary refusal of spacing    

The third of the stages concerning the evolution of modern urban space is the awareness of modern 
collapse. In fact, the announcement of modern failure is not a novelty for us. Since the 60’s and 70’s several 
authors have stressed this idea. According to Rowe and Koetter, for example, “The city of modern 
architecture (it may be called the modern city) has not yet been built. In spite of all good will and good 
intentions of its protagonists, it has remained either a project or an abortion; and, more and more, there no 
longer appears to be any convincing reason to suppose that matters will be otherwise” (1978:1). The critical 
review of modern ideals, especially when it came to the way they were materially expressed on the building 
tissue, has stimulated the emergency of new approaches to urban form. Face to face with the unintelligibility 
and illegibility of urban space, it was necessary to reinvent the city and to rediscover the valences of spacing 
as a fundamental urban issue.  

In the Portuguese context several attempts were done on the matter. But, have rules been finally 
conciliated with the normative spatial models? Actually, some of the attempts have even introduced very new 
methodologies to deal with urban form and to manage urban production in terms of rules-and-models 
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proceedings. Nevertheless, the most common approach was the one that intended to deny spacing as a 
premature reaction to its generalization and abuse.  

When we started entering into the 80’s and 90’s, several architects and planners have decided to invert 
the course of modern urban form directly introducing into their drawings a new model for the city space. 
Worried with the almost-tragic feeling associated with the dissolution of the city, they have chosen to 
promote, on the contrary, the closing and the containment of urban space. The strategy, contextualized within 
the philosophy of postmodern urbanism, presented by N. Ellin in 1996, was to reclaim the vernacular 
elements of the traditional city, in a nostalgic and sometimes idyllic or picturesque attitude. The street as a 
corridor, the square and also the block were some of the morphological references, and some of the design 
goals, that have returned into the city’s imaginary - a romantic resurgence of the old city space and image. 
The formal rhetoric of modernity has also suffered an evident regression on the architecture of the buildings, 
which have started functioning more like a background scenario and less as independent volumes. 

However rules did not get along with this vision of space. Actually, at the same level the project of the 
modern city was distorted by rules, the postmodern directives for a new urbanism were ruined by the 
sovereignty and the maladjustment of public policies, regulation norms and other institutionalized urban 
practices. Private plot-divisions operations have remained the easiest and most common manner of 
producing urban space, favoring a fragmentary polygonal growth in the detriment of urban continuity and 
linearity. At the same time grids were used in order to rationalize the aggregation of plots and building 
volumes, to create visual alignments and coordinate perspectives, the approach to the city as a global system 
did not happen at all. The patchwork-like approach, based on the former agrarian cadastre, has remained 
equal to itself, without significant alterations, and urban spacing, as an extended sprawled arrangement of the 
building fabric, has persisted in a fragmentary, discontinuous and incoherent way.    

 
3.4 Topological reforms: spacing emancipation  

The last stage on the formulation of modern urban space refers the emancipation of spacing as a result 
of a new paradigm of mobility and communication. At a time when the discouragement for the collapse of 
the modern project is about to disappear, when a new topological dimension of urban space is conquering the 
territory with the dissemination of infrastructural networks and the democratization of information 
technologies, spacing is giving signs of emancipation. This means that new tendencies are coming into being 
not only to overcome the code reversals of the modern city, but also to face up to fragmentation and urban 
discontinuity in a renovated perspective and enthusiasm.   

Within the topology of contemporary urban space, spacing is enunciated at three different levels:  
- The first one concerns the interdependency between the urban and the infrastructural. According to 

Graham & Marvin “We recognize, rather, that much of the urban is infrastructure; that much of 
infrastructure actually constitutes the very physical and sociotechnical fabric of cities; and that cities and 
infrastructure are seamlessly coproduced, and co-evolve, together with contemporary society” (2001:179). 

- The second one handles with scale and concerns the increasing capacity to undertake multiscalar 
approaches to the territory and to the building space. In a territory where constant switches between the 
urban and the infrastructural happen, telescoped leaps between the urban and the territorial scales are 
absolutely necessary to manage the situation. Quoting once again Graham & Marvin “Spatial scales and 
geographical scales (corporeal, urban, regional, national, international, global) are in a sense being 
continuously ‘telescoped’ within the contemporary networked metropolis” (Op.Cit.:411). 

- The third one refers connection as a precondition to accept urban segmentation. At this level, it is 
necessary to say that segmentation is not only a morphological and elementary problem. As Graham & 
Marvin also point out, segmentation is adopted as an operational and a procedural strategy to deal with the 
new characteristics of urban form and urban production. According to the authors, infrastructural unbundling 
and splintering urbanism refer the disintegration and the fragmentation of urban networks and infrastructures 
into several parts, whose execution and management are separated among private entities. 

The question, now, is whether rules (public policies, regulation norms, urban practices) are able to 
evolve accordingly to the spatial model. In fact, in Portugal, old practices and rules are strongly embedded 
within the governability of the territory – within the public policies, the planning system and regulation -, 
which can be very problematic as long as an adjustment between the model and the rules is needed. Admit 
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the emancipation of spacing is an invitation to revise the procedural basis of planning and governance. It is 
also a demand for questioning the conditions of legibility and intelligibility within the space of the 
contemporary city.     

 
4 PREMISSES FOR A NEW CONDITION OF LEGIBILITY AND INTELIGIBILITY 

 
With an eye to the legibility and the intelligibility of the contemporary urban space, nine premises are 

then put forward attending to the way the rule and the model can take part in a proposal for an instrumental 
platform of work and reflection concerning the challenges planning and governance pass through our days. 

 
The first of the nine premises attends to the idea of spacing and says that: 
1º Legibility and intelligibility of contemporary urban space do not depend on spacing - i.e. the degree 

of openness and the dilation of the open free space - as much as they depend on the way rules and models get 
articulated and compatible with each other, in the progressive construction of the building space. 

 
The second set of premises addresses the figure of the model and says that: 
2º The reference of a normative model, that is to say, the presence of an utopian proceeding on the 

basis of the conception and the production of the urban space is absolutely indispensable within the 
challenge of creating a new condition of legibility and intelligibility to the contemporary city. 

 
3º Concerning the legibility and the intelligibility of contemporary urban space, the reference of a 

model of space only matters on the perspective it can be reviewed in a close relationship of reciprocity with 
the operatory nature of the building space. 

 
4º The impact of the model on the legibility and on the intelligibility of the building space can only be 

verified by a mutual reading of the rules that have also interfered on its edification.    
 
The three premises that follow attend to the figure of the rule and reach to the understanding that: 
5º More than the plethoric multiplication of rules as a strategy to govern and restrict action, the 

relevance of an operatory proceeding to the legibility and intelligibility of contemporary urban space is its 
real capacity to give a certain ideal model the necessary effectiveness and objectivity. 

 
6º In an operatory proceeding of urban space, participation is the main and the most important 

challenge concerning the achievement of a new condition of legibility and intelligibility. 
  
7º The impact of rules on the legibility and on the intelligibility of the building space can only be 

verified by a mutual reading of the models that have also interfered on its edification. 
 
The following premise attends on time and reaches to the understanding that: 
8º The legibility and the intelligibility of the contemporary urban space also depends on the flexibility 

of models and rules, which is to say that it depends on the way the intelligible structure of rules and models 
to adapt as time goes by. 

 
At last, as a premise of synthesis: 
9º The rule and the model must be considered and restored as two main structuring pillars and tools 

concerning a critical architectural regeneration of contemporary urban space and form. 
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ABSTRACT: Urban parks can be the future green engines of a self-sufficient urban environment. They may 
become a productive landscape that merges nature, with a resource-efficient milieu, and a platform for 
ecological awareness and education. This agro-ecosystem sustains space and the surrounded neighborhoods, 
with community supported gardening and urban farming, integrating the production of renewable energies, 
natural water purification and waste management. Tres Turons Park is a strategic green space in the northern 
part of the city of Barcelona, Spain. The Modification of the Metropolitan Master Plan, approved in January 
2009, consolidates the space for an urban public park. This paper evaluates how to design a community 
self-organized productive landscape in Tres Turons Park, presenting the design methodology and analyzing 
the results of the workshop taken place at the Faculty of Architecture of Barcelona (UPC), on July 2009, with 
an international team of students, and professional guests.  
KEYWORDS: sustainability, self-organization, urban farming, renewable energies, urban park, landscape 
design, education

 

1  URBAN PARKS: SELF-SUSTAINABLE URBAN AGRO-SYSTEMS 

At the present, global urban conurbations keep growing in a continuous pace, however, within countries 
themselves, inequality coexists between those other cities and regions that shrink and decay. A process of 
economical growth, and urban development, implies the de-urbanization of other cities and regions, the 
degradation and erosion of weak territories, particularly rural or based in local economy. At the present, and 
due to the global economical crises, those cities with a high rate of unemployment and few work 
opportunities will start suffering this process of forced shrinkage due to migration and population loss. 
During the 20th century, the number of shrinking cities has increased, and in 1990 more than a quarter of all 
large cities in the world have already experienced population losses (T. Rieniets, 2006, p.30). It is interesting 
to see exponential economical and urban growth in developing countries, like China, in contrast with a 
long-term population decline in countries in Eastern and Southern Europe, with stagnated relevant 
urbanization processes. The moving of industries offshore, due to differences in wage costs, affects cities in 
developed countries. Only cities that are the home to the players of globalization enjoy the privilege of 
having stable growth and urban development (H. Müller, 2006, p.122). Cities suffer processes of 
development that are temporal and discontinuous based on intermittent economical global interests. The 
territory is a fabric of nodal centers that could be switch on and off depending on the needs of the market. 
When territories are switched off from the network, cities disconnect from global interests, and start 
decaying in slow progression. With economic decline there is a population decline. To avoid inequality, 
poverty and emigration, a sustainable territory is needed. Sustainability implies local interdependencies 
between economic, social and environmental factors. A sustainable urban environment is that one that, apart 
from being respectful with the environment, also offers work opportunities and a future for its inhabitants. 
Self-sustainability, based on local economy is necessary for the economic survival of cities, which run 
outside the global network. It offers stability to the urban environment in order to avoid future decay and 
crises.  
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Urban conurbations consume more than what their close physical environment can provide for their 
sustenance. The present economical system is reliant on high levels of consumption in order to be profitable, 
however the ecological footprint, which gathers the demands of human activities on the environment, 
duplicates, in the case of Europe, its own bio-capacity, with the danger to arrive to an ecosystem collapse for 
2050 (WWF, Fund for Nature, 2006, 18-21). In the past two centuries, the increase of production has caused 
that agricultural and industrials emissions doubled the levels of methadone in the atmosphere, raising the 
CO2 concentration, despite present and future environmental damages are more critical in developing 
countries, where corporations have transferred industrial production centers. High levels of production (in 
agriculture and industry) and consume (including tourism exploitation), threatens problems of water scarcity 
in Southern Europe, with low precipitation and water shortages due to climate change. Societies move 
inevitable towards new ecological energies that will replace the energy consumption of fossil fuels. This will 
change transportation habits. In developed countries an important rate of energy per capita is consumed for 
transportation, varying country to country in relation to cultural or urban-structure habits. In less than fifty 
years, a change towards ecological energies (mainly solar and wind,) will influence new models of urban 
development.  

The model of a self-sustainable urban system, inside strategic planning, will help in long term the 
reduction of CO2 footprint, the control of water scarcity, and the resource management of the local natural 
and urban environment. Already implemented examples are the eco-village BedZED (the Beddington Zero 
Energy Development) in Wallington, United Kingdom, designed by Bill Dunster Architects and built in 
2000-2002. It is a coherent sustainable living urban development of 100 dwellings, community facilities and 
working space for 100 people. It encourages a green life-style that can improve the quality of life together 
with the environment. The houses use energy from renewable sources (solar panels and a biomass plant) for 
heating and electricity. The buildings are energy efficient, using renewable and recycled materials, 
minimizing transportation costs. The project takes in account the collection and re-use of rainwater. There is 
also a system of waste recycling and a communal electric transport system of car sharing. Another future 
self-sustainable urban development will be Montecorvo eco-city in Logroño, Spain. In 2008, the Dutch firm 
MVRDV and Gras, won the competition for the development of 3000 social housing. The urban 
development, in 56 ha, occupies 10% of the site, and the remaining space becomes an eco park, defined as a 
mix of park and energy production. Therefore the plan achieves a CO2 neutral footprint by producing 
renewable energy on site. Solar panels cover the south part of the hills, and on top of them windmills take 
profit of the wind energy, becoming a landmark. Water is also recycled in a purification plant. Taking this last 
example, it is possible to observe a danger in the invasion of technology in place of nature, in name of 
ecology. The natural environment and the green urban spaces become production spaces occupied by 
machines. 

The transformation of cities into self-sustainable environments can not only depend on the introduction 
of eco-technologies and the creation of eco-parks. A social commitment for sustainability is needed. This 
commitment can be reached through collective participation, social debate, and educational diffusion. This is 
a challenge in the hands of a local Agenda 21 in many cities, which have accepted the responsibility to 
transform the actual model of urban development through mechanisms of community participation. One of 
them is the awareness program on environmental education in schools through projects of recycling of waste, 
and the work in food gardens. Only the intimate connection with the environment and a rich urban 
experience inside its physical materiality can make society more aware of its values and it increases 
environmental appreciation, respect and awareness. Urban agriculture is an ecological farming that occurs 
within the city. It allows growing food for local consumption, managed by the local community, renting the 
land to the municipality for private use or for commercial purposes inside the same local framework. The 
market and consumption of food (vegetables and fruit) is seasonal and organic. Increases biodiversity inside 
the city, reduces atmospheric pollution, saves energy consumption in transportation. However, urban 
agriculture will never be self-sufficient to sustain the food needs of a city, because the ecological footprint of 
a city is always much bigger, and there will always be the need of food imports. Despite this fact, urban 
agriculture allows a social interaction with the environment based in a close physical experience, helping to 
educate new generations, introducing inside urban society new sustainable habits, especially beneficial for 
elderly, facilitating social and cultural cohesion, based on the principle of ecological awareness. André 
Viljoen and katrin Bohn introduced in 2005, the concept of “Continuous Productive Urban Landscapes” 
(CPULS) as the proposition of a new urban design strategy, based on a continuous landscape inside cities. 
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CPULS are open spaces running the city transversally, as a continuously carpet through the built urban 
environment, connecting all kind of open spaces, covering the urban tissue (including roofs of buildings), 
without erasing its qualities. This continuous landscape, depending on the setting, can be a park, a forest, or 
spaces for urban agriculture, managed to be environmentally and economically productive, providing food 
for the close communities, establishing a healthy and sustainable balance of production and consumption. 
These continuous productive landscapes may change the lifestyle of people, facilitating connectivity inside 
cities, working and leisure habits (A. Vijoen, K.Bohn, 2005).  

Urban parks, green open areas or any uncertain spaces in the city (empty vacant spaces, old buildings, 
brownfields, spaces left aside of urbanization) have the potential to become productive landscapes, green 
engines that provide resources (energy, rainwater recycling, seasonal ecological food) to the close 
neighborhood, self-maintained by processes of communal self-organization. Independently of their 
connectivity inside the city, these green engines are green islands, self-sustainable urban agro-ecosystems, 
spaces for recreation and rest, platform for ecological awareness and education. They encourage individuals 
to interact with their close environment, a physical body activity that helps the population, young and elderly, 
to strengthen environmental responsibility, being a platform for individual creativity, and social organisation. 
Food production in an urban context may seem that creates city informality, escaping formal planning. 
However, processes of transformation and change inside the city can also come from bottom up, from people 
making the city. According to the urban researcher Dr. Stephanie Geertman, self-organization is an 
autonomous action, based on complex and uncertain relationships happening between organizations and 
individuals. The individuals play a role in the creation of urban space and they have the potential to reflect 
and respond critically to their environment and develop themselves through learning. A landscape planning 
strategy establishes those designed actions that will trigger processes of change and social involvement with 
the environment. In this way there is an interaction between the formal and the informal, appearing a 
complex system that evolves over time with new stages that are not predictable by a linear causality but by a 
circular one that is constantly readapting.  

How a self-sustainable urban agro-ecosystem can be implemented in a real urban case study? Barcelona 
is a city that started to shrink from 1981, with a population loss in 2000 of 14.7% (Atlas of Shrinking Cities, 
2006, p.152). Its economy is not strong, due to a recession, not only caused by the global economical crises 
at the end of 2007, but worsen by a reduction in tourism, and an economy concentrated mainly in the sector 
of the brick, which has caused a national rate of unemployment of 17.36% of the active population, with the 
consequent reduction of consume, deflation and a debt of 115% of its GDP for 2020. In processes of urban 
decay, a sustainable urban model is needed. Can we apply the model of a productive landscape, 
self-organized in the city of Barcelona? Which urban space in the city has the potential qualities for this 
sustainable model? Which are the necessary planning design strategies to create a productive landscape in 
the selected specific location? And, which are the necessary design actions that may trigger the reaction of a 
community to self-sustain the space, through self-organized processes and self- maintain the landscape? 

2 A CASE STUDY: TRES TURONS PARK, BARCELONA 

The area of “Tres Turons” (includes the hills of Creueat del Coll, Carmel, and La Rovira) is a strategic 
green space in the northern part of the city of Barcelona, and because of its orographic characteristics, it is a 
unique balcony to the city, with great environmental, historical and social values. Inside the area, there are 
three consolidated parks: Park Güell, part of the UNESCO world heritage, designed by Antoni Gaudí, Park 
La Creuta del Coll, and Guinardó Park by Jean-Claude-Nicolas Forestier, together with small gardens. The 
original landscape of the hills, once agro-forest, has been transformed by the human activity, containing old 
quarries, an anti-aircraft civil war battery, and informal urban occupation of self-constructed settlements 
during the post-war rural migrations, together with shanties, wastelands and sightseeing public platforms. 
The urban fabric surrounded this open area is dense and intensive populated without any planning, mainly by 
self-constructed houses, and later real estate developments, creating a mixing of different construction 
typologies. 
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Figure 1 Strategic Green in Barcelona         Figure 2 The Master Plan and in its six zones 
 
The Modification of the Metropolitan Master Plan, approved in January 2009, consolidates the space of 

122 ha in Tres Turons, in its majority of public ownership, as a Park with a green area of 94 ha. The Master 
Plan for the new urban Park includes the demolition of illegal constructions, mainly in the top of the hills, 
and the resettlement of the existing inhabitants to new housing areas in the perimeter of the area. One of the 
main objectives of the Plan is the reinforcement of the perimeter of the park to revitalize the neighbourhoods; 
therefore, new facilities will be built around it. However, this Master Plan faces a big social opposition of the 
neighbours, because since 2004, the neighbourhood bodies propose a counterproposal, showing that the park 
is capable of meeting its objectives and respecting at the same time a mixed structure of housing and green 
spaces.  

Tres Turons area is in between two poles. In one side, a governmental formal planning that prioritizes 
the modelling of a static and predictable formal design for Tres Turons. It uses the classical linear thinking, 
with a planned future where every internal property is fixed, and totally closed to contextual influences. In 
the other side, there is a long and historical past of social activism and self-organized processes in Tres 
Turons, which claim a new type of planning more concern with urban ecology that accomplishes the criteria 
for a local Agenda 21, for a participatory sustainable environment ( R.Balanzó, A, Borras, 2009).  

2.1 Interdisciplinary approach: the practice of Landscape Urbanism  
In this first decade of the twenty first century, and due to the increased awareness in ecological and 

environmental concerns, scholars, architects, urban planners and landscape architects became involved in the 
emergence of a new hybrid practice, involving urban planning and landscape. This new practice and 
discipline was anticipated in the Symposium “Landscape Urbanism” in 1997, organized by Charles 
Waldheim. Later, he, as an editor, collected essays by practitioners in all the mentioned disciplines, in the 
book Landscape Urbanism Reader (2006). Especially James Corner’s article, “Terra Fluxus” (2006), outlines 
the qualities of this new practice. First, it considers urban processes over time, second anticipates strategic 
scenarios and operational logics through a wide range of scales, third reconsiders representational and 
operative techniques, and fourth takes in account the phenomenal richness of physical life (social imaginary, 
collective memory, desires, the tactile and the poetic). The new practice of Landscape Urbanism has been 
experimented in postgraduate courses at the Architectural Association since 2004, centered in the 
representation of time-based urban processes using new representational techniques by visual modeling, and 
malleable graphics. It has also been discussed in roundtables and workshops, like in the Colloquium 
“Articulating Landscape Urbanism” organized by the Chair of Landscape Architecture in Wageningen 
University in 2007. Recently, the Conference at Harvard University Graduate School of Design, “Ecological 
Urbanism: Alternative and Sustainable Cities of the Future” in April 2009, aimed to point issues surrounding 
the sustainability of the city, recognizing the need for an ecological approach to the rehabilitation of the 
contemporary city and an organizing principle for the development of new cities.  

2.2 International Workshop 
The International Summer Workshop “Green Engines: Productive Landscapes for Self-Sustainable 

Cities” that took place in the Faculty of Architecture of Barcelona (UPC) was directed by Dr. Architect Ana 
Moya Pellitero from the office studioMEB and coordinated by the PhD candidate Research Assistant Emrah 
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Türkyilmaz from Istanbul Kültür University, with the close assistance of PhD candidate Research Assistant 
Cigdem Canbay Türkyilmaz from Yildiz Technical University and the Architect Josué da Silva Eliziário from 
the office studioMEB. It aimed to test, inside a student design studio, the implementation of a 
self-sustainable urban agro-ecosystem for the area of Tres Turons. The landscape design had to consider the 
main catalyst processes for the generation of a self-sustained green space, with a community self-organized 
productive landscape, where urban agriculture integrates inside a location with a heterogeneous character, 
embracing different historical sites. The students were introduced to the methodology of the landscape 
urbanism practice.  

The International Workshop, promoted by Istanbul Kültür University (Istanbul, Turkey), counted with 
the collaboration of Yildiz Technical University (Istanbul, Turkey), Delft Technical University (The 
Netherlands), University Autonomous of Barcelona (Spain), Polytechnic University of Barcelona (Spain), 
Elisava School of Design Barcelona (Spain), Consultancy and Engineering DHV, Department of 
Environment and Transportation, Eindhoven (The Netherlands), and the Department of Urban Planning from 
Barcelona City Council. The workshop was prepared to combine the student design studio with the 
presentation of lectures and the daily review of the work by professional experts in the field of Landscape 
Architecture, Urban Planning, Architecture, Visual arts and Geography. The workshop lasted five days, 
dividing the first couple of hours for lectures, and the rest of the day for the design work. Every day the 
students had to present publicly their work to be reviewed and commented by experts. The students were 
divided in three multicultural and multidisciplinary groups, mixing different levels in expertise and education. 
Each group was guided by assistants and invited reviewers.  

2.2 Educative methodology: research-by-design 
In order to introduce the methodology of work of the practice of landscape urbanism, the students had 

to familiarize, in a short period of time, with an interdisciplinary approach. The students had to learn to 
develop a design proposal that was not shaping a predictable form for the future of a space, but offering an 
alternative future. Their proposal had to be a planning strategy that took in account flexible dynamics, 
scenario thinking, and processes in time that relate with changes and re-adaptation. Because of the short 
period of time to develop the work, we made clear that we were not interested in the excellence of the 
proposal representation but in the ideas, and the learning by dialogue. The students were concentrated, not in 
their presentations, but in communicating everyday what they had discovered, using sketches, digital 
collages and renders. What is important in the practice of landscape urbanism, is to be able to move in the 
surface of the area of study, as a strategic platform, with an operational logic, speaking about tactics, and 
how those actions produce changes in the space over time. Therefore, it was necessary that the students 
familiarized with the exercise of moving through different scales of work simultaneously. Going from the big 
picture, to the intermediate scale, and the detail of a specific designed action, in order to go again back to the 
big picture and tell the story from the beginning again. It is then, when the students realized that the 
environment was not a designed object, but a complex system of elements that create a network of 
interactions between them. We also insisted about another important topic, basic in the understanding of how 
a sustainable environment works, that is, the consideration of the qualities of a phenomenal space that is 
lived, looking at memories, identity, and the tactile materiality of the space.  

The workshop was structured in five parts. Each day the students were receiving a single task in order to 
help them to handle the complexity of moving through different scales. The idea was to learn by progress, 
testing day by day the results. With the analysis, the students were asked to evaluate the qualities and 
problems of the site, looking at the existing biodiversity and topography, infrastructure, existing public 
facilities and social use, character of the neighbourhood, boundaries, and definition of distinctive areas. 
Based on the analysis, the students were asked to find a planning strategy to implement a self-sustainable 
urban agro-ecosystem, looking at the improvement of accesses from the neighborhood to the site and the 
permeability of boundaries, allowing easy connections and a fluid circulation. The students had to take in 
account the time implementation of programmatic areas, clean energy-sources, water and waste recycling, 
community facilities, plot food garden division, preservation of biodiversity, new plantations, and the system 
of roads and paths. Different scenarios were tested to decide a clear strategy: education, tourism, 
recreation-health, community work (family and elderly oriented), young platforms for self-expression and 
commerce. Based on the strategy, the students were asked to elaborate a conceptual design that translated the 
planning strategy into a landscape atmosphere, which was experienced by the senses and the mind. Some 
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guidelines were suggested, like Conservationist conceptual design approaches (Restoration of Croscat 
Volcano, Girona 1993, Martirià Figueras – Joan Font); Radical (Yverdon-les-bains, Expo 02, Switzerland, 
West8); Ecology – machinery (Ecoboulevard in Vallecas, Madrid 2007, Ecosistema Urbano); Market-profit 
oriented (Explanada Forum, Barcelona 2004, J.A. martinez lapeçna- Elias Torres); or 
Iconographic-emblematic (La Vilette Park, Paris 1982, Bernard Tchumi). Based on the conceptual design of 
the landscape, different design actions were asked to be developed in detail in order to trigger change in the 
site, and activate the community involvement and participation. The students were asked to think those 
minimum necessary actions that can improve the quality of the space, guide self-organization, and activate 
imagination together with the ability of the user to interact with the space. The results were abstract sections 
and details. With the complete landscape design proposal, the evaluation helped them to compare the results 
of the three groups, estimating weaknesses and strengths of each proposal and elaborating a conclusion 
regarding the implementation of a community self-organized agro-ecosystem in Tres Turons Park. 

3 THREE DESIGN PROPOSALS 

3.1 Group 1: The recovery of identity: sensorial rituals, events and symbols 
Group 1 (students: Beth Conti, Semih Cureç, Sertaç Kiliç, and Şeymanur Çelik) decided, based on the 

analysis, to establish a strategic planning concentrated in La Rovira hill. La Rovira gathers a layer of history 
(the anti-aircraft battery and the quarry), together with an important polluted space by tens of relay masts 
above the roof of self-built houses. They decided to preserve and accentuate the clear two different natures of 
the hill. One occupied by housing, the anti-aircraft battery and the quarry, and the other one, the natural 
forest covering the Eastern part of the hill, with its winding paths. The first strategic decision was to 
concentrate communal urban agriculture in the slopes of the quarry. The second one was to improve the loss 
of identity of the site, and the recovery of its important historical memory by the introduction of new events, 
happening once monthly. These events would attract the population of the city into the area in order to 
participate in specific memorial acts and leisure activities, and therefore to strengthen the social attachment 
to the site. Eco-pavilions, in the top of the hill, at the back of the anti-aircraft battery, would collect water and 
wind energy as a resource for the illumination of the historical site. They would also become new attractors, 
and night light icons for the whole city. The third strategic decision was to eliminate all the relay masts for 
only one antenna that would be located in a clearing in the woodland of the hill. The antenna becomes a new 
symbol on the site, on memorial of the war, because Tres Turons was a strategic site for the defense of the 
city. A fourth strategic decision was to determine two types of access to the site: one by public bus, through 
the winding paths of the forest, the second one, pedestrian. The pedestrian access and entrance to La Rovira 
is located at the base of the quarry. It becomes a ritual ascendant path experience, where the senses are 
activated, like the ear (the walking rhythm on different materials –wood, earth, steel- or the sound of the 
wind mills at the distance), smell of the flowers, the taste of the fruits in the trees, the sense of touch 
everywhere and the splendid 360 degrees sight of the city. Through the ascending path, different levels of 
vegetable gardens can be accessed. At the beginning of the ramp-promenade there is a square with a local 
open market, where local vegetables can be sold, reducing transportation cost energy between food 
production and consume.   
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Figure 3 Conceptual strategy Group 1         Figure 4 View of the ascendant sensorial path     
 

3.2 Group 2: Interconnectivity and accessibility: corridors, nodes and loops 
Group 2 (Inés Casanova, Kerim Ozdemir, Elisabet Badia, and Carlos Briseño) decided, based on the analysis, 
to set up a strategic planning concentrated in the three hills of Tres Turons. The first strategic decision was to 
establish a communication network of corridors, nodes and loops. This connection, through a hierarchical 
path system, allowed the interconnectivity among the three differentiated areas of Creueta, Carmel and 
Rovira. A second important strategy was to preserve the nature of the space, only upgrading specific 
locations, by design actions to improve the quality of the public space, and offer a platform for public 
activities for the city. A third strategic decision was the accessibility to the site, reinforcing three main nodes 
as central strategic locations for commerce, parking and pedestrian accesses. The students also studied which 
were the most important locations were education, tourism, recreation; young platforms for self-expression, 
and commerce were going mainly to be developed, despite they received the comment about the possible 
overlapping of these uses in the site. They developed three main design actions. One was an access node in la 
Rovira, at the base of the quarry. This node was a built structure of terraces, with ramps, for vehicles, in 
order to solve the parking congestion in the neighborhood, and to allow the pedestrian access to the upper 
part of the hill by elevators. This structure was covered by a technological skin of solar cells and humidity 
collectors. The skin covered the structure as a new topography, helping to integrate and adapt the building 
inside the quarry. A second action was the upgrading of the quarry of Creueta del Coll. Its natural topography 
allows the creation, opposite to the existing Park of La Creueta, of an amphitheater with terraces, as a 
platform for social gathering, concerts and festivals, and new fruit tree plantations. A third action was the 
development, in detail, of one of the communication network loops. A loop is a secondary path in the 
hierarchy of the main corridor with a circular circuit. The loop of El Carmel, crosses a self-built community, 
that is transformed into an urban agriculture community that takes care of the vegetable gardens. The new 
landscape design of the loop reinforces the existing qualities of the site, adding few improvements to fences 
and housing walls, path boundaries, and rain water collectors.  
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Figure 5 Conceptual strategy, corridors, nodes and loops   Figure 6 Loop and farming community  

3.3 Group 3: Sustainable tourism: leisure, employment and commerce 
Group 3 (Merlin Kaşmer, Cansu Gündoğdu, and Asli Gündüz) decided, based on the analysis, to define 

a strategic planning for the three hills of Tres Turons. They concentrated their actions in the north and 
north-east side of the hills, where local self-organized gardening is possible to observe. They reinforced the 
processes that are already occurring in the site, creating a system of urban agriculture that is self-sustained 
and ecological. Small vegetable gardens, organized in a system of terraces and pedestrian paths, are rented to 
the citizens and to schools for educational purposes. The students create interdependency between the green 
as urban agriculture, connected to housing areas inside and in the perimeter of Tres Turons, to create 
employment and local self-sustenance. Urban agriculture could also give profit to the community by selling 
the goods in a food market, located in the quarry of La Rovira. This ecological food market could be an 
attractor for tourism and the inhabitants of the city.  

     
 
Figure 7  Conceptual strategy            Figure 8  Section though farming plots  
The students developed two main design actions. One was the study in detail of how these terraces for 

vegetable gardens should be designed, taking in account storages beneath the pedestrian paths and rainwater 
containers. Solar panel trees along the paths would collect energy for the illumination of the site at night. A 
second design action was the study through sketches of the new food market in La Rovira quarry. A 
temporary and dismountable construction made of tensile structures could give shape to an open air market. 

4 EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION 

Learning to design a landscape, in the interdisciplinary practice of landscape urbanism, through a 
flexible and dynamic system, taking in account scenario thinking, together with complexity processes of 
change and re-adaptation, helped to gather a different type of design results about how the future of Tres 
Turons Park should be. The projection of a future productive landscape for city was not determined by a 
finished compositional design of the Park. Instead, all three proposals for a future productive landscape, a 
green engine for the area of Carmel, were respectful with what already was existing. The students understood 
that it was important to make visible processes that were already occurring in the site. They only needed to 
guide these processes by design actions, limited in specific and strategic locations that were studied carefully 
based on the analysis of the site. The design strategy was the core of the design, and the strategic decisions 
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made that, each group, could have a different result for the same park. Any of the three groups gave to their 
landscape design a specific landscape atmosphere, a clear design vision of a park. They simply let the site be 
as it is and evolve by itself, without any aesthetic make-up. All three groups realized that in order to plan a 
space to be sustainable, a study of the relation between different actors is needed, such as education, tourism, 
recreation, commerce. They also realized how important is in landscape planning to transmit and to map 
complex processes of interactions and relations between actors, and how difficult is to represent those 
mappings, which should be clear and readable. Everybody agreed that the movement through different scales 
in process thinking helped the students to have a clear strategy, and at the same time, to be able to understand 
the physical and tactile nature of the site, where people move and interact.  

In the Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), there are four phases. In Concrete Experience (CE) phase, 
learners prefer to learn by experiencing and in Reflective Observation (RO), learners have the tendency to 
learn by reflecting. In Abstract Conceptualization (AC), learn by thinking, through the analysis of ideas, is 
the preferred learning style, and in Active Experimentation (AE), learn by doing, through active 
experimentation, is chosen by learners (Kolb, 1984; Aşkar, Akkoyunlu, 1993). The major phases that occur 
in the learning process of the students who participated in the workshop were stated as Concrete Experience 
(CE) and Abstract Conceptualization (AC). In Concrete Experience (CE), we have seen how students learned 
from feelings and life experiences with the contact with the real location. Therefore, they learned how they 
should use the environment and the current social and physical context, with sustainable, affordable and 
realistic solutions. Features such as learning by thinking, analysis, systematical approach, making new 
proposals were important in Abstract Conceptualization (AC) phase. As a consequence of this phase, they 
mostly improved their design skills as well as they learned ways of express ideas. The workshop was also a 
good environment for collaborative learning. It involved a coordinated design activity that was the result of 
continuous attempts to construct and maintain a shared understanding of the design problem.  
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ABSTRACT: The Department of Media Studies at the Faculty of Architecture, Delft University of 
Technology deals with teaching and research on the different available media, such as freehand sketching 
and presentation drawings, scale and computer modelling, photography, video film and on internet and 
communication technologies based media.  

Our students investigate urban spaces also by means of these media. 
The name of each program component includes the word EYE: our own eyes but also the eye of the 

camera: observing, perceiving, becoming aware of… 
mEYEsite* proposes a working and a site research method, a way to better explore the 

characteristics and qualities of the urban space that improves considerably the amount of tools available for 
designers.  
KEYWORDS: local identity, urban design, culture, public life, exterior and interior public space. 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 The Department of Media Studies at the Faculty of Architecture, Delft University of Technology (the 
Netherlands) stimulates her students to explore and combine the diverse available media. 
The tools they acquire, allow them also to employ other ways of expression and interaction. In addition they 
become able to explore and compose spaces in new exciting ways. 
The Department of Media Studies deals with teaching and research on communication and visualization 
media, such as freehand drawing, photography, film, computer modelling and rendering and to the internet 
and communication technologies related media. 
Our department proposes a platform, a true laboratory where students are encouraged to discover and 
combine all these media. As a result, they obtain powerful design and visualization instruments. These tools 
allow other ways of expression and interaction and permit in addition explore and compose spaces and urban 
forms in many new exciting ways. At the same time, attention is also paid to the possibilities for exposition, 
presentation and publication of different subjects. 

Models and images are indispensable for designers at the time to make up, develop, and 
communicate their ideas. At the same time, this material should not only inform but also appeal to people. 
Nevertheless, many people find it not easy to express their needs or give a correct picture of the character 
and the qualities of an urban space in advance. It is for them often possible to react on ideas only after the 
plans have been already completed. 
As mentioned above, Media Studies researches as well the role media, included the so called new media, are 
able to play during the entire design process. And in this case, which is the significance not only throughout 
the design process itself but in particular in the previous steps to the design. 
 
2 EXPLORING EXTERIOR AND INTERIOR PUBLIC SPACE 
 
 For already some years, our students investigate urban spaces also by means of media like film, 
sound and imaging. This specific programme is structured along different modules, based on qualitative, 
‘emotional’ descriptions and experiences concerning urban space. In this way, they also become a unique 
catalogue of the urban, public space and an essential tool particularly applicable to spatial design. 
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The name of each program component includes the word EYE: our own eyes but also the eye of the camera: 
observing, perceiving and becoming aware of the different spaces we live in. 

The elective mEYEcity/Delft, for instance, was based on the idea of exploring and documenting 
urban space inspired on different topics like text fragments, selected according to the diverse feelings they 
might awaken, or based on own remembrances and emotions related to the particular places. 

During this module students were first asked to document different neighbourhoods in the city of 
Delft (the Netherlands). Following a route, every student visited a different area. In this way, a visual portrait 
of each neighbourhood was produced. 

Except for these images they were asked to write a report as well in order to try to describe the 
atmosphere and the most significant aspects of the visited sites. 

After this first visit, a different student was now asked to follow the determined route but, in this 
case, after having read the particular text. These textual pieces have been selected to wake up in advance 
feelings or emotions associated to apprehension and violence, prestige, or poverty, for instance. 

The collected images can be read in different ways: either as a sequence following the chronological 
order, or considering each picture as an autonomic still image. In addition, when different routes cross each 
other, the corresponding images make it possible to contrast the different spatial experiences. 
This visual document is eventually completed with web links, text, audio, street sounds, film, ‘testimonies’, 
etc. In this way, a more comprehensive, personal version of each documented route is being created. A diary, 
a weblog can also be linked to the route, while different chronicles can connect with each other as well. 
In this manner, students interpret textual descriptions into urban spaces, and record and catalogue the 
existing features and qualities. 
 
3 mEYEsite* 

 
The issue we present on this paper, mEYEsite*, is specially designed to train the essential skill of 

seeing, as described above. Together with the possibilities the different media can offer, mEYEsite* explores 
and describes urban space in new way. It makes also possible to express ideas and to compose designs 
through an effective, different and attractive approach. 

But what we propose here is furthermore, to exploit the combination of one’s own emotional ‘load’ 
and the chosen media, as a method to explore, analyse, and document the city. 

The places we do most keep in mind are always related to emotions, pleasant or unpleasant 
memories. 

The enhancement of the experience of being at a certain site, linking a place to its people and 
buildings, digging into its different layers, facilitates a personal relationship with the observer and a new way 
of observation, registration and understanding. 
mEYEsite* proposes a working and a site research method, a way to better explore the characteristics and 
qualities of the urban space that improves considerably the amount of tools available for designers. This 
material constitutes a unique catalogue of the public space and becomes essential when thinking and 
designing urban space. 
 
3.1 First-year students 
 MediaStudies takes also part in de opening week for the new students at our faculty. During this very 
first mEYEsite* issue, they get acquainted with the possibilities MediaStudies can offer them to explore and 
understand a location. 
For this purpose, a website has been specially developed showing the essential issues. Except for the needed 
information, such as the group they are in, the mentors or the locations themselves, a simple and clear way is 
presented in order to be able to establish relationships between the diverse aspects relating to the location and 
to start discover the way media can facilitate site exploring and understanding. 
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1 2  
 

3 4  
 

At page ‘analysis’ for instance, different groups of aspects concerning a location and the available 
media can be linked to each other showing the many different ways students can look at a place. 
 
3.2 Advanced students 
 As mentioned above, we try to review the way we look at a place, to better observe and perceive. 
And this process is both, objective and subjective. An image, when not having been manipulated, is an 
unbiased document. Except for its authenticity, each drawing and each camera shot is, at the same time, a 
personal representation of the city. 

This year MediaStudies also contributes to the MsC1 Urbanism ’Analysis and Design of Urban 
Form’. During the first week of this master, a group of students explores and documents a site by means of 
the medium film. 

The initial exercise is based on diverse ways a designer (as a visitor in this case) can look at a site, 
depending either on different focus areas such as architectural materials and film portraits of people in the 
location itself or on the actual physical points of view we can look at the same site. 
 
In the present case we make use for example, of the following options: 
IN the site, a visitor explores the architectural characteristics 
IN the site, a visitor explores the human aspects of the site 
TOWARDS/IN the site, a passer-by approaches and explores the site 
TOWARDS/THROUGH the site, a rider of a bicycle approaches and rides through the site 
TOWARDS/THROUGH the site, a rider of a bicycle approaches and rides through the site 
TOWARDS/AROUND/ALONG the site, a car driver approaches and rides along and around the site. 
 

All these different options deliver distinctive ways to observe the same location, revealing the 
different layers and making possible a better understanding of the complexity of the urban site. 
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5    6  
 

7   8  
 
 
4 LOCAL IDENTITY 
 

Except for the one’s own emotional ‘load’, the choice we make about our preferred medium –which 
is besides often familiar to us- is personal and reflects our style or even our values. The chosen medium 
strengthens significantly a personal, emotional involvement. 

Accordingly, advanced students are especially welcome as well to participate of the different issues. 
Since they have greatly developed already an own personal style, a media ‘handwriting’, they can therefore 
take fully advantage of the proposed process. 
 
4.1 mEYEsite*Budapest 
 Following then the own subjective approach and personal involvement and by means of the favourite 
medium, the observer sees and registers the different layers of a site or a city. Freehand drawings, film, 
photos, sound, and interviews: all become notations that reveal and document the different aspects of the 
local identity. 
 

 
9 
 

Freehand drawing particularly, constitutes an essential design tool. But, above all, it develops and 
trains our observation and perception skills: different aspects of urban sites can be analysed and expressed, 
such as scale, contrast, atmosphere, etc. 
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10     11  
 

12    13  
 

14    15  
 

This systematic visual analysis constitutes an extraordinarily efficient method to understand places 
and architecture. This process does not only facilitate understanding but it also motivates and inspires the 
upcoming designer. 

During mEYEsite*Budapest (2009) a group of students and mentors visited and ‘discovered’ this 
city. 

By means of freehand drawing, photography or film, and collecting sounds or pieces of text each of 
us undertook a personal journey through the selected locations and explored the urban physical and 
‘spiritual’ landscape including its architecture, its public spaces and its people. 
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City documents of a central square for instance, produced at different moments of the day or the 
night, reveal different human flows: scholars, office workers and also illegal workers being picked up 
somewhere very early in the morning. 

 

16    17  
 

18    19  
 

Late in the afternoon, when most people return home, groups of aged women try to draw the 
attention of the passers-by to their flowers or fruit. And much later, the local youth subculture will appear on 
the urban stage.  
 

20    21  
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By means of on-site interviews, for instance, we come to know more about their habits and choices 
in relation to the city. And visiting photo exhibitions for instance, can teach us something about the way 
local artists look at people or places. 

All this carries also with it links to different disciplines, such as history or sociology and to social 
and cultural issues as well. But also, just only by including old photographs or postcards, a visual history of 
the site can be formed. 
 
 

22     23  
 

24     25  
 

26      27  
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As a result, several presentations will have been produced. Except for exhibiting drawings, 
photographs and films, a web based application will be put online: an interactive digital panorama revealing, 
by means of links to different layers, all the collected material: drawings, photographs, films, sounds or maps 
and text fragments. 

 
 

28 
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The different media can finally come together, proposing in this way diverse ways to combine 
information and offering a truly complementary portrait of the city, a sort of digital catalogue of the urban 
space. 

As a next step, by means of weblogs, participants can react upon each other's contributions. Also, 
eventually other people can be invited to add comments and information. 
 
5 MEYESITE* AND URBAN DETECTIVES IN LAGOS 
 

The Department of Media Studies collaborates with Urban Detectives (www.urbandetectives.com) 
within the City Space Investigations – Lagos (CSI.Lagos) workshop planned for April 2010. 

“…The former capital of Nigeria seems to have surpassed its functional capacities long time ago. 
Despite its air of immediate collapse, still more than half a million migrants arrive yearly. A growth pace 
statistics even gave up to record: the population should be somewhere between 8-14 million inhabitants. 

Lagos is the example par excellence of self organization; housing and commerce are mostly 
organized beyond any legal frameworks. The informal sector accounts for 60 percent of all economic activity, 
ranging from street hawkers to the production centres of imitations of Western goods… 

CSI.Lagos invite students and professionals alike to decipher the embodiment of informality and 
reflect on the potential for design and planning profession... 

During this workshop the participants (students and professionals) will carry out several mappings 
and will at the end of the workshop present their findings… 

The CSI.Lagos is set up in three phases. The core on-site workshop 'In Lagos' will take place in 
April 2010. 

The preparation phase 'Pre Lagos' will take place in Delft in February and March for Dutch students 
(and potentially also some professionals). After the on-site workshop a post-production phase 'Post Lagos' 
will focus on post editing and exposing the workshop results in expositions, publications and the online 
Urban Detectives platform. 

Furthermore a GPS & Geocoding workshop will be organized by the Urban Detectives during the 
Pre Lagos to present the potentials of combining multimedia data with geographical data.” 
 
6 CONCLUSIONS 
 

Freehand drawing together with digital media offer enormous possibilities to explore, and document 
urban space and makes richer ways of expressing research and design possible. 

mEYEsite* allows students to make use of all kind of media in order to describe the qualities and 
characteristics of the urban space in a different way they habitually are asked to do. 

The chosen medium offers an own, rich way to discover and document space and becomes an 
essential, complementary element when studying and designing the urban space. 

Furthermore, we propose also to exploit the combination of one’s own emotional ‘load’ and the 
chosen media, as a method to explore, analyse, and document the city. 

The results are presented through web based sites. Each issue collects, identifies, and presents all the 
obtained information. This unique digital catalogue of the public space, not only allows but mainly 
stimulates the combination of the different documents, including sound. Designers come also to know more 
about composing and visualizing urban space.   

mEYEsite* proposes a working and a site research method, a way to better explore the 
characteristics and qualities of the urban space that improves considerably the amount of tools available for 
designers. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper will discuss the physical structure of architectural and urban models in relation to 
the public realm as a locus of (ex)change and economic activity. The research “The transformation of the 
Dutch urban block in relation to the public realm; Model, rule and ideal”1 shows that in Dutch planning and 
design practises this relationship was underestimated during the last 100 years by a one-sided focus upon 
social, cultural and hygienic aspects of dwelling that banned almost all economic activities from the new 
neighbourhoods. 
    Typo-morphological research of paradigmatic Dutch blocks dating from 1600-2000 and the urban 
models connected, is applied to question the relation between urban block and public realm. Based on this 
research I will try to formulate the criteria for the physical structure of future urban and architectural models 
that facilitate space for the new small-scale urban economy of the creative industries as well for starting 
businesses of migrants as means of economical emancipation. 
KEYWORDS: architectural & urban form, architectural model, urban model, urban economy, 
typo-morphological research 
 
 
1  TOWARDS NEW ARCHITECTURAL AND URBAN MODELS; 
THE DUTCH URBAN BLOCK, PUBLIC DOMAIN AND CITY ECONOMY  
 
    Why should architects and urban planners discuss the relationship between the urban block, public 
domain and city economy?  
     When we analyse the transformation of the Dutch urban block during the last hundred years in its 
relation to the public domain, it becomes evident that in the Netherlands social cultural ideals dominated the 
transformation of the urban block’s architectural model. With the exception of stores for daily needs, 
economic activity and small-scale urban economy in general, were excluded from the new blocks that 
formed the building block, the basic entity of the new neighbourhoods and areas of city extension. 
Small-scale urban economy was understood as something that was fundamentally harmful to the living 
quality of neighbourhoods. (Changing ideals of urban blocks and economic activity, figures 1,2,3,4,5,6) 
    In order to understand the importance of economic activity, especially small-scale enterprises for the 
public domain, and the neighbourhood quality of contemporary living quarters, the Hypermarché in Bagnolet 
near Paris is a good example. Bagnolet is one of those neighbourhoods in the Paris’ banlieue that has been hit 
by violence during the past few years. The former mayor of the satellite city who had become the managing 
director of a highway supermarket discovered that there was almost no relationship between ‘his’ 
supermarket and the inhabitants of the area next to it. In order to change the sometimes hostile relationship 
he offered the inhabitants the opportunity to organise a mini market on the parking area next to supermarket. 
Nowadays the inhabitants of Bagnolet sell all manner of products there. At the same time, the stock of the 
supermarket has changed. Today it contains more products that appeal to the locals. The economic activity of 
the mini market has changed the character of the whole area. Bagnolet received a centre where people 
engage in economic activity and which they visit in order to participate in public life. The presence of the 

                                                           
1 Susanne Komossa, De transformatie van het Hollandse bouwblok in relatie tot het publieke domein; Model, 
regel en ideaal, Dissertatie TU-Delft november 2008, see also: 
http://www.library.tudelft.nl/ws/search/publications/index.htm author: Komossa 
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mini market directly influences everyday life in Bagnolet. ‘The big scale of Bagnolet is shed by another light 
by the new active character of playgrounds and commercial spaces…The neighbourhood has discovered a 
new public realm to which it can relate. A new urban coherence has emerged.’i 

  
The one-sided focus in the Netherlands on social-cultural aims of dwelling in the past, resulted in the 

collapse of the public realm in and around urban blocks in areas dating from the nineteen-fifties, -sixties and 
-seventies ii. In Dutch neighbourhoods the public realm as the domain of (ex)change of opinions, goods, 
labour and locus of debate and sometimes potential conflictiii  was abandoned in favour of harmonious 
collective green spaces directed towards active recreation, always accompanied by decreasing densities of 
buildingsiv and designed for segregated groups of users that usually shared the same background. Nowadays 
one has to realise that in fact this exclusive emphasis upon social and cultural aspects and collective space 
during the past, has caused major problems today. Neighbourhoods, like Rotterdam Pendrecht catch political 
attention. Euphemistically called ‘magnificent neighbourhoods’, almost all of them are in the process of 
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restructuring or even undergoing demolition. When re-structuring these areas, municipalities, planners, and 
architects tend to focus once again upon social and cultural issues and problems. Tackling the lack of a fit 
physical structure for a well functioning public realm and small-scale urban economy in order to improve 
public space and neighbourhood quality is not (yet) a central issue. 
    In order to change current practices, fundamental notions have to be discussed that today form the core, 
probably more than ever, of any debate about city and neighbourhoods. How do we connect tradition with 
innovation, the local with the global, ‘top down’ urban planning with ‘bottom up’ initiatives of inhabitants, 
planned order with daily chaos, the formal with the informal, old and new buildings, and diversity in 
background and life styles of city inhabitants, with the identity of the ‘Dutch city’, officially recognised 
culture with popular, migrant and youth culture, poor and rich, one with ‘the other’ and conflict with 
democracyv? The possible answers to these questions also always contain a physical dimension that 
influences or is expressed by the structural arrangements of the city and neighbourhoods. Activating and 
facilitating physical structures for the process of (ex)change connected to the public realm and small-scale 
urban economy could lead to many more potential qualities in these neighbourhoods. 
    In order to enable all the activities connected with the urban economy, fit space is needed. Small-scale 
urban economy especially asks for specific physical conditions. Old and new, big and small, cheap and more 
expensive buildings, and spaces have to be available. Additionally the physical interrelationship and 
connection between the different activities, between dwelling and working and the public domain are 
important. In the public domain economical activity and every day life take place at the same time and side 
by side with living and working, the exchange of ideas and knowledge, going out, shopping, visiting schools 
and cultural institutions, watching and being watched. The pre-condition for connection and overlapping of 
economical activities and everyday life, for production and consumption, is a well functioning public domain 
inside and around urban blocks, that is characterised by short distances and physical vicinity, high density of 
buildings and uses, mixture of functions, diversity of users and kinds of activities, tolerance, dynamics and 
changeability. 
 
2  TYPO-MORPHOLOGICAL RESEARCH  
 
    This paper focuses on the transformation of urban blocks in the two great Dutch cities, Rotterdam and 
Amsterdam, and the development of innovative architectural models in relation to public domain and urban 
economy. In the large Dutch cities the public domain - and therefore city and neighbourhood quality - gain 
their physical shape not only through social and cultural activities but also, or even especially, by physical 
structures that accommodate economic activity as part of the everyday life of inhabitants and visitors.  
    The research tries to define the physical pre-conditions for ‘adequate’ urban blocks by applying 
typo-morphological research in combination with cultural, social and economic notions, such as urban 
division of functions, segregation, and vicinity both physically and perceptually. Morphological research as 
such concentrates upon the physical form of cities, blocks and buildings by selecting, producing, analysing 
and interpreting maps and drawings. In this research the question is: how does the public domain and 
economic activity actually take shape on different scale levelsvi of the urban block, the neighbourhood, and 
the city? (Women and public domain, figures 7,8,9,10,11,12) 
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For example: typo-morphological drawings of buildings and urban blocks show the architectural 
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elements used to design the transition from private to public and to what extend the built structure can house 
different kinds of functions. One glance at the city map of Rotterdam is enough to understand where large 
factories, industries and harbours are situated. The morphological map of the building structures indicates 
from which period a city extensions dates, and how big or small the distance to the centre is. The structural 
map of rails and roads clarifies the hierarchy and accessibility of the different areas. A more careful analysis 
of the structure of water and green renders, together with the position and form of squares and public 
buildings, a good impression of how the position and character of the public realm is considered. (Analytical 
maps of Amsterdam and Rotterdam, figures 13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20) 
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The morphological urban analysis based on typological-morphological research can further be directed 

to more specific questions. For example: how are vicinity and distance between public domain of the city 
and the urban block designed in a specific urban model, and which kind of architectural and urban elements 
are used to establish this relationship? How are public buildings distributed within the city and the 
neighbourhood, and how are they linked to the public domain? To what extent does the structure of the urban 
block allow economic activity as an important contributor to livelihood? Does the physical structure allow 
for different functions to overlap each other within a certain area and does the structure allow functional 
change? 
    It is clear that it is not possible to directly deduce from urban or architectural form the actual use of a 
built structure, they only reflect each other. The research is therefore more focused upon the architectural and 
urban mediationvii, how are architectural and urban model related to each other and how do they mediateviii  
actual use? Researching the transformation of the Dutch urban block shows that changes of form coincidence 
with changes in society. It also clarifies that if the form of the block changes so too will the urban model and 
vice versa. Block and city model are complementary to each other. Every urban model has its own way in 
which public buildings, squares, the water- and green structure are designed and positioned within the city. 
Their form and position reflect how society thought during a certain period about public domain and in this 
case, the quality of urban economy. And similarly, ideals developed on the scale of the urban models are 
expressed in the urban block. 
 
3  THE TRANSITION FROM PRIVATE TO PUBLIC  
 
    In 1961 Jane Jacobs published ‘The Death and life of great American cities’ix the book that made her 
famous all over the world. With this book she drew attention to the social impact of urban elements, the 
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actual spatial organisation of buildings and neighbourhoodsx and the mixture of functions upon the quality 
and safety of the public space within cities.  
    Typo-morphological research allows us to study the form of architectural and urban elements like stoops, 
facades, canopies, access systems, corners and blocks in a more detailed way. (Corners as indicators, figures 
21,22,23,24,25).  Specific case studies enable us to connect their form to more general socio-cultural or 
economical notions. Stoops are for example the locus of potential contact between very different peoplexi. It’s 
a form of contact that doesn’t interfere with the anonymity and privacy of people, but notwithstanding it 
causes trust and increases the liveability, diversity and variety in neighbourhoods. In terms of Sennett who 
poses ‘The city is where strangers meet’xii one could say this kind of contact takes away the fear of strangers 
and ‘the other’. Besides the presence of stoops and a mixture of functions, there are other physically 
important conditions for a well functioning public realm: urban blocks that furnish a great number of 
cornersxiii  and a diversity of routes the passer-by can choose from, density and mixture of old and new, 
low-cost and expensive spaces, in a way that even marginal activities have a chance to flourish. ‘He the 
passenger would have alterative routes to choose from, the neighbourhood would literally open up for him’. 
And in the relation to urban economy: ‘The supply of feasible spots for commercial activity would increase 
considerably’xiv.  

 
The transition from private to public in the houses of the Amsterdam ring-canals provides a clear 
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example of the importance of stoops and the overlap of functions during the past and even today. In the 
organisation of the Dutch house in the Amsterdam ring canals dating from the seventeenth century, where 
production and consumption were not yet separated, one can see how private space and public domain 
literally overlap each other. In the private ‘comptoirxv’, for example the front room was used as trading office, 
and the broad part of hallway next to it forms part of the public domain as of the private realm of the house. 
The organisation of stoop and outdoor stairs is complex: the stairs access the house and trading office. Stoop 
and hatchway give way to the basement in the front house that was usually hired out as storage and a selling 
room for items of urban bulk, like wine and beer. Today this spatial arrangement is still very much 
appreciated if we take into account the amount of small-scaled, often creative businesses that are housed in 
this area. One can find the former comptoir in the so-called living-working dwellings, as transition between 
private and public. A recent example can be found in the housing designed by Frits van Dongen 
(Architectencie, 1998) for the Landtong project in Rotterdam. (Transitions from private to public, figures 
26,27,28,29,30,31) 
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4  PHYSICAL STRUCTURE OF URBAN BLOCKS  
 
    Jane Jacobs was also one of the first authorsxvi who discussed the relationship between the physical 
structurexvii of the city, and urban economy. In 1969 she wrote the book ‘The economy of cities’xviii  in which 
she describes the city as origin, place and motor of any economical innovation. ‘Cities (opposite to villages, 
towns and farms) are the primary necessity for economic development and expansion, including rural 
development.’xix About the way in which the city should be organised she says: ‘I do not mean that cities are 
economically valuable in spite of their inefficiencies and impracticalities, but rather because they are 
inefficient and impractical.’xx 
    On one hand she criticises with this statement general urban planning ideas that were still current during 
the nineteen sixties and which advocated the efficient functional division of dwelling, working, traffic and 
recreation in order to realise clear goal orientated and easily executable policies. During the last hundred 
years the municipal policies of the cities of Amsterdam and Rotterdam were mainly pointed at the social, 
cultural and hygienic aspects of dwelling. Economical activity was – as stated earlier – foremost considered 
on a large scale concentrated in the city centre or in harbour and industrial areas, and as something that is 
relatively independent from dwelling. The physical policies of the cities were from halfway the thirties which 
were dominated by thinking on a big scale, and at the same time reinforced by CIAM ideas and ideals. 
Slowly but surely CIAM ideas entered architecture and urban planning and formalised the urban division of 
functions by supplying the architectural and urban models. In the practice of urban extensions during the 
years before the Second World War and from the fifties to the seventies this meant that the city was divided 
into areas for dwelling, working, recreation and infrastructure. Every category had its own policies. This led 
to a situation that the city - also in a physical sense - was divided into parts where one function dominated. 
The division of neighbourhoods and functions literally took shape by the introduction of an extensive 
structure of green that did not connect but divide. At the same time the division of functions meant a thinning 
down and the reduction of density, especially in the dwelling areas. The mutual distance between dwellings 
and the individual dwelling and public domain of the city was increased exponentially. During the last 
decades the quality of public space in these neighbourhoods decreased because the collective green spaces 
were not understood by the new inhabitants and left unused.  The neighbourhoods were not able to 
transform and to provide a public domain and spaces for small-scale economic activity to inhabitants with a 
variety of backgrounds. 
    On the scale of the urban block one can distinguish during this period a comparable increase of the 
separation of functions. Economic activity that formed a self-evident element of any urban block in the 
seventeenth to nineteenth century city extensions gradually vanished. The one-sided emphasis upon social, 
cultural and hygienic aspects of dwelling led to a considerable transformation of the urban block, not only in 
relation to its programmatic and functional aspects but also in its spatial arrangements. The new 
neighbourhoods and urban blocks built by the housing corporations after the Dutch Housing Act in 1901 
were mainly meant to be lived in by groups of inhabitants that share the same background. (Rotterdam 
Pendrecht: Collective green replaces public realm, figures 32,33,34,35) 
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5  THE IMPORTANCE OF PHYSICAL CONNECTIONS FOR SMALL-SCALE URBAN 
ECONOMY 
 
    Today the attention paid to employment, dwelling, recreation, and traffic and transportation as large 
separate spatial entities, shifts to the mutual connection of these urban functions. There is a growing interest 
in those parts of urban economy that are characterised by the integration of dwelling and working, or put into 
other terms, of production and consumption. Especially for the so-called creative industries, policy makers 
start to understand the meaning of the city as place and motor of economical innovation. That cities and 
neighbourhoods are also the places of socio-economical emancipation of migrants is less clear. 
    The integrated industries, in which dwelling, working and everyday life are closely interconnected are 
by definition small-scale economies. Once companies, especially manufacturing businesses, grow bigger 
they have to search for other locations.  
    The small-scale urban economy is expected to be the incubator for the development of new ideas, 
products and services, the so-called ‘knowledge and creative industries’. One assumes that they will generate 
in the short run impulses for the over-all western knowledge industry so that it will be able to meet the 
challenges and compete by specialisation, knowledge and creativity with the upcoming Asiatic economies 
that are focused on mass production and ‘distant-service’. Western cities and regions, like Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam, state that through the development and specialisation of the knowledge and creative industries 
with their spin-off of new companies, today’s level of welfare of city inhabitants can also be maintained in 
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the future. 
    The small-scale urban economy can also be understood as a means for integration and emancipation of 
Dutch citizens that have a non-western background. The possibility to start one’s own businesses, and as a 
consequence attain economic independence, offers the means to achieve an equal position in Dutch societyxxi. 
Already today the majority of start up entrepreneurs in Rotterdam and Amsterdam are of non-western 
background. But if we look at recent projects in neighbourhoods with a great number of inhabitants with a 
non-western background, for example the restructuring of Rotterdam Tussendijken or Transvaal in The 
Hague, this notion often seems to be lacking in the new block models designed for these areas. (Urban 
enclaves: double rings in closed composition, figures 36,37,38,39) 

 
 

6  SUSTAINABILITY 
 
    Small-scale economical activities and the dynamics of old and new, cheap and expensive, can also 



 
 

940 

contribute to what one would call a sustainable group of inhabitants and users that want and can dwell and 
work over a longer period in the neighbourhood. ‘The key link in a perpetual slum is that too many people 
move out of it too fast – and in the meantime dream of getting out’xxii . For the Dutch 
problem-neighbourhoods, a second item, the absence of (possibilities for) active involvement applies, which 
may also explain the ‘devastation’ of public space. Many people do not live voluntarily in these so-called 
‘magnificent neighbourhoods’ but are forced to due to poverty and the lack of other prospects. In that case 
they ask themselves why should one pay a lot of attention to their area? Above that the chances to start a 
business in a neighbourhood like Pendrecht in Rotterdam are minimal with little potential, for example, to 
find a fit spot with enough people passing by in order to start a viable shop or workplace. 
    Sustainability of quarters and neighbourhoods also means that one has to accept that areas and 
neighbourhoods know periods of decline. The Amsterdam ring canals and Amsterdam South have known 
these periods of relative decline, impoverishment and low house and apartment prices. The same happened 
before in De Pijp in Amsterdam. So it is not enough to examine a neighbourhood’s wellbeing or not at a 
certain moment, but one has to also analyse the transformative potential of its physical structure over the 
course of time.  
 
7  PUBLIC DOMAIN AS SPACE OF KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE  
 
    Jos Gadetxxiii  who works as a social geographer at the Physical Planning Department of the 
municipality of Amsterdam (Dienst Ruimtelijke Ordening) points to a necessity for the knowledge and 
creative industries that is usually not specifically recognised: the need for knowledge exchange and vicinity. 
Gadet distinguishes knowledge that is generally available in libraries, the Internet, etc and specific 
knowledge bound to individuals. In his eyes only people talking to each other, i.e. in a situation of physical 
proximity, transfer certain specific knowledge. This explains why certain enterprises search for each other’s 
physical proximity, and public spaces like cafes, in order to exchange thoughts and ideas. Physical vicinity 
also seems to be important in a psychological sense. By seeing and talking to each other it is easier to trust 
one another. Vicinity, and concentration of different disciplines, also facilitates dropping in to each other’s 
office spaces and (work)shops in order to gather fast (and cheap) ‘expertise’ and services from other 
disciplinesxxiv. This applies in fact to all starting and small-scale businesses. 
    Already in 1969 Jane Jacobs discussed the nature of the physical structure of the city where economical 
innovation and new businesses emerge. ‘Consider too the physical arrangements that promotes the greatest 
profusion of duplicate and diverse enterprises serving the population of the city, and lead therefore to the 
greatest opportunities for plentiful division of labour on which new work can potentially arise…xxv’ 
Summarised in short the ‘physical arrangements’ are vicinity and connectivity, the mixture of small functions, 
where some functions like cafés and shops are used by everybody. High density of users and visitors, ‘short’ 
routes and a mixture of living and working spaces, different types of buildings, like old and new, cheap and 
expensive, big and small, form other important preconditions.  
 
    In the Netherlands we can ask ourselves whether and how these kinds of ideas are echoed in projects 
like the restructuring of the Oude Westen in Rotterdam during the seventies, the GWL terrain in Amsterdam 
during the nineties and more recently the development of the Wilhelmina Pier in Rotterdam? Do the new 
plans incorporate changing insights and thoughts related to the mixture of functions and healthy chaos in 
their architectural model? And if yes, how do they do it? What are the forms, organisations and meanings of 
the Dutch urban block in the new plans? 
 
8  SMALL-SCALE URBAN ECONOMY AND THE PHYSICAL STRUCTURE OF THE URBAN 
BLOCK  
 
    Now at the beginning of the twenty first century the Dutch urban block needs once again a 
transformation if one considers global economical changes and worldwide migration. The contemporary 
Dutch urban block should – as in the seventeenth and at the end of the nineteenth century – be able to offer a 
public domain to city inhabitants, visitors and migrants that are characterised by very different backgrounds. 
For the future of the western European city, the development of the service, knowledge and creative 
industries is of fundamental importance. These industries – especially when starting – depend for their 
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development, knowledge exchange and risk spreading in a well functioning public domain and small 
business spaces that are not too highly priced. These are also important for migrants that initiate their own 
businesses. In fact the urban block, the city, and the public domain form for both groups the ‘natural 
environment.’ 
    In order to understand the relation between economical dynamics and the transformation of urban 
models, the careful analysis of the architectural models of the urban block is essential. Not only does the 
urban block transform under the influence of changes in the socio-cultural and economic context, but also the 
relation between the private space of dwellings and the public domain of the city is highly relevant.  
 
    As architects and urban planners we have to understand the relationship between socio-cultural and 
economic changes, and the transformation of architectural and urban models. In order to develop adequate 
new architectural models for the Dutch urban block we have to consider urban economy and the public 
domain as categories that constitute the city. 
    There are some encouraging initiatives and designs, like Amsterdam IJburg and the Solids that show the 
physical dimensions that architects and urban planners have to reflect upon and design. (Promising 
architectural models IJburg & Solids, figures 40,41,42,43,44,45) 
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Notes: 
i Boxel, E. van, Koreman, K., ZUS-Zones Urbaines Sensibles (2007) Re-public, naar een nieuwe ruimte 
politiek (Rotterdam, NAI uitgevers) pp. 19. 
ii Neighbourhoods in the Netherlands dating from the nineteen-fifties, -sixties and -seventies that suffer from 
severe social and economical problems and are often characterised by a relative poor and segregated group of 
inhabitants. 
iii  Hajer, M., Reijndorp A. (2001) Op zoek naar nieuw publiek domein (Rotterdam, NAI uitgevers) pp.11. 
English edtion: Hajer, M., Reijndorp A. (2002) In search of a new public domain domein (Rotterdam, NAI 
uitgevers) 
iv number of dwellings/hectare in relation to the average dwelling size, see also: (19 paradigmatically ) 
projects, Komossa, S., Meyer, H. e.a.(2005); Atlas of the Dutch urban block, (Bussum, Thoth).  
v ‘The city as place to negotiate conflict without going to war very differently than countries and nations’. 
Saskia Sassen (21 January 2008) emphasises the importance of cities above nations in: ’I have a dream…de rol 
van de stad’; Lezingen en debat, Felix Meritis Amsterdam. Jacobs (1984) made a comparable statement earlier 
in her book ‘Cities and the wealth of nations’ (New York, Random House). 
vi In order to research the relationship between economic activities, daily life and urban blocks - that in fact 
constitute almost 80% of the cities built volume - one can follow two approaches. Economical-geographic 
research that maps ‘where’ companies are and ‘why’. Morphological and typo-morphological research 
addresses the ‘how’ by investigating the architectural and urban models focussing also upon the physical 
structure of blocks, buildings and city extensions. 
vii  See also: ‘Transformatie van stadsmodel en bouwblok: De mercantiele stad’, ‘De verfraaide 
civieltechnische stad in de negentiende eeuw’, ‘De stad van de sociale hervormers’, ‘De sociaal culturele 
stad’, Komossa, S. (2008) De transformatie van het Hollandse bouwblok in relatie tot het publieke domein; 
Model, regel en ideaal, PhD-thesis, (Delft, http://www.library.tudelft.nl/ws/search/publications/index.htm). 
Publication of an English edition ‘Dutch urban block and public domain; model, rule, ideal’ is expected 
spring 2010 (Nijmegen, Vantilt). 
viii  Mediation: ’...that the development of form is not directly related to the translation of a social aim, but that 
form during the development of the design uses mediations that are specific for architecture…’. Dutch: ‘....dat 
de uitwerking van de vorm niet terug is te brengen tot de directe vertaling van de sociale opdracht, dat zij 



 
 

943 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
tijdens het totstandkomen van het ontwerp gebruik maakt van voor de architectuur specifieke bemiddelingen.. 
‘, Castex, J., Depaule C.-Ch.,  Panerai Ph. (1984), De rationele stad, Van bouwblok tot wooneenheid, 
(Nijmegen, SUN) pp.222, First French edition: Castex, J., Depaule C.-Ch., Panerai Ph.(1977) Formes 
Urbaines: de l’ilôt à la barre (Parijs, Bordas).  
ix Jacobs, J. (1961) The death and life of great American cities (New York , Random House). Plans to demolish 
Greenwich Village, New York, in 1960 caused Jacobs to analyse this neighbourhood where she lived more 
closely. According to her, Greenwich Village was not the problem that had to be sanitised by demolition but 
the modernistic neighbourhoods elsewhere in Manhattan: they had become ghetto’s that were one-sidedly 
orientated around dwelling and they criminality and un-safety formed a daily routine. Compared to these areas 
‘The Village’ was a safe area because of the intensive, sometime chaotic mixture of functions with shops and 
businesses on the ground floor and dwellings above. 
x Jacobs, Jane (1972 (first edition 1969)) The economy of cities (Harmondsworth, Penguin). In The economy 
of cities (1972) Jacobs underlines the importance of small-scale urban economy for the liveability and public 
realm of ‘great’ American cities. 
xi According to Jacobs (1961) every participant of everyday daily life on the stoops plays an important role. 
And even the idler, the ‘good-for-nothing’ has in Jacobs (1961) an important task. Because he doesn’t do 
anything all day, he’s especially able to watch continuously what’s happening in the street and by doing so he 
contributes to the prevention of small criminality. 
xii Sennett, Richard (1992) The fall of public man (New York, Norton) pp.39. 
xiii  ‘Street corners express the nature of the city as meeting place, a place of superposition and conflict.’ 
Sola-Morales, M. de (april 2003) Cities and urban corners in: b.mm)The monographs #4, pp.133 cited from: 
Carré, Nanine (14 april 2008) Street corners, place of interaction an identification in: B-nieuws 11, pp. 14 
(Faculty of Architecture, Delft University of Technology). 
xiv Jacobs, J.(1992 (1961)) The death and life of great American cities  (New York, Random House, Vintage 
Books Edition) pp.180. 
xv French: comptoir, Dutch: balie, English: counter. 
xvi in the perception of architects and urban planners. 
xvii The English word ‘physical’ is here used a synonym for the Dutch word ‘ruimtelijk’ (spatial). 
xviii  Jacobs, Jane (1972 (first edition 1969)); The economy of cities (Harmondsworth, Penguin). 
xix Jacobs (1972), pp. 85. 
xx Jacobs (1972), pp. 50. 
xxi Saskia Sassen and Richard Sennett (21 January 2008) talk about ‘The city as space of the not-haves to bring 
forward change’. On one hand they refer here to parades and events where the ‘not-haves of power’ can 
manifest themselves socio-culturally and politically. On the other hand Sennett/Sassen point to ‘the (physical) 
places of potential, like edges, periphery, pockets, forgotten spaces’ as ‘cheap spaces for growth’. During: ‘I 
have a dream…de rol van de stad’; Lectures and debate (Amsterdam, Felix Meritis). 
xxii Jacobs, J.(1992 (1961))  p.271. 
xxiii  Jos Gadet during a conversation 29 May 2006, see also: Dienst Ruimtelijke Ordening Amsterdam, Jos 
Gadet e.a. (2006) Aantrekkende stadsmilieus, een planologisch-stedenbouwkundig ontwikkelingsperspectief 
(Amsterdam, DRO Amsterdam). 
xxiv DRO Amsterdam distinguishes as parts of the creative industry: performing arts, service for arts, museums 
& galleries, publishing houses, journalism, photography, film industry, radio & television, advertisement 
companies, interior & fashion design, architectural & urban design. Each sector has its own pattern of settling. 
They all share a preference for the historical inner city of Amsterdam. Source: Dienst Ruimtelijke Ordening 
Amsterdam, Koos van Zaanen e.a., Productiemilieus van de creatieve industrie in Amsterdam, DRO 
Amsterdam  Januari 2006. 
xxv Jacobs, J. (1972 ) pp.100. 
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ABSTRACT：：：：Merged with Xiao Shan and Yu Hang in 2001, Hangzhou worked out a new metropolitan 
urban structure. In order to evolve the construction of new urban form orderly and effectively, a significant 
solution, so-called 21 new towns and 100 urban complexes, was launched. Based on the theories about urban 
complex, the paper expatiated on the necessities of urban complex. All the 100 urban complexes could be 
divided into four types: commercial-service urban complex, traffic hub urban complex, multi-functional 
tourism urban complex and university service urban complex. Ultimately, characteristics of the four types 
were researched respectively. 
 
KEYWORDS : Hangzhou, Urban Complex, Type, Characteristic 

1 BACKGROUND 

Merged with Xiao Shan and Yu Hang in April 2001, Hangzhou achieved a significant change of 
administrative regionalization, with the area expanded from 668 km2 to 3068 km2. The constraints of land 
availability had been completely removed. According to "The Master Plan of Hangzhou City(2001-2020)", 
Hangzhou would worked out a new metropolitan urban structure – “three satellite towns around downtown 
area with double cores and double axes, six clusters joining into the open spaces which named six ecologic 
zones”. This conception would be the guidance for Hangzhou to realize Eco-Group-Type cosmologies. 
Challenges followed the opportunities. In order to evolve the construction of new urban form orderly and 
effectively, a significant solution, so-called 21 new towns and 100 urban complexes, was launched in region 
of Hangzhou in July 2008. It was said that the strategy of building 100 urban complexes would be used as 
an engine for the new town construction and the overall development of town cluster in region of Hangzhou. 
The 100 urban complexes would cover an area of 93,240,000 square meters. 

2 THE DEVELOPMENT STARTEGY OF THE URBAN COMPLEX IN HANGZHOU 

Urban complex (HOPSCA) is a highly intensive complex that combines residency office, commerce, traffic, 
shopping and entertainment. The necessities of developing urban complex in Hangzhou were as following: 

2.1 Human needs – to improve living quality.  
Living a high-income, fast-paced life in modern city, people was inclined to choose a convenient, fast and 

economic space which combined a variety of functions. Assembled shopping, entertainment, repast and leisure, 
urban complex could meet the needs of the one-stop consumption. 

2.2 The industry needs – to development modern urban industry.  
The industrial upgrade has emerged in Hangzhou. Commerce and service would be the mainstream. On one 

hand, the clusters of space could offer the crowds to the business services; on the other hand, the variety of 
industries could enhance the vitality of space. Therefore, it was the urban complex that could match both space 
efficiency and compound industries.  
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2.3 The city needs – to implement the urban form of city planning.  
As we know, Hangzhou needs to change the single-center urban mode, as the flat expansion could not keep 

the operating efficiency. Although the land bottleneck had been removed, we should make a rational use of the 
resources. Urban complex is the spatial organization which is conformable to the compact city. The strategy of 
building 100 urban complexes would be used as an engine for the new town construction. 

3 THE TYPE OF THE 100 URBAN COMPLEXES [1] 

3.1 Commercial-service urban complex 
In 2008, per-capita GDP had exceeded 10,000 U.S. dollars in Hangzhou. Modern service industry became a 

new competitive high ground, while the tertiary industry became the main driving force of urban development. 
Meanwhile, commercial-service urban complex was probably the best choice which was suitable for the city's 
service industry and intensive estate. Therefore, half of the 100 urban complexes belonged to this type.  

3.2 Traffic hub urban complex 
The Chinese city was going through the transformation which leaded to the track traffic and public traffic 

priority. Such a traffic hub urban complex which could associate traffic function to others was the solution to 
solve the new traffic problems. As the track traffic and tourist distribution center developed, traffic hub urban 
complex is going to be one of the principal urban complex types in Hangzhou.  

3.3 Multi-functional tourism urban complex  
Hangzhou is blessed with unsurpassed natural and cultural resources. There are Qiantang River and the West 

Lake, making Hangzhou endowed with both beautiful scenery and green open space; while a tremendous long 
rich history makes Hangzhou be well known for its civilization and ritual. Therefore, on the premise of 
environment protection, Multi-functional tourism urban complex would be the most unique urban complex type 
of Hangzhou.                 

3.4 University service urban complex 
Driven by technology innovation and industrial development, situation of combining learning with research 

and production was born. Meanwhile, after the blossom of University Town, as an important complement, 
incubators, such as software parks, university technology parks or innovation venture parks for students 
flourished. University service urban complex could cover commercial and residential function to the new born 
University Town.  

4 THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 100 URBAN COMPLEXES 

4.1 Commercial-Service Urban Complex 
Geographical distribution: As is shown in the Fig. 1, four-fifths of commercial-service urban complexes 

were inside of main city of Hangzhou. The reason might be the particularity of commercial-service urban 
complex: where there were a high flow of customer, funds and resources, there might be a commercial-service 
urban complex. Only the region with a high level of urbanization could support the development of 
commercial-service urban complex.  

 

 
Figure 1 Geographical distribution 
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Figure 2 Area distribution (unit: million m2) 

 
Scale: Commercial-service urban complex was characterized by large scale, high plot ratio and huge 

investment. According to Fig. 2, for almost 50% of commercial-service urban complex, the area range from 
100,000 to 500,000 square meters. According to statistics, the average investment was 4.6 billion RMB. 

Function: The functions of commercial-service urban complex were as follows: creative design, training, 

Unit: million m2 
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commercial, residence, shopping, catering, hotels, financial, office, logistics and exhibition.  

4.2 Traffic Hub Urban Complex  
Classification and Geographical Distribution: Obviously, Traffic hub urban complex and transport lines are 

highly interrelated. There were 12 Traffic hub urban complexes in Hangzhou, which could be divided into three 
categories: MTR Property complex, Railway Station complex and Canal Terminal complex. 

 
Table 1 the Category of Traffic Hub Urban Complex 

Category Amount Example 
MTR Property complex 10 Jiu Bao Metro Station complex 
Railway Station complex 1 Hangzhou Eastern Railway Station complex 
Canal Terminal complex 1 Yu Hang Port Logistics complex 

 
In Hangzhou, all the MTR Properties would be built as urban complexes. As a result, the MTR Property 

complex was the main part of traffic hub urban complex. Figure 3 shows the relationship between Metro Line 1 
and traffic hub urban complexes. 

 

 
Figure 3 Geographical distribution 
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Figure 4 Area distribution (unit: million m2) 

 
Scale: As is shown in fig. 4, compared with Commercial-service urban complexes, most of the traffic hub 

urban complexes have a bigger scale, with the area ranging from 500,000 to 1,000,000 square meters. 
Function: There were some main functions in traffic hub urban complex: Interchange, transport services, 

commercial, office, hotel, residence and so on. Earnings from other functions could balance the Metro 
construction funds. 

4.3 Multi-Functional Tourism Urban Complex  
Geographical Distribution: Hangzhou was famous of the West Lake for centuries. Therefore, the 

geographical distribution of tourism urban complex appeared to centre on the West Lake, as in fig. 5. 
 

 
Figure 5 Geographical distribution 
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Figure 6  Investment (unit: billion RMB) 

 
 
Investment: From the fig. 6, we can see over 80% of the tourism urban complex had their investment above 

1 billion RMB. 
Types: According to the theme, Multi-Functional Tourism Urban Complexes can be divided into three 

categories: Cultural Heritage Tour, which benefited from the long history of Hangzhou; Sightseeing Tour，leading 
to ecotourism with natural resources protection; Leisure Tour, which was to meet the pursuit of high-quality 
leisure and vacation tour. According to Table 2, leisure tour had become the mainstream instead of traditional 
sightseeing tour.  

 

Unit: million m2 

Unit: billion RMB 
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Table 2 the Category of Multi-Functional Tourism Urban Complex 
Category Amount Example 
Cultural Heritage Tour 5 Ancient streets complex of Zhong Shan Road 
Sightseeing Tour 8 Tian Mu mountain ecotourism complex 
Leisure Tour, 20 Hangzhou Leisure Expo Garden complex 

 

4.4 University Service Urban Complex  
Geographical Distribution: University Service Urban Complex was born with the University Town. The 

accumulated talent in science and technology promoted the development of surrounding areas. University Service 
Urban Complex could provide commercial, residential and other requirements, which made a pure university 
town grown up to a fully functional satellite city.  

Function: The main functions of the University Service Urban Complexes were as following: higher 
education, research, software R & D, service outsourcing and incubator, business and office. 

Scale: According to statistics, the average area of university service urban complex was 1.2 million m2. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

So far, over 20% of the urban complexes has been completed the design and continued with the construction. 
The characteristics for actual construction will be researched later, and the problems discovered along with actual 
use will be recorded for future solution. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper proposes to investigate the mechanism behind the numerous and complicated 
urban sceneries on two intertwined and integrated dimensions, focusing on study the intangible relationship 
between urban landscape and the built environment, and finally to generate an in-depth discussion about 
open and sustainable design strategies towards the new urban form. 
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                             God made the country, and man made the town. 

                                                                     William Cowper, 1785 

The intimacy between cities and human beings cannot be exaggerated in any measure. More than half 
of the world’s population now resides in cities and towns according to the State of World Population 2007 
report from the United Nations.1 The city has become the key matter for human beings in pursuit of 
well-being. However, the current rapid urbanization is not the simple answer to the proposition of creating a 
ideal urbanism, since emerging environmental and energy issues cast a shadow over cities’ prospect, and the 
urban design/planning strategies of the past have failed to solve these urban issues. Derived from the Athens 
Charter of 1933, modern urban planning applied the underlying concept of the creation of independent zones 
for four “functions”: living, working, recreation, and circulation. Nevertheless, the concept of a “functional 
city” has been seriously criticized due to outcomes such as disserved urban zones and negative effects on 
people’s living environments.  

The link between “substantiality” and “city” is a contemporary phenomenon, a result of concerns 
about these urban issues, but also a response to the long-term development of cities. Under these new 
circumstances, urban designs have investigated the creation of a “smart” city instead of a “beautiful” or 
“functional” city. This shift reflects the updated interactive relationship between nature and human beings. In 
the current paper, the mechanism of the city is dissected and analyzed on two intertwined and integrated 
dimensions (substantiality and social dimensions) through a fresh approach, which is a point of departure for 
alternative strategies to the new urban design.  
  

SUBSTANTIALITY DIMENSION: URBAN ELEMENTS AND THE HY BRID COMPOSITION  

Substantiality constructs the basis of the phenomenal world we perceive, and there is no exception for 
the city. On the substantiality dimension, the city can be approximated as a complex network composed of a 
series of urban elements, including buildings, greenery, and the infrastructure system. Among others, the 
built environment has played the most active role throughout urban history. It shaped the outline of the city 
and simultaneously created space for growing urban populations. Public green spaces traditionally involved 
decorating buildings and making the ground welcoming and visually appealing, while the infrastructure 
system worked as a practical necessity to fulfill the underlying demanD028-1_Liao_Yuan_Research on the  
Development Startegy and Characteristics of the 100 Urban Complexes in  Hangzhou.docds of buildings. 
As a result, the Big Three (the built environment, green space and infrastructure) constitute an intangible 
relationship in which buildings take priority over the other two. The fundamental proposition of establishing 

                                                           
1 “State of World Population 2007”, p1, see www.unfpa.org/swp/2007/presskit/pdf/sowp2007_eng.pdf 
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an ideal urbanism is set up by means of properly placing these elements. 
 

SOCIAL DIMENSION: THE INDUSTRIAL STRUCTURE AND URBA N FORM 

As a truly man-made thing, the city is tied to human beings and is thus embedded within sociality. On 
the social dimension, the urban form is situated within the context of industrial development. A review of 
modern and contemporary urban history would reveal the major role of industrial development in shaping the 
cityscape. For example, the classification of the primary industry (raw material) and the secondary industry 
(manufacturing) in the industrial revolution distinguished the rural area from the urban area.  

However, as Jean Fourastié and Colin Clark pointed out in their three-sector hypothesis, the service 
sector would eventually take the leading place in this industrial competition. As a result, the transformation 
of the industrial structure calls for corresponding urban design strategies. 
 

STRATEGY 1: FROM “BACKGROUND” TO “FOREGROUND”  

As opposed to the fragmented land-use map in traditional planning, within the open frame of design 
strategies, urban landscape and the built environment must be reconciled to seek a solution which is both 
ecologically and economically effective on all levels in response to the urban issues we are facing.  

As we analyzed the substantiality dimension, urban design in the first instance focuses on the study of 
the relative position and quantity of different urban elements. Ironically, the built environment is now 
considered to be the largest negative factor in terms of carbon emission and energy consumption. Concerned 
about the stability of ecosystems, architects and urbanists initiated the concept of “green building” in order to 
reduce the overall impact of construction works on human health and the natural environment. However, we 
are still unable to build the green future of the city by constructing a great amount of “green buildings”. On 
the contrary, although visually similar to the natural reserve, the urban landscape could introduce the 
infrastructure system into the field, integrating the environment, living systems, and the manmade. It 
represents a poetic and healthy living environment (mainly by the green space), and more importantly 
establishes a connected eco-system (through infrastructure). 

Within the urban landscape, vegetation plays an important role given the fact that photosynthesis has 
been proved by scientific research as an effective way to absorb carbon emissions in the natural environment. 
A single mature tree can absorb carbon dioxide at a rate of 48 lbs/year and release enough oxygen back into 
the atmosphere to support two human beings. An acre of trees absorbs enough CO2 over one year to equal 
the amount produced by driving a car 26,000 miles.2 Meanwhile, the infrastructure system contributes to the 
establishment of a connected eco-system within the city. The significance of a connected urban landscape 
was noted by Frederick Law Olmsted more than one hundred years ago. He wrote: “No single park, no 
matter how large and how well designed, would provide the citizens with the beneficial influences of 
nature… A connected system of parks and parkways is manifestly far more complete and useful.”3 

A connected urban landscape system would effectively reduce public costs for storm water 
management, flood control, transportation, and other forms of built infrastructure. Practically, urban 
landscape offers collective open spaces, enabling high-quality public life, which is an essential issue of the 
new urban form. Meanwhile, it is also able to be the local identity, presenting the uniqueness of the region, 
rather than the built environment in the conventional sense, due to vegetation-environment interactions. As a 
matter of fact, some attempts have been made to convert the existing infrastructure into urban landscape, 
especially in the post-industrialized region. The High Line project in New York City is a remarkable case of 
this kind of transformation. Although still partly under construction, when all sections are complete, the High 
Line project will be a mile-and-a-half-long elevated park, running through the city. Established on an 
abandoned train track, this urban landscape has become a lively record of the city’s history while creating 
recreational value in its social and environmental context. (Fig.1) 4 

                                                           
2 Nowak, David J., “Benefits of Community Trees” 
3 Conan. “‘Green Infrastructure’s Low Priority in Michigan”  
4 Photo by Jonathan Flaum, see relevant information from http://www.thehighline.org/ 
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                           Figure 1 High Line project in NYC  

For these reasons, and with the aim of generating substantial urban growth, the traditional 
“figure-ground” urban pattern should be revised. The urban landscape should be set in the governing position 
in order to become the parameter for other elements, including the built environment.  
 

STRATEGY 2: FROM “CENTRALIZED” TO “SELF-SUFFICIENT”  

Historically, the typical city was developed around a “hard core”, which served as the central focus. 
However, the modern course of urbanization challenged this concept through the endless urban sprawl. 
Therefore, other than the traditional “centralized” city, the new urban form is a dynamic and flexible network 
composed of “self-sufficient” components. From the “input-output” point of view, the city on all scales (from 
the megacity to the small dwelling) is ideally a self-sufficient ecosystem, balancing its resource use and 
waste release.  

As a result, the emerging concept of “urban agriculture” attempts to seek a breakthrough on this 
respect. It provides an answer to the food security and safety issues caused by the loss of farm land and air 
pollution during the process of urbanization through the application of biointensive production methods 
(Fig.2). 5It also improves the self-purification capacity of the whole eco-system by “using and reusing 
natural resources and urban wastes to yield a diversity of crops and livestock”.6 At the same time, the 
booming service industry and advanced technology such as the Internet pushed the new business models (e.g. 
long-distance trading and SOHO), providing possibilities to generate economically “self-sufficient” 
communities. This economic self-sufficiency is not associated with the concept of an enclosed community, 
but to a great extent the creation of local jobs, reduced carbon emissions and energy use by eliminating 
unnecessary traffic, and the formation of an affinitive neighbourhood. With the application of urban 
agriculture and the new business model, the “self-sufficiency” on both dimensions is capable of providing 
cities with dynamic sustainable development.   

 

                                                           
5 Photo by Linda.N, image resource from Steven Walling/gallery(online) 
6 Smit, J., A. Ratta, and J. Nasr, 1996, “Urban Agriculture: Food, Jobs, and Sustainable Cities” 
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                          Figure 2 An urban farm in Chicago 

Given the fact that urban design is complex and cross-disciplinary, these open, yet systematic, 
strategies are not a set of operations in conventional urban planning. The intention is to create a common and 
powerful platform on which people from a wide range of domains, including policy-makers, ecologists, 
economists, urban planners, and architects, could contribute their knowledge, insights, and diverse 
perspectives in order to build healthy and sustainable cities for the future. 
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ABSTRACT: After the adjustment of city administrative division in 2001, the urban space morphology of 
Hangzhou has been experiencing a special development period as a new metropolitan in China. Meanwhile, 
urban regeneration and construction activities are being arranged rapidly. Based on the master plan, how to 
effectively promote the urban development is a major task. Therefore, Hangzhou set forth the constructive 
New Town and Urban Complex strategy in 2008, hoping to effectively carry out the metropolitan urban 
space form. This paper mainly analyses the significance of New Town strategy and explains how new towns 
play the role in modern city development. 
KEYWORDS: New Town strategy, Hangzhou, urban space form, classification, city function 

1111 BACKGROUND OF THE NEW TOWN STRATEGY 

Hangzhou was once a city with an area of 683km2. Within the city, citizens call for life quality 
improvement, historical and cultural sites should be protected, economic and social development can't be 
stagnant, urban construction can't stop. However, it is difficult for such a small area city to load all these 
tasks. In March 2001, base on the strategic guidance of "protect the old city, build a new", Hangzhou 
government decided to merge surrounding districts and extend the urban area to 3068km2, which is 
considered as a historical change in the city’s history. In space, West Lake was primarily the urban 
development center in the past and now the city center transfers to the Qiantang River. City structure turns 
from the original point-centered concentric pattern to a divergent axis-centered pattern and spatial resources 
suddenly become sufficient. As the expansion of city territory avoided urban developmental limitations, 
Hangzhou will face unprecedented opportunities and challenges because big urban structure change may 
bring lots of essential variations to the city development: For the upstream, there are multidimensional, 
intense and complex regional competitions. In the background of economy globalization, economic 
integration is inevitable. Hangzhou should actively play its important role in the Yangtze River Delta region 
(Yangtze River Delta region includes 8 cities in Shanghai and Jiangsu province and 7 cities in Zhejiang 
province) to gain a firm foothold. For the downstream, the city should properly utilize and distribute various 
resources in different regions so as to integrate the entire city and turn itself into a regional metropolis. With 
the continuous development, there will be new loading ways for spaces and additional functions. Thus, how 
to plan the space agglomeration in the area of 3068km2 and hosts a series of social functions? Hangzhou 
applies a mode called "21New Towns and 100 Urban Complexes" in which case, urban, new town and urban 
complex are three possessive levels in city morphology. The paper mainly focuses on the intermediate level 
— New Town strategy.  

2 THE CLASSIFICATION OF THE NEW TOWNS IN HANGZHOU 

There are totally 21 new towns in Hangzhou which are listed in Table 1 respectively. They are divided 
into two categories according to the geographical location: Those main fourteen towns located in urban area 
and those seven ones in county-level cities of Hangzhou. Thus, it can be seen that the construction takes into 
account the simultaneous development of the entire city, which is based on "Urban-rural Comprehensive 
Development" consideration. It is no doubt that a city can't develop healthily with concerns only on the urban 
area. In stead, the urbanization of suburban areas is quite an essential issue.  

 



 
 

954  

 

Table 1 general information of 21 new towns  

Location New town 
Area 
(km2) 

 Status & Feathers Population Location New town  Status & Feathers Population 

Canal new 
town 

7.3 Commerce & tourism 100,000 
South lake 
new town 

Leisure and tourism place 60,000 

Eastern 
new town 10 

City's new center with Services, tourism 
distribution, housing  

170,000 
 Linping 
new town 

Intelligent, casual and 
livable  

100,000 

Zhijiang 
new town 

40 
Leisure resort, innovation center 
ecological demonstration base for 

middle-income groups 
180,000 

Vice city 

Tangqi new 
town 

leisure and ecological land 
With historical and cultural 

heritage  
80,000 

Downtown
 

Binjiang 
new town 

23 
High-tech industry; set residential, 

business, shopping, entertainment in one 
300,000 

Dongzhou 
new town 

Modern industrial Park with 
sports and leisure, 

innovation and eco habitat 
unknown 

Xianghu 
new town 

17 
Tourism, transportation, landscape, 

history and culture 
150,000 

Yangan 
new town 

Environmental-friendly for 
vocation and housing  

25,000 

Qianjiang 
Century 

CBD 
22 Finance, trade, scientific research, 

exhibition, living, sports and recreation 
160,000 

Xiasha 
 new 
town 

64 Integrated new town with industry, 
housing, technology, education, research 

700 ,000 

Fuyang 
innovation 
industrial 
new town 

Education and training, 
science and technology,  
culture, creativity, sports 
and leisure, eco-tourism, 
landscape and housing  

210,000 

Qianjiang 
CBD 

20 Hangzhou's political, economic and 
cultural center in the future 

250,000 
Qingshan 

Lake 
innovation 
new town 

Key laboratory test base; set 
research, transformation, 
industrialization in one 

60,000 

 Linjiang 
new town 

85 
Scientific, technological, and ecological 

industrial new town with advanced  
manufacturing 

560,000 
Feng- 

 chuan 
south 

new town 

Advanced manufacturing 
industries 

205,000 

Airport 
new town 

49 
Satellite city that relies on airport 

economy; set high-tech industries, airport 
industry, housing in one  

50,000 

Jingnan 
new town 

Commerce and trade  
industry-led ecological new 

town 
35,000 

 Vice city 

Jiangdong 
new town 

126 
Industrial park mainly based on advanced 
manufacturing; set commerce, logistics, 

information, and housing in one 
150,000 

county- 
level city 

Pingshan 
new town 

tourism, housing, waterfront 
business, modern services 

78,000 

 
The distribution of the urban-located new towns is shown in “Fig.1.”. In the map, ten of them are located 
along the city axis, leading the whole city's progress. 

Figure 1 New town distribution in urban area in Hangzhou 

3 THE SIGNIFICANCE AND NECESSITY OF NEW TOWN TRATEG Y 

Hangzhou government applies New Town strategy as a breakthrough point in attempt to promote the 
city's rapid construction. How actually dose the strategy function and whether the strategy is necessary? 
There are four primary contributors to the questions that interpret why Hangzhou has undertaken New Town 
strategy. 
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3.1 Urban structural change & New Town strategy 
Hangzhou now consists of three districts that formerly belong to different regional levels. Two of them 

are originally county-level cities with a variety of rural issues. For example, in Xiaoshan district, industry 
and land have to be conversed to urban properties. For this historical reason, the concerns of the districts 
varied among urban and rural issues and the city's spatial layout differed, even from the nature level. So it is 
impossible to run the city as a whole. In order to keep these areas developing at the same level of property, 
we need to set a guidance of a unified model to integrate the running idea and mode to fill the gaps around 
the development, so that different districts can be connected to each other and develop coordinately. For this 
historical reason, New Town strategy is one of the most effective powers to control the urban form in 
Hangzhou. 

3.2 City's significant history and culture & New Town strategy   
Hangzhou is entitled of national-level historical and cultural city with its civilization of 8,000 years. As 

a historical and cultural city, Hangzhou has to bear a wide range of responsibilities including protecting the 
city's history as well as developing urban modernization required by the times. However, owing to the 
limited space in the former city scale, protection and development are mutual restrained to some extent: 
historical sites might be eroded gradually under city's construction, meanwhile, as long as there is the 
unreleased heavy burden, the city can't implement large-scale planning, which affects the effective 
development of the city in turn. After the area expansion, the responsibility of protecting and integrating the 
history and culture falls on the shoulders of new towns. By sharing and undertaking some of the functions of 
the old city zone, conducting "One Evacuation, Three Concentrations" strategy (which refers to evacuation 
of population; the concentration of construction to new district, of industry to industrial parks, of cultivated 
land to university town), the government are gradually transferring constructional burdens to the new towns. 
It helps to promote city structural adjustment and spare land resources for old city center to build a 
history-and-high-quality-oriented city in its true sense. 

3.3 Urban space form & New Town strategy  
Since the reform and opening up in China, different development zones played a China-specific role in 

promoting the country's economic development efficiently. In Hangzhou, there are national-level, 
provincial-level and municipal-level zones. They arise from the original intention to get rid of the limitation 
of urban management inertia under planned economy and escape from the old concept of the original model, 
hoping to find out new models for urban construction and inject new energy into the city through conducting 
experiments on development zones. At that time, those development zones are secondary-industry-oriented 
areas mainly based on industrial accumulation and production activities through technology, economy and 
industry. After several years' growth and run-in with the cities, development zones have obtained their own 
industrial and constructional machinery and formed a network with the city which includes roads, bridges 
and employment distribution. From the general consideration, development zone is a typically appropriate 
breakthrough in urban construction, for that it could be a good carrier and quick start point that mature 
enough to run the new urban plan. It is a mode called “a selected spot to promote the work in the entire area”. 
Binjiang new town is originally a high-tech industrial park zone. Through the continuous implantation of the 
new features, it has gradually developed into a multi-functional town that focuses on high-tech industry 
resources, housing, business, shopping and entertainment etc. 

3.4  Urban function systems & New Town strategy   
Before territory expansion, Hangzhou is almost overloaded and could adopt new functions or be 

restructured within a large-scale. Now, in the enlarged city, social properties become more complex and 
diversified, new urban functions and systems require update and enrichment. In this case, new towns can act 
as bearing bodies that organize those functional movements just like intermediates charging point-mode 
constructions on large tracts of urban land. Once the urban functions are settled, new towns are activated and 
the characteristics are formed simultaneously. For example, Qianjiang new town is plan as a CBD with 
high-rise buildings everywhere and government offices, commercial and public venues are all brought 
together here. Thus, this place will develop into the heart of the city, just along the city axis of Qiantang 
River.  
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Figure 2 Qiangjiang CBD master plan                 Figure 3 Airport new town 
 
Besides, due to the change of the city territory, completed infrastructure and supporting facilities will be 

available and original urban transportation needs will surely increase greatly. Therefore, the transportation 
network should be readjusted to a higher class in order to meet the demand. Based on Xiaoshan Airport, the 
surrounding area is developed into a comprehensive airport new town that mainly serves as a center of 
airport, expressway transportation, logistic and some other significant industries. 

Rely on the city requirements, implanting additional functions in new towns ensure the complement of 
the city systems and restructuring of the new towns. In shirt, New Town strategy has a two-way effect at this 
point. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

In the period of city territory expansion, New Town strategy injects impetus to the urban progress with a 
point-to-area effect of leading the city's integration and will exert a far-reaching influence in urban 
development. How can new towns probably operate specifically? It depends on the urban complex that set up 
largely in new towns. Aside from accelerating Hangzhou's progress, new towns also define the growth center 
for 100 urban complexes. It is new town that plays a connecting role as driving force that inevitably guard 
the city construction activities orderly and efficiently under special development circumstances. 
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ABSTRACT: Eastern region of northwest China includes Shaanxi, Ningxia Hui Nationality Autonomous 
Region and the area to the east of Lanzhou city, Gansu Province. Most of the region is covered by Qinling 
mountains and Loess Plateau that is a crisscross network of gullies , Urban land for construction shows a 
form of ribbon, thus creating a large number of linear cities. In this paper, based on the theories of “linear 
city” which is Mata’s classic theory of urban form , and based on linear cities’ status and trends of 
development in eastern region of northwest China, we put forward the concept of "organic growth" and 
"dynamic growth" into linear cities’study. Based on this, the paper combines with examples of typical cases, 
to explore a new form of linear cities’ spatial layout which combine dispersal and compaction, and not only 
give full play to Linear Cities’ advantages, but also as far as possible to avoid the disadvantages ,with the aim 
of changing the passive situation in the development of these cities . 
KEYWORDS:  new form, linear city, urbanization, local identity, organic growth, dynamic growth, compact 
cities, dispersed cities 

1  UNIVERSALITY AND PASSIVITY OF LINEAR CITIES IN NORT HWEST REGION 

Owing to the limitation of topographic condition, linear cities in large amount had been formed in China, 
especially is common in eastern part of northwest region of China (Mainly including Shaanxi Province, 
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region and areas to the east of Lanzhou City in Gansu Province). The 
abovementioned areas are of relative complex landforms such as the loess plateau and hilly areas except 
Guanzhong Plain with relative plat topography. Urban constructional land appears to be long narrow belt 
shape under this kind of topography; this feature is one of factors in curbing development for cities; that‘s 
what causing the development in this area to be extended along the belt, as a result, lots of belt-shaped cities 
had been formed. With respect to scales of these cities, within which including megalopolis with the 
population over million, but also small-and-medium-sized cities; on the other hand, as development stage of 
city is concerned, not only boasts small cities at the early stage, but cities that searching ways in transition of 
functional structure, and cities with its development prone to be mature and stable. Since these cities differ 
from one another, without no exception, they are restrained by the natural conditions to a great extent, had 
been or will been reflecting the belt-shaped space structure. 

According to relevant statistics in 2008, there been altogether 27 cities in eastern part of northwest 
region, within which, 11 are belt-shaped cities, taking up two fifth of the total number, namely cities 
reflecting belt-shaped space structure are quite common. In the 11 cities: 1 megalopolis-Lanzhou, 3 
metropolis-Yinchuan, Xianyang and Baoji and 7 small-and-medium-sized cities; that is to say, belt-shaped 
cities going through the city system in eastern part of northwest region are extremely typical. 

However, full cognition and consideration are lacked for belt shape-the particular space structure in plan 
and during the construction process of these cities, failing in actively combining development of cities with 
feature of belt-shaped cities so as to maximize favorable factors and minimize unfavorable ones; in other 
words, forming, planning and constructing for these cities are relatively blind and passive. In the process of 
developing these cities, problems of all kinds resulted by the abovementioned blindness and passiveness 
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were gradually exposed such as insufficient building area, impeded expansion for city scale, accelerated 
fragile ecological environment caused by city developing, lower service efficiency for public service facility, 
strong pressure for traffic of cities that in major axis direction, insensitive orientation sense, etc. Therefore, 
analysis and study were carried out concerning the passiveness occurred in the development process for 
belt-shaped cities and problems it brought, it is obviously important to turn around the current passive 
situation by active exploration to the utmost, the discussion is as follows by combining specific examples. 

2  EXAMPLE EXPLORATION  

Excluded the above 11 belt-shaped cities, a great many of small-sized cities and towns in eastern party 
of northwest region are belonging to the typical belt-shaped cities; in recent years, under the background of 
rapidly developing social economy in eastern part of northwest region, these cities and towns had been 
gradually entering the accelerating development stage. Especially for northern part of Shaanxi, rocked 
development was achieved for many cities and towns while accompanying with quite a lot of problems, 
which are in desperate need of reasonable and efficient control and instruction planned for the development 
of cities. Taking typical belt-shaped city -Shenmu in Shaanxi as an example, the following problems 
currently existed in the development and construction of the city: Limited expandable space, excessive 
gathers at the core with fragile service function, prominent chemical & industrial business, poor strength in 
solving issues concerning agriculture, countryside and farmers since the pervious urban land layout is failing 
in combining with belt-shaped land topography.  

To solve or ease the problems above, not only a macro strategic mastery over the overall spatial 
structure is required but also specific, viable thoughts and schemes on distribution and configuration shall be 
given. From the perspective of writer, the following points shall be given priority in planning and 
construction of Shenmu (North of Shaanxi): (1) Perfect and optimize the industrial structure. (2) Expand new 
space for urban development. In an effort to keep structure, function and configuration of Shenmu County 
intact in larger spatial dimension, new urban area will be built in planning to tackle the problem of lacking in 
land resources occurred in urban development, making up for the shortcomings of the previous planning. (3) 
Enhance the service function of the city. Such functions as working, living and relaxing of new urban area 
shall be exerted, nature eco-environment and residential environment of the city be improved, and beautiful 
urban image of riverside oasis be shaped, all of which can strengthen the city’s attractiveness and promote 
the city’s competitiveness. In other word, reasonable functions organization and configuration in land use of 
the new urban area are crucial to deal with the current urban problems. Therefore, the writer is drawing 
experience from the theory of typical urban configuration raised by Matta, an idea of introducing “organic 
growth” and “dynamic growth” on the basis of “belt-shaped city”, which is for one thing to give theoretically 
a new interpretation of belt-shaped city, the typical urban configuration, for another, to conduct practical 
exploration by taking the unique features of Shenmu into consideration. 

2.1  Introduction of New Idea 
2.1.1 Organic Growth: The development of any city can be considered to be a kind of growth but not an 

organic growth. Organic growth lays emphasis on co-existence, meaning the growth of urban distribution 
and configuration is like that of organism with each constituting parts coordinating organically, growing 
together, promoting and relying mutually to form as a whole and accomplish various complicated activities 
jointly. Belt-shaped cities are just bestowed with the innate structure advantages for organic growth in that 
belt-shaped development to axial direction is likened to the growth of protozoan and vertebrate, thus cites 
can stretch out endlessly by following traffic branches (like the skeleton of animals) with each functional 
land (like the flesh of animals) distributed by adjoining the traffic branches. This characteristic makes it 
possible to the largest extent for shape-belted cities to grow continuously, organically and step by step. 

2.1.2 Dynamic Growth: Dynamic growth attaches importance to process, which means, rather than to 
pursue the realization of the final prefect state, but to pay attention to the process of realizing it so that the 
city can be in a state of dynamic balance during development; It emphasizes flexibility, which indicates to 
design flexible spatial structure and configuration in accordance with actual situations of different cities to 
leave enough room for selection in urban development, and not to pursue the city scale in number. Features 
that belt-shaped cities extent boundlessly by following development axis and various functional lands are 
distributed parallel enable urban development to maintain complete and reasonable comparatively at any 
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Figure 1 Structure pattern of Shenmu New Area 

Figure 2 Layout of Shenmu New Area 

stage, what’s more, the urban development in the next stage can match well the formal configuration and 
form reasonable growth tendency. In a word, belt-shaped cities possess obvious dynamic growth advantages. 

2.2 Growable Distribution and Configuration Planned 
Compared with other 

types of distribution and 
configuration, Belt-shaped 
cities own outstanding 
advantages of organic 
growth and dynamic growth. 
To give full play the merits 
of belt-shaped cities and 

avoid its shortcomings, in 
the overall planning of 
Shenmu new area, more attention is paid to dynamics and ecology of belt-shaped cities and simplicity and 
fluency of it is intensified rested on learning from the belt-shaped city theory to shirk their monotony and 
stiffness as well as overcome low efficiency and high consumption. A parallel configuration structure is 
adopted in Shenmu new area with multifunctional lands proceeding at the same pace; such configuration way 
of dividing the city as units and groups with afforestation among them, to avoid the endless extension of city 
and intensify the centrifugal force of belt-shaped city. Growable spatial configuration with good adaptability 
can be formed wholly. specific configuration: Public center is located at south part of new area adjacent to 
one side of flood-preventive dam and is equipped with land for commerce, working and leisure to strengthen 
the cohesion of belt-shaped city center; two axis of public construction, also spatial axis of public activities, 
intersect vertically at public center; three complete residential areas separated by natural environment are 
formed in succession in light of south-to-north time sequence; Long axis direction parallel to belt shape 
makes each functional land present parallel distribution with landscape belt of new city, public living zone, 
industrial zone and protection green belt set for reducing interference of railway and road with the city one 
by one from east to west. Such configuration sequence not only forms the belt-like area of multi-functional 
lands but also makes convenient lateral ties among all functional lands available and shortens the commuting 
distance, which is beneficial to dynamic development. Two green corridors going through east and west 
connect with external high-pressure traffic corridor to avoid the extreme length of longitudinal direction of 
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Figure 3 Developing scheduling of Shenmu New Area 

new area and monotony of configuration. 

2.3 Dynamic Development 
Owning to the parallel configuration and group division, the final configuration state of the new area can 

be realized gradually through rolling development. During the development, the city can always situate in a 
state of dynamic balance that is able to weaken time limit and ensure a certain intactness of the new area at 
any development stage. Completion time of the final scale is not emphasized; on the contrary, the possible 
final scale and the reasonability and feasibility of realization process are preferred. 
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ABSTRACT: Concepts and criteria for creating new neighborhoods based particularly on considering 
everyday life as prime factor.  Analytical and project parameters that introduce the gender perspective in the 
pursuit of sustainable and inclusive cities.  
KEY WORDS:  New Neighborhoods. Gender. Everyday life. Housing. Sustainability 

1- INTRODUCTION  

The criteria for urban organization and assessment of new neighborhoods are based on seeing everyday 
life as the essential factor for defining and articulating neighborhoods. This means valuing the proximity of a 
variety of facilities, services and shops; the gender perspective in urbanism; sustainability as a multiple 
urban, economic, social and cultural criterion; and design elements that make a city friendly, capable of 
expressing diversity and enhancing dwelling without any sort of discrimination (by gender, age, class, 
religion, origin or ethnicity). 

What do the best neighborhoods we have lived in or been in -as permanent or temporary inhabitants- 
have? In addition to the affection enveloping all the spaces in which we have lived some part of our lives, 
there is an outward-looking affection, toward the public side of our experiences, the spaces for sociability.  
The possibilities for doing and choosing are what distinguish these places: the everyday spots, stores and 
people who become our support system, our security.  A certainty afforded by our recognition of the place 
and by our knowing how to read its everyday normality, lived and inhabited by a variety of people.  

How can we build neighborhoods that afford these possibilities? To create this support for social 
networks it is not only necessary to create housing, but instead it is equally important to create workplaces, 
shops, services and facilities so that everyone can have a range of opportunities in terms of work and 
economic activities in the neighborhood. We are talking about a complex network that involves everyone’s 
life, and thus it is a matter of offering diverse spaces for socialization for both the productive and the 
reproductive world, to shape a neighborhood.   

How can an integrated and egalitarian urban space be created, particularly since urban space is not 
neutral, but instead assigns priorities, reflects powers and rights? Urban project management has led for a 
variety of reasons to the simplification of uses, times and users, for the most part reflecting a progression of 
linear and temporally successive activities, leaving aside the experience of women, who make use of the 
more diverse and less linear city.  As Jane Jacobs would say, in the choreography of the city, women’s role is 
diverse and complex.  

Urbanism with a gender vision redefines the objectives of urbanism in line with the needs of a new 
society that embraces, in addition to gender differences, the diversity of situations of which men and women 
form part: different cultural and geographical origins, ages with particular capacities and needs, diverse 
family groups, etc.; incorporating them as urban project data will lead to creation of new types of facilities.  
New facilities in which it is possible to socialize reproductive tasks. From the gender perspective these 
facilities are called infrastructures for everyday life.    

What are the parameters on which we should base housing quality? For a society that wants to move 
forward on equality it is key to rethink and get beyond many spatial structures that are part of another era, 
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another society, and another way of thinking. Space is a representation of the social values that have created 
it.  A society that recognizes the importance of caring for the home and people will generate spaces that are 
appropriate for those tasks, starting from the basis that they do not have to be hidden but instead are shared 
responsibilities. Hence, the essential features that all dwellings must provide are: flexibility, adequate 
volume depending on environment and activities, spatial dehierarchization, space for reproductive and 
productive work, an own exterior space, natural cross-ventilation, appropriate hours of sunlight, and passive 
and active energy efficiency.  

2- CRITERIA FOR URBAN ORGANIZATION AND ASSESSMENT OF NEW NEIGHBORHOODS 

2.1 PRE-PROJECT MANAGEMENT CRITERIA: 
1. Knowledge of the physical and social context: territorial data and conditioning factors, type of urban 

fabric in the intervention area, economic activities, proximity, quantity and quality of facilities and services 
in the area under analysis, features of the public space, and type of housing prevailing in the area.  Insofar as 
sustainability consists of rational use of the territory and the environment, the physical analysis should be 
preceded by a justification of the need for a new area of residential development, or absence thereof, given 
the other formulas for expanding available housing without consuming more territory, for example, 
acupuncture work in the existing city, policies favoring rentals or rehabilitation of buildings.  

This analysis must include another parallel analysis closely related to the social, which has to do with 
knowledge of the inhabitants and their characteristics, the economic activities they perform, occupancy rates, 
percentage of formal and informal work, domestic work, economic level, degree of cohesion and social 
activity according to presence of citizens’ associations and entities, the types of groups living together in 
housing (segregated by sex).  Ensuing from this analysis will be further more in-depths ones that have to do 
specifically with other variables like participation, public space, security, mobility, facilities and housing.  

2. Participation processes.  Participation is a value that must come into play in all spheres so as to include 
future inhabitants from different growth sectors, as well as the population already residing in the intervened 
neighborhoods or cities. Participation is a process that must be present from the diagnosis of urban planning 
through its evaluation, and it must be the fruit of an interdisciplinary, crosscutting team.  New instruments 
must also be introduced to try to understand and make visible what is happening in a space, to put on paper 
all the knowledge accrued by a community, specifically women, based on observation of their everyday life, 
their territory, given that they are the ones who know it best.   

2.2 DESIGN CRITERIA 
1. Urban morphology and relationship with the existing city: good relationships must be fostered with 

existing architectural, urban and landscape structures, adapting to both natural and artificial preexisting 
elements.  This implies a strong relationship with the existing urban network, that is, the distinction between 
new and old must disappear. What is most important in neighborhood morphology is the establishment of 
relationships between residential buildings, facilities and free spaces, fostering the neighborhood’s character 
as an urban system, rather than the autonomy of objects. 

Neighborhoods must be made visible as a space to get to know, to visit in order to do something.  
New centralities must be created in cities where new growth takes place, either through facilities, 
workplaces, public spaces or other agglutinating strategies for a new neighborhood, strengthening 
multiple uses and mixtures.   

2. Typological grouping: if we want a neighborhood with a lot of social life, capable of fostering the 
creation of networks among its inhabitants, the typological grouping must provide spaces for meeting and 
intermediary spaces. Hence, according to the grouping of housing proposed, these relationships will be 
favored or not. A gradual and secure transition between public and private is essential, to generate different 
scales of encounters and recognition. Another quality we must seek in dwellings is natural cross-ventilation. 
Attached houses are not acceptable insofar as they are not sustainable. Among other reasons, because 
suburban and low-density mono-functional urban developments, with isolated houses, hinder implementation 
of public transportation facilitating the activities of everyday life.   

3. Densities and mixed uses: an in-depth study must be made of the most appropriate ratios of dwellings 
per hectare, the relationship between built and free spaces, grouping of constructions or dispersion, taking 
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into account that before creating new urban zones there must be an assessment of redensification of existing 
areas and of the possibility of densifying created areas, if necessary.  

We must ask if the proposed densities are appropriate (from 50 to 200 dwellings per hectare) in relation 
to the natural and urban environment and in relation to morphologies that are stepped up.  

Densities must also permit construction and maintenance of services, facilities and public transportation; 
hence, whenever possible densities permitting a sufficient critical mass to provide efficient and quality 
services should be taken into account.  

4. Mobility: supply of means of transportation and features of access spaces determine ways of living 
and quality of life.  All persons plan and modify their behavior to a greater or lesser extent according to the 
possibilities afforded by the means available to them. The diversity of everyday needs and obligations related 
to work, daily purchases, walks, parents’ duties, and any other type of task determine a relationship with the 
surroundings and thus imply displacements, characterized by not being linear or uniform.   

Existence of a multifunctional fabric, equipped with all types of facilities and infrastructures at 
neighborhood scale, enhances the possibilities for short displacements that can me made on foot. Existence 
of sustainable, integrated, adapted, diverse and frequent transportation allows for increasing distances, 
broadening possibilities, and cutting times in getting from one place to another.    

When the priority for new growth are the people who move on foot, the urban physical solutions must 
adapt to their situation: sidewalk dimensions must be provide the necessary width; corners must be widened 
to improve visibility among pedestrians and automobiles; architectural obstacles and barriers must be 
eliminated; protection must be provided for inclement weather; differentiation between levels or functions 
must be designed using different textured and colored materials, etc.     

5. Facilities: facilities supplied are enriched when society promotes real values of equality, justice, 
inclusion and solidarity, and when it recognizes, assumes and values the work deriving from gender roles.  
Facilities complement the urban structure of cities and make the public-private, interior-exterior, housing-
city duality richer by providing specific spaces for health, learning, service, commerce, cultural 
dissemination, youth centers, etc.  Their distribution in the territory in relation to their uses and mobility 
networks guarantees the quality of life, so that they become strategies for fostering social networks, 
generating exchanges of services, and allowing for different hours of use, bringing their functioning closer to 
the complexity of everyday life.   

The space for facilities must be linked to the city’s public space, with a view to maximizing 
permeability, flexibilizing their use, so as to maximize utilization of the spaces.  That is to say, the school 
playground, a civic center’s multifunction room, a library’s newspaper reading room, or a student residence 
laundry room are spaces that we can incorporate in all the neighborhood’s everyday life and that will aid in 
public sharing of reproduction tasks.   

The idea of facilities for everyday life implies incorporating a new generation of indispensable facilities, 
favoring equal opportunities for women and men, which aid performance of reproductive tasks and 
caretaking, starting with the essential element, the childcare center, in addition to daytime centers for older 
and younger people, education support spaces, etc.  

6. Shops and other services: as important as good accessibility to facilities is having shops nearby, with 
the greatest possible diversity in terms of volume, set in the fabric of everyday activities.  It is especially 
important to foster the existence of small premises appropriate for sole-proprietorships or family businesses, 
which are sometimes started up with the aid of micro-loans.  Under the concept of proximity of facilities, 
workplaces for cooperatives providing labor insertion can also be fostered. The diversity and variety of shops 
ultimately helps to strengthen local economies, the basis for the vitality and vigor of communities. Hence, 
any proposal must start by taking into account the diversity and typologies of shops, hours and users, and 
situations.   

7. Facilities and services provided by residential buildings themselves: the services that residential 
buildings themselves provide, for use both by residents and by neighbors, are key in connection with the 
quality of public spaces and facilities.  Community facilities are even more necessary when dwellings are 
small and need to be complemented by the spaces and features of collective services, strengthening extension 
from the household.  It is a way of fostering community living, by sharing many household activities.  

8. Public space is key in each city: it is where the city’s society becomes visible.  The quality of living, 
working and relating in a neighborhood has much to do with the qualities of the public space available.  
Public space conceived for equal opportunities fosters people’s autonomy and socialization, since it 
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prioritizes design and adaptability for the needs of women and men.  The public space is the connector for 
activities where we individually or collectively live our everyday lives and establish social and cultural links.  
Consequently, from a gender perspective, public space is not understood merely as functional space, but 
instead as a space for life experience, and thus it must guarantee equal opportunities and equity of use.  
Mixed uses must be sought, providing activity, sustainable mobility that values proximity and prioritizes 
pedestrian movements, accessibility without discrimination, a positive perception of security, and an active 
and interlinked relationship with facilities, shops and buildings in general.  

9. Transition between public and private spaces: the key to the social success of new residential 
neighborhoods rests in the emphasis each project places on the quality of the visual and functional 
relationship between housing space and public space.  The relationship of sidewalks and public spaces with 
the vertical plane of façades is the meeting point of two ecological systems, where lies the potential for 
maximum activity and variety.  But likewise important is the quality of the building’s interior communal 
spaces planned for fostering interaction between neighbors of the same community.  Moreover, the quality of 
housing has much to do with the relationships with the exterior and views, orientation, sunlight, participation 
in community life and childcare, which are fostered by houses with terraces, galleries, balconies and gardens.   

10. Aesthetic dimension and architectural quality: beyond these urban, environmental and social values, 
the quality of neighborhoods also has to do with the aesthetic values of architecture that is friendly and 
expressive, that uses pleasant materials, textures and colors, and that ultimately favors appropriation and 
identification by its inhabitants, and the pride and satisfaction from living in the neighborhood. Buildings 
must have clear forms, signaling accesses and façades, and encouraging people to put up their own 
personalized signs.  

The most important issue, which is totally related to sustainability and quality of life, is that each of the 
façades should be different based on orientation, making use of the most appropriate architectural elements: 
windows, balconies, open terraces, protected terraces, galleries, etc.   

11. Vegetation and water: appropriate use of vegetation has positive effects, since it absorbs solar 
radiation and mitigates human heat, thereby decreasing the demand for energy.  Hence it impacts on cooling, 
and water cycle, favors drainage, and ultimately increases production of biomass thanks to its absorbing CO2 
from the atmosphere, creating a positive effect for combating climate change. It is advisable to include green 
façades and garden spaces in neighborhoods, which can be own gardens.  

In relation to public space, design of green areas must be a priority issue in projects, along with urban 
equipment and presence of water.  Special care must be taken with pavements moving from one level to 
another; surfaces should be diverse and soft, to avoid concentration of heat. A visible and efficient water 
cycle should be planned from the outset, with fountains, canals, tanks and other elements that enhance the 
water cycle, provide humidity and drainage, with good management of rainwater and natural resources, 
returning cleaned water to the natural cycle.   

12. Sustainability and resources: the eleven criteria presented thus far deal with sustainability from a 
social and urban standpoint. Reference must also be made to all construction aspects that have major 
repercussions on the good use of energy, selective waste collection, management of green areas, separation 
of graywater and rainwater, reusable/recyclable construction, vegetation, decreasing CO2 emissions. 
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Abstract: The traditional character of small towns is fading out with the rapid economic progress. Based on 
the investigation and research, this paper analyzes the phenomenon and problem found in the landscape 
environment construction of small towns, emphasizing the important function of urban designing. It also put 
forward some countermeasures to the urban design of small cities from the aspects of concept, legislation 
and management. 
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The town ecological space is an important part of living space to mankind. With the rapid development 
of social industrialization and with the great progress of social-economy, the scale of town space is 
expanding and the town status in national economy is even more important. Beijing is in the speed-up 
progress of urbanization now. At present there are 212 towns in Beijing, among which there are 142 
organizational towns. For the sake of the development of small towns, the Beijing municipal government 
started a small town construction experimental project since 1995, and in 2001 defined 33 towns that have 
better conditions as the Central small towns in order to construct emphatically. The 33 central small towns 
have become the key hinge between the development of the country and the city. The environmental 
resources are of great significance to the style and the feature of small towns in exploring the unique country 
culture and district characters. 

 Since 2003 the author has investigated the history and present conditions of more than 20 central small 
towns. We found that as Beijing region is in the leading place in Chinese urbanization, the small town 
construction has been developing quickly and the output of the industry increases in a high-speed. While at 
the same time, the images of small towns follow the same pattern and traditional style is vanishing.    

The reason causing that phenomenon are various, but neglecting city plan is the primary one. Most 
towns get into the architecture designs after the central area plans, lacking planning to regions, towns and 
central areas. That means lacking the macroscopic and microcosmic consideration. At present, the small 
town construction is in the stage, which is the key stage forming the environmental styles and features. If 
such conditions can’t be changed, it will do harm to the healthy development of the small towns. The great 
importance is attached to the plan, design and construction with the realization of the seriousness of the 
problem. Otherwise, if the bad style has been formed, the later generations can do nothing about it or 
compensate it at a high price. 
 
1 THE VANISHING OF TRADITIONAL CHARACTER OF SMALL TOWNS 
 

In small towns, there are no developed traffic pivot, a forest of high buildings and dense population, but 
there have distinctive geography environment, natural scene, dwelling houses close to the folk customs, 
spacious space and fresh air. Small towns are short of the economical superiority, but have more local 
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characters. The small town character is the resultant of many forces and should be reflected under the 
direction of city plan. Lacking the city plan is an important reason influencing the image of small towns. 

After the plan design, most towns’ construction would enter the architect design directly according to the 

district function and land quality, even just according to the like of local leaders. All the reasons above create 
the confusion of small town’s style and features. The style, color and image of buildings lack necessary 
relation. 

 
1.1 Pursuing large public space blindly 

The most obvious difference between the small towns and large cities is reflected on the space scale 
whose rationality affects the dimension of the small town. It is not advisable to construct blindly without the 
consideration of concrete circumstances and imitate the large scale of big cities. But after our investigation 
we found that the misadjustment of public space existed in many towns. For example, some towns built 
particularly large squares about ten thousands square meters, which exceed the need of the town residents. 
What’s more, most squares use hard paving tile and lack green facilities, which are unfavorable to both the 
residents and the environment. 

 

Fig.1.Large square of a small town in BeiJing 
 

1.2 Copying the European style mechanically 
The environment landscape of anytime in history all continues the creation of forefathers. So only by 

esteeming the history and present conditions, showing the characters using the quintessence of history, we 
can make the small town characters natural. 
With the speeding-up of urbanization development, in small town construction, people still have not realized 
the big influence of city plan to dwelling environment and do not understand the significance of town 
appearance, so the European style is popular just because some people thought it means modern. For the 
small town in the speed-up stage of development, the wrong consciousness is influencing its architecture 
style seriously. 

A town government of Beijing has decided to construct distinguished small towns 10-20 kilometers 

around the central area. The plan is to construct 5 small towns with the style of France，Spanish, 

North-America, Japanese and Islamic in order to enrich the intention of touristic satellite town. The starting 
point is good, but it is not proper to copy the foreign architecture style without the consideration of the 
geography position, climate, and the customs of the specific district. After the investigation, the author found 
that the so-called constructing Spanish style town is only the construction style of some Spanish buildings. 
Those buildings lack careful designs in color, scale, and architecture material, to say nothing of the 
connection with the history. It is a pity that doing it in such way can not give people the feeling of foreign 
countries, at the same time it will destroy the town space pattern that formed naturally for many years. 
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1.3 The confusion of the architecture style 

Different distribution and style of architecture constitute different environmental forms and space 
characters which are the direct expression of substance landscape of the towns. But many small towns are in 
difficulties of ordinary looking because of lacking of urban design. Some marked buildings are been sought 
with new and modern styles in their own way but without the consideration of the whole environment. At the 
same time, large numbers of common buildings are in the service of function, lacking plastic design. Some 
buildings using china brick as facade material, look like matchbox without expression. What’s more, the 
composition of the buildings are short of the different local styles. There are both the Chinese and foreign 
styles in architecture designs and the color of buildings looks dull or disordered. All that above can not 
reflect the local characters.  

Fig.2. Different architecture styles in the same street 
 

Furthermore, the advertisement board needs macroscopic control and many kinds of facilities are 
different in scale, color, material and position, which made the town buildings look improper, influencing the 
whole view of the town. 

 

Fig.3. Disordered advertisement boards which make the town buildings look improper 
 

2.THE REASONS OF THE VACANCY OF URBAN DESIGNS IN SMALL TOWNS 
 
2.1 Lacking the consciousness to the function and the significance of the urban designs 

The city design has been put into practice in our country about only ten years, therefore, there exist more 
or less perplexity and uncertainty not only in small towns, even in the construction of big cities. There are 
many specialized people still lacking the knowledge of urban designs. 

In more than 20 central small towns we had investigated, all the town leaders know the law effect of the 
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town plan, but when talking about the urban designs, from the concept to the significance, they know little. 
What they are really interested in is the construction of single buildings. We had looked at the plan paper that 
had been sanctioned of the 26 central towns, both texts and drawings are almost never concerned with the 
content of urban designs of small towns. Only very few talk of some instructive principles of city designs. 
Two central towns once had the plan of urban designs, but it was delayed because of SARS in the spring of 
2003. 

Because of the less consciousness to the urban designs, there is no context from macroscopic plans to 
concrete projects in small town construction. So the entire environment of small towns is hard to enhance 
and the character is difficult to form.  

 
2.2 Lacking the theory and practice in city designs 

In theory, the urban designs of the small towns in our country is almost blank and in the present 
research about city designs, big cities have been used as object. The research about small towns almost 
centralized on the aspects of scales and tapes, developmental tactics and systems, and planning management. 
While the research on the small town city design is mostly the description and the introduction to the 
examples of small towns, lacking the systematic theory as instruction. 

 
2.3 The needs of the legal position and the management system in urban design 

England and America are the earlier countries that put the methods of urban designs into practice. In 
England the Ministry of Environment and Design modified the guided paper on the plan policy in 1997, 
defining the position and the content of the urban design. America has implemented the management and the 
investigation system of the urban design in more than 1000 cities, which have the important meaning to the 
practice of the design achievement. 

While in our country, there is no explicit regulation to the content, depth and gain of the urban design. 
Even in some towns, the urban design is accomplished elaborately, but doing that is only for alluring capital. 
Another problem is that the urban design has no legal position, so it has no instructive and control power to 
the city construction. 
 
3. THE CHARACTER OF THE URBAN DESIGN IN SMALL TOWNS 
 

The urban design of small towns is the same as that of common cities in result, actualization and 
operational manner. Although the small towns belong to the city category, it is not the simple dwindlement of 
big cities, so the theory and practice in cities can not apply mechanically to the small towns. 

The small towns are now in the different progress stage with the big cities. Although the small towns 
have a good progress tendency, but they start late and their foundation is weak, so they still need a long time 
to grow up. If the leaders who are in charge of the small towns construction can grasp the chance at the 
beginning and consider the urban designs in every stage of the plan, they will get twice the result with half 
the effort. For example, small towns are more close to the nature and have more context to the history and 
the folk customs, which can form the city image easier. The result of its urban design is simpler than big 
cities, but the small towns have more superiority in utilization of history and custom material, which can 
strengthen the individuality. 

Because the scale of the small town is relatively small, so the time of construction is short and the 
control process of the urban design is relatively easy.  

The small town characters chiefly embody individually and they are different from the big cities and the 
other towns, thus providing the atmosphere of the nature and culture to the designs. The factors influencing 
the urban design of small towns specifically and directly show in the following four aspects: 

 
3.1 Controlling the space scale reasonably  

The great difference between the architecture in small towns and big cities embody on the scale. In big 
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cities, the population and buildings are densely built, so the public buildings are enormous. On the contrary, 
there are streets close to people and small dimension buildings, which bring us comfortable feelings that had 
been lost in the city life. So the architecture and the environment design of small towns must include the 
relevant scale and composition. 

 
3.2 Conforming to the history context  

Town has the characteristics of people’ s spirit and culture. The form of the traditional building is the 

result of the outlook，life style and aesthetics of the residents. Small towns have their own original history, 

culture and tradition which can not be copied easily. The character of the small towns is the accumulation of 
the tradition and needs an integrated background, because the culture is the most intrinsic and constant thing 
acting on the character of small towns. At present, many designs of the architecture in small towns copy from 
the west style buildings. It’s a pity that although it’s at the price of diminishing our own buildings, the 
foreign ideology under their style can not be removed from such buildings.  

 
3.3 Exploring the natural resources in small town construction 

Natural environment is the key factor influencing the small town character. The small towns in Beijing 
have more ecologic dominance than the city regions. Many towns have abundant supply of water and forest 
resources, and they have fresh air and pleasant microclimate, which are fit to human subsistence. So in the 
urban design in small towns, the utilization of natural resources should be considered, so as to let the nature 
and building attain intergrowth. 

 
3.4 Urban design and industry orientation 

Economy configuration and industry orientation is essential element of the small town character. 
Exploiting the industrial resources of different towns and orientating the economy structure can avoid the 
blindness in the small town construction. It can also reduce the demand of the resources in each town and 
can prevent competition, so as to form the different needs of the urban designs. The representative example 
is Houshayu in Shunyi district of Beijing. Because Houshayu is a small town with the beautiful landscape 
and favorable position, it has become the inhabitable places of the advanced white collar workers and 
foreigners, so the industry orientation of Houshayu is real estate. 

That town has built a lot of villas and a series of common facilities that are in the same style, which form 
the graceful inhabitancy with the small town character. 

However, many small towns have no specific industry orientation and haven’t exploited the characteristic 
industry at present, which leads to the loss of the distinctions between the towns and the loss of the building 
characters. 

 
4. CREATING THE CHARACTER OF THE SMALL TOWNS BY STRENGTHENING THE URBAN 
DESIGN 
 
4.1 Requirement and impetus are needed in the urban designs 

The small towns’ development and grown-up is the course to accumulate natural and humanistic 

resources. At the same time it is the course for the small towns to compete for the markets and to distribute 
the source rationally. But in the definite time and space, the source and the market is limited, so utilizing the 
theory and the manner of the urban design can help to develop the small town characters and perfect its 
systems step by step, causing the town to be attractive.  

 
4.2 Legislation and management need to be strengthened urgently 
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According to the foreign experience, the urban design on one hand is the colligation of many skills which 
need both architecture three dimensional space skills and city plan knowledge, on the other hand, it is not the 
simple combination of the two subjects but it needs means of harmonious management to bring the result 
into effect. 

City plan is a sort of society interventionist means that is put into practice to some extent. In allusion to 
our actuality, we suggest strengthening the legislation first and at the same time giving the definite 
requirement about the profundity of the design fruit. 

 
4.3 The fruit of the urban design needs much maneuverability 

Urban design involves two stages: design and actualize. Small town design is the instrument of the 
resource collocation while actualize action is the favorable process of the resource collocation. 

 
Fig.4. Urban design includes two stages: design and actualize 

 
The urban design outcome of the small towns should strive to popularize and assure actualization. In the 

design process, we should lay the emphasis on the place, the section and the building considering the local 
characters, grasping the construction of the representative entrance area, central area, street passing through 
the town, scenic spot and history site to manifest the local scene. 

In this way we can improve the town image with less capital and shorter time period while exploring the 
latent value, which is propitious to the activity of the trade and the attraction of the investment and ultimately 
advancing the whole environment.  

The appearance of our small town is changing day by day. We would feel a great pity if we saw 
thousands of buildings that look just like matchboxes following the same pattern, if we saw the disordered 
advertisement and low shops beside the wide commercial streets and if we saw the rural houses  becoming 
townish. The small town construction has entered the speed-up development, which will help to unfold the 
urban design, and inevitably become the economy support of the small town character and quality. The urban 
design as a specialized activity will move towards small towns from big cities, and become the powerful 
instrument to improve the environment and the character of small towns. 
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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this paper is to make explicit the regional planning choices that sustain two 
important rail transport infrastructure projects, the Dutch Stendenbaan (extending between Leiden and 
Dordrecht) and the Belgian RER (centered in Brussels and spanning over a 30 Km radius area). Even if the 
two projects have so far gathered sufficient institutional support and there seems to be enough agreement on 
the general objectives to pursue by the multifarious actors therein involved, our study intends to show the 
apparent ambiguities or contradictions surrounding the planning choices made and to which extent they 
influence implementation at different scales and in differing contexts. 
KEYWORDS:  planning models, sustainable development, regional collaboration

1 INTRODUCTION  

As cities tend to decentralize and consolidate into lower density urban regions, the need for an 
integrated approach to transport and land use becomes visible and gains momentum, further supported by the 
contention that the socio-economic development of those urban regions depends on good accessibility and 
regional coherence. To bolster and tie up all transport networks in a polycentric region of sorts, helping to 
functionally integrate the diverse urban settlements, has become as a result the new policy goal for urban 
transport in Europe [20]. A changed governance framework is usually introduced next to it, for only tight 
collaboration between all parties involved on a regional scale can deliver the promised socio-economic 
benefits. Here we discuss two important regional rail infrastructure projects, the Dutch Stendenbaan (or City 
Line, extending between Leiden and Dordrecht) and the Belgian RER (centered in Brussels and spanning 
over a 30 Km radius area)1.  

Both projects are conceptually ‘touched’ by the new conventional wisdom that aims to integrate 
transport and land use at railway stations, generally referred to as TOD2 It does so either by realizing transit 
systems that connect urban developments or steer growth along planned growth axes [9] or vice versa, by 
concentrating urban development around stations in order to support transit use. The arguments buttressing 
this planning model are multifarious: from improving accessibility and facilitating modal choice [10], to 
providing answers for a sustainable approach to urban transport by substantially lowering car-dependence [4], 
to even increasing the degree of ‘livability’, as expressed in “walkable, diverse, and active” urban places [7]. 
In spite of the initial similarity between the two projects, their implementation is rife with differences, partly 
due to socio-technical choices and partly to the institutional context within which they evolve.  

The RER project in and around Brussels can be best considered an improved service for commuting, a 
‘suburban’ train so to speak, running mostly over existing tracks and displaying distinct and sometimes 
conflicting solutions to the integration of transport and land use in the proximity of railway stations. Fairly 
due to the fact of Belgian regionalized spatial planning competences since the late 80s, its implementation 
does not follow a strategic policy framework shared by all parties. Instead, separate regional objectives are 
carried forward sometimes strongly compromising the coherence of the project as a whole. Our analysis 
focuses on Brussels, where the clash between all parties’ claims seems most apparent.  

On the other hand, Stedenbaan demonstrates, at least theoretically, all the characteristics of a full 

                                                           
1 RER or “Regional Express Railway”, which in the case of Brussels is complemented by bus express lines. 
2 TOD stands for ‘transit oriented development’. See for a comprehensive overview the webpage of the 
Victoria Transport Policy Institute, http://www.vtpi.org/tdm/tdm45.htm. 
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fledged TOD, joining in one planning solution: a high-quality transit system, fast, riding frequently and 
accessible on ground level; a comprehensive approach to mobility, trying to integrate door-to-door trips 
(before and after reaching the railway station); and diverse and high-density urban developments around 
railway stations. Of course, the implementation time is always destabilized with disputes. Yet the creation of 
a Stedenbaan workgroup to care for monitoring and coordination is proving successful.  

At the end, some conclusions will be advanced (i) on the extent to which ambiguous regional planning 
choices might lead to inconsistency between the original stated goals and the final realization and (ii) on the 
relevance to gather support for the implementation of regional projects at the local level, looking for 
complementarities and coordination among the local partners instead of falling into a dynamics of conflict or 
concurrence compromising the financial and spatial sustainability of such projects. 

2 THE RER IN BRUSSELS 

Brussels is a federated region on its own within the federal configuration of Belgium, formally named 
‘Brussels-Capital Region’ (RBC) –the other two regions are Walloon and Flanders. Spatial planning, housing, 
transport, the environment and regional aspects of economic policy are now the exclusive responsibility of the 
three regions. The RBC extends over a surface of 160 Km2 around the city of Brussels. It has recently 
reached the historical figure of 1 million inhabitants, after successive suburbanization waves ‘emptied out’3 
the city, only since recently compensated by international immigration. The inhabitants of its metropolitan 
area though amount to 2.5 million, and the calculated population living within a travel to work area reach the 
10.5 millions, including substantial cities such as Leuven, Antwerp, Gent and Charleroi4. Furthermore, 55% 
of the employment in Brussels is filled with commuters (400,000), who make use of one of the densest rail 
networks existing in Europe [2] and profit from the fact that office space is mostly bundled around the main 
railway stations placed inside the city: North, Central and South stations –joined since 1952 by a partly 
underground tunnel, the North-South corridor (JNM), through which nearly all trains in the national network 
pass. 

The concentration of office space around railway stations happened in relatively short time from the late 
50s on, as consequence of heavy urban renewal operations which transformed previously mixed 
neighborhoods into mono-functional areas –an aspect that was heavily opposed by citizens’ forums and 
subsequently addressed in the first regional plan (1995) that followed the formation of the RBC in 1989. The 
urban transformation around existing railway stations has made a come back in the Brussels policy arena as a 
consequence of the RER, a rapid-transit rail system serving an area of 30 Km radius around the city and 
running on existing tracks. Initially conceived as a ‘suburban’ train intended to alleviate car-related 
congestion problems, having so few stations within the RBC as possible, it is slowly becoming a regional 
train with an urban vocation. In fact, the last government agreement of the RBC (2009) aims at changing the 
position of the more than 40 railway stations existing within its boundaries by revamping them into 
development poles.  

However, this new ambition does not receive the same support from all the parties involved, who still 
see the RER as a means to smoothly bring in and out commuters and prefer to ignore the impact that this 
project would have on the evolution of Brussels’ suburbanization. We will here review some of the 
socio-technical constraints likely to influence the development of the Brussels RER into an urban asset, as 
well as look at the complex institutional context within which such an ambition is to be shaped in preparing 
its future arrival, planned for 2016.  

2.1 Brussels’ transport network and spatial planning ambitions  
The recent completion of the plans of metro, tram and bus of the local transport company (STIB), 

conducing to the construction of a circle metro line around the old center, has lead to a reinforced position of 
the South and West railway stations inside the urban transit network5. In a way, it has contributed to 

                                                           
3 In the period 1994-1997, the city lost 28,850 residents to its periphery [12]. 
4 For a discussion on the definition of functional boundaries around Brussels, and also on the clash between 
functional and political boundaries, see the chapters devoted to Central Brussels in the POLYNET research, 
http://www.polynet.org.uk/.  
5 Plan of the transit network available at http://www.stib.be/netplan-plan-reseau.html?l=fr. 
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strengthen the accessibility within Brussels on its east-west axis, while the RER could adequately complete it 
on a north-south direction. However, the Brussels regional authorities did not seem to fully realize up to now 
the potentials of the RER for city transport and planning, serving as an advantageous supplement to the 
public transport network, thus offering a comparative advantage to the Brussels inhabitants in their choice of 
residence [17]. Instead, the national railways company (SNCB) and the Brussels regional authorities seem 
entrenched in their differences. 

On the side of the SNCB, an increase of the number of trains crossing the JNM appears as not viable 
–otherwise the frequency of inter-city and inter-regional lines (IC/IR), the most profitable lines, would 
become seriously threatened. The strategy followed by the SNCB in order to realize the RER is rather to 
multiply the tracks crossing Brussels: first, by doubling the ones through Brussels, from two to four. Second, 
by realizing two new corridors: the Schuman-Josaphat (JSJ), along the European quarter on the eastern part 
of the city; and the line 28, traversing West station. Nevertheless, the future of Brussels’ railway stations will 
not be determined by the junctions alone but first and foremost by the style of exploitation chosen, since the 
IC/IR trains will mainly stop at the three major stations in Brussels, only tangentially affecting the two other 
stations located in the European Quarter –i.e. Schuman and Luxembourg. The last known SNCB scheme6 
opts for shifting the RER lines towards the two mentioned junctions, avoiding as far as possible to let the 
RER lines circulate through the central junction (JNM). An immediate conclusion of this would be an 
overloading of the metro service since most commuters have as end destination the city centre and the 
European Quarter. The metro line linking West and Schuman stations, already congested in the portion 
between Schuman and Central stations would be by far the most affected. Secondarily, the proposed solution, 
by refusing to deal with the issue of correspondences between the RER and other SNCB lines (one of the 
success factors of the RER in Paris) and by leaving the European Quarter behind, fails even to release some 
potentials exclusively associated to the RER line exploitation [16]. 

On the side of the Brussels government, the basic concerns of the last Regional Development Plan 
(PRD, 2002) can be summarized as preventing the region from loosing middle-class wealthy inhabitants, and 
controlling, as much as possible, deconcentration of economic activities to the benefit of the periphery, 
especially those in high added-value service sectors. As regards the aspects likely to have a direct bearing on 
the RER, the PRD privileges residential to office development within its territory –yet does not exclude new 
office development around major stations, arguing that this will favor the use of public transport. It aspires to 
balance the unequal position between the western and eastern parts of the city. And it wants to increase the 
mix of urban functions in the zones designated as of regional interest (ZIR), located in the immediacy of 
North and South stations, and in abandoned railway yards –e.g. the brownfield sites of West, Delta and 
Josaphat. None of these ambitions seem to properly envisage an urban development strategy along the TOD 
lines. Moreover, the Brussels government has not as of yet wrested many guarantees from the SNCB, whose 
main objective is the reduction of costs in the whole operation. In a Brussels perspective, it ought to be 
unacceptable to see its future development compromised again by the SNCB pragmatism and greediness, as 
it happened in other major rail infrastructural projects, like the South station [1]. At that moment, the 
combined effect of South station being the easiest option, technically and cost-wise, and the approval of “a 
law under which NMBS was permitted to make profits from alternative sources, including real estate 
transactions” [ibid., p. 221], presented a quick fix to the financial difficulties of the SNCB and paved the way 
for a speculative real-estate operation in the surroundings of South station.  

2.2 Institutional aspects and their impact on the RER project 
The RER project shares with many other big European infrastructural realizations the same degree of 

institutional and political complexity. On a practical level, it needs the concourse and assistance of at least 
twenty-three governmental instances and four public companies: the federal government, only shareholder of 
the national railway company; the three regional governments (Walloon, Flanders and RBC), granting 
planning permits; the Brussels local government (amounting to nineteen communes), conceding building 
permits; the railway company itself, the ultimate responsible of exploitation, infrastructure and rolling stock 
of the rail service; and the regional public transport bodies (De Lijn, TEC and STIB), in charge of public 
transport before and after RER–i.e. the transport mobility chain, from door to door. On a political level, 

                                                           
6 It was published in the popular press (March 2009, “Le Vif” and “Knack”) before the RBC had official 
access to it.  
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while Brussels is often mentioned in the regional planning memoranda of the two other regions7 –the RSV 
(1997) and the SDER (1999), the BCR planning strategies deal almost exclusively with the internal 
organization of the city, “without much attention to trans-regional issues” [22] In this fragmented political 
context, which lacks any political or administrative structure at federal level designed for supra-regional 
coordination, the RER has been the first occasion [23] the three regions, since their formation in the late 80s, 
have been sitting together, joined by the federal authorities, and have reached a cooperation agreement on the 
financing of the RER project around Brussels8.  

Obviously, every party understands the beneficial impacts that might accompany the realization of the 
RER, despite its reduced frequency of service: one train every fifteen minutes in peak hours9. The actual 
gains though differ from party to party, and so do the narratives accompanying them. The Walloon region 
wants to be brought as fast as possible in the Brussels core, building nothing than P+Rail next to the stations 
that encourage long distance commuting and further suburbanization. Flanders, on the other hand, puts 
infrastructure forward as motor of spatial development, proposing in the RSV a more centralized clustering 
of activities around the stations, which will accentuate the polycentric functioning of the Flemish urban 
system and eventually contribute to improve its development prospects and functional rank overall. The 
SNCB focus, as already mentioned, is double: reducing the amount of railway stations served, in order to 
maximize exploitation profits, and allowing smooth operation of its IC/IR and HST lines –fully facilitated by 
some recent RER works, like the doubling of some rail tracks crossing Brussels, and the Diabolo project, 
connecting the new Leuven – Liege line to the airport, thus allowing to connect Charleroi and Namur to 
Antwerp via the airport and the corridor JSJ.   

Most importantly, as we already mentioned, the RBC did not seem to have a clear purpose other than to 
take advantage of a disused fine-meshed rail network to complement a clearly insufficient public transport 
network [14]. Indeed, the RBC will see the quality of its public transport network definitely improved, while 
not having to pay directly for it. Indirectly though, it could happen that its already frail tax base10 would 
shrink because of further suburbanization11. Conversely, the other two regions, Flanders and Walloon, apart 
from continuing to attract the middle classes which flee from Brussels, show a real interest on pulling 
towards their territories the economic and financial returns linked to the agglomeration economies produced 
in and around Brussels [21]. Overall, besides the conflicting interests of the SNCB in relation to those of 
BCR, the actors involved fail to deliver the full urban development potential the RER could usher in, 
exacerbated by inter-regional conflicts. 

2.3 Towards a RER-based regional development project for Brussels  
Concurring with what has been stated before by other authors [12, 17], we too see in the RER an 

immense potential for a sustainable development of the Brussels region. Not only the extent to which the 
new strategic position of Brussels within the public transport network at urban and regional scale could 
influence urban development around these stations, particularly by bringing the IR in some of the peripheral 
railway stations (e.g. Uccle-Calevoet, Boitsfort, Etterbeek, Schaerbeek, Bordet and Jette). Most of all in the 
sense of the conversion of Brussels from a monocentric into a polycentric city, guiding certain urban 
developments to local centers in Brussels (e.g. Josaphat, Delta, Boitsfort, Moensberg, Calevoet, St. 
Job/Vivier d’Oie, Cureghem, West, Bockstael…). An objective that, if only rhetorically, already appears in 
planning documents (IRIS2, PDI) and, most recently, figures prominently in the new governing agreement 
(2009).  

Nevertheless, the threat remains as to whether the development of the RER will effectively generate 
new urban development at the expense of Brussels, exposed to further decentralization of some core 
economic activities and urban functions to its outskirts and beyond, especially in absence of accompanying 

                                                           
7 Brussels is amply portrayed as the core of their respective polycentric urban regions: the Flemish Diamond 
and the Walloon Triangle. 
8 As of yet pending, the decision on who is to pay for the RER exploitation deficit and for the rolling stock. 
9 Two trains an hour in every RER station the rest of the time. 
10 The RBC receives through direct taxes only 8.5% of national wealth, while representing 10% of the total 
population and producing 19% of the GDP. 
11 Directly, by reducing personal tax contributions, and indirectly because of a real risk of real estate and 
land values plummeting [15]. 
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measures being simultaneously implemented to the RER. True, both BCR neighboring regions state in their 
planning memoranda their will to contain urban development, yet in their local plans appear plenty of urban 
development projects planned in the Brussels outskirts [22] –to start with, the 32,000 dwellings between 
Halle, Asse and Vilvoorde, in the Flemish region. Additionally, it could mean increasing budget problems in 
the Brussels-Capital region, overcrowding existing amenities and public services, eventually leading to 
greater social unrest [23], as the problems of the central communes in the city could aggravate (i.e. high 
unemployment rate, particularly elevated among youngsters and low-skilled people). Notwithstanding this 
likely evolution, some stakeholders believe12 that the RER could increase the labor market efficiency, 
contributing to partly solve the employment mismatch, as it would bring the low-skilled jobs located in the 
periphery to the low-skilled employees living in the centre of Brussels. Of course, the threat also exists that 
the jobs currently vacant in the periphery would be filled by other means than those sketched. 

The important case to be made then is that, beyond regional disputes, the RER will surely bolster 
agglomeration economies at regional and local scale. The realization of the RER could therefore be seen as a 
means to improve regional economic performance by modifying the spatial structure of the region and not 
just as a way to solve existing problems within it (e.g. congestion, employment mismatch, etc.). The presence 
of adequate infrastructure availability in specific urban centers could eventually provide sufficient 
agglomeration economies which might help to sustain indigenous development and/or encourage inward 
investment into the region (e.g. Aalst, Dendermonde). In the particular case of Brussels, the present absence 
of a good functioning mobility system (both at the local scale and at the scale of the entire city-region) 
lowers the quality of life in the area, discourages households and firms to settle down here and reduces 
generally the attractiveness of the region –hence the chances for regional prosperity. In this sense, the RER 
represents a chance of improving the mobility system, by strengthening the railway network and increasing 
service and number of stations, as well as a real urban planning opportunity, if combined with TOD –i.e. 
increasing the mix and density of land uses in the proximity of public transport stations and hubs. Altogether 
this could indeed contribute to alleviate traffic congestion thus improving regional and local efficiency. 
Besides, it is far from obvious that the RER will lower commuting volumes by bringing jobs closer to the 
commuters’ places of residence, with difficult to predict consequences for the overall commuting pattern. 
Confronted to this major challenge, and in these circumstances of regional complexity, one has to wonder 
why there is no authority in charge of organizing or administering the different and often conflicting claims 
attached to the RER. 

3 THE STEDENBAAN IN SOUTH-HOLLAND 

The South Wing of the Randstad extends over a surface of about 240 Km2. Its 3.5 million inhabitants 
and 1.5 employments make it one of the densest regions in Europe, yet spread out in multiple centers that lay 
never far away from each other. The South Wing is not a region geographically bounded; it can be rather 
defined as an administrative coalition, the South Wing Platform (BPZ), among the Province South Holland, 
the city-regions, and the municipalities within the South Wing –extending from Leiden to Dordrecht, and 
from Westland to Gouda. This denomination is relatively recently13; born as an attempt by the central 
government to make the Randstad more manageable, by splitting it into three zones: North Wing, South 
Wing and Utrecht. 

This informal governance structure, established as a voluntary co-operation platform in 2000 with no 
legal status, signed a collaboration agreement aimed at reinforcing the competitive position of the South 
Wing in 2003. Crucial building blocks therein were to improve the (inter)national and regional accessibility14, 
to diversify the housing market and to strengthen the ‘urban culture’ offer [5]. The overall aim was defined as 
the achievement of a cohesive urban system, referred to in policy documents as the South Wing network city, 

                                                           
12 Namely the Chamber of Commerce of Brussels and the (Walloon, Flanders, and federal) employers’ 
associations, having published recently a vision for the Brussels metropolitan area titled “Business Route 
2018”; see more in http://www.metropolitanbrussels2018.eu. 
13 Formally it only exists since the approval of the last national planning memorandum in 2003, the sixth in 
order (aka Nota Ruimte). Informally it already appeared in the 4th memorandum (1988). 
14 Regional distances correspond to 10-40 Km, and imply more than 70% of daily displacements in the 
South Wing. 
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by realizing a sort of integrated transport and land use backbone that would reinforce the polycentric urban 
structure already in place. Complementarily, this project was thought as contribution to the sustainable 
development of the region, chiefly by helping to reduce private car displacements –now representing 60-70% 
of total travelers, against 10-20% by train.  

First step on this direction consisted on improving public transport on the regional scale. At present, 
metro and tram networks do not usually reach out into surrounding municipalities, impeding traveling by 
public transport within the city-region. Moreover, train connections happen only between city centers, and 
rail capacity is one of the most underdeveloped of all the metropolitan areas in Western Europe [20]. 
RandstadRail (a light rail connection operative since 2007 between The Hague and Rotterdam) worked as 
first showcase for this ambition. Next step will be Stedenbaan, a project starting in 2010 (with 2020 as its 
time horizon) and with a clear TOD bias –i.e. a comprehensive approach to mobility, trying to integrate a 
high-quality transit system at the scale of the South Wing of the Randstad (with 6 trains every hour in the 
corridor Leiden-Dordrecht and 4 in the other two corridors leading to Gouda) together with diverse and 
high-density urban developments around the 36 railway stations it will be serving15. Stedenbaan (the City 
Line) will not put up new rail connections but use the free capacity of the existing railway between Schiphol 
and Rotterdam –created by moving the HST line between Amsterdam and Paris to its own track. 

All the public authorities territorially attached to the South Wing, reunited in the BPZ, are parties both 
involved in and leading this project: a coalition of over 20 local authorities, 5 city-regions, one provincial 
council as well as the central government [10]. Likewise, the likely real estate impulse the areas neighboring 
the railway stations will experience, along the 150 Km of existing railway line, has been included in the 
project, engaging private developers from its early stages on16.  

3.1 A conceptual break 
The South Wing ambitions for a regional rail network are not recent, and their origins can be traced 

back to 1994. The South-Holland Province (PZH) published then its first strategic vision [27], shifting away 
the responsibility of drafting separate regional plans, in which national planning goals were translated, and 
proposing instead a more envisaging role for itself. The document points at a fundamental dilemma: a spatial 
policy exclusively based on urban containment and expansion of existing settlements is at odds with the 
exploitation of regional potentials, essential for the future development of the South-Wing of the Randstad, 
clearly weakened after a long process of de-industrialization. 

The document follows along the lines of the 4th National Spatial Planning Memorandum, which 
confirmed the role of cities as motors of growth in a context of internationalized economy, but points to the 
need to see them within their agglomeration, as daily activity patterns go beyond strict city boundaries. On 
this regard, it fully supports the national planning policies around ‘urban knots’, intended to keep up their 
physical expansion. However, the paper stresses, urban regions are by far not confined but entertain 
functional interdependencies at the scale of the entire Randstad, and within each of its wings, an aspect that 
calls for increased policy attention: (i) on a programmatic level, seeking complementarity and diversification 
between urban functions; (ii) on an infrastructural level, improving the public transport service at this level, 
mainly by exploring the possibilities of a regional network made out of pieces of the NS and the intra-urban 
networks; and (iii) on a morphological level, questioning the emphasis on the compact city, proposing 
instead new urbanization knots around rail stations. Therefore, the document concludes, a policy only 
articulated around ‘urban knots’ has important shortcomings as it fails to recognize the need to provide 
suitable locations to economic activities outside the urban nodes due to their heavy space requirements (e.g. 
heavy industry and distribution parks) or representational needs. To summarize, national policy needs a shift 
of focus, from the city to the urban region. 

Something that needs to be stressed is the fact that the dominant function spatial planning was occupied 
with was housing, indeed the construction of new housing units and neighborhoods, and geared very little 
towards economic claims. The functional cohesion on a regional scale was no important topic for the 
Ministry in charge of spatial planning [26]. The 4th Memorandum (1988), by placing spatial development in 
an international context, in which cities and metropolitan regions were forced to compete against each other, 

                                                           
15 More information on the Stedenbaan project is available at http://www.stedenbaan.nl. 
16 Dissimilarly to Belgium, the national railway company is not allowed to have other gains than those 
obtained from the exploitation of the rail service. 
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opened up the way for planning policies and concepts to focus on a broader scale than that of the city [8]. 
Such a perspective could only lead to give a renewed importance to the way cities interact functionally as 
well as to the networks that this interaction creates, simultaneously sustaining it. The logic step for the PZH 
was therefore to lobby for the betterment of all networks that were structuring and articulating its territory, 
for a regional rail network that could cohesion all urbanized areas existing and planned in the region, 
inasmuch as it was logic to claim for a renewed approach to urbanization, from the compact city to the 
compact urban region [27, p. 8]. 

In fact, the province of South-Holland, being one of the declining provinces, was particularly sensitive 
to interpretations bringing together spatial planning and economic prosperity, as they were put forward by the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs [24] or the Ministry of Transport, who saw in the increased road traffic 
congestion a burden for economic growth [25]. In fact, the need to explore the relationship between 
urbanization and mobility was strongly encouraged by this Ministry, who in 1995 advanced the need for a 
new planning principle to be found in order to take advantage of the bundles of rail infrastructure for the 
linear planning of residential areas in the Randstad. Actually, the 4th National Spatial Memorandum Extra 
(VINEX, 1990) had already worked out two scenarios for the construction of new residential areas: one 
based on building around existing settlements, but sacrificing on the quality of public transport; the other on 
building around train stations, even if not strictly located around the existing settlements [24, p. 180]. The 
choice was quickly made: the first option would compete less with the cities, would consume less open space, 
bikes could alternatively used to private cars due to reduced distance to the cities, and could be later 
upgraded in terms of public transport service. Nevertheless, the second scenario, called the ‘rail track model’, 
made a life in other official documents as alternative to the excessive focus on propinquity inferred by the 
first –e.g. the successive spatial strategies the PZH issued.  

Basically, Stedenbaan has materialized a shift of focus, from the city to the region, and from urban 
containment to networked urbanization, which took some fifteen years to process inside the Dutch planning 
doctrine, all the way from the VINEX ‘rail track model’ (1990) to the national government financial backup 
of Stedenbaan, signed in 2007.  

3.2 Planning context and the process from potential to concrete ambitions 
In terms of public transport, this networkization of the urban region poses numerous challenges, as it 

demands a higher interurban coherence and increased functional interaction in terms of housing and 
employment opportunities, and culture and recreation facilities17. The existence of a project group 
specifically appointed by the city-regions and independent from the South-Holland provincial government 
[25], charged with the coordination of the Stedenbaan project, is proving successful in keeping regional 
ambitions intact: mutually adjusting local and regional development potentials while avoiding inter-urban 
competition. Stedenbaan requires coordination at other levels as well. At a central level, the Ministry of 
Spatial Planning needs to remove specific policies that restrict or even ban urban development around 
railway stations and at the same time stimulate urban development in them. The Ministry of Transport needs 
to accommodate the national concession for the use of railways to regional ambitions. At local level, 
municipalities need to create incentives for development carried by private parties to happen in the sphere of 
influence of railway stations –defined within a 1200-metre radius around the Stedenbaan railway stations18. 
At the level of the agglomeration, complementary public transport services need to be introduced in order to 
smooth door-to-door mobility, connecting straightforwardly all displacements before and after the train. 

And above all practicalities, funding for the project needs to follow the nationally established protocol, 
known as MI(R)T. For that sake a survey needed to be completed in order to assess the costs and benefits of 
such project, and to satisfactorily answer (i) if Stedenbaan could be joined together to the Randstad mobility 
network; (ii) to which extent would it contribute to solve the housing problem in the South Wing; and (iii) 
how to incorporate the new urban developments around the railway stations to the existing urban settlements. 
In the period 2010-2020 the Province of South-Holland will build one third of the new houses and more than 

                                                           
17 Important to note, while the job and recreational markets largely overlap each other, the housing market is 
for a large part restricted to the territory of the city regions, the scale at which housing corporations used to 
work [19]. 
18 This radius corresponds to the primary sphere of influence, and is larger than the usual 1000 or 800 meters 
used in similar international planning analyses, due to the large number of cyclists in the Netherlands [3]. 
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two thirds of the new office space in the surroundings of Stedenbaan railway stations. This amounts to 
40,000 houses and about 1.2 million m2 of offices, that is respectively one third and two thirds of the total 
urbanization target set by the BPZ up to 2020 and agreed by the central government. Within the housing 
program, 20% will be built in the biggest city centers, 22% in other urban centers, 27% in housing states 
areas, 13% in suburban areas and 17% in green, low density areas –hence contributing to consolidate the 
residential diversity partly in place in the South-Wing [6]. 

3.3 A spatial survey for the reinvention of the South Wing  
The spatial survey was realized by Atelier South Wing19, and closely followed by the BPZ and the 

ministries of Transport and Spatial Planning. The National Water Board, the National railway company (NS) 
and ProRail were also involved as stakeholders of the project. Next to the spatial survey, a network survey 
was also conducted. The survey was realized in an informal setting, in close cooperation with both public 
and private parties, and its main purpose was “to give an idea of how the development of each station area 
can contribute to the spatial development of the South Wing as a whole” [3, p. 258]. The survey was carried 
out in three stages; (a) what was feasible in terms of quantity20; (b) what developments were most promising 
and (c) what local developments were desirable in terms to their contribution to openly stated goals of the 
South Wing region. Major conclusions included, first: of the 18,000 hectares within the sphere of influence 
of Stedenbaan stations, approximately 80% is located around existing stations. Many of these areas are not 
being intensively used at present but are mostly built-up areas devoted to housing, employment or mixed 
uses. Approximately 20% of this area will be redeveloped in the period 2010-2020. Altogether this represents 
a big challenge, as there is no certainty on the way existing urban areas will be attached to the new railway 
developments, or to the extent to which urban dynamics will increase in certain areas to the detriment of 
other areas.  

Second, the influence zone of Stedenbaan covers 25% of the urbanized area in the South Wing, 
stretching over a huge variation of station areas (that range from high-density city centers to stops in the 
middle of the green spaces between conurbations) in which a great variation of relations between space and 
network exists [10]; an attempt to inventory all stations and thus grab the diverse developments potentials of 
each station was made, attending to network characteristics (the degree of access by public transport and by 
car), and spatial features (local housing and employment densities and the degree of mixed use). Nine 
distinct potentials were unveiled21. Because normally not every station corresponds to a single development 
potential, what this inventory made manifest was the need for coordination between developments along the 
line, mainly to avoid inefficient inter-station concurrence.  

Third and last, three models were used to assess how the potentials at the level of each station can help 
achieve the goals of the project at regional level. The models were outlined along stated policy objectives, 
consisting of: ‘densification’, ‘networkization’ and ‘sustainability’. ‘Densification’ derives from the account 
that the more users there are around stations the better it is –i.e. the more feasible (from an exploitation 
perspective) and lively (from an urban perspective) stations become. ‘Networkization’ springs from the belief 
that the combined effect of diversity (of transport routes and of programs) and complementarity brings in 
urban cohesion. ‘Sustainability’ rates urban containment and mixed use developments highly, in the 
conviction that urban densification will reduce a great deal the use of private car in the South Wing. The 
models showed how local choices can support objectives at a higher level –and vice versa, how the 
ambitions of Stedenbaan could help to guide decision-making at the local level. This is nothing 
uncontroversial though, as the translation from the concept to concrete realizations happens via voluntary 
agreements which are afterwards implemented in the spatial policy of the 5 city-regions. The Stedenbaan 
work group has played a very relevant role in here, remarkably so in charting the spatial ambitions on 
regional level, signed by all Stedenbaan partners, the NS, and ProRail in 2005 and 2007. 

                                                           
19 An independent think tank instigated by the provincial government to research the possibilities of a 
network city regional project for the South Wing. The Atelier was operative between June 2005 and 
December 2007. More information is available at http://www.atelierzuidvleugel.nl. 
20 This was done on the basis of current average densities –i.e. 52 dwelling/ha in housing areas, 180 
employees/ha in working areas, next to 50 dwellings/ha and 90 employees/ha in mixed-use areas [3, p.262] 
21 Check references [3] and [10] for an elaborate explanation on the urban potentials of each station and the 
survey more generally. 
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Weak points in the Stedenbaan spatial survey is its adherence to traditional types of urbanization 
(residential or working; low or high density; etc.) when considering urban development, rarely tackled from 
a functional perspective that would equally encompass questions of economic differentiation (e.g. how a 
diverse degree of accessibility could influence the urbanization program in terms of specialization and 
differentiation of the various locations within the network). If anything, this adherence can be considered a 
demonstration of Dutch planning doctrine resilience. Only recently, the Stedenbaan monitor has introduced 
an innovative reflection on what type of city and urban interactions could be derived from linear mobility 
infrastructures, encompassing questions of economic differentiation, accessibility levels, and quality and 
proportion of amenities. 

Stedenbaan, the City Line, promises a new type of city and not just a new physical configuration. None 
of the partners involved though seem to be aware of the extent to which this project will change the regional 
network and the metropolitan economy, and whether this should be encouraged or not. Indeed, transport and 
spatial developments influence each other, but many factors will affect the integrated development of the 
space and the network. To start with, the size of cities and towns, the intensity of functions, the degree of 
mixed use in the areas concerned, decentralization of activities, proximity of other networks and parking 
facilities [4].  

4 CONCLUSIONS  

Although important investments in transport infrastructure are normally backed up by considerations 
linked to the improvement of the competitive position of a specific region and eventually its sustainable 
development, very little has been said about the sometimes contradictory planning choices that are applied in 
order to buttress those very aims. The purpose of this paper has been to make explicit the planning choices 
that sustain two important rail transport infrastructure projects, the Dutch Stendenbaan and the Belgian RER.  

On one hand, the Brussels’ RER, initially conceived as ‘voorstadstrein’, as a means of transport from 
the suburbs to the capital city, easing commuting within its functional region, is splitting gradually into a 
metro-like system within Brussels capital region, and into an example of transit oriented development in the 
neighboring Flemish and Walloon regions. While in the Flanders region the policy aim seems to be 
articulated by a polycentric understanding of its territory, and concretely aiming at developing around main 
middle-size railway stations, in the Walloon region the goal seems to be that of reaching Brussels the fastest 
as possible, indirectly reinforcing suburbanization of jobs and residences by realizing large P+Rail facilities 
even around the smallest railway stations. These two very different planning choices translate an equally 
different understanding of the relations the two regions aim at entertaining with the Brussels’ capital region, 
of complementarity and dependence respectively, and it is itself translated into different projects for the 
(re)urbanization of the railway stations and their surroundings, based on densification, urban mixing and 
specialization in the Flemish case, and on multimodality and lack of urban diversity in the Walloon case.  

On the other hand, Stedenbaan, originally conceived only as a possibility to intensify land uses around 
railway stations in order to dissuade of the use of private car in the region, taking this value as a proxy for 
sustainable development, has evolved into a more comprehensive project, thanks mainly to the continuous 
coordination and monitoring of the Stedenbaan workgroup. Namely, it has shifted densification for diversity 
–since new regional functions might materialize only in specific places and not across all railway stations, 
thus generating not only new transit passengers but contributing too to increase vehicular traffic in them. 
Most importantly, it has moved the discussion from traditional morphological issues into an innovative 
reflection on what type of city and urban interactions could be derived from linear mobility infrastructures.  

The first conclusions point that an ambiguous choice of planning goals at regional scale can indeed lead 
to perverse effects during their final implementation. A way to straighten it, as shown in the Stedenbaan case, 
can be the active participation of all stakeholders from early stages –i.e. the co-production of policy choices. 
Nevertheless, this does not necessarily prevent the implementation phase from being threaten all along. Also 
the Stedenbaan case provides a good example of how relevant monitoring is, as a reminder of the agreed 
goals among all partners but also as a legitimizing framework [26] towards the outside. 

All in all, the ambition to achieve functional integration of transit and surrounding development can be 
considered essential in the changed configuration of both metropolitan regions – the South Wing and 
Brussels; and by extension of all European metropolitan regions. This goal however goes beyond a particular 
physical form, encompassing a different kind of development that ought to keep track of contextual 
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diversities and complexities if it is to succeed.  
 

 
 

Figure 1 RER network placed over the Brussels functional urban region22 [11, p.149] 

 

                                                           
22 Legend translation, from top to bottom, and left to right: RER network (planned RER network; planned 
bus-RER lines; IC/IR existing stations; other existing railway stations; planned new railway stations); 
population density (inhabitants/Km2); boundaries of Brussels-Capital Region (RBC), the morphologic urban 
agglomeration and the functional urban area (FUR).  
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Figure 2 Stedenbaan railway line with indication of the urban typologies that exist along it23 [6, p. 8] 

REFERENCES 

[1]  Albrechts, L., Coppens, T., “Megacorridors: striking a balance between the space of flows and the space 
of places”, Journal of Transport Geography, Vol. 11 (2003), p. 215-224. 

[2]  Allaert, G., “Polycentric development in Europe. Some reflections on the ESPON-study reports”, in “Van 
Christaller tot Wallerstein. Liber Amicorum Prof. Dr. Pieter Saey”, edited by Natalie Van Nuffel, Zelzate, 
Nautilus Academic Books, 2007. 

[3]  Atelier Zuidvleugel, “Ruimte en Lijn. Ruimtelijke Verkenning Stedenbaan 2010-2020”, South-Holland 
Province, The Hague, 2006. 

                                                           
23 Legend translation, from top to bottom: existing station; new station (<2010); South Wing Stedenbaan; 
regional railway network; other railways; main road network; secondary road network; urban area; planned 
redevelopment of urban area; open green area; forest; water; airport; glass houses. 



 
 

984 

[4]  Banister, D., “Unsustainable Transport: City Transport in the New Century”, Routledge, Oxfordshire, 
2005. 

[5]  Bestuurlijk Platform Zuidvleugel (BPZ), “De Zuidvleugel van de Randstad. Netwerkstad van bestuur & 
recht, kennis en logistiek”, The Hague, 2004. 

[6]  Bestuurlijk Platform Zuidvleugel (BPZ), “Regionale verkenning Stedenbaan”, The Hague, 2006. 
[7]  Calthorpe, P., “New Urbanism: Principles or Style?”, p. 36, in “New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars 

Lerup”, edited by Robert Fishman, Michigan, The University of Michigan, 2004. 
[8]  Casabella, N., “Netherlands Inc.”, unpublished MSc thesis, LSE, 2005. 
[9]  Cervero, R., “Sustainable new towns: Stockholm’s rail-served satellites”, Cities, Vol. 12, No. 1 (1995), 

pp. 41-51. 
[10] Curtis, C., Renne, J.L., Bertolini, L., “Transit Oriented Development. Making it Happen”, Surrey & 

Burlington, Ashgate, 2009. 
[11] Dessouroux, Ch., “Espaces partagés, Espaces disputés. Bruxelles, une capitale et ses habitants”, 

Bruxelles, MRBC, 2008. 
[12] Dobruszkes, F., Mwanza Wa Mwanza, H., “Les enjeux poses par le future RER bruxellois”, pp. 83-92, 

in the proceedings of the colloquium “Stratégie pour une métropolisation globale et aménagement du 
territoire”, Bruxelles, ed. Du Céfal – Francisco Ferrer, 2003. 

[13] Dobruszkes, F., “Le positionnement de la junction Nord-Midi face à l’évolution régionale bruxelloise”, 
Mech. Eng., Vol.109, No. 3 (2005), pp.42-45. 

[14] Dobruszkes, F., “Un cadre peu propice à l’utilisation des transports collectives”, Transports Urbains, No. 
114 (2008), pp. 8-15. 

[15] Frenay, P., “Entre craintes et espoirs: le projet RER et quelques enjeux de développement autour des 
gares bruxelloises”, Transports Urbains, No. 114 (2008), pp. 20-27. 

[16] Frenay, P., “Pour un projet de développement territorial associé au RER bruxellois. Essai de mise en 
évidence des facteurs déterminants fondamentaux ”, Brussels Studies, forthcoming. 

[17] Hubert, M., Dobruszkes, F., Macharis, C., “Mobility to and from, around and about Brussels”, Synopsis 
n. 1 prepared for the Citizens’ Forum, available online at http://www.brusselsstudies.be 

[18] Jacobs, P., Dieu, B., Vanderhaeghen, J.-L., “La Jonction Nord-Midi 1952-2002”, Bruxelles, Editions 
PFT, 2002. 

[19] Molenaar, J., “The Stedenbaan Programme: Randstad South. Integrating sustainable mobility and urban 
development at regional level”, pp. 100-110 in “Synergy in Urban Network”, edited by Willem Salet, 
The Hague, Sdu publishers, 2006. 

[20] OECD, “OECD Territorial Reviews: Randstad Holland”, OECD Publishing, Netherlands, 2007.  
[21] Parr, J.B., “The Polycentric Urban Region: A Closer Inspection”, Regional Studies, Vol. 38, No. 3 (2004). 

pp. 231–240. 
[22] Van Criekingen, M., Cornut, P., Luyten, S., “Brussels: Polycentricity as ‘images on the map’, not in 

reality”, pp. 105-111, in “Cities and networks in Europe. A critical approach of polycentrism”, edited by 
Nadine Cattan, Montrougue, John Libbey Eurotext, 2007. 

[23] Vandermotten, Ch., Roelandts, M., Aujean, L., Castiau, E., “Central Belgium: Polycentrism in a Federal 
Context”, pp. 146-153, in “The Polycentric Metropolis: learning from mega-city regions in Europe”, 
edited and written by Peter Hall, Pain, K., London, Earthscan, 2006. 

[24] Van Duinen, L., “Planning Imagery: The Emergence and Development of New Planning Concepts in 
Dutch National Spatial Policy”, PhD dissertation published by author, University of Amsterdam, 2004. 

[25] Zonneveld, W., “De conceptualisering van ruimte in de Nederlands planning”, The Hague, Nai – RPB, 
2005. 

[26] Zonneveld, W., Waterhout, B., Trip, J.J., “Van projectologie naar planologie en vice versa”, pp. 259-268, 
in the PlanDag conference proceedings, Brussels, 2009. 

[27] Zuid-Holland, Gedeputeerde Staten, “Discussienota Ruimtelijke Toekomst”, The Hague, PZH, 1994. 
 



The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 
 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 

The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 
 

985 

 

URBAN SHAPE OF AHMEDABAD CITY 
TRIGGERED BY INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITY, 

CASE STUDY OF INDUSTRIAL ESTATES OF GIDC 
 

Rully Damayanti*, Altrerosje Asri** & Teguh Wijayanto*** 
 

*Petra Christian University, ASF fellow cohort-X, Surabaya-INDONESIA, rully@petra.ac.id 
**Petra Christian University, Surabaya-INDONESIA, altre@petra.ac.id 

***Ciputra University, Surabaya-INDONESIA, teguh.wijayanto@ciputra.ac.id 
 
ABSTRACT:Industrial activity of industrial estates generates occupation of land on its surrounding area. 
The areas become more and more developed by residential and commercial uses. Development of the city for 
its increased population encouraged changes of agriculture area located in between central city and the three 
industrial estates. Since industrial activities of industrial estates become urban generators to change the use 
of land, from agriculture to developed land, hence it also affected to the physical morphology of the urban 
areas. The paper tries to analyze the growth of the city affected by the three urban generators located in 
eastern part of the city that are the industrial estates under GIDC management. 
KEYWORDS: urbanization, rapid growth, regional planning 
 
1 INTRODUCTION  
 

Ahmedabad is the largest city in Gujarat state and seventh largest city in India (Fig 1). It is a growing 
fast city since its inception in 1411. In the year of 1960’s, there were industrial estates developed on the 
eastern outskirt of the city: Vatva, Odhav and Naroda; that located outside the municipal authority. The three 
estates are under management of GIDC (Gujarat Industrial Development Corporation) on Gujarat state level. 
Industrialization in Ahmedabad was highly generated by the cotton mills industry in the year of 1950s. Since 
then, the city becomes larger and larger in terms of population and also size.  

 

 
Figure 1 Location of Ahmedabad city and industrial cluster of Gujarat 

 
The early industrialization of the state in 1960s, industrial activity was clustered on the major cities 

like Ahmedabad, Vadodara, and Rajkot (Fig 1). In the recent times, Industries and Mines Department of 
Government of Gujarat has encouraged to facilitate fast establishment of Special Economic Zones and 
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Industrial Parks. It is not only strengthening its industrial base but also consolidate the achievements in the 
interest of overall economic development of the state. The state is now determined to lead the rest of the 
country by emerging as a Model Industrialized State in Asia. One of the acts is: proactive approach of the 
government, government to act as a facilitator, and all the physical infrastructure should compete with the 
best in the world. Most important for industries development is incentives given by the government to open 
an industrial area/ land on the outskirt of center city. 

In Gujarat alone, there are 76 industrial clusters at 90 different locations. These clusters would be 
defined as a group of industries manufacturing identical and complimentary products. The government has 
decided to recognize a cluster with a minimum of 50 units located within the radius of 10 kms at a particular 
location.  

According to Balchin, Isaac and Chen (2000)i, in terms of urban economics, industrial activity in 
urban areas is a prime determinant in shaping city size and growth opportunities especially in developing 
countries. In some cases, the presence of industrial activity can also change the socio-economic status of an 
area by generating population growth and related employment opportunities (Haan 1989)ii. Therefore, the 
research will take place in industrial activity inside industrial estate as a prime generator of urban 
morphology. 
 
2 URBANIZATION IN AHMEDABAD 
 

The development of Ahmedabad is strongly related to the rise of the indigenous industrial sector of 
cotton industry. Its growth from medieval times from a major trading centre for gold, silk and cottoniii . The 
establishment of the first cotton mill in 1861 was the way in which this industry expanded over the years. In 
1940s, the city was known as ‘the Manchester of East’ due to the famous textile industryiv which reflects the 
continuity of its distinct enterprise and business leadership3. In Ahmedabad, where native entrepreneurs 
created a textile industry that underlay the city’ growth to the sixth largest in South Asia, there were 49 mills 
working in 1914 compared to 85 in Bombayv. 

Cited from file by Shyam S. Dutta, refer to historian examine the Ahmedabad city (Gillion Kenneth 
1968, Ahmedabad: a study in Indian Urban History)3: 

 
“ Unlike Bombay, Culcutta, Madras and Kanpur, Ahmedabad was not a creation of the British but a city 
which while remaining true to itself successfully adapted to the new industrial age carrying over commercial 
and industrial skills and patterns of traditional social organization. In no great city of India can the 
continuity of past and present be seen as clearly as in Ahmedabad” 
 

 
Figure 2 Growth of urban space under capitalist forcesvi 

Population of Ahmedabad according to 2001 census was declared to be 3.5 million peoplevii. This 
number is only limited inside Ahmedabad municipal region. Total population of Ahmedabad agglomeration 
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is around 4.5 million: 4,518,240viii . There are 886 female to every 1000 males. Literacy rate in Ahmedabad is 
79.89% which is highest in Gujarat. There are more than 30000 rural families lives in Ahmedabad , 5,41% of 
those are below poverty line.  

Driven by the growth of textile industry reached its peak in the 1940s, the city attracted migration 
from around Gujarat and India. In the post-Independence period, the city witnessed not only diversification 
of its industrial base but also significant development of professional and technical institutions, such as the 
Physical Research Laboratory, the Indian Institute of Management, and the Centre for Environmental 
Planning and Technology 3. In the late 1970s and 1980s, the textile industry has declined, resulting in the 
closure of more than half units and laying off about 60,000 workers. After 1990-1991, local economy has 
shown a revival. This is indicated by reduction number of lowest income group and also an increase in 
regular workers.  

Many factories were built on large estates in or around the centre city before 1980s, and become 
centre of noise and pollution of its less infrastructure. The city suffered from traffic congestion and large 
number of slums. The old textile industries were no longer competitive, and new industries were located 
outside the centre city. In the year 1980s, the government did not allow polluting industries to locate in a 
radius of 20 kms around the city center4. The idea was not covered by any regulation, but only policy at state 
levelix.  

The city’ population has increased in a major way following economic expansion and modernization. 
Ahmedabad being a centre of commerce and also government institutions and military base. The density 
population at 258 per one sqkms area calculated on the basis of the estimated population of the earthquake 
affected areas. 
 
3 CASE STUDIES 

 
Figure 3  Location of industrial estate in Ahmedabad under GIDC management 

In order to accelerate the pace of industrialization in Gujarat, under the Gujarat Industrial 
Development Act of 1962, GIDC came into existence in 1962. GIDC operates all over the state of Gujarat. It 
operates and maintains industrial estates in various districts of Gujarat State. These estates are self-contained 
sanctuaries capable of sustaining a large number of industries within themselves. GIDC provides ready to 
occupy sheds for immediately starting an industry and also provides godown for storage of its material. All 
across the state, GIDC has planned for 252 Industrial Estates of which 171 are developed and functional.  

In Ahmedabad, GIDC operates three estates: Naroda, Odhav and Vatva (Fig 3). The three estates 
have been developed around year of 1968. The estates occupy areas of 120-500 hectares of land on eastern 
part of Ahmedabad city. Currently, the estates connected each other by Narol Naroda Road and Sardar Patel 
Ring Road and also connected to other cities in Gujarat. The three estates also connected with Kharikat 
Canal that lay from north to south.  



 
 

988 

Table 1    Characteristics of GIDC case studies 

  NARODA GIDC ODHAV GIDC VATVA GIDC 
1 Year of establishment 1968 1968 1968 
2 Total area 357 ha 127 ha 512 ha 
3 Number of plots 689 491  
4 Numbers of sheds 426 525  
5 Distance from central city 

(approximately) 
8 km 4,5 km 4,5 km 

6 Number of company/ factory 660 1502 1187 
 
4 URBAN GROWTH OF AHMEDABAD CITY 
 

Many factories in the early of industrialization have been developed inside the city and around the 
old city. The early industrialization of the Gujarat state in 1960s, industrial activity was clustered on the 
major cities such Ahmedabad. The city became overcrowding, increasingly higher land prices, and lack of 
effluent disposal sights. These industries and mostly the new industries began looking for location sites 
outside the city limits, into the industrial estates which being established by the state in the rural parts of 
Gujarat.  

The state government under GIDC management developed some industrial estate on the outskirts 
city, they are located at maximum of 10 kms outside the city. The state government also gave incentives to 
industries to pursue land on those areas. In 1968, government under GIDC management appointed packed 
areas of land on the eastern outskirt of the city. The industrial estate are: Naroda, Odhav and Vatva (Fig 3).  

After more than 40 years of development, the three industrial estates generated the growth of its 
surrounding areas. Agriculture land has been changed into developed land, and use of land had also been 
changed, such from agriculture to housing, housing to commercial, and public land for private or commercial 
use. The industrialization process in those particular areas has triggered these changes. According to Balchin, 
Isaac and Chen (2000)1, industrialization always affected to people and urban shape. Population of that city 
became increased since the city offer many job related to industries. 

 According to GIDC advisor9, in the 1980s, there are existed law that appointed land 20 kms outside 
the city could not be used for industries in order to protect agricultural land. Consequently, new laws 
restructuring the process of acquiring land making it easier to purchase land in what the government deemed 
outskirts, areas of low economic production and value. Incentives by the government were established to 
encourage industries to move away from central city, predominantly agricultural areas. As domino effects, 
land that left and not purchased by the state was slowly being polluted by the industries, the land became 
increasingly infertile and was slowly sold to the larger industrial estates.  

Referred to historical data and process of urbanization driven by industrialization, which is explained on 
previous section, process of industrialization in Ahmedabad could be summarized as follow: 

- 1861: first cotton mill were developed on the western side of the city 
- 1940: since the city became famous as Manchester of East, it has attracted migration from outside 

Gujarat, hence the western side grew rapidly. Outside the walled city on eastern part,  
- 1947: (post independence) eastern side of the city grew rapidly due to the development of some 

institutions and housing areas for middle income people 
- 1968: development of three GIDC industrial estates (Naroda, Odhav, Vatva) on the eastern outskirt of 

the city (maximum of 8 km only) 
- 1970-1980: textile industry has declined, many workers became unemployed 
- 1980s: industrial activity developed on the outskirt of the city in radius of 20 km (government policy) 
- 1986: the boundary of AMC expanded to the three industrial estates 
 
The boundary of Ahmedabad city has been expanded due to its increased population and services. The 

development of the industrial estates (Naroda, Odhav, Vatva) on eastern side significantly gave impact to the 
Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation (AMC) area. The growth of Ahmedabad city in this case is AMC area, 
could be seen in three different stages of growth. The growth could be defined in three stages of urban shape 
of Ahmedabad city driven by industrialization. AMC has changed its boundary three times since the city’ 
development due to respond the growth of the serviced city. The three stages are (Fig 4):   
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Figure 4  Stages of Ahmedabad urban growth driven by industrialization 

1. In the year of 1960s, when economic of the city became stronger and cotton manufacturing activity 
became more and more developed around the walled city, and also western side of the river developed 
due to service development, city boundary was expanded to western side and outside walled city in the 
eastern part. This shape could be define as first changing of city’ boundary generated by 
industrialization. Physical development of eastern and western side of the city were relatively balance 
in shape, it also driven by the development of bridges which connecting both sides. Odhav, Naroda, 
and Vatva industrial estate located outside the AMC boundary, since it connected to dirty activity and 
inappropriate land use inside the city. 
 

2. In 1986, the boundary of AMC was expanded only to the eastern side. The urban shape has protruding 
figurine of the three GIDC industrial estates, Naroda, Odhav, and Vatva, which are located on the 
eastern part of the city. The western boundary still remained same as previous. Naroda, Odhav and 
Vatva became part of AMC area due to the development of area in between the city and the industrial 
estates. The new urban shape at that time could be understood as a result of the change of land 
occupation development in between city centre and the industrial estates, from agriculture to 
developed land. It also triggered by the development of ring roads and state/ national highway around 
the city. Surrounding areas of the three estates became developed (radius of 1-2 kms from the estate) 
change also from agriculture into developed land, housing land occupation into commercial 
occupation. Some talukas (villages) that located around the estates merged with the estate as one big 
area. Since 1968 to 1986, the three estates mostly generated the growth of the surrounding areas, the 
three became urban generator of Ahmedabad city growth particularly on eastern part. After 1986, not 
only the industrial activity generated the areas, but also other service development, such as school, 
market, and some institutions. These activity as sub-sub urban generator which firstly driven by main 
generator; the industrial estates. 
 

3. In 2002, AMC expanded its area, both to eastern and western side of the city. There is no more 
protruding figurine of the three industrial estate. The three protruding shape has merged each other, 
hence become one solid shape with western boundary. The only boundary that remain same is on the 
northern side, since it is connected to boundary of capital city; Gandhinagar. Issue of urban 
agglomeration became major concern of AMC to expand its area. It mostly driven by the development 
of many ring roads and state/ national highway. Surrounding area of the estates has been appointed as 
commercial areas and light industrial areas.  
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Above analysis has been considered based on research of AMC map and some interviews. Studying to the 
current development areas of Ahmedabad city based on satellite photo (Google Earth) it can be seen that 
the developed areas on eastern side mostly generated by the three estates. Study on its land coverage, nearer 
to the estates, more dense the area develop; and vise versa. The shape of its urban areas on eastern side 
actually has three protruding shape, which each shape is the location of Naroda, Odhav and Vatva industrial 
estates. Areas in between these protruding shape, currently is as vacant land and agricultural land. In the 
future, as AMC prediction, these areas will be developed and grown due to respond of urban generator of the 
industrial estates, as long as the industrial activity operates.  
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ABSTRACT: Great concern has been shown in the administrative division adjustment and the expansion 
and spread of urban land in recent years. Regretfully, present research has failed to connect the two factors 
and this paper aims to supplement this through an explorative study. In the past 30 years, the Yangtze River 
Delta Economic Zone, especially the Su-Xi-Chang Region, has been in a stage of rapid economic 
development and urbanisation. With the emergence of the variation of the administrative division, the rapid 
spread of urban construction land, and the dramatic changes in land cover, it is indeed a rare object of study. 
This research found that adjustments of administrative divisions in the Su-Xi-Chang Region had stronger 
coupling relationships with the sprawl of the urban area based on spatio-temporal analysis. In particular, 
there was a cumulative-causation-theory-based coupling relationship. Any attempts to resolve the conflicts 
and contradictions between administrative Governments by means of administrative division adjustment are 
only stopgap measures and will lead to further dramatic expansion of urban construction land. Only with the 
transformation of Government functions, dilution of the Government's direct intervention in the economy, 
and the establishment of a global view and regional cooperation concept, can administrative barriers and 
division splits be removed, as well as the real development of regional integration. 
KEYWORDS:  Administrative Division Adjustment, Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone, Su-Xi-Chang 
Region, Urban Expansion 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Su-Xi-Chang Region, the study area, refers to Suzhou, Wuxi, and Changzhou – three municipalities 
situated in the Southern Jiangsu Province. In 2007, the region covered an area of 17,661 km2, with a 
permanent population of 19.17 million. The population density is as high as 10,853 people per km2. It is the 
economic base and most developed area in Jiangsu, with a total GDP of 1144.1 billion Yuan and GDP per 
capita of 59,694 Yuan. Su-Xi-Chang is also the center of economic growth and technical innovation in the 
Jiangsu Province. As an important part of Yangtze River Delta Megalopolis, it is strongly influenced by 
Shanghai City and in the Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone, Su-Xi-Chang Region is of great importance. 
Among the 16 prefecture-level cities of Yangtze River Delta Region, Su-Xi-Chang Region is the leading 
group in economic strength and social development. Judging from the major social and economic indexes 
(NBSC, 2008), the Su-Xi-Chang Region accounts for 16.04% of the total area, 19.66% of the total 
population, 24.41% of GDP, 28.48% of the industrial output value, 33.58% of the industrial power 
consumption, 24.58% of the fixed investment, 35.52% of the total volume of imports and exports, and 31.7% 
of foreign direct investments. This data is sufficient to explain the prominence of the Su-Xi-Chang Region in 
the Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone, therefore, it is no wonder that region attracts the world’s attention 
and scholar’s interest.  

There is numerous scientific research concerning the Su-Xi-Chang Region, among which administrative 
division adjustment and regional governance, urban expansion and land cover changes, as well as regional 
environmental problems attract special focus. Since 1978, the urban economy in the Southern Jiangsu 
Province witnessed great growth. The city’s comprehensive strength improves significantly, and the 
population and construction land also went up sharply. However, various “urban problems” subsequently 
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arise, such as river or lake water pollution, blue algae pollution in Taihu Lake, regional shortage of qualified 
water, submergence of ground, decrease in cultivated land, urban heat island effects, and environmental 
deterioration etc. Problems are emerging in an endless stream and the situation is getting out of control. How 
could a heavenly wealthy place deteriorate to such a degree in only a few decades? There are many reasons, 
but the rapid increase in urban population, and the increase and expansion of urban construction land are the 
arch-criminals. As shown in the studies home and abroad, there are several reasons for disordered expansion 
of urban land, such as the increase of urban population, the population income level, the reduction of 
transportation costs, large amounts of residential construction, land policy, concentrated poverty, high crime 
rates, economic globalization, etc. However there is little research on the relationship between urban 
expansion and administrative division adjustment. This paper discusses the administrative division 
adjustment and the urban expansion in the last 30 years, trying to reveal the connections between them, and 
provide new theories for resolving the problem of urban expansion. 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Location of Su-Xi-Chang Region and Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone 

2 METHODOLOGY 

Studies with the Su-Xi-Chang Region and the Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone as the background 
are favored by scholars and have achieved abundant achievements. Studies relevant to this paper concentrate 
on three aspects: urban land expansion, regional land cover change, and administrative division adjustment 
and regional governance. Studies on administrative division adjustment employ summarisation of historical 
data supplemented by comparative analysis, investigating the historical evolution of administrative division, 
discerning the sequence of events, causes and effects, and thus achieving a large volume of results. Studies 
on urban expansion and land use/land cover change employ remote sensing technology supplemented by 
urban statistical data. Generally speaking, scholars obtain the vector data of regional land-use and land-cover 
change from the multi-temporal TM (Thematic Mapper) and ETM+ (Enhanced Thematic Mapper Plus) 
satellite images through human-machine interactive interpretation to guarantee classification consistency and 
accuracy. Subsequently overlay modeling of multi-temporal land-use and land-cover vector data is carried 
out with the help of GIS spatial analysis, and achieves the temporal series and spatial distribution of urban 
land-use and land-cover changes. Compared with administrative division adjustment research, research on 
urban land use changes are countless. To avoid repetitive work, by arranging and analysing the data of 
previous research, in this paper we integrate qualitative study with quantitative calculation, and summarise 
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the spatio-temporal coupling relationships between administrative division adjustment and urban land 
expansion. Finally, this research discusses how to resolve the conflicts and contradictions between 
Governments of multi-level administrative units. 

3 INTRODUCTION OF URBAN EXPANSION IN THE SU-XI-CHAN G REGION 

3.1 Urban construction land changes in downtown 
In 1916, the Su-Xi-Chang Region was composed of three ancient cities, including Suzhou, Wuxi, and 

Changzhou, with little construction land in downtown. The ancient town of Suzhou was 1,100 ha, and that of 
Wuxi and Changzhou were about 300 ha. By 1949, the construction land was 1,920 ha in Suzhou, 1,060 ha 
in Wuxi, and 850 ha in Changzhou. The total construction land of the three cities was 3,200 ha. 

Table 1  urban construction land expansion in the Su-Xi-Chang Region  

Area of Construction Land 
(hectare) 

Urban Expansion 
(1957-1982) 

Urban Expansion 
(1982-2000) City 

1957 Year 1982 Year 2000 Year Multiple % / a Multiple % / a 

Suzhou 1923 2588 8650 0.35 1.2 2.34 6.9 

Wuxi 1221 3360 7580 1.75 4.1 1.25 4.6 

Changzhou 952 2397 6895 1.51 3.7 1.88 6.0 

Total 4096 8345 23125 1.04 2.9 1.77 5.8 

 Note: Zhang L. C., etc., 2003. 
 

From 1978, the scale and structure of urban land changed significantly and urban construction land 
expanded rapidly. By 2000, the construction land in urban built-up area in the Su-Xi-Chang Region arrived at 
23,134 ha, increasing 14,788 ha compared to that of 1982. The newly increased construction land during the 
18 years has greatly surpassed that in 1982, with an average increase rate of 5.8%, twice as fast as that in the 
25 years from 1957-1982. The annual expansion speed is 6.9% in Suzhou, the highest of the three cities, 
Changzhou is 6.0% and Wuxi is 4.6%(Zhang L .C., 2003).  

As shown in Table 1, the proportion of industrial land expands quickly in the built-up area, second only 
to residential land. In 1957, industrial land was only 8.5% in Suzhou, 12.5% in Wuxi, and 19.6% in 
Changzhou. By 1982, the industrial land of Suzhou, Wuxi and Changzhou increased to 26.2%, 34.6% and 
36.5% respectively. By 2000, the proportion of industrial land had continued to increase rapidly along with 
living land such as residential land and land for public facilities, coming close to or surpassing the industrial 
land. The proportion of functional land such as intercity transportation land and urban road land also 
increased. 

3.2  Urban land-use / land-cover change analysis  
Zhang Jian etc. (2007) carried out study on land-use and land-cover changes in Su-Xi-Chang Region. 

The result indicates that the land structure in the region changed greatly during 1980-2000. In general, from 
1980-1995, the area of paddy fields, dry fields and forested land reduced substantially by 593.88 km2 and 
188.55 km2. In contrast, urban construction land increased 386.55 km2 and rural residential land increased 
318.99 km2. From 1995 to 2000, the urban construction land and rural residential land kept increasing at a 
high rate, and construction land such as transportation land saw the most rapid increase.  

To work out the mutual conversion rate of various lands in different periods using the transfer matrix 
method, cropland (paddy field and dry field) is converted into urban land, rural residential land, artificial 
pond and other construction land. The source of construction land is mainly paddy fields, dry fields, forested 
land and water areas (Zhang J. etc, 2007) 

The farmland in the Su-Xi-Chang Region saw a reduction of 31,462 ha in the four years from 1992 to 
1996, among which Suzhou witnessed a reduction of 20,555 ha, Wuxi 6,438 ha, and Changzhou 4,469 ha. 
The reduced farmland accounts for 4.26% of the farmland in 1992, or 36.44% of the land reduction of the 
whole province. Undoubtedly, the loss of farmland is serious in the Su-Xi-Chang Region. (Chen N.Q. etc., 
1999) 
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4 COUNTY-LEVEL ADMINISTRATIVE DIVISION ADJUSTMENT S INCE 1978 

In 1978, the jurisdictions of the three cities were composed only of municipal districts and suburbs. 
Suzhou municipality had no suburban Government but a suburban office. Counties and cities at the county 
level were administered by the Suzhou administrative office and Zhenjiang administrative office. In 1983, 
the Suzhou administrative office was repealed. Changshu County was upgraded to Changshu City at the 
county level, Suzhou suburban office was repealed to establish a suburban Government. The urban districts 
of Suzhou and Wuxi were not adjusted. In 1983, Jiangsu took the lead in carrying out municipally affiliated 
county mechanisms, with Suzhou administering Changshu City, Shazhou County, Taicang County, Wu 
County, Kunshan County, and Wujiang County. Wuxi administered Jiangyin County, Yixing County and 
Wuxi County, while Changzhou administered Wujin County, Jintan County and Liyang County, establishing 
the domains of current Suzhou, Wuxi and Changzhou.  

Since 1983, there are one or two counties in the Su-Xi-Chang Region that have escalated to ‘city’ at the 
county level. By 1993, all counties except Wu County, Wuxi County and Wujin County had been escalated to 
county-level cities. Not long after in 1995, Wu County, Wuxi County and Wujin County were escalated to 
county-level cities, and their seats of people’s Government moved out of central city. In the years after 1996, 
the administrative division at the county level remained the same. To be more accurate, a great reform was 
brewing. By the new century, a fundamental and dramatic change took place.  

In 2000, county-level Wuxian City was dismantled to establish Wuzhong District and Xiangcheng 
District, county-level Xishan City was repealed to establish Xishan District and Huishan District. In 2002, 
county-level Wujin County was reformed to Wujin District, and its villages and towns were also adjusted. 
From 2003, no county-level administrative division adjustment has been made, but the adjustment of villages 
and towns was on going.  

To sum up, in the 30 years since 1978, the county-level administrative division adjustment in the 
Su-Xi-Chang Region can be divided into two phases: before 1995 counties were upgrade to cities at the 
county level; after 1995 cities were dismantled to establish districts, turning county-level cities into 
municipal districts. However, the changes are fundamental adjustments different in nature. A municipal 
district is not as independent as common local administrative units in its official authorities. For example, 
there are no such institutes as the Public Security Bureau and Revenue, but substations. Moreover, the 
Governmental seat of city and that of county reside in the same downtown prefecture-level city, such as 
Changzhou City and Wujin County, Suzhou City and Wuxian County and Wuxi City and Wuxi County, thus 
causing disputes and conflicts. By 1995, Wu County, Wuxi County and Wujin County moved the 
Government site out of central city and thus escalated to county-level city (He Q.F. etc, 2009). 

4.1  Coupling relationships based on temporal analysis  
On March 5, 1978, the National People’s Congress passed the 1978 Constitution, which resumed the 

administrative office mechanism before the Cultural Revolution. In the mechanism, the administrative office 
is the agencies of provincial Government, supervising and instructing the Governments of counties and cities 
under its jurisdiction. In 1982, the 51st document of CPC central committee, “Notice on reforming prefecture 
mechanism and implementing municipally affiliated county” was written, approving the municipally 
affiliated county mechanism in Jiangsu Province, which has been implemented till that time. Although in the 
meantime counties were upgraded to county-level cities or repealed to establish districts, these can be 
regarded as an upgrade of municipally affiliated county mechanism. 

The mechanism of the municipally affiliated county untied the limits on urban land use by 
administrative boundaries, and urban land saw a great increase: Since the implementation of municipally 
affiliated county mechanism in 1983, the urban construction land increased substantially and is now almost 
out of control. Is this coincidence? Let’s take a look at the original intention of the municipally affiliated 
county mechanism: to bring along the intra-county economic development with the advanced position of 
central cities. On one hand, it realised overall urban and rural planning, established the foundation of 
urban-rural integration, overcome the limits of small urban areas, and bridged the built-up area and the 
planned area. On the other hand, it broke urban-rural separation to promote the economic integration of 
urban and rural economies, thus causing the industries concentrated in the urban areas to spread towards 
rural areas, promoting industrial structure adjustment and the employment of rural labors. In addition, the 
municipally affiliated county mechanism helped streamline Government sector and improve work efficiency 
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(Zhou W.L. etc, 2007). In fact, around 1973, construction land in the Su-Xi-Chang Region accounted for 
82.0%, 57.9% and 64.2% respectively, and by 1982, the proportion rose to 87.5%, 79.8% and 82.6% (Xu G. 
Q. etc, 1986). During this period, the three cities are obviously limited in construction land due to scarce 
reserve resources in their own region. On the country, the mechanism of the municipally affiliated county 
expands urban development space for the three cities and the urban land scale expanded significantly. 
Obviously there is an intimate connection between urban expansion and the municipally affiliated county 
mechanism. Take Suzhou as an example, the urban construction land was 17,843 ha in the whole urban area 
(including downtown and Wu County) in 1984; the number increased to 32,812 ha in 1995, 52, 196 ha in 
2000, and 90,891 ha in 2003. The proportion of urban land use in the four years is 1:1.8 4:2.9 and 3:5.09. 

The implementation of county upgraded to city at county-level stimulates the land requirement of both 
the county-level city and the municipality-level city, accelerating their rapid urban land expansion: From the 
establishment of Changshu City in 1983 to the establishment of Wuxian City, Xishan City and Wujin City in 
1995, it took the three cities 10 years to complete the work of escalating all counties to county-level cities.   
Why did the implementation of county upgraded to city receive substantial support from county-level 
officials? Besides its inherent advantages, this mechanism enlarged administrative authorities of the 
county-level city1, including the authority for approving land use (Zhou W.L. etc, 2007). Without doubt, this 
mechanism stimulated the land requirement in central cities of the Su-Xi-Chang Region, and accelerated the 
construction land expansion speed in newly established county-level cities. Take Wuxi City for example; 
from 1978, the urban construction land increased 242.50 km2 in urban area (including central city and Xishan 
City), and accounted for 14.85% of the total land acreage. In the time periods of 1984-1991 and 1991-1995, 
the land expansion was 70.11 km2 and 57.24 km2 respectively. Although the expansion speed reduces during 
1998-2000, the increase is still relatively fast. It is worth noticing that the construction land in central city is 
also increasing at a high speed during the time periods of 1984-1991 and 1991-1995, which coincides with 
the administrative division adjustment (Tang J.Y. etc, 2004). In 1995, Wuxi County was escalated to 
county-level city renamed Xishan City, and moved the Government site out of urban center of Wuxi City. 
The result is a representation of the contradiction between Wuxi City and Xishan City, and the compromise 
of the two parties. Xishan Government site moved to Dongting Town outside of the central city, providing 
space for the inner force of land expansion. With the construction of new and high-tech development zones, 
the urban land scale saw a great increase. 

The mergence of a county-level city into the municipality-level city as its new district is the highest 
form of urban land expansion: From the separation of municipality-level cities and counties, to municipally 
affiliated counties, to the removal of counties and establishment of cities, the requirement of broadening the 
urban land plan is being satisfied in the process. But the requirement for urban construction land is insatiable, 
therefore the maximum form of external urban expansion is carried out, removing counties or county-level 
cities and establishing new districts. By 2000, Wuxian City in Suzhou, Xishan City in Wuxi and Wujin City 
in Changzhou had been reorganised to districts, which was helpful to meet the demand to expand their urban 
construction land. As is known, with economic development and population growth, there is often not 
enough space for central city to expand the urban area. In other words, any further development is restrained 
by the surrounding counties or county-level cities. Additionally there are problems such as repetitive 
construction, resource wasting, and environment deterioration in economic arrangement and municipal 
construction. Not long after counties or county-level cities moved the Government site out of central city, 
there is again too little space in the central city, surrounded or half surrounded as it is by counties or 
county-level cities. Therefore, with the mergence of county-level cities into municipality-level cities as new 
districts after 2000, the urban construction land in the Su-Xi-Chang Region saw an accelerated increase. For 
instance, the increase rate of the urban construction land in Suzhou from 2000 to 2003 was obviously faster 
than the speed in the time periods of 1995-2000 and 1984-1995, the average annual increase rate proportions 
in the three times periods is 9.48:2.85:1 (Tan M.Z. etc, 2007). 

                                                           
1 The additional administrative powers after the county upgraded to county-level city: holding certain foreign 
exchanges, investigation of entry and exit procedures, setting up customs, running banks (which can be 
secured for investment or that issue a large amount of loans), direct management of license plates and 
driver's examination and approval documents, enriching the public security and political work force, 
increasing the retention of urban construction maintenance, and especially holding the right of approving 
considerable areas of land. Otherwise, the expansion of authority is also included. 



 
 

996 

However, what interests us is that financial interests are the fundamental motive of the change from a 
county or county-level city to a district. Under the existing cadre appraisal system, the regular assessment of 
the local Government is liable to be connected to its economic development, and local Government generally 
prefers to protect their own economic benefit and maximise inner benefits. Therefore, the adjustment of 
administrative divisions doesn’t mean only the expansion of the land and urban space, but also means 
possession of more and greater development opportunities. For the municipal Government, changing from a 
county or county-level city to a district will help to enlarge the land area and increase municipal finances 
(Zhou W.L. etc, 2007). Compared with the “five unchanged policies”2 implemented by the Wujin District of 
Changzhou City, there will be a clearer insight into the economic benefits behind the “changing from a 
county or county-level city to a district”. 

We can see from the analysis above that, since the expansion of urban construction land is the main 
motive of the administrative divisions adjustment, the newly added construction land will focus on the new 
county-level cities or districts, between which there should be a strong spatial correlation. But what is the 
practical situation in the Su-Xing-Chang Region? 

4.2  Coupling relationship based on spatial analysis 
It is obvious that the conflict of urban land expansion occurs in the boundary of the central city and the 

peripheral counties or county-level cities. In other words, the existence of the spatial coupling relationship 
will undoubtedly produce the result that the administrative division changes are most frequently in places 
where the urban construction land expands rapidly —they are highly consistent in spatial relationship. 

The three counties, Wuxian, Xishan and Wujin lagged behind the other counties in the Su-Xi-Chang 
Region in the course of county upgrades to city at the county level: Since the implementing of municipally 
affiliated county mechanisms in 1983, many counties one after another, have upgraded to county-level cities. 
The three counties (Wuxian, Wuxi and Wujin) whose Government seats lay separately in the urban centers of 
Suzhou, Wuxi, and Changzhou, upgraded to county-level cities last of all in 1995. They were late in this 
change because their county seats lay in the same places as their dominant cities (shi-xian-tong-cheng), and  
their dominant prefecture-level cities, Suzhou, Wuxi, Changzhou did not like to let these counties upgrade to 
county-level cities for their own interests. Contrarily, the prefecture-level cities wanted to merge these 
counties to districts, making them part of the city. Take the county of Wuxi for example, which lay around 
Wuxi City. With the expansion of the urban land in Wuxi City, the administrative area of Wuxi County was 
being constantly eroded. As it didn’t have its own independent county site, its construction depended 
crucially on Wuxi City. For this reason since the 1980s, Wuxi County had been planning to build a new 
county site in the case of it being swallowed up (changing from a county to a district). Eventually, the county 
of Wuxi realised its dream of upgrading to a county-level city in 1995, but at the cost of giving a town, 19 
villages with 130 km2, and some beauty spots such as Eighteen Bay and Gold Bay to Wuxi City (Guo Z., 
2000). The new county site lay in Dongting Town in the east of Wuxi City, and was only 4km away from the 
original department. Currently, the new city is of considerable scale, but there is still a long way to go to it 
becomes the center of the whole district of Xishan. 

Xishan City surrounded Wuxi City, and bore the brunt of the expansion of urban land of Wuxi City. Its 
land use structure has also changed hugely, overall showing a rapid decline in arable land and a substantial 
growth of residential, mining, and transportation land. During the 15 years from 1985 to 2000, the arable 
land in Xishan had decreased by 13,094 ha. Thereafter, from 1990 to 1995 it decreased 8,370 ha, four times 
that during the years from 1985 to 1990 with a decrease of 2,126 ha, and is 3.3 times that during the years 
from 1995 to 2000 with a decrease of 2,564 ha. Conversely, construction land including residential, mining 
and transportation land, increased substantially. During the years from 1990 to 1995, the number was the 
most significant at 5,736 ha; while during the years between 1985 and 1990, and the years between 1995 and 
2000, the growth was 1,677 ha and 2,768 ha (Yu X.X. etc, 2003). There was an affinity between the great 

                                                           
2. A staff team of four sets of leading cadres in Wujin District remains unchanged (excluding some leaders 
for exchange); The financial sharing ratio remains unchanged (except new provisions regulated by the 
province or above); The administration system remains unchanged except for planning and land which are 
unified management; The current distribution policy and social security system remain unchanged, and; The 
enterprise assets in the seven excluded villages and towns remains unchanged. 
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loss of the arable land and Xishan City’s planning to construct, or carrying out construction of the new town 
and the development zones (including the township-level development zone) and the urban construction. 
Similarly, Wujin City of Changzhou Prefecture-level City and Wuxian City of Suzhou Prefecture-level City 
had the same destiny. 

The three county-level cities, Wuxian, Xishan and Wujin, moved ahead of the other counties in the 
Su-Xi-Chang Region when changing from a city to a municipal district: Owing to the strong convergence 
capability of the city center, various urban elements, such as industry, population, and capital, poured in 
constantly. Urban construction land continued to expand, and the problem of inadequate land resources again 
appeared. Appeals to the surrounding county-level cities or counties for land occurred. Coupled with other 
long-standing conflicts and grievances, the prefecture-level cities were bound to resort to adjustment of 
administrative divisions, thus causing the change from counties (cities) to districts. It was not difficult to 
understand that the first to accept the destiny of being adjusted was the county or county-level city that lay 
around the prefecture-level city. As expected, in 2000, Wuxian, Xishan and Wujin changed from cities to 
municipal districts. Except for Wujin, Wuxian and Xishan were separately dismembered into two districts. In 
other words, the expansion of the urban land area and the adjustment of the administrative division area 
overlapped spatially and connected with each other.  

The fundamental motive of merging counties or county-level cities into prefecture-level cities as 
districts was to resolve the conflict of interests between them, thus hoping to resolve the contradiction and 
contention for more space for urban development of prefecture-level cities. However, the original external 
conflicts and contradictions had merely been internalised within the same district where the problems were 
not truly solved, and new problems simply arose. For example, in April 2002, State Council approved the 
adjustment from Wujin City to Wujin District of Changzhou City, but there were still many disagreements 
and challenges between Wujin District and Changzhou City including urban planning, urban construction 
and management, development zone construction, public facility construction, and major road network 
layout. Both entities had their own demands. While outwardly they seemed in harmony, the reality was that 
they were actually at variance because each thought only of themselves (He Q.F. etc, 2009). Contrarily, after 
the adjustment from a city to a municipal district, the expansion of the construction land of the new district 
became strongly intensified. Taking the Wuzhong District of Suzhou City for example, according to statistics, 
from 1984 to 2002, the area of arable land had decreased from 31,711 ha to 22,553 ha meaning a decline of 
9,158 ha in 18 years. Thereafter, from 1995 to 1997, the area of arable land decreased 2,851 ha; and from 
2000 to 2002, arable land decreased by a further 4,018 ha – the period of fastest reduction of arable land 
during the 18 years (Qiu H.J. etc, 2006). The lost arable land was mainly converted into water areas and 
urban construction land. When analysing the reasons for this, the researcher had evidently taken note of the 
location conditions of Wuzhong District, bordering the ancient city of Suzhou. Influenced by the expansion 
of Suzhou City as well as the construction of Wuzhong Economic Development Zone, much of the arable 
lands in the Wuzhong District were occupied for urban construction, of which Changqiao Town lost 1,880 ha 
of arable lands in 18 years, and 92% were converted into the new city and the developing zone. In June 1995, 
the original Wuxian County upgraded to Wuxian City at the county level. In February 2001, Wuxian City 
was repealed and merged into Suzhou City, dismembered into Wuzhong District and Xiangcheng District. 
Undoubtedly, the adjustment of the administrative divisions provided more possibilities for the expansion of 
urban land. In fact, the period of rapid loss of arable land coincided with the period of the adjustment of the 
administrative divisions, which can reveal the notable influence of the administrative division in the rapid 
loss of arable land. 

4.3  Coupling relationship based on cumulative causation analysis 
The cumulative causation theory was put forward by Gunnar Myrdal, a famous economist, in 1957. It 

was then developed and reified as a model. Gunnar Myrdal deemed that, in a dynamic social process, there 
exists a circular and cumulative causation in every socio-economic factor. The change of a certain 
socio-economic factor will trigger another and the later change will intensify the former in turn. To the 
knowledge of the analysis above, there is a circular and cumulative causation (cumulative causation for short) 
between the expansion of urban construction land in the center zones of prefecture-level cities and the 
adjustment of the district in the surrounding counties. For example, Wuxi County Government located in 
center of Wuxi City. After implementation of the municipally affiliated county mechanism, various conflicts 
of benefits, such as urban construction land, arose. Wuxi City wanted to merge into Wuxi County as its 
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district while Wuxi County was rejecting desperately the prospect of being swallowed. Therefore, it can be 
said that it was the expansion of the construction land in Wuxi City that made the situation of the 
administrative divisions unstable. In the decade of the municipally affiliated county mechanism, Wuxi City 
has gradually corroded districts of Wuxi County, making some vicinal villages and towns amalgamate. With 
decades of efforts and enormous cost, Wuxi County finally upgraded to a county-level city in 1995, renamed 
as Xishan City and moved the county seat out of Wuxi City. It is the implementation of county upgraded to 
city that is apparently triggered by the factor of urban land expansion.  

As Xishan City was newly established, it would undoubtedly build a new county seat, increase the 
construction of infrastructure, found new developing zones and the like. The originally strong economic 
strength of Xishan, gave rise to an even stronger development impulse after its promotion from a county to a 
county-level city, and the urban land was much expanded. As a result, Wuxi City was given more space to 
develop. With fewer blocks, it released new power and the urban land rapidly increased. While the demand 
for urban land is infinite, the urban land itself is finite. Soon, the problem of a shortage of city development 
space emerged again and naturally the adjustment of administrative divisions was again broached. Explicitly, 
the former administrative area adjustments stimulated the expansion of urban land, which then incurred a 
shortage of urban land, and finally the desire of readjusting the administrative divisions reemerged. As 
expected, the program of changing from a county-level city into a municipal district implemented in 2000, 
satisfied the demand to extending the urban land more drastically. Disappointingly, the new round of 
adjustment of administrative divisions still stimulated all administrative units to expand the urban land. So 
does this fit Myrdal’s theory of the cumulative causation?    

With cumulative causation functioning, the most serious result is the vulgar usage of the land resource, 
to the point of waste. The land resource is non-renewable – arable land is depleted, thus forming a threat to 
the grain supply of region or country, and therefore making the society unsafe and unstable. The unfeasible 
level of construction in every developing zone of the Su-Xi-Chang Region is evidence of vulgar management 
and serious waste of land resources, and epitomises the Yangtze delta. Every developing zone is spreading 
out in vicious competition, decreasing the land price or supplying more revenue benefits to appeal to foreign 

capital. In Suzhou, the land development cost is about ￥3 million per hectare, and the price of land has 

fallen to ￥2.25 million per ha. Wujiang City (city-level) in Suzhou City, and Ningbo City and Hangzhou 

City in Zhejiang Province have decreased the land price to even ￥0.75 million per ha, and Wuxi City has 

decreased that to under ￥0.3-0.45 million per ha. Even some suburbs in Shanghai City have offered a low 

price of ￥0.75-0.9 million per ha. Under conditions of such vicious competition, the rapid growth of GDP 
is most certainly achieved at the cost of enormous land resources (Zeng Z. Y., 2007). According to another 

investigation, in the whole Yangtze delta, the product rate of industrial land is about only ￥200 million per 
km2, which is only 1/80th of the international product rate. The Caohejing developing zone in Shanghai has a 

product rate of ￥10 billion per km2, which is still ￥6 billion per km2 less than the international level. The 
product rate of industrial land in the whole Shanghai is only 1/16th of the international level. It is obvious 
with these figures how vulgar the land use is in the Yangtze delta! (Liu Y., 2006)    

To sum up, the main reason for the formation of a circular and cumulative causation relationship is the 
frequent adjustments of the administrative divisions. This is because even the old administrative divisions are 
being adjusted, the new administrative units still contend for benefits, and the contradictions and problems 
cannot be solved thoroughly. 

5 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

The above analysis shows that the urban land use changes in the Su-Xi-Chang Region are closely 
related to the administrative division adjustment in the region in terms of dynamic changes of time-series, the 
spatial analysis of geographic location, or cumulative causation, etc. Why then, did such a coupling 
relationship occur? 

Firstly, Three prefecture-level cities, Suzhou, Wuxi and Changzhou, have strong advantages of 
attraction and gathering, which have a powerful attraction in the flow of people, logistics and financial flows 
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inside and outside the region, etc, with the result that urban construction land extended progressively from 
centre to periphery. This means of domain extensions is somewhat similar to contagious diffusion, which is 
one of the three types of spatial diffusion proposed by T. Hagerstrand, a Swedish scholar, in 1953. The 
characteristics of this sort of land extension are undulant changes from the inside to the outside, thus the 
feature of the central city area has an obvious circle structure. Moreover, the frequent adjustments of the 
administrative division border also facilitates the central city’s land expansion by meeting the urgent demand 
for land, therefore, the central cities spread dramatically. 

Secondly, the Chinese land market’s unique "duality" of urban and rural land markets and the "dual 
track system” of the urban land market provides enormous benefits space, and further induces a large 
expropriation or requisition of rural land carried out by the local Government, so as to contribute to urban 
land development and construction. It is widely known that Chinese urban land is owned by the state, and the 
rural land is collectively owned by peasants. The law also stipulates that "the use of the land collectively 
owned by shall not be sold, transferred or leased for non-agricultural construction." The land between the 
rural and suburban areas is also typically collectively owned by peasants. The only way to use this for urban 
construction is by Governmental expropriation or requisition. In other words, in China, only state-owned 
urban land that meets the requirements is allowed to transfer to the market of urban land, while the rural 
collective land is excluded from the land market, thus creating the "duality" of urban and rural markets 
(Hong S. J., etc, 2009). What’s more, the system of compensable use of land and a market-oriented land price 
has been gradually established since 1987. At the same time, the administrative transfer system was not 
repealed, and there was still a large amount of non-urban development land becoming construction land by 
means of transfer. In other words, while compensable use and market-based transfer of land were promoted, 
administrative allocation of land still remained. The so-called "dual track system" of urban land market was 
consequently formed. 

As a result, the scale of the central urban land expanded rapidly and nearly out of control. As the local 
Government’s sole legitimate channel of "state collection or expropriation", rural collectively owned land is 
transferred to urban state-owned construction land. First, the land (mainly agricultural land) is expropriated 
from peasant collectives at low prices, and then the land is sold to business users at market price in the 
city-level land market. Therefore, land remise fund is gained legally. In other words, agricultural land 
converts to urban land, and differential rent occurs. Differential rent, as the price difference of the 
expropriation and transfer of land by the Government (on behalf of the owner of collection), provides a huge 
rent-seeking space, as well as evoking tremendous enthusiasm for the Government to expropriate land. On 
the other hand, the peasant collectives which are excluded from the interest distribution system of legal land 
expropriation and transfer, and the state-owned units obtaining land use by transfer, creates different types of 
land "black-markets" through different channels to transfer or sell land, in order to obtain value-added 
income of transferring agricultural land to non-agricultural land and the transfer of construction land. These 
two factors respectively contribute to the expansion of the scale of urban land (Hong. S. J, etc, 2009. 

It is easy to understand that when the central city suburbs are too small, or the available reserved land 
resources (mainly agricultural land) are seriously inadequate, counties or county-level cities will be 
transferred into the outskirts of cities by means of administrative divisions, so as to expand the geographical 
scope of suburban areas, and then in turn expand urban land by means of the agricultural land expropriation 
or requisition mentioned above. To a certain extent, adjustment of administrative divisions is an inevitable 
prelude and means of urban land expansion, and the administrative division adjustment of the county (city) 
around the central city is quite frequent. 

Thirdly, the system of municipally affiliated counties objectively facilitates the administrative division 
adjustment of prefecture-level city. When the system of municipally affiliated counties had not been formed, 
prefecture-level cities and counties (or county-level cities) were two parallel administrative regional units 
and relatively independent economic interests. As the system of municipally affiliated counties came into 
practice, a clear hierarchical relationship between city and county has been formed, causing many conflicts 
of interest and contradictions which were difficult to reconcile. In particular, the prefecture-level cities have a 
very strong ability to control the county or county-level cities, and the prefecture-level cities occupied social 
resource of the county or county-level cities by the executive power, which seriously restrain the 
development of the county or county-level cities. Therefore, prefecture-level cities expand urban land area 
through the adjustment of administrative division, as well as trying to ease the opposition between the cities 
and counties by adjustment of administrative divisions (such as merging a county into a municipal district). 
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Practice has proved that such efforts are futile. When old conflicts have not been resolved, new ones will be 
created. In recent years, many provinces in China implement the experimental work of “county (or 
county-level city) controlled directly by the provincial Government ". By reducing the administrative level, 
the autonomy of county is strengthened, so as to enhance the county's economic strength. However, many 
prefecture-level cities are unwilling to give up the interest of the counties, and speed up the pace of merging 
a county into a municipal district. 

In short, in the past 20 years, due to the rapid expansion of China's urban land, large amounts of 
farmland are occupied, resulting in extensive new land management, serious waste, and shortage of arable 
land reserve resources, thus endangering national agricultural development and food security. Therefore, 
such acts must be resolutely eliminated. Currently, city administrative boundaries play an important role in 
restraining urban land expansion and the administrative divisions should remain relatively stable. It is an 
expedient measure to solve the interest conflicts between the Government of the city and the county by the 
adjustment of administrative divisions. The Government should transform Government functions, reform the 
cadre evaluation system, modify the "Omnipotent Government" into "Limited Government", and thus 
gradually lift the Government's direct intervention in the economy, establishing an overall concept for 
regional cooperation, in order to achieve the development of regional integration. Moreover, the economy in 
the Su-Xi-Chang Region is well developed, the coupling relationship between urban land expansion and 
adjustment of administrative divisions is quite obvious and universal. Other areas should pay much attention 
to this phenomenon and take preventive measures. 
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ABSTRACT: Polycentricity has a broad and complex meaning that varies depending on the spatial, social, 
economic and historical perspective of the research. This complexity causes multiple definitions, since the 
context where a polycentric system is situated influences its profile, providing an unclear explanation of this 
notion. This paper examines the concept of polycentrism in its broader sense, reviewing the literature of 
Western authors. This theoretical framework provides a more comprehensive understanding about the theme 
in order to narrow the general definition down to the context of Brazilian metropolises. It looks into the 
relevance of polycentrism in the context of Brazil, classifying the Brazilian urban areas into Medium-Sized 
City Region, Metropolitan Region, and Inter-Metropolitan Region. These typologies are characterised in 
order to build a useful framework of polycentrism in the context of Brazil. 
KEYWORDS:  Polycentrism, Brazil, Metropolitan Region, Governance, Urban Dispersion. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

A polycentric phenomenon occurs in an urban territory which tends to cluster in several centres of 
activity (Anas et al., 1998, p. 1439). It reflects the dynamism of twenty first century cities characterized by 
the “decentralisation of economic activities, increased mobility, complex cross-commuting and fragmented 
spatial distribution of activities” (Davoudi, 2003, p.994). In this context, polycentrism comes as a compatible 
concept that fits within the contemporary socio-economic requirements, which makes it essential to have a 
clear understanding of this concept. 

Despite the consensus related with the occurrence of polycentric phenomenon in the urban areas of the 
world, there is a diversity of theories of polycentrism. The ‘polycentric idea’ is a concept for which there are 
different terms to explain it, such as ‘post-industrial cities’ (Hall, 1997), ‘polynucleated metropolitan 
regions’ (Dieleman and Faludi, 1998), ‘polycentric urban regions’ (Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001), ‘global 
city-regions’ (Scott, 2001) or ‘mega-city regions’ (Hall, 2004). Aware of this divergence, Bailey and Turok 
(2001, p.697) stated that despite the “growing interest in polycentric urban region, literature on this concept 
is still limited and rather unconsolidated”. Kloosterman and Musterd (2001, p.623) witnessed this 
disagreement at a Conference in Amsterdam on Polycentric Urban Regions, in 1999: “[...] the participants at 
this conference clearly differ in their points of departure, identifications of crucial issues, approaches, 
methods and, inevitably, their empirical (and sometimes normative) assessments of polycentricity.” 
(Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001, p.623) 

The divergent interpretations of polycentrism by different authors derive from the fact that their 
research focus on different urban contexts and/or urban scales. The only agreement is that polycentrism can 
be defined as an urban area with a plurality of centres. However, the concept has a broader and more 
complex meaning which varies depending on the spatial, social, economic and historical perspective of the 
research. Besides, the scale causes multiple interpretations as well, since the polycentric structures may 
present some qualitative variations. 

In this context, Brazilian urban arrangements are also facing this situation. The requirements of the 
contemporary society on Brazilian cities reflect the dynamism of its activities, which tends to decentralise in 
multiple nucleus. Furthermore, Brazil, as other countries in the world, has emergent polycentric structures, 
which ask for a review of the way to deal with the cities. That is a challenge for the future urban 
development in Brazilian urban areas. 

The main aim of this paper is therefore to provide an analysis of urban polycentrism in the context of 
Brazilian Metropolitan Regions. In order to achieve these goals, first it is examined the concept of 
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polycentrism in its broader sense, reviewing the literature of Western authors, because most of the research is 
drawn on this context. This framework provides a broader overview of opinions about this theme and adds a 
critical perspective to narrow the general definition down to the context of Brazil. The relevance of 
polycentrism is then analysed within the Brazilian context, combined with the theoretical framework of 
polycentrism, in order to obtain a suitable definition of polycentrism for Brazilian Metropolises.  

The definition of polycentrism thus should be comprehensive enough to be able to evaluate a whole 
variety of urban systems that represent the polycentric phenomenon, since cities have different scales, 
morphological configurations, socio-economic relationships, and structures of governance (Dühr, 2005, p. 
235-236). This consciousness to clarify the theoretical framework of polycentrism in a broader sense, in 
order to make it compatible for any context, leads us to the following question. What is a suitable definition 
of polycentrism in the urban context of Brazil? 

This paper is divided into three sections. In the first section some key features of polycentrism are 
discussed, such as the analytical and normative dimension, the different historical urban backgrounds, the 
scalable relevance, the gradient way to approach polycentrism, and the dynamism of the borders. The second 
section presents some aspects of polycentrism separated into three parts: morphological, interrelationships 
and governance. The third section presents the urban arrangements of Brazil, classifying them into three 
typologies of emerging polycentric structures. 

2 TOWARDS A COMPREHENSIVE CONCEPT OF POLYCENTRISM 

The notion of polycentrism in this paper does not mean that it is different from ‘polynucleated 
metropolitan regions’, ‘polycentric urban regions’, ‘global city-regions’, ‘mega-city regions’, etc. Actually it 
has some similarities and some distinctions which should be clarified. The decision for the expression 
‘polycentrism’ is a mere choice made by the present author to communicate this phenomenon and this 
concept, based on the fact that this term is more widespread.  

This section first presents the two dimensions of polycentrism in order to make clear that this concept 
can be understood both in analytical and normative perspective. Then, it also shows different evolutionary 
paths of polycentric systems and three relevant peculiarities of polycentric urban systems. 

2.1 Analytical and Normative Dimensions  
Before exploring a conceptual understanding of polycentrism, we first have to take into account the two 

dimensions of this term: analytical and normative. The analytical dimension uses the concept of 
polycentricity to explain or analyse an existing or emerging polycentric system, while the normative 
dimension uses it as a guiding principle to achieve a goal on the level of policy strategies (Davoudi, 2003).  

For instance, the normative interpretation was used in the ESDP - European Spatial Development 
Perspective (EC, 1999, p.20), which proposed the concept of polycentricity as a guiding principle for spatial 
planning policy, at the European level. On the other hand, the Polynet project (Hall and Pain, 2006) analysed 
eight European ‘polycentric mega-city regions’ in order to clarify the understanding of “how these 
immensely complex spatial systems function in terms of finance and business services” (Green 2007, p.2080), 
using a more analytical approach than a normative one. Green (2007, p.2081) therefore explains that 
“polycentricity is happening, sometimes as a consequence of policy [normative], sometimes as a 
consequence of social change [analytical], and that it has both positive and negative aspects”.  

In the context of this research, the analytical dimension of polycentrism takes into account the current 
reality of an urban system looking for the opportunities of cooperation between areas. In the other hand, the 
normative dimension uses these existed opportunities as start points to promote a polycentric reality for 
urban areas through the development of planning concept or policies. Considering these two perspectives, 
the next sub-sections present features of polycentrism to reinforce its understanding on these two 
dimensions. 

2.2 Different Historical Backgrounds 
The comprehension of the historical framework of regions helps to understand the current polycentric 

morphology, its inner relations, and governance interactions. Champion (2001, p.664) introduces this 
discussion, presenting three ways in which a polycentric urban region can emerge (Figure 1). His intention, 
with this simplification, was to facilitate the explanation of the morphological process of a polycentric 
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structure, and its vocation to interact with regional actors. Lambregts (2006, p. 115) corroborates adding that 
“a polycentric urban region’s (morphological) origin and consequent spatial development trajectory to a 
large extent determine the nature of the overarching challenges a region faces at a particular stage”. 

Champion’s evolutionary ideas thus draw attention to the fact that today’s polycentric structures have 
indeed developed from different morphological points of departure (Lambregts, 2006, p.116). According to 
Champion (2001, p.664), polycentrism can comes from a former monocentric city developed into a 
polynuclear urban system, due to its continuous growth (centrifugal mode); or from a former monocentric 
city which was developed into a polynuclear urban system through the incorporation of smaller centres in the 
surrounding area (incorporation mode); or even from a union of several previously independent centres of 
similar size, which were arranged in different shapes (fusion mode) (Figure 1). In addition to Champion’s 
framework, Lambregts (2006) says that different modes of polycentric development can occur at the same 
time in a region: “In the Randstad, for example, the fusion mode may best describe developments presently 
taking place at the level of the Randstad as a whole, while simultaneously incorporation and centrifugal 
modes of polycentric development are affecting the city regions of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and 
Utrecht.” (Lambregts, 2006, p.117) 

 
Figure 1 Alternative path for the polycentric urban regions’ evolution. (Source: Champion, 2001, p. 665) 

 
Being aware of the variety of evolutionary contexts helps to understand “why in some regions the 

concept of polycentric spatial development is welcomed as a possible answer to such problems as urban 
congestion, regional imbalances and unbridled sprawl while in other regions polycentricity is rather seen as 
a barrier to interaction and (economic) efficiency” (Lambregts, 2006, p.117). The comprehension of the 
evolution urban process can facilitate the identification of potentialities and limitations of a region in order to 
promote a polycentric development. Subsequently, three inherent features of polycentric structures are 
explained in order to add knowledge for a broader understanding of the polycentric concept. 

2.3 Scale, Gradient and Borderless Matters 
According to Green (2007, p.2082), the formal definition of polycentrism should be scalable. Peter Hall 

(2003) observed that “polycentricity can occur at multiple levels or spatial scales, and what is monocentric 
at one level can be polycentric at another-and vice versa”. However, some authors do not consider this 
element, excluding from their analysis some urban system due to its dimension, despite of the similarity to its 
spatial topography and interconnectedness characteristics.  

Champion (2001, p.663-664) identified scales of polycentric configuration, ‘individual metropolitan area’ 
and ‘polynucleated metropolitan region’, and foresaw another one, called ‘polynucleated urban field’ (Figure 
2). The first one, ‘individual metropolitan area’, is an urban field together with its suburbs, commuting 
hinterland, or peripheral vicinity, which “has been most fully articulated in the North American context, with 
wide-spread observations of employment sub-centres rivalling the CBD in size” (Champion, 2001, p.663-664). 
The ‘polynucleated metropolitan region’ is an urban territory which contains a number of cities, none of which 
is dominant. The main origin of this approach was Europe, especially in the Netherlands with the planning 
concept of the Randstad (Champion, 2001, p.664). The ‘polynucleated urban field’ would be an inter-region 
approach, which could be exemplified with “the Rhine-Ruhr Metropolitan Region, the Randstad, the Flemish 
Diamond and the less urbanized areas now interspersed between them” (Dieleman and Faludi, 1998, p. 374, in 



 

1006 

Champion, 2001, p.664). On this last scale of polycentric configuration, we can introduce the concept of 
transnationality, if the regions would be located in different countries.  

The ESPON 1.1.1 project (EC, 1999, in Dühr, 2005, p.235) also categorize three polycentric scale 
varieties in Europe, naming them ‘micro’, ‘meso’ and ‘macro’ (Figure 2). The ‘micro’ scale corresponds to 
city clusters at intra-regional scale; the ‘meso’ scale is related to the development of urban complementarities 
within regional scale; and the ‘macro’ level is about the development of urban complementarities at inter-
regional scale. According to Kloosterman and Musterd (2001, pp.626-628), this scalable characteristic of 
polycentrism presents some qualitative differences between them. These variations are in the level of 
physical form, political entity, functional relationships, cultural identity and representation, which have to be 
taken into account when doing the empirical analysis.  

 

 
Figure 2 Spatial scales of polycentric urban system. (Source: drawn based on Champion, 2001, p. 665) 

 
Another polycentric characteristic is the gradient which is a sliding scale way to measure the degree of 

polycentricity in an urban system.  Green (2007, p.2082) corroborates saying that “any group of reasonably 
closely spaced settlements is likely to be polycentric to some extent and any formal definition of 
polycentricity should reflect that”. This means that an urban system should be assessed in terms of levels of 
polycentrism, and not in terms of ‘black and white’ definitions, since these urban structures have a great 
variety of conditions which rate their polycentric stage. Taking into account the gradient element of 
polycentricity to rate the level of urban relations, Champion (2001, p.666) presents 3 degrees of interaction 
and interdependences within urban areas. The lower level is an urban situation without any relations between 
settlements, just distribution of the population. Then, the next level requires a minimum degree of interaction 
to identify which centres form part of the system and which are independent of it. The most synergetic level 
presumes that each centre has a city or regional scale function. This means that each centre function supports 
more requests than it is necessary for its own demand, and its function provides supplies for whole urban 
system (Champion, 2001, p.666). (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 3. Degree of interaction and interdependence (Source: drawn based on Champion, 2001) 
In the same line of reasoning, the polycentric urban agglomeration has a dynamic border, since its limits 

are not fixed anymore with predefined administrative edges. Castells (1996) describes the spatial 
transformation of the modern metropolis as an “increasingly discontinuous, fragmented, polycentric, and 



 

1007 

almost kaleidoscopic socio-spatial structure” with a “difficulty of delineating its outer boundaries and hence 
of accurately estimating its population size” (Soja, 2000, p.235). The border transition is unclear, which is 
defined by a gradient of borders, and not anymore by a line. This complex urban form defines a complex 
network of governance. The interrelationships and unclear boundaries create opportunities of cooperation in 
local, regional, national, and also global level, reflecting therefore dimensions that transcend urban scales. 
(Moura, 2005, p.89) (Figure 4) 

2.4 Are there Weak Points in Polycentrism? 
Some authors believe that polycentric model is a trend to promote sustainable (balanced) development, 

economic competitiveness and social cohesion (EC, 1999). However, every model has indeed benefits and 
problems, which should be considered in order to take advantages of the opportunities and be prepared for 
the inconveniences. An analysis of the balance between benefits and problems is therefore prudent before 
taking the polycentrism concept for granted, since there are some research that identify inconsistencies. For 
example, there is a study in a French context which alerts that polycentric system tends to increase the 
average of commuting distance (Aguilera, 2005). On the other hand, the polycentric development will 
improve the distribution of commuting pattern temporally and spatially, changing from pendulum to cross-
commuting model. Champion (2001, p.666) also consider that “this shift from an urban region with a single 
centre to one with multiple centres will be accompanied by changes in the geography of land prices and, 
thus, of residential areas”, which could bring some problems, but also some benefits.  

 

 
Figure 4. Administrative Borders X Borderless Condition 

This paper does not intend to present all possible disadvantages of polycentrism. The intention of this 
subsection is just to keep on mind the possible adverse consequences of polycentric development. On the 
following section it is presented three aspects of polycentrism, which are complementary with each other: 
morphology, relations between urban areas, and governance.  

3 COMPLEMENTARY ASPECTS OF POLYCENTRICITY 

In order to support the analysis of the level of polycentricity and the potential for polycentric 
development in Europe, the ESPON project (Dühr, 2005, p.235-236) identified three interrelated but 
distinctive aspects of analysis. In this paper, these three aspects are used to group the elements presented by 
the literature, arranging therefore the information in a clearer way (Figure 5). 

 

 
Figure 5. Three aspects of polycentricity by ESPON project (Source: drawn based on Dühr, 2005) 
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3.1 Morphology 
The morphological aspect is related with the physical organisation of urban activities in a territory. That 

is the most obvious difference between monocentric and polycentric model. Soja (2000) presents the 
morphology of cities through the term ‘exopolis’, which is one of the six key features of his ‘postmetropolis’ 
idea. ‘Exopolis’, according to this author, is a reference to the growth of ‘outer’ city, and also suggest the 
continuous process of decentralisation and centralisation, instead of centrifugal and centripetal force of the 
monocentric model (Soja, 2000, p.239).  

Some authors tried to define objective criteria to recognize the spatial patterning of a polycentric 
development, such as the employment and services distribution across a number of centres. The 
decentralization of jobs directly impacts in spatial and temporal pattern of live-work commuting, and 
consequently on the spatial organisation (Cervero, 1998, p.1059). Giuliano and Small (1991), one of the 
pioneers in defining that sub-centres makes a polycentric urban system, says that the criteria to identify 
potential nucleus should have a minimum density of 5,000 jobs per square mile and a minimum total number 
of 10,000 jobs.  Despite of this discussion being very strong in North American context, Dieleman and 
Faludi (1998) note that this phenomenon can be found in other contexts: “The historic core of Amsterdam 
now provides fewer jobs than the burgeoning employment centre in Amsterdam South East and the scattered 
office parks around Schiphol airport” (Dieleman and Faludi, 1998, p. 365). 

The criteria to analyse sub-centres therefore can not be restricted to clusters of jobs. Gordon and 
Richardson (1996, p.290) indicate that different activity centres with the same number of jobs may generate 
different levels of traffic, because “if metropolitan spatial structure is largely the result of the interaction 
between transportation and land use, a sub-centre anchored on a suburban mall may have more significance 
than one based on an industrial park, even if the latter generates more jobs” (Gordon & Richardson, 1996, p. 
290). Kloosterman and Musterd (2001, p.626) add that “commuting from home to work has, in addition, lost its 
monopoly as being the sole reason for people to take public transport or get in their car. Shopping, taking the 
children to school and especially leisure have become very important reasons for making a journey.”  

Other criteria are presented by Kloosterman and Musterd (2001, p.628) who define a list of 
morphological characteristics for a polycentric urban configuration. These features are: a number of 
historically distinct cities; no obvious leading city; a small number of larger cities, together with a greater number 
of smaller cities; cities located relatively close to one another; cities spatially and politically distinct from one 
another. However, this description focuses on just one type of polycentric structure, for instance Randstad, 
contradicting the authors who say that “polycentricity can, in principle, refer to any clustering of human 
activity” (Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001, p. 623).   

3.2 Relations between Urban Areas 
The relations between urban areas concern the synergies and flows of the spatial structure (structural) 

and the voluntary cooperation (institutional) within an urban system (Dühr, 2005, p.235-236). Green (2007, 
p.2082) named this aspect as functional polycentricity, considering the relations between actors in a 
polycentric system. According to him, the relations between urban areas should follow two rules in order to 
exist in any physical space of any scale. First, “the space in question must contain more than one node”, and 
second “those nodes must be functionally linked to one another, so that if no functional connections exist between 
nodes, then functional polycentricity cannot be said to exist” (Green, 2007, p.2084). 

Adding to these authors, Meijers (2005, p.768) introduces the term synergies to explain this network of 
nodes, linkages, flows and meshes within a polycentric urban system. Those synergies are “achieved through 
the mechanism of co-operation, complementarity and externalities linked to them” (Meijers, 2005, p.767). 
According to this author, ‘co-operation’ is the common interest shared by the actor’s network; 
‘complementarity’ is the different actors’ activities which well-match with each other; and ‘externalities’ are 
results of the two previous ones. The author adds that “the presence of one of these three synergy releasing 
mechanisms (co-operation, complementarity or externality) combined with network behaviour generates 
synergy and hence economic benefits for the actors” (Meijers, 2005, p.767). Furthermore, two or three types 
of these synergies can occur in one polycentric urban system at same time, overlapping the mechanism of co-
operation, complementarity or externality to achieve synergy. 

Identity is another characteristic that strengthen the relations within polycentric structures, since it acts 
as magnet for the parts of the region. Meijers (2003, p.21), based on Houtum and Lagendijk (2001), says that 
there are three types of identity: strategic, cultural and functional. The strategic identity “is important 
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because the will and intention to create an interdependent polycentric urban region is often ahead of the 
actual reality”. The cultural dimension “concerns the shaping of a feeling of belonging together and the 
creation of cultural element that help to perceive the polycentric urban region as an entity”. The functional 
identity “focus[ed] on the tenability of the notion of the polycentric urban region as a coherent functional 
entity”. According to the authors, the functional factor is just one of the three relevant aspects which 
determine the strength of the existing relationships. 

3.3 Governance 
The governance of polycentric structures is one of the most complex issues, since it deals with multi-

level of actors in different levels and competences. Considering the fact that polycentric urban system is a 
borderless structure (Figure 04), the governance aspect becomes a challenge in every scale. The politics and 
administrative limits of governances are not compatible with the emerging polycentric context. According to 
Salet et al (2003, p.389, in Healey, 2007) “the metropolitan arena is filled with public and private actors at 
manifold levels of spatial scale and they are active in all sectors of urban policy. In this multi-dimensional 
game many different coalitions and many conflicts may occur”. 

In this way, Meijers et al (2003, p.18) consider a polycentric urban region as an ‘actor’ rather than 
‘space’, since it “has to deal with a large number of public and private actors, all having their own goals 
and preferences and often having differences in procedures, culture and power, perceived and real”. For 
instance, the cross-boundary cooperation is one of the big efforts of European Union. They recognize the 
difficult of implementing such cooperation, particularly in regions with fragile economies and weak 
institutional structures, which are unlike to emerge voluntarily and without a long-term external assistance 
(Davoudi, 2003, p.993).  

3.4 Summary 
As presented above, the concept of polycentrism has many variables and characteristics that make its 

profile quite complex, which causes some divergences among authors. It is very simplistic to explain the 
polycentric urban area just about its morphologic perspective, for instance multiple centres, especially if we 
do not take into account the scale of such territory. Despite the morphological aspect of polycentrism being 
quite consensual, the scale sometimes causes disagreement among theories, since some researchers focus on 
just one urban scale to explain their perspective about the broader concept of polycentrism. Another relevant 
comment is about the three complementary aspects of polycentrism - morphology, interrelations and 
governance. Some studies do not consider all of these three dimensions, when of their explanation, missing 
the comprehensibility of the term.  

The occurrence of polycentric phenomenon in the urban areas of the world is quite consensual, although 
this sense of disagreement about the theories of polycentrism. The next section, presents an overview of the 
emerging polycentrism in Brazilian cities and then they are classified in three typologies of polycentric 
arrangements.  

4 THE CHALLENGE OF BRAZILIAN POLYCENTRISM 

As in other urban areas of the world, Brazilian cities are also facing changes in their spatial 
arrangements, in order to attend the dynamism of urban society. These changes have often resulted in 
fragmented and unbalanced urban structure, unfair distribution of opportunities and life conditions. This 
situation was built along of a historical process of fast urban growth together with an ineffective 
implementation of the urban planning. In this context, this section shows an overview of the spatial 
arrangements of Brazilian cities and their current urban trends. Then it presents the analysis of these 
Brazilian urban systems in the theoretical framework of polycentrism, grouping the Brazilian metropolises 
into three typologies in order to describe them based on the polycentric features.  

4.1 Brazilian Urban Arrangements 
Due to its scale, Brazil has a great variety and disparities along the country, which should be taken into 

account when making an urban analysis. The urban areas have different morphological characteristics, 
specific socio-economic relationships, and varieties of governance actions. In this context to have an 
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impression of the Brazilian urban features, examples of urban areas in different macro-regions of Brazil it 
will be presented (Map 1).  
The complex urban-regional phenomenon has 
emerged in Brazil since some decades (Moura, 2005, 
p.78). Group of urban agglomerations, articulated by a 
network of transportation and communication and 
linked by socio-economic relationships, have been 
appearing along the Brazilian territory in different 
shapes. The metropolitan area of São Paulo, in the 
southeast macro-region of Brazil, incorporates in its 
surrounding Campinas, Santos and some smaller 
municipalities (Map 1-a). That urban concentration is 
the most populous area in the country with 13 % of 
the Brazilian population, and 20% of national wealth. 
Similar urban structure as São Paulo occurs in other 
areas of the country, but in smaller scales. This 
typology of urban area grows in a radial structure, 
polarised by a main metropolis and conforming a 
polynuclear network  
of centres linked by infrastructure of flows (Moura, 
2005, p.83). According Champion (2001, p.665), these 
arrangements can be classified with an overlap of 
centrifugal and incorporation evolution paths. 

The regional axis between São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro regions is an example of interregional synergy 
which transcends the municipal and state governance (Moura, 2005, p.88) (Map 1-b). Another example of 
interstate relationships is the axis of Brasília-Goiânia, incorporating Anápolis, in the centre-west macro-
region (Map 1-c). This region has a great flow of relationships, putting together different entities of 
governance: two states and many municipalities. This region concentrates specific functions in some nuclei, 
whose relevance go beyond state and also regional level (Moura, 2005, p.88). 

The south macro-region has interesting examples of polycentric fusion model (Champion, 2001, p.665), 
except for Curitiba (Map 1-d) and Porto Alegre (Map 1-e) being similar to radial structure of São Paulo 
region. The urban agglomeration of Caxias do Sul, Santa Cruz do Sul, Lajeado/Estrela, Gramado/Canela, in 
Rio Grande do Sul State (Map 1-f); the regions conformed by Joinville, Itajaí, Blumenau e Florianópolis, in 
Santa Catarina (Map 1-g); and, the agglomeration of Londrina e Maringá, in Paraná (Map 1-h), all are 
emerging fusion examples of urban configurations that differ morphologically with the centrifugal regions, 
which are most common in Brazil (Moura, 2005, p.86). 

The urban fusion (Champion, 2001, p.665) is not the most common morphological development in 
Brazilian cities. Actually this phenomenon is more appropriately addressed to the medium-sized cities (100-
500 thousand inhabitants), which tend to arrange themselves in clusters. In the northeast macro-region, both 
types of urban regions can also be identified, the centrifugal and incorporation kind are mainly related to the 
state capitals: Fortaleza, Recife, Salvador, etc. (Map 1-i); and the regions of Crato-Juazeiro do Norte-
Barbalha, and Juazeiro e Petrolina (Map 1-j) are examples of fusion typology. 

Based on what was exposed, we identify some polycentric urban structures emerging in Brazil. Some 
demographic trends reinforce this information. For instance, despite of the fact that most of the metropolises 
in Brazil are still growing more than the country, the medium-sized cities are also presenting higher rates of 
demographic enlargement (+4,8%) (Serra, 1998). The other tendencies are the higher growth of the 
metropolitan peripheral areas if compared with their central nuclei, which represents that the main centre is 
dividing its economic power with other sub-centres on its vicinities (Maricato, 2000). 

4.2 Brazilian Polycentrism  
In order to build a useful definition of urban polycentrism to be used in the context of Brazil, the 

Brazilian urban arrangements were grouped in three typologies: Medium-Sized City Region, Metropolitan 
Region, and Inter-Metropolitan Region. These categories are described in the Table 1, based on the Brazilian 
context (Moura, 2005), the historical backgrounds (Champion, 2001), and the spatial scales (Champion, 

 
Map 1. Brazilian’s examples of emerging 
polycentric structures. 
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2001; Dühr, 2005). The borderless (Soja, 2000; Moura, 2005) and gradient (Champion, 2001) features are 
not mentioned, since these characteristics happen in those three typologies. This categorisation of polycentric 
urban systems in Brazil comes from the necessity of understanding the intrinsic characteristics of them, since 
the morphological, functional (inter-relation), and governance aspects change according to each typology.  

 
Table 1 Characterisation of the three urban system typologies 

 Brazilian Context  Background Scales 

M
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 Morphological: Group of centres developed by a network of medium-

sized cities and interconnected by road, which integrate them to the 
big urban centres of Brazil (Moura, 2005, p.86). They have different 
origins and developed from small nucleuses which were located close 
to each other.  
Relations between Urban Areas: These nucleuses are interrelated by 
functional activities. 
Governance: The cooperation between actors is weaker in terms of 
political level, since this typology deals with different municipalities, 
and sometimes in different states. Besides, this urban structure is not 
officially recognized by the government, such as a Metropolitan 
Region. 

Fusion Mode 
and/or 

Incorporation 
Mode 

(Champion, 
2001) 

Polynucleated 
Metropolitan 

Region 
(Champion, 

2001); 
 

Meso Scale 
(EC, 1999) 
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n 
R
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Morphological: This urban typology is the most common in Brazil. It 
is originated by a main centre which enlarged concentrically, 
generating new sub-centres and/or incorporating others smaller cities.  
Relations between Urban Areas: The relationship between areas is 
more about commuters (residence-work). The functional activities 
occur, but are not as relevant as in the Medium-Size City Region, 
regarding scale. 
Governance: The relation between actors is stronger than Medium-
Size City Region, since it is officially recognized by the government. 
However the cooperation is not ideal, despite the existence of 
integrated plans and policies. 

Centrifugal 
Mode 
and/or 

Incorporation 
Mode 

(Champion, 
2001) 

Individual 
Metropolitan 

Area 
(Champion, 

2001); 
 

Micro Scale 
(EC, 1999) 
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Morphological: That urban system is a composition of two or more 
metropolitan regions or medium-size city regions.  
Relations between Urban Areas: These nucleuses are interrelated by 
functional activities. 
Governance: The cooperation between actors is weaker in terms of 
political level, since this typology deals with different municipalities, 
and sometimes in different states. Besides, this urban structure is not 
officially recognized by the government, such as a Metropolitan 
Region. 

Fusion Mode 
and/or 

Incorporation 
Mode 

(Champion, 
2001) 

Polynucleated 
Urban Field 
(Champion, 

2001); 
Macro Scale 
(EC, 1999) 

 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

This paper sought to provide a better understanding of polycentrism to be used on the context of 
Brazilian metropolises. This paper reviewed authors from different contexts in order to assemble the 
divergences and overlaps of ideas from this urban phenomenon. Then, the paper compiled these ideas trying 
to build a more structured and useful definition to be applied for analysis (analytical) and for proposal 
(normative) of polycentric development in Brazil. 

In order to conceptualise polycentrism, first the two dimension of polycentrism were presented, the 
analytical and the normative, which are related to the way to approach this phenomenon in urban structures. 
The analytical considers polycentrism as a consequence of the social changes, and the normative understands 
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it as an outcome of policies. Subsequently, it was discussed the importance of knowing the historical spatial 
development of polycentric arrangements in order to understand the future challenges, presenting three 
alternative paths: centrifugal, incorporation and fusion modes. Then, three intrinsic characteristics that are 
relevant in these urban structures were emphasized: scale, gradient, and borderless. 

After the explanation of the main features of polycentrism, it was explained its three basic aspects: 
morphology, relations between urban areas, and governance, which are complementary with each other. 
Those characteristics are relevant aspects to support the analysis of the level of polycentric development as 
well as the potential to achieve it. Then, the reviewed literature was structured according to these three 
aspects, filling some authors’ gaps and clarifying some divergences between them. Afterwards, the Brazilian 
urban arrangements were presented and then classified in three emerging polycentric structures in Brazil: 
Medium-Size City Region, Metropolitan Region, and Inter-Metropolitan Region. These urban typologies 
were characterised, crossing ideas with literature review of polycentrism and their Brazilian context. Hence, 
all these steps went toward to answer the main question which is: what is a useful definition of urban 
polycentrism in the context of Brazil? This conclusion was presented on the Table 1 according to the three 
aspects of polycentrism (morphology, inter- and intra-relations, and governance).  

The main outcome of the paper is the understanding of polycentricity in the context of Brazil. The 
amount of polycentric structures emerging in different regions of Brazil reflects the great challenge for the 
future urban development in such cities. These urban systems ask for compatible strategies to take 
advantages of the opportunities and to be prepared for the inconveniences that may come together with the 
polycentric development.  
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ABSTRACT : The present work, based in Space Syntax theory and methodology, aims to help on diagnostic 
and prognostic studies necessary to street grid planning. After a brief review on the technical approaches 
adopted so far, and under the hypothesis that in Brazilian metropolitan areas, lack of articulation, continuity 
and hierarchy in street systems, large scale movement is drawn to a relative small number of streets, avenues 
or roads - the study proposes a procedure to make possible the identification, in a given spatial configuration, 
of a subsystem that potentially better captures wide movement within the whole conurbation. Having the 
conurbation degree of comprehension – a proposed syntactic indicator – as a control variable, each spatial 
unity is analyzed according to its global and local integration, connectivity, topological distance, linearity 
and angular incidence in relation to connected spaces. Preliminary tests make emerge from configuration a 
large scale subsystem which reveals space hierarchy in whole conurbation. At the end, necessary corrections 
and new procedures for model improvement are described. 
KEYWORDS:  metropolitan planning, urban mobility, urban modeling, space syntax, space structuring 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In 2006, municipalities included in Brazilian metropolitan areas, concluded their master plans, for 
federal determination. Particularly, in the Metropolitan Region of Porto Alegre - MRPA, clear regional 
development guidelines should have been provided by the state government to these cities, since decisions 
taken in one of them may affect the whole conurbation. 

However, without regional guidelines, local plans turned out to be restricted to particular and limited 
views of the whole metropolitan territory. Regarding to urban mobility, this problem can be detected in the 
grid layout, when maps of the parts are joined together. Due to the lack of important street connections and 
hierarchy, relevant continuities were missed. As a result, we have a large scale grid chosen to allow wide 
movement that, apparently, did not efficiently provide even accessibility to all parts of conurbation, what 
will certainly affect metropolitan functionality (Ugalde et al, 2009). 

Despite difficulties, these plans were elaborated with community participation. Therefore they 
express a common sense about the city development and the fact that a subsystem of the grid, here called 
“city main street grid” (CMSG), was pointed out by society (community and planners), make us accept this 
process as a collective comprehension of space, because it is related to a grid through which a large number 
of people daily move. CMSG is seen by local citizens as the group of streets, avenues or highways, that 
allow movement between neighborhoods, sectors and metropolitan cities. It contains the idea of urban 
expansion too, in the sense that they have in mind the necessity of new areas for occupation, although, for 
the purpose of this work, only existent streets are being considered. CMSG is also seen by community as a 
group of streets along which high densities should be allowed by building regulations, so that they become 
object of investment in terms of paving and other utilities. 

On one hand hand, it can be argued that urban and metropolitan mobility must be approached as a 
complex phenomenon. The street grid is a large group of continuous public spaces that allow pedestrian and 
vehicle movement. City structure is strongly influenced by a bottom-up process which is the result of spatial 
configuration: relations between each element with all the others in the system, from which other subsystems 
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emerge. Thus, configuration proprieties make some streets different from others and they emerge as being 
potentially better to form pathways and routes between parts of the city which are distant. Therefore, the way 
the whole system is structured also influences the more or the less capacity of being understood. On the other 
hand, CMSG can be seen as a top-down process, considering the way it is selected, in most cases, with 
insufficient quantitative data, diagnostics and simulation, important variables not taken into consideration, 
mostly subjective aspects or particular visions of the whole. 

For dealing with part/whole problems, Brazilian metropolitan planning must take into account spatial 
approaches of movement phenomenon before using traditional transportation models. Space Syntax provides 
this discussion with a theory and a methodology that takes account of a significant part of complexity 
involved in accessibility. The spatial configuration of urban systems is revealed or evidenced by axial maps 
where properties which influence pedestrian and vehicle movement in built environments can be measured, 
generate elements for analysis and to decision-making support. Clearly, the contents that communities had in 
mind when selected CMSG, are closely related to perception/cognition aspects, which will not be object of 
this preliminary paper, because we are not dealing directly with the necessary theory and methodologies to 
precisely investigate all factors that influenced the decision process in each municipality. 

The present study is part of an ongoing research about the influence of spatial structuring of 
Brazilian conurbations on metropolitan routes, and specifically aims to verify how the degree of 
comprehensiveness of this subsystem (main routes) can be measured. 
 
2 CONFIGURATION INTELLIGIBILITY IN LARGE URBAN SYST EMS 
 

In this section, we try to keep in mind some important concepts and ideas, from different authors, 
that must be present in our attempt to better understand configuration aspects that influence spatial cognition 
in large urban systems. 

Investigation results (Tlauka and Wilson 1994; Magliano, et al 1995) which indicate less importance 
of land marks than configurational information for navigation in urban environment, as suggested by Lynch 
(Lynch 1960), reinforces our option for Space Syntax theory and methodology for the present discussion, 
since movement routes planning in large systems has a tendency to use paving, color and lightning 
differentiation as well as landmarks and ornamentation to call pedestrian and conductor’s attention for a 
supposed importance of a certain street. 

The syntactic concept related to the comprehension of urban space during navigation is 
intelligibility. The following transcriptions show clearly the nature of the syntactic concept and measure of 
intelligibility defined by Hillier. 
 

Since by definition urban space at ground level cannot be seen and experienced all at once, but requires 
the observer to move around the system building up a picture of it piece by piece, we might suspect that 
intelligibility has something to do with the way in which a picture of the whole urban system can be built 
up from its parts, and more specifically, from moving around from one part to another. (Hillier 1996, 65) 

 
The essence of urban form is that it is spatially structured and functionally driven. Between structure and 
function is the notion of intelligibility, defined as the degree to which what can be seen and experienced 
locally in the system allows the large-scale system to be learnt without conscious effort. Structure, 
intelligibility and function permit us to see the town as social process, and the fundamental element in all 
three is the linear spatial element, or axis. (Hillier 1996, 171) 

 
It is known that as the system grows, intelligibility tends to decrease. Grids of real cities naturally get 

more deformed, interrupted, sometimes irregular regarding to connectivity and less probability of existing 
lines linking center to the edge, what affects this learning process. 

Hillier (2002) analyzed a group of large cities from different cultures, evaluating, among other tests, 
the presence and position of long lines in their configurations and concluded that only longer lines maintain 
intelligibility as a system grows. 

The incidence of local centralities, not necessarily related to long lines, takes us to the question that 
they might be representing a system attempt to recover intelligibility at a local level, since, as it is known, it 
is more difficult globally achieved. If this is so, although the concept of intelligibility is converted into a 
mathematical correlation, which measures and certifies if the whole configuration is intelligible or not, the 
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sense of movement, brought clearly in the first transcription, should lead us to the idea that a dynamic 
intelligibility could be discussed and proposed. 

Read (1997, 36) observed in a group of cities in Holland, that integration core (axial lines with the 
highest integration values usually clustered closed to the center of the global configuration), representing 
spaces with tendency to high occupation rates, didn’t correspond to all spaces with high activity level and 
prioritized for regional scale movement in the rest of the configuration. He defined the concept of 
“supergrid” and identified the pattern of its spaces as being similar to the “highlighted important streets 
found in any way-finder map” (pp.36.08). He tested some measures that could capture those spaces, and, 
among others like connectivity and local integration, found that the measure of choice, once choice map have 
a tendency to highlight continuities in the axial map, could be a good model. In fact, he succeeded modeling 
supergrid by calculating new integration values considering the values of the connected spaces at radius 1, 2 
or 3. The obtained output - integration gradient map – when selected for 10 and 25 % values - highlighted the 
supergrid spaces. Read’s investigation made us interested in measuring the intelligibility of the integration 
gradient map, in 10% of the most integrated spaces, reported as having captured supergrid spaces, those 
better distributed in the whole configuration and containing a great amount of through movement. 

This brief reference leads us to the idea that people might be organizing their routes thinking in a 
higher layer, with the tendency to “forget” short and fragmented spaces, frequently confused and 
unintelligible in many Brazilian metropolitan areas, highly deformed and interrupted grids, and operating 
mentally in a higher layer with supergrid spaces. If so, would this subsystem have its own intelligibility, or 
what definition and model could be used to evaluate the degree of comprehension of a large urban system? 
 
3.THE EMERGENCE OF A COMPREHENSIVE MAIN STREET GRID  
 

Space Syntax model describes spatial configuration through the axial representation and the 
group of measures conceived to evaluate topological properties and correlate them with social 
phenomena. Axial lines are the elements able to capture these properties. However, some 
researchers have improved this tool and obtained better correlations. 
 

The axial representation, and the measures derived from it, has been proven to be successful to study the 
social and cultural roles of space, particularly for the evaluation of the impact of spatial configuration on 
pedestrian and vehicular movement patterns, levels of co-presence and co-awareness, which have also 
proven to be relevant for the analysis of urban sites and buildings, and the evaluation of design proposals. 
Indeed, many designers of today take all the knowledge and expertise of space syntax community to the 
drawing board as an important tool for design decision-making. Recent studies, however, have revealed 
some limitations of the axial representation (Peponis et al, 1997; Turner, 2001; Asami et al, 2003; Dalton, 
2001; Thomson, 2003), even though acknowledging its robustness, mostly in its association to the 
analysis of movement patterns and the probabilistic correlation between configuration and the pattern of 
encounters. 
        (Figueiredo & Amorim 2005) 
 

Figueiredo & Amorim (op.cit.) developed the concept of “continuity lines” based in the fact that the 
construction of axial maps often contains individual interpretation, particularly in representation of curved 
and sinuous paths. The authors say that common sense often recognizes these paths as a continuous line of 
movement, despite being formed by a sequence of lines of sight and that the standard axial representation 
breaks these continuous lines into a set of short sequential axial lines, misrepresenting important inherent 
global properties of the spatial system. In order to obtain continuity lines, axial lines must be aggregated 
under criteria. The angle of continuity is the first parameter. Tests for several types of urban grids in Brazil 
and USA suggest 35° as the maximum angle. When axial maps are gradually aggregated, continuity lines 
emerge from their grids revealing long curved and sinuous paths, which seem to assume similar position in 
the configuration as the pre-existing long axial lines. As a result, a clearer hierarchy based on line length 
become apparent, mainly within organic grids, but also within regular grids. Such effects lead to the 
investigation of the relationship between metric and topological (configurational) properties, according to the 
researchers. 

We have tested the syntactic measure of choice to see if it would be able to capture CMSG in 
Esteio/Sapucaia do Sul/São Leopoldo (MRPA) conurbation since the model could be more representative of 
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a highly deformed grid with low mean integration and where there are few possibilities to go from one 
neighborhood to another, or from one municipality to another (Ugalde, op. cit.). Let’s remember how this 
measure works: for all pairs of possible origin and destination locations, shortest path routes from one to 
other are constructed. Whenever a node is passed through on a path from origin to destination, its choice 
value is incremented. Thus, frequently used nodes take high values, while those that fall on fewer paths take 
low values. Many researchers have noted choice seems to be a more intuitive model for movement than the 
traditional space syntax measure of integration, according to Turner (2007). 

In the occasion, with no axial line aggregation, results were not considered satisfactory and were 
below the ones obtained with integration gradient model (Read, op.cit.). Only 39 out 276 CMSG spaces were 
captured by the choice measure, in São Leopoldo, for example, and the intelligibility of the 78 choice top 
value axial lines was 0,2051 (r²). Aggregated lines model is now applied and results are presented in next 
section. 

Turner (op.cit.) suggests that, according to cognitive scientists, the angle of turn in urban navigation 
has to be considered in movement analysis. It has been proved that people tend to minimise angle towards 
their destination. He proposes the axial line segmentation in order to evaluate configurational properties 
weighted by metric and topological distances associated to angular turns. In this sense, he improved choice 
measure and formulated what he called “angular betweenness” where journeys with the lowest angular cost 
for each possible origin and destination pair of segments are computed. 

Van Nes (2009) demonstrated how a main route network through and between urban areas can be 
calculated in DEPTHMAP, software developed by Turner, combining angular choice (geometric distance) 
with topological distance. Applying different radii, it was possible to identify and distinguish more 
traditional grids from the modern ones. The researcher also wanted to know if Randstad (metropolitan region 
of Amsterdam) spatially functions as one metropolis, but verified that although Amsterdam is located in the 
edge of the metropolitan configuration, it still concentrates integration, under a topological analysis, as well 
the highways linking satellite cities. 
 
4 PROCEDURES FOR THE IDENTIFICATION OF A METROPOLIT AN MAIN STREET GRID 
 
Conurbation reaches 14 municipalities of the whole Metropolitan Region of Porto Alegre - MRPA, in Brazil. 
Its population reaches more than 3 million people. It concentrates 36.40 % and more than 40 % of the Value 
Added, in only 3.4% of the territory of Rio Grande do Sul, the 
southernmost state of Brazil. It is located by Lake Guaíba and is cut by 
Sinos and Gravataí rivers, and other important creeks, which also influence 
its territorial occupation, as shown in Figure 1. 

Based on the criterion of conurbation, minimization of "edge 
effect" (Penn et al. 1998, 61), and non existence of significant altitude 
differences, a subsystem of Greater Porto Alegre (MRPA), corresponding 
to three satellite towns, was selected for the present study case: Esteio and 
Sapucaia do Sul. The edges of the subsystem are real: Sinos River (west), 
Sapucaia Creek (south) and the limit of dense occupation of this 
conurbation sector, to the east and north. Due to the extension limits of the 
present article, São Leopoldo was excluded, but it still maintains 
satisfactory conditions regarding to edge effect though, because the city of 
São Leopoldo is somehow separated from Sapucaia do Sul and Esteio. 

In the global configuration, we can observe which axial lines 
belong to Esteio (white), and Sapucaia do Sul (light grey). In dark grey 
each CMSG is highlighted forming the large scaled grid. We can clearly 
see the fusion of grids between Esteio and Sapucaia do Sul and main street 
grid conflicts inside circles (Figure 2). 

The long and thick line in the left side of the system is, in fact, a 
group of axial lines corresponding to the highway BR-116, which plays an 
important role in the structuring of not only the sectors object of the 
present study but also the whole MRPA (Ugalde 2002; Ugalde and 
Rigatti 2007). 

Figure 1 MRPA and 
conurbation sector 
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Black circles were used to point out 
some problems which denote how the way 
space is being structured, and, as a 
consequence, how its accessibility pattern is 
affecting the global understanding of the 
system. The axial map allows some 
comments about it, as below. 

The linearity, connectivity, length 
and relative position of BR-116 resulted in 
high integration values to this group of axial 
lines and consequently a considerable traffic 
flow. Nowadays, although well connected, 
along its parallel lanes, it turned out to be a 
true obstacle which is also affecting 
comprehension of the west side of the 
“wall”. This becomes evident when 
Sapucaia do Sul does not prioritize any 
space to conduct local traffic flow to the rest 
of the system, as it was done in the east side 
of the highway. Although occupation of that 
part of the city is limited for being close to 
Sinos River, we observe that Esteio, under the same circumstances, in fact made that selection. 

The southern border of Esteio happens to present no conditions to configure a set of axial 
lines to better integrate this sector to the rest of configuration. On the other hand, it seems that the 
staff and citizens who participated in Esteio Master Plan didn’t have in mind the necessity to solve 
large scale movement problems in the east part of configuration, not only expressed by the lack of 
necessary alignments in east-west direction but also for not recognizing two of the few long lines 
coming from Sapucaia do Sul and interrupted in Esteio territory. By the way, the fact that RS-118, 
another highway well connected, but not so strongly demanded as BR-116, is relatively closed to 
the important Luis Pasteur Avenue, the formal city boundary, seems to cause such a confusion in 
the sense of territoriality of both communities. It can be verified by the lack of connections in a 
considerable part of the formal limit between the two cities. 

The way low-income population informally settled in the north east part of Sapucaia do Sul 
caused difficulties for the community in selecting spaces to maintain linearity in CMSG. However, 
what calls our attention is Valdemiro Machado Avenue not being selected. It is, in fact, a long line 
with high local integration value and also has global importance, besides being close to São 
Leopoldo expansion areas. 

The investigation consists in testing choice measure (5% of highest values) in the aggregated lines 
map (B) - continuity lines model - and compare results to the ones obtained with the conventional axial map 
(A) as showed in figures 3, 4 and 5. 

Before processing axial maps with MINDWALK, software developed in 2002 by Lucas Figueiredo 
de Medeiros, from Federal University of Pernambuco/Brazil, they must be revised in order to avoid “trivial 
rings”, resulted from unprecise axial lines crossings, which don’t let lines to be aggregated in wider angles. 
According to Figueiredo & Amorim (op.cit.), 35º was the angle adopted to join axial lines in continuity lines, 
due to consistent correlations obtained with movement flows in previous investigations. 
 

Figure 2 Conurbation sector and main street 
conflicts 
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 Figure 3 Choice model processed in axial lines map (A) and continuity lines map (B) - Esteio 
 

 
 Figure 4 Choice model processed in axial lines map (A) and continuity lines map (B) –  

                Sapucaia do Sul 
 

 
 

Figure 5 Choice model processed in axial lines map (A) and continuity lines map (B) –  
   Conurbation 
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 A considerable number of axial lines were highlighted in the continuity lines map when choice 
algorithm was processed. Most of them in fact correspond to CMSG spaces of Esteio and Sapucaia do Sul, 
what turned choice measure out to be better representative of CMSG than other measures tested before 
(Ugalde et al, 2009). However a few spaces were still left out, what suggests a field investigation to check 
real movement and local factors. Since the choice configuration is similar do CMSG, it was detached from 
the global configuration and had its global integration measured to be correlated with its connectivity. Here, 
we take Hillier’s concept and measure of intelligibility because it should reflect the “the degree to which 
what can be seen and experienced locally in the system allows the large-scale system to be learnt without 
conscious effort” (Hillier, op.cit.). We propose to call this “higher scale intelligibility” comprehensiveness, 
as a result of this procedure. If correlation is consistent (r²>0,60) it becomes possible to think towards the 
argument that one is moving through a comprehensive large scale grid, emerged from a low intelligibility 
total grid. That is the case examined so far. Esteio, as a whole, has low intelligibility (r²=0,1207) according 
to Table 1, but its CMSG has a much better comprehensiveness (r²=0,6255). The same did not happen in 
Sapucaia do Sul, where comprehensiveness didn’t surpass 0,4132. There are some possible explanations for 
that. First of all we can say that Sapucaia do Sul CMSG comprehensiveness depends on Esteio large scale 
grid because conurbation comprehensiveness has a higher index (0,6023). While Esteio CMSG, although 
deformed, tends to orthogonality, in Sapucaia do Sul the subsystem tends to assume a radial morphology 
with indefinite rings though, specially affected by interruptions caused by the rail road, which is somewhat 
eccentric in Esteio. Another reason by which central main street rings cannot be completed in Sapucaia do 
Sul is the irregular occupation of the northeast part of its territory with low income sudivisions. Axial 
fragmentation and depth increment make that part of configuration unstructured. At least three streets 
become options to compose the larger ring. 
 In conurbation continuity lines map processed by choice algorithm, we can observe some CMSG 
spaces highlighted in municipal systems which are not present any more. Conurbantion Main Street Grid 
(CoMSG) might be representing a higher scale movement grid. This process seems to be captured by choice 
measure. Conurbation colored choice map show clearly the importance of the RS-118 as a main route. Being 
central and well connected, its role is superior to the one played by BR-116 (federal road) in this sector of 
RMPA, which happens to be more peripheral to the examined system but still important because of its 
parallel lanes which connect local streets. Another set of axial lines which emerges, after line aggregation 
process, is Presidente Vargas Avenue, in Esteio, named Mauá Avenue in Sapucaia do Sul. For being 
constructed along the rail road, they have wide inflection angles and for going through both municipalities a, 
what makes it work as a real metropolitan pathway. 
 

Table1 : Syntactic Measurements in a sector of MRPA 
Axial lines (AL)/Aggregated Axial Lines (AAL) 

MEASURES / TERRITORY ESTEIO 
SAPUCAIA 

DO SUL CONURBATION 

    

AXIAL LINES    

TOTAL SYSTEM - AL  908 1426 2334 

TOTAL SYSTEM -AAL  753 1265 2018 

    

GLOBAL INTEGRATION MEAN -AL  0,7801 0,8723 0,8347 

GLOBAL INTEGRATION MEAN -AAL  1,1336 1,2882 1,3025 

    

SUBSYSTEM COMPREHENSIVENESS (r²)    

CHOICE - AL 0,3127 0,3833 0,2252 

CHOICE - ALL  0,6255 0,4132 0,6023 

CMSG*- AL 0,2563 0,3337 0,1794 

CMSG* - ALL 0,2446 0,3568 0,3052 

    

TOTAL SYSTEM INTELLIGIBILITY. (r²) - AL 0,0942 0,2135 0,1030 

TOTAL SYSTEM INTELLIGIBILITY. (r²) - ALL  0,1207 0,1853 0,1416 

*Connectivity limited to subsystem axial lines    
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5 EVALUATION AND NEXT STEPS 
 

Intelligibility have the tendency to decrease as real urban systems grow. Despite being large and less 
intelligible, people keep moving within them or feel encouraged to move through long distances aided by 
technologies as motor vehicles, for example. If they do so, conurbation grids, despite being highly deformed 
and interrupted, as in Brazilian metropolis, provides some configurational information which allow them to 
navigate between distant places. At this moment, they ought to pay attention to another space level. This 
information, we argue, is in a higher scale grid emerged from the whole system and should be measured by 
its comprehensiveness. Highly comprehensive large scale grids achieves global integration itself well 
correlated with its own connectivity. It means that other spaces or axial lines from the same or similar 
hierarchy cross it with some regularity. In this sense, continuity lines model is fundamental for this approach 
because connectivity of long pathways composed by many deflected shorter axial lines would be affected as 
most of it would be restricted to the extremities (2). Being aggregated, lines, besides better representing 
urban routes in large systems, connect to a major number of transversal spaces bringing better correlations 
with line integration value and, consequently, better comprehensiveness. In the tested system, results were in 
favor of this argumentation. 

Specially in Esteio and in conurbation, choice or betweenness happened to be an appropriate 
measure. For having it captured most of the CMSG and CoMSG spaces, the test suggests that local planners 
conceived reasonable main street grids. But we should ask why such differences between choice and CMSG 
comprehensiveness according to Table 1. The explanation can be in those not captured spaces. Planners 
elected some routes formed by axial lines connected in closed angles, sharper than 35º. Discussion from now 
on must be about those spaces like João Pereira de Vargas and Rubem Berta avenues, in Sapucaia do Sul, 
built to supposed high traffic flows, but syntactically not indicated for such a demand. 
 Next steps on the present research will be testing the influence of metric distances on selection of 
routes, aided by Turner DEPTHMAP. After a deeper discussion of the results, it is intended to have the 
Greater Porto Alegre investigated as a whole, when it will be possible to register and analyze the emergence 
of another group of lines in the space and scale hierarchy. 
 The present study describes an investigation motivated by the perception that, in Brazilian context, 
public investment decisions for the territory are taken with low conscience of space as a real and concrete 
variable as well as of their effects on every day urban life significantly expressed by movement. Global or 
regional planning has been rejected by localistic points of view. Esteio and Sapucaia do Sul, neighbor cities, 
actually a whole sector in Metropolitan Region of Porto Alegre, elaborated masterplans restricted to their 
boundaries without exchange of ideas and knowledgment about global consequences. Not being aware of the 
complexity involved in this issue, metropolitan planning agents try to approach it through a top-down 
process about which our work intend to discuss. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper discusses on the preliminary study on the concept of efficient urban governance in 
marginalization, globalization, and regional and local responses towards enhancing competitiveness of the city 
economy. How well do urban governance responsible to efficiency and effectiveness of local authorities in city-
region? What kind of urban governance is required to enhance competitiveness and earning opportunities within 
city-region? The main challenge of enhancing city competitiveness in city-region is efficient urban governance. 
The world today needs a new, comprehensive and holistic model of urban governance that involves all sectors 
(government, business and the civil society) as equal partners in development. Urban governance which 
integrates all sectors including public, private and other social organisations in participatory decision making. 
Efficient urban governance is characterized by sustainability, subsidiarity, equity, efficiency, transparency and 
accountability, civic engagement and citizenship and security. In line with this, the importance efficient urban 
governance would make Malaysia more competitive and attractive to investors and facilitate the achievement of 
the nation’s development goals. Therefore Kuala Lumpur City-Region will manage and govern efficiently. 
KEYWORDS : Economic planning, sustainable, efficiency, urban governance and city competitiveness 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Urbanisation issues being emphasized by the government, among others, are urban poverty, the rising crime 

rate, solid waste disposal, housing for the poor, environmental protection, pollution, property market etc. These 
issues need to be tackled holistically to ensure the role of urban centre as the engine of economic growth will be 
continuously maintained and enhanced. Towns need to be governed efficiently to promote a sustainable and 
conducive environment as a place of work and living. At the same time, the uniqueness of town should also be 
preserved to maintain its image and distinct identity. City-region is a catalyst and contributor towards the national 
economic growth, a centre for innovation and entrepreneurship and a source for high social services. Efficient 
urban governance will help to generate a competitive national development. Therefore, development potentials 
that exist in city-region should be continuously adopted and supported as a place for investment and providing 
services of a high level. Table 1 shows the different forms of integration in the global economy and the impact to 
urban development. 

With the rapid pace of urbanisation by 2020, urban governance is faced with various complex challenges 
ahead. These challenges require that the respective parties be more focused in undertaking each and every 
responsibility in urban development.  However, the involvement of multiple agencies and departments in urban 
management had made it difficult to coordinate many actions and in turn affects the effectiveness of those 
actions. Good urban administration and management also need to take into consideration the capability of each 
local authority as each differs in terms of manpower, skills and financial capacity-region to provide good service. 
Table 2 shows the four perspectives in the globalization and world city literature. 
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Table 1: Different forms of integration in the global economy 

 
THE SOURCES OF 

COMPETITIVENESS 
ECONOMIC GROWTH 
AND RESTRUCTURING 

CHANGES IN 
EMPLOYMENT, LABOUR 

MARKET AND SOCIO-
SPATIAL COHESION 

Integration with command functions 
The intersection of different types of 
global networks 

Migrants from all over the world 

Global command functions (Sassen, 
1991) 

Increasing heterogeneity 

Centers of capital accumulation Polarisation between different 
social groups 

Global Cities 

Concentration of specialised producer 
services 

Increase in high value-added 
services; banking and finance, 
legal and accountancy services, 
consultancy, telecommunication, 
R&D and higher education 
(Friedmann, 1986) 

Segregation based on race and 
ethnicity 

Territories integrating with knowledge and innovation capacity 
Medium of interaction for knowledge 
creation 

Specialisation in new fields and 
competitive activities 

Increasing job opportunities for 
high skilled labour, but few 
opportunities for traditional skills 

Learning infrastructure (Florida, 1995) Increasing relations between 
business and universities 

 

Learning regions 

Institutions and networks and facilitate 
the circulation of ideas and creative 
knowledge (Asheim, 1996) 

  

Increasing importance of storage 
and dissemination of 
information 

Increasing employment in 
information processing 

Informational 
cities 

Acting as a source of information and 
dissemination of information to the 
whole world by global networks 
(Castells, 1989) Building new external networks  

Integrating with production capacities 
Traditional 
industrial districts 

Flexible production organisation, local 
production networking, collaborative 
relations (Brusco, 1982: Beccatini, 
1990) 

Increasing specialisation and 
clustering 

Incorporating labour in specialised 

production Increasing the welfare 

of the society 

 Social networks and social capital 
(Piore and Sabel, 1984: Capecchi, 
1989) 

Sustained social ties 

 Quick response to changing demand 
conditions (Staber,1997; Cooke, 1996) 

Innovativeness based on both 
tacit and codified knowledge 
(Brusco, 1986; Garofoli, 1991; 
Beccatini, 1991 Employment for all 

Integration with technological capabilities 
High-technology 
industrial districts 

Infrastructure that facilities 
innovation 

Development of innovation-
oriented business 

Jobs for very high-skilled 
manpower, but not for skilled 
and semi-skilled 

 Technopolis,  Proximity to R&D centres (Saxenian, 
1992) 

Following successful firms Technological corridors 

technoparks Clusters of high-technology firms Labour market recruitment 
and knowledge carriers 
(Keeble,2000) 

Technoparks, science parks, etc 
developed with the help of the 
public sector 

 Networks of knowledge 
dissemination and creation 
(Saxenian, 1991; Oakey, 1985) 

  

 Availability of human capital   
    
Integration with both traditional and new functions 
Challenging cities Dualistic economic structure and 

labour market 
Increase in new (high-tech) 
manufacturing activities and 
producer services 

New employment  opportunities 
in different fields 

Source:  Eraydin, 2007 
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Table 2 : Four perspectives in the globalization and world city literature 
 
  Consequence in Global-Local Relation 

  Global Convergence Local Diversity 
I World City System Perspective : 

“Space of Flow” 
II Local-Global Interaction Perspective : 

“Place Matters” 
TNC’s supported by technologies and global 
financial markets, undermine state sovereignty 
and the global division of labor reduces cities 
into mere nodes of economic system. 

Working towards uniformity globalisation is a 
powerful macro economic force. But local 
peculiarities mediate the globalisation force in local 
place making. Place still matters. Market 

Economy • Friedmann (1986) : World cities as 
hierarchical economic nodes. 

• Sassen (1991) : Global financial markets 
and advanced service economy concentrate 
in global cities 

• Castells (1996) : Cities are converging and 
place turns to space of flow 

• Abu-Lughod (1999) : Place and history continue 
to exert influences. 

• Smith (2001) globalisation takes socially 
constructed, place-specific shapes at locales 

• Knox (1997) : Globalisation is global-local 
negotiation 

 

III State Glocalization Perspective : 
“Scale Decides” 

IV New Localism Perspective : “ Think 
Locally and Act Globally” 

Globalisation is produced by neoliberal 
ideology, under which central governments fix 
supra and sub-national spaces for competition 
among cities and post-fordism economic order 

Cities are not simply subject to globalisation. As a 
political, economic and socio sociocultural 
institution, cities actively participate in and make 
globalisation. 
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Political 
Agency 

• Brenner (1999) : States regulate for 
reterritorialization of socio economic and 
political institutional space 

• Swyngedouw (1997) : Socio economic scale 
is redefined through political process for 
“constructive destruction”. 

• Clarke & Gaile (1998): As the producer of 
human resources and economic values, cities can 
strategically and politically respond to 
globalisation 

• Beauregard (1995) : Cities are the actors of 
globalisation and capable of creating local 
consequences. 

 
2 GOVERNANCE 
 

When we talk about globalization and the future of governments, it is a fallacy to even suggest that 
globalization only affects the future of governments. It affects every aspect of what makes a modern and 
progressive society. It can no longer be one or the other: it has to be one where there is consensus in roles and 
responsibilities of all those who make a society, a civilisation, a nation.  The word governance has been bandied 
about, making it synonymous to transparency and accountability. Governance, we know is as old as human 
civilization. It is the process of decision-making and the process by which decisions are implemented (or not 
implemented as the case may be). For modernity to prevail in any society, its governance structure must be 
touched and owned by all those who claim a stake in the future of that society. It has to be a collective sum of 
how individuals and institutions, public and private, expect their common affairs to be administered and 
delivered.  As governance is the process of decision-making and the process by which decisions are implemented, 
there are several actors to this part, formal and informal all of whom play a key role in the value chain of a 
delivery system. The players would or could be but not limited to the public sector, private sector businesses, 
civil society, the media and Joe public.  Government is only one of the players in a governance based society. 
Pierson (2004) claimed that state today is subjected to the process of continued change in terms of its activities 
and functions, as well as faced with the possibility of being substituted by other powers. All over the world cities 
are searching for appropriate ways of governance in the context of far-reaching political, economic, social and 
institutional transformations affecting all levels of scale. However, a few scholars bring a various definition of 
governance and table 3 shows a summary of definition of governance. 
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Table 3 : A Summary of Definition of Governance 
 

 SCHOLARS DEFINITION OF GOVERNANCE 
1. Kooiman, 1993 

- 
As a new system—changing to a relationship with mutual interchange from one where, 
Before there was only a unilateral relationship between government and civil society. 
The new system is Characterized as having dynamism, complexity, and diversity. 

2. Campbell, 1995 
- 

The patterns of civic life derived from the interaction of structure and the process of 
politic 

3. Rhodes, 1996 - As a self-organizing network connecting the relevant public and private actors 
4. Jessop, 1997 

- 
As a system with mutual interchange, with participants negotiating and coming to a 
consensus through cooperation 

5. Pierre, 1998 

- 

As a form of institutionalization of coordinating mechanisms between state and civil 
society, with the nature of state intervention in civil society being to promote its 
objectives. 
As charaterised by the informal activities increasingly becoming more important for 
actors and the exchange between governmental and nongovernmental actors, public and 
non-public institutions in the setting up, negotiation and implementation of public policy 

6. Painter, 2000 - The role of network involving both state and non-state sectors 
7. Andersen, 2001 

- 

Government must not only listen to the people, but also involve them actively in all 
stages of the policy process. The philosophy is that, by providing such competence, the 
residents are supposed to be capable of managing their own lives and undertake the 
necessary actions for improvement 

8. UN-Habitat, 
2001 

 

The sum of the ways through which individuals and institutions (public and private) plan 
and manage their common affairs. It is equally important to strengthen the linkages 
between local governments and the civil society so as to bring in transparency and 
accountability in public service. And it becomes imperative to put in place institutional 
structures and mechanisms that provide all urban citizens, especially the poor, vulnerable 
and marginalised, a voice in the development decision-making processes. 

9. Garcia, 2006 
- 

A negotiation mechanism for formulating and implementing policy that actively seeks 
the involvement of stakeholders and civil society organizations besides governmental 
bodies and experts. 

10. Bevir, 2007 
- 

Describe the change in the nature and role of the state following the public-sector 
reforms that led to a shift from a hierarchic bureaucracy towards a greater use of 
markets, quasi-markets and networks especially in the delivery of public services. 

 
3 URBAN GOVERNANCE  
 

Urban governance is the integration of effort between the community, private sector and urban-region 
authorities where the urban authorities perform the coordinating role and determine the quality of the 
microeconomic environment and location that is favourable attract investors and people. In most cases, the 
private sector provides the much needed financial assistance and business expertise to operate independently or in 
association with the public sector. The community provides the individuals who are employees, consumers or are 
beneficiaries of the governance process. Urban-region governance as a networked system rather than one that 
works on the concept of government. Table 4 shows a summary of definition and application of urban 
governance.   
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Table 4 : A summary of definition and application of urban governance 

NO SCHOLAR 
DEFINITION OF URBAN 

GOVERNANCE APPLICATION 

6. Stoker, 1998 As an outcome that is visible to a citizen is a 
key feature that allows empirical tests of the 
urban as a place or as a sustained achievement 
of performances. A form of co-governing 
generated for a specific place such as a urban-
region. 

In fact, the contemporary urban environment 
with its multitudinous urban issues is too 
complex and diverse to be addressed by 
municipal government independently. The 
common view now is that it is time to solve 
urban issues by building up an urban 
governance structure with stakeholders 
having interdependence and participation. 

8. UNESCO,1999 As the processes that steer and take into 
account the various links between 
stakeholders, local authorities and citizens.  

It involves bottom-up and top-down 
strategies to favor active participation of 
communities concerned, negotiation among 
actors, transparent decision-making 
mechanisms, and innovation in strategies of 
urban management policies. 
 

9. The International 
Bank of 
Reconstruction and 
Development, 2001 
 

Exercise of power to manage a urban's 
economic and social development. 
Developing policies and approaches to meet 
community needs with the involvement of the 
community in the process 

Involving the community in identifying their 
wants and needs - this implies that the urban 
government will uphold democratic 
processes and be accountable to the people 
of the urban 

10. Andersen and Van 
Kempen, 2001 

As a political response to broader 
developments in society, such as 
globalization, internationalization, and 
privatization. 

A centralized and department based 
government is no longer seen to be able to 
resolve the problems that have arisen with 
these developments.  

11. Hamilton et al., 
2004; 

As the cooperation between policymakers and 
other stakeholders 

A more integrative approach, one that goes 
beyond the boundaries of the different 
departments (inter-departmental 
cooperation), should replace this political 
system 

12. Dekker & Van 
Kempen, 2004a 

As relies on self-organizing networks and 
bottom-up approaches, and considers the 
citizen as actors, participating to make 
important decisions for the administration and 
process of urban policy 

The type of participation in urban 
governance is substantial and positive rather 
than formal and negative. The relationship 
among participants works in a horizontal 
structure of partnerships and networks with 
those in authority and having accountability. 

13. OECD, 2006 As the roles and responsibilities of different 
levels of government operating in 
metropolitan regions, intergovernmental co-
ordination and new relationship with the 
private sector and civil society. 

There is a strong interest in developing an 
adequate formula that will respond to 
metropolitan challenges now visible 
everywhere. 

14. Bingham,2006 As ways to engage citizens in urban policy 
decisions.  These processes let people 
demonstrate that they have the potential to 
engage in dialogue and reach consensus on 
what is the best for their community. 

The integration of reasoned discussions by 
the citizens and other residents into the 
decision-making of public representatives, 
especially when these approaches are 
embedded in the workings of local 
government over time. 

 
4 EFFICIENT URBAN GOVERNANCE 
 

The relationship among participants works in a horizontal structure of partnerships and networks with those 
in authority and having accountability. Consequently, urban governance is carried out in pursuit of collective 
actions through mobilizing cooperation, consensus, partnership, networks, interaction, social capital, 
empowerment, and accountability in the urban policy making process. Communities and Local Government 
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Department of United Kingdom defined efficiency in urban governance is about raising productivity and 
enhancing value for money. Efficiency gains are achieved by one or more of the following: 

i. Reducing inputs (money, people, assets etc) for the same outputs; 

ii.  Reducing prices (procurement, labour costs etc) for the same outputs; 

iii.  Getting greater outputs or improved quality (extra service, productivity etc) for the same inputs; or 

iv. Getting proportionally more outputs or improved quality in return for an increase in resource.  
The aim of the efficiency in urban governance is to ensure that the resources available to local government 

are used in the optimum way to deliver better public services according to local priorities. An efficient urban 
governance system should be established to administer urban growth and development at various levels 
particularly at the local authority level. This will ensure that the value of assets, economy, social and the 
environment will be maintained and value-added towards attaining sustainable city-regions in Malaysia. The 
local authority, as the main agency responsible for urban management, needs to update the administration and 
management system to optimize its financial revenue including new sources, upgrade its capacity-region to 
enable towns to become more competitive and viable, strengthen human resources by employing skilled and 
experienced staff as well as expand the use of technology.  

With rapid urbanisation, local authorities should emphasize the use of innovative approach and technology 
to reduce cost and increase efficiency in all aspects of urban planning, development and management.  In 
addition, these efforts will contribute to the management of a more viable environment. The management and 
administration system practised should be founded on an ethical work culture, be transparent and efficient to 
ensure a more effective delivery system. In this light, there is a need to review and strengthen the respective 
system and work procedure, implementation approach, standards and guidelines to achieve the highest standard 
of services. Table 5 show the globalization and urban governance in world city. 

 
5 THE VITAL ROLE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT FOR EFFICIENCY  IN URBAN GOVERNANCE 

 
Communities and Local Government Department of United Kingdom has stated that local authorities are 

crucial to the challenge of creating sustainable communities - places where people want to live and work. They 
deliver the day-to-day services upon which people depend and which improve people's quality of life. Self-
evidently, where more resources can be made available to support these activities, there will be significant 
benefits for everyone. It is important to recognise that efficiency is not the same as economy. The challenge of 
the efficiency agenda requires a very different response compared to a simplistic cuts agenda. Instead of cuts in 
services and budgets, the response to the efficiency agenda includes innovation in service delivery, investment in 
technology, rationalisation of back office functions, and organisational development.  

There are examples of good efficient practice in local authorities, where councils have adopted these kinds 
of approach to getting more from their resources. Our aim as central government is to facilitate the spread of 
good practice and to support the adoption of innovative solutions. We do not want to impose 'one-size-fits-all' 
policies on councils, but help to make available the information that authorities need to select the right answer for 
them from a range of options. Like other parts of the public sector, local government has been transforming its 
services both to better meet the needs of local residents and businesses and also to deliver more efficiency gains. 
Exploiting the opportunities offered by new technologies is one way councils have been improving the delivery 
of many services whether at the customer interface or in the back office. Smarter procurement practices and 
initiatives such as setting up services shared between authorities are also delivering improvements in future local 
government. Such cooperation will provide opportunity for the local community to monitor and give feedback on 
the programmes implemented in their respective area.  
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Table 5 : Globalization and urban governance in world city 
 Cause of Governance Forms Consequence in Governance Forms 

 Globalisation Political Factors Towards Decentralisation Towards Centralisation 

LO
N

D
O

N
 

• As the competition against other European 
major cities intensified, the private and 
public sectors have cooperated to boost the 
position of London (Newman and 
Thornley, 1997) 

• Global economic imperative motivated the 
state Greater London Authority (GLA) 
(MacLeod  and Goodwin, 1999) 

• Devolution for enhanced democracy was 
Labour’s campaign platform during the 
1997 general election (Pimlot and Rao, 
2002) 

• It is speculated that the central government 
left a need to limit the authority of the GLA 
and its mayor to maintain political influence 
over London (Pimlot and Rao, 2002; 
Travers 2002) 

• The Labour Party established GLA and an 
elected mayor position in 2000 (Pimlot and 
Rao, 2002) 

• GLA resembles an upper tier government 
with four key functions: transport, 
economic development, police and 
strategic planning (Stanford, 2002) 

• Position of elected mayor resulting in 
emergence of an independent metropolitan 
city which has resisted central 
administration (Pimlot and Rao, 2002) 

• The Thatcher conservative administration 
abolished the Greater London Council in 1986 
(Pimlot and Rao, 2002) 

• There re practically four different kinds of 
government exist in London : central 
government departments, government-
appointed boards, the GLA, and the boroughs. 
This undermines GLA’s authority (Travers, 
2002) 

• The new mayor does not have the executive 
power to implement policies for which he is 
accountable  (Stanfor, 2002) 

P
A

R
IS

 

• Competition with other EC cities and 
neoliberalism are combined  to induce 
decentralization in Paris (DiGaetano and 
Strom, 2003) 

• Statist culture modifies neoliberalism from 
developing into full-fledged autonomous  
corporatist governance (DiGaetano and 
Strom, 2003)  

• Urban policies are a vital part of national 
politics supported by laws, budget and 
overlapping networks of power (Savitch 
and Kantor 2002) 

• As the center of French culture and society 
as well as economy, the state guides Paris 
to maintain its social and cultural ideals 
before economic prosperity (White, 1998) 

• In 1975, a statute at the national 
government was passed to grant Paris to 
have its own mayor to encourage 
development through market forces 
(Savitch, 1988) 

• In addition to direct policy interventions by the 
National government, a state agency; DATAR 
and the regional authority; lle-de-France, also 
coordinate and implement development 
policies over Paris (Savitch and Kantor, 2002) 

• Strong public sector  dominates public-private 
partnership (DiGaetano and Strom, 2003) 

• Although the system of dual public office 
holding has been curtailed since 1985, local 
leaders still use this system for political 
influence on the resources of national and 
regional governments (Savitch and Kantor, 
2002) 

N
E

W
 Y

O
R

K
 

• As the center of the world finance, New 
York’s prominence increased as 
globalization progressed while the city is 
increasingly susceptible to global 
economy (Abu-Lughod, 1999) 

• Although corporatism leadership is evident, 
implemented by bureaucrats, politicians and 
business leaders, there is a strong pluralistic 
counter forces from various local interest 
groups (Savitch, 1988) 

• The city is traditionally committed to social 
services while New York State mandates the 
city for a high rate of self financing 
(O’Cleireacain, 1997) 

• As federal sponsored financial aids decline, 
the city’s fiscal independence increased 
(O’Cleireacain, 1997) 

• Regional governance has proven to be very 
difficult due to contentious relationship 
between New York  and surrounding cities 
in the adjacent states (Berg and Kantor, 
1996) 

• With the micro-management by the state for 
expenditures, New York suffers from the lack 
of autonomous policy making capability  
(Abu-Lughod, 1999) 

 

Sources: Tsukamoto and Vogel, K Ronald, 2004
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6 CHALLENGES  OF KUALA  LUMPUR  CITY-REGION  COMPETITIVENESS  IN  THE  GLOBAL  

ECONOMY    
 

Kuala Lumpur City-Region has the opportunity of creating a regional education hub, global biotech 
industries, global information technology backup services, virtual university platforms as well as moving up the 
value chain of service and building our local businesses in all industries into MNCs. To do this, one would argue 
we need efficiency in urban governance that supports an economic system that promotes and facilitates the ability 
of business enterprises to compete effectively in the international markets and ensure the betterment of standard 
of living domestically. Through the 70s and 80s Malaysia experienced the New Economic Policy This required 
us in the efficiency in urban governance to assume a “Developmentalist” role, so to speak, of national 
development and nation-building where we focused on enhancing and upgrading capacity and capabilities.  We 
then took on the roles of Facilitators in the 1990s, for ten years, with the implementation of the National 
Development Policy.  This called on the Government to facilitate national reforms for the advancement of a 
production-based economy.   

In 2001, when the National Vision Policy was introduced, it mandated the Government to assume the 
combined role of Developmentalist as well as Facilitator in realising the Vision set in these commitments.  Today 
the Government must assume the role of an innovator, incorporating the functions of a leader, a pacesetter, a 
moderniser, an effective communicator and a trendsetter. Evolution of Malaysia’s landscape to set the scene of 
how we have had to purposefully rise to the challenges and needs of the times locally and globally.  What we 
need to ask ourselves is: as a Nation, have we moved forward, backwards, or remained stagnant through the 
evolution of the last 30 years?  How do we measure our competitiveness and what and who defines the very 
measure of this competitiveness?   

And more importantly, what are the components in a nation that makes for this competitiveness? National 
competitiveness has been defined by many as a globally pitched ranking and is often linked with efficiency in 
urban governance delivery. There must be an inclusive partnership between the private and public sectors as well 
as civil society as all our individual needs, demands and wants form the Nation’s fabric and collective need.  
Each of the cogs must move with the wheel to set it in the right motion forward.  Competitiveness cannot 
emanate off a situation where only one of the constituents is called to be accountable and responsible for 
advancement and development.The general assumption that business is market-driven and therefore only the 
most efficient survive is not entirely true.   

We may be the most efficient but if the elements in that market do not move in concert with our level of 
efficiency, we will not be as successful as we could be.  Just as the efficiency in urban governance delivery 
system is often scrutinised, there is a need to review private sector service delivery systems and its integrity. Take 
for example financial institutions and the development of these institutions.  Are these financial institutions supportive of 
businesses, especially small, medium and indigenous businesses?  Or are they so risk averse such that they make 
it difficult for businesses to start and expand.  This can result in the   Government having to intervene where 
innovative solutions and creative business models would have proven more effective. The same is true with other 
service providers.  

Can the private sector be as competitive and see profits grow without dependence on foreign labour? Can 
they expand without keeping pace with improvements in public sector and the increasingly discerning customers?  
Are our business models, public and private sector alike, innovative enough to spur wealth creation? Can the 
model that is said to no longer work for a public sector today continue to work for a private sector in the same 
genre? It is on the fundamental acknowledgement that no one party can be solely responsible for competitiveness 
of a Nation that our Prime Minister initiated the partnership between the public and private sectors on 7 February 
2007.  The special task force called PEMUDAH (Special Taskforce to Facilitate Business) was established, as 
you well know by now, to improve the ease of doing business in Malaysia.  Suffice to say the Task Force has 
begun addressing various aspects of the public and private sectors which directly and indirectly affect the ease of 
doing business in Malaysia. A simple issue like traffic jams could affect our competitiveness as much as 
corruption and transparency.  
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7 CONCLUSION 
 

The 9th Malaysia Plan period witnessed a renewed commitment by the government to promote good 
governance and will be continued with Government taking steps to enhance the integrity, transparency and 
accountability of the public and private sectors and further improve the level of good governance. These 
measures will help address corruption, reduce wastage and the cost of doing business as well as increase the 
efficiency of public service delivery and corporate sector. These gains from efficient urban governance will make 
Kuala Lumpur City-Region is more competitive and attractive to investors and facilitate the achievement of the 
nation’s development goals. The scope of efforts to enhance the public sector delivery system encompassed land 
administration, services of local authorities, investment facilitation, quality management, performance 
measurement, consolidated licenses and permits, improvements in counter services, management of public 
complaints, reduction of bureaucratic red tape and ICT development.  

The commitment to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the public service delivery system will 
continue in order to reduce the cost of doing business, encourage private investment and positively influence 
investor perceptions about Kuala Lumpur City-Region as a preferred destination for trade and investment. Many 
challenges faces the Kuala Lumpur City-Region in this new millennium, it is importance of efficiency in urban 
governance is eminent in administration of developing city. Governance has given greater attention not only in 
public administration but also in the operations of private businesses. The task to turn Kuala Lumpur City-Region 
has successfully applied economic planning to guide the development of the country from an economy of 
agriculture and mining to a largely industrialised one. Now, with its sights set on attaining the economic level of 
a fully developed nation by 2020, the planning system must be made even more efficient and focused. 

It must ensure that every investment made in the country, contribute towards creating the desirable objective 
of a strong, modern, internationally competitive, technologically advanced, post-industrial economy. Kuala 
Lumpur City-Region must also be fully aware of the enormous competition it faces in a region with rapidly 
expanding and modernising economies, all contending for the same pool of potential international investments.  
Efficiency of urban governance is also fundamental issue in development characterized by sustainability, 
subsidiarity, equity, transparency and accountability, civic engagement and citizenship, and security. As 
described above, city competitiveness is harnessed through ‘city marketing and city management’. High 
technology and high skilled industries, together with finance, transportation, tourism, business, information and 
professional services shopping and other commercial activities, are the principal components of the nation’s 
economy, which must be developed to a level well beyond where it is now. In this respect, Kuala Lumpur City-
Region being the premier city must play the leading role. 

To facilitate this proposal, the local authority should establish a unit responsible for coordinating and 
managing programmes to improve local community participation in urban planning and governance activities. An 
efficient urban governance consider economic and environmental aspect are in an integrated manner. It should 
supported by the community which believes that the importance of and is committed are changing the 
unsustainable behaviours. The efficient urban governance focus to achieve a better integration between transport 
and land use aspect in protecting the strategic transport corridors at the regional level while implementing local 
integration at the community level. It wants a government that facilitates for private sector to succeed. That is 
rightly demanded of us. By that same argument, the private sector must contribute to its expected role. 
Governments don’t bring in businesses, private sectors do.  
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ABSTRACT:  This paper will investigate two speculative urban design projects conducted during the China 
Summer Studies abroad program that give shape to a new urban spatial form that takes as its form the 
infrastructure of the transportation infrastructure and which can be a catalyst for a new form of regional 
development, while at the same time as being the common structuring device and link.  Regional identity 
can coalesce around the identity of the transportation infrastructure or in the case of the Urban eco-filter, the 
landscape infrastructure, the link which provided cohesion and identity to regional fragmentation. 
 
KEYWORDS:  regional identity, integration and fragmentation, strategic regional corridor planning, 
multimodal transpiration hub, transportation infrastructure and network, mapping of new territory, design 
strategy 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
    This paper will describe the research through design investigation conducted by architecture and 
urbanism students from the University of South Florida’s School of Architecture and Community Design 
(USF-SACD) during the ten-week long China Summer 2009 Studies Abroad. Run as a vertical design studio, 
urban design students had their project site located on and adjacent to Beijing’s Line 13 elevated subway line 
located at the intersection of the Badaling Expressway.  I will also discuss the research as design conducted 
by the Thesis student who I supervised.  The thesis, entitled “An Urban Eco-filter for Beijing” proposed an 
urban green lung and filter for Beijing’s Third Ring Road.  I will discuss how the two speculative urban 
design projects address the questions of how the process of urbanization and urban transformation that 
Beijing is currently experiencing can generate a new kind of spatial form that is based on the concept of the 
metropolitan region.  In Beijing, Line 13, the suburban above ground subway line implemented and opened 
in 2002 is a new infrastructure which transforms the structure of Beijing’s urbanization development.  
While initial transportation networks and systems worked within the traditional urban structure of Beijing, 
notably subway lines 1 and 2, Line 13 prefigured suburbanization to the North West of the city.  Line 13, in 
fact, acts as the linear connector which connects the polycentric nodes of development in Beijing’s newly 
suburbanizing North West quarter which are characterized by different programs, territories and functions, 
sometimes disparate and different from the urban logic of Beijing.  The second project, “An Urban 
Eco-filter”, introduces a green lung to the city of Beijing”.  The proposal is a speculative urban design 
proposal for Beijing that attempts to remediate the process of urbanization and transformation with a 
landscape infrastructure at one scale which also becomes a connector to the landscape/ecological 
infrastructure at the metropolitan scale, and a connective tissue for disparate green networks and systems. 
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    In conclusion, I will attempt to make links between the analysis and research through design embodied 
by these speculative urban design projects as a method of approaching a design strategy for a possible new 
urban spatial structuring strategy for transit-oriented urbanism along the proposed I-4 corridor in Central 
Florida, USA. 
 
LINE 13 REDUX STUDIO 

Beijing Urban Structure 
    Beijing’s urban structure when initially planned and founded as Dadu in 1272, was based on traditional 
Chinese planning principles.  The city was laid out on the symbolic north-south axis and fortified by a city 
wall with 11 gates or men that served as a physical barrier for capping urban sprawl, the land located beyond 
the wall remaining relatively non-urbanized until 1949.  When Chairman Mao came to power and launched 
the People’s Republic of China under the Communist regime, one of the first symbolic urban strategies was 
to pull down the old city wall.  This was coupled with beginning the implementation of one of the initial 
subway lines, Line 2, which formed a loop following the base of the Ming Dynasty inner city wall.  
Planners and preservationists such as Liang Sicheng fought to preserve the historic city of Beijing by 
proposing an urban scheme that relocated the new administrative governmental complex outside the old city 
wall to the west.  Sicheng also had a design to turn the top of the old city wall into an elevated green linear 
park, in addition to the proposal for a green belt on the perimeter of the city which is currently being 
implemented.  Sicheng was unsuccessful at preserving the wall and implementing his scheme and was later 
persecuted and died in 1972 for his perceived opposition to the Mao regime in advocating for the 
preservation of the traditional Chinese city. Chinese planning strategies included the reconfiguring and 
retrofitting of the capital of Beijing as a Socialist city were borrowed and implemented by Soviet planners 
during this period.  The concentric ring road system, which emanates from the symbolic center of power of 
the Forbidden City, now the center of the government, is based on the Moscow example.  The concentric 
ring road system circulates around the symbolic center of the Socialist City.  The first ring road circles the 
Forbidden City and currently Beijing is now on its Sixth Ring Road.  Major road arteries such as Chang’an 
Street running east west to the south of the Forbidden City and to the north of Tiananmen Square which was 
reconfigured under Mao have transformed the urban structure of the capital.  
    As Jean-Francois Doulet proposes in his paper, “Beijing 2008: Transportation Networks, Trying to 
Catch up with the City”, there is a direct connection between the implementation of transportation network 
planning in Beijing and the shift from the city of Beijing under the Maoist system to post Maoism and reform 
in the 1990ies.  The urban structure in the 1980ies was still functioning under the danwei or work unit 
which was modeled after the imported urban unit from the Soviet Union micro-rayon urban concept.  There 
was not a large need for the development of transportation networks under the danwei model as people’s 
workplaces, residences and services were located in the same location and they did not need to commute.  
There was also little regional migration as the population was controlled by the danwei system.  The 
Beijing mega-block is a scaled-up model of the traditional courtyard and hutong urban fabric typology.  The 
block was fortified on the outside and had on its inside, the danwei/work units or governmental services and 
buildings on its inside.  With the reform period in the 1990ies, and the thawing of Maoism, there was an 
increase in urban mobility which signified a population increase. Doulet continues to make the point that 
while transportation planning for the city had, up until that point been based on the notion of a centralized 
city; it shifted to planning for a decentralized city.  During the 1990ies, transportation networks were 
planned for the centralized urban model of Beijing which began first with planning bicycle networks, bus 
networks which then became networks that prioritized the car. 
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Figure 1_Beijing subway system  

History of Beijing Subway system                                                                                 

    The elevated subway Line 13 was completed in 2002 and its structure delineates a different territory and 
configuration than the two subway lines completed in Beijing before it, Lines 1 and 2 both completed in the 
1980ies.  Line 1 cuts east west across the city center, running beneath the East-West major artery of 
Chang’an Street through Tiananmen square, linking Beijing’s governmental and commercial centers, 
including the Central Business District (CBD) located to the east of the old city wall.  Line 2 makes a loop 
following the base of the historic Ming inner city wall of Beijing.  Line 2 still has stops at 11 of the city 
wall gates which are called ‘men”.  These two subway lines were initially infrastructures built for the 
military when Beijing, the first city in China to begin developing a subway system in 1965, built them with 
the intention of effectively moving troupes into the city with the impending threat of Soviet Union invasion.  
Three other lines were completed for the Olympics; Line 5 which runs north south; Line 10 which follows 
the Third Ring Road; and Line 8 which has three stops on the Olympic Green and Line 4 just opened in 
September 2009.  9 more subway lines are currently under construction –with the global economic crisis, 
China has focused inwards on the construction on its infrastructure.  A 4 trillion yuan stimulus package is 
currently planned, and by 2015 the Beijing subway line will have doubled the length to 561km.   

    Line 13 according to as Doulet, was an infrastructural system that was put in to catalyze projected 
regional urban growth and suburbanization of the north of Beijing when planning for a decentralized city 
began in the 1990ies with increased population and urban mobility.  First called “the city rail”, Line 13 is 42 
km long, running for the most part above ground with some sections elevated several meters above the street 
level and in fact only goes underground for 2 km where it connects with the line 2 loop at Donghimen station.  
It is a loop that serves the northern suburbs and its implementation forced the government into partnership 
with “other players such as banks, developers to catalyze real-estate spectatorship and urban growth”.1  
Line 13 has been a catalyst for a change of land use and urban transformation that has created a spatial 
restructuring at the regional scale and has been a connector for the in-between-spaces between 
poly-nucleated developments. It has been an agent for the transformation of land use, where agricultural 
lands are transformed into urban construction and informal settlements and villages transform into urban 
residential enclaves.   

                                                           
1 Jean-Francois Doulet, “Beijing 2008, Transportation Networks:  Trying to Catch up with the City, Paris Institute of Political 
Studies”. 
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Figure 2_Field trip along Line 13; Figure 3_Mapping of 

Line 13-Source Sourceimages: Moving Cities 

    Urban researchers, Moving Cities2-Bert deMuynck and Monica Carrico- continue to map and research 
Line 13, describing its linear infrastructure and system as a connector between polynucleated forms of 
regional development.  Line 13 is the linear system that provides the structure or the linear link between 
these polycentric nodes and disparate pieces that are seemingly disparate territories including forests, golf 
courses, explosive middle-class residential development, former dog parks (supposedly where the SARS 
epidemic was supposed to have started).  Students began to understand and map this new regional territory 
delineated by Line 13 by cutting sections through it.  Additionally, they garnered an understanding of the 
relationship of the site’s node at Line 13 and its relationship to the larger infrastructural network of Beijing’s 
subway system.  This was through empirical observations and analysis collected by riding the length of 
Line 13 and documenting it, as well as disembarking at several stations and walking in between them, thus 
understanding the different forms and nodes of urban development both generated and catalyzed by the 
elevated subway line and infrastructure, Castell’s so-called “urban constellations”. 

    The program for the studio project was to develop a transit oriented-development, in addition to 
conceptualizing the existing elevated Line 13 infrastructure and adjacent rail bed as a connector (both 
horizontal and vertical) for the four semi-autonomous regions currently fragmented by Line 13 and the 
Badaling Expressway.  Student’s schemes investigated creating legal vertical connections to the existing 
infrastructural connector from the Longzhe station to the urban migrant village.  Additionally, students 
proposed landscape and topographical strategies which began to remediate an existing polluted river system 
located to the west of the site through the proposed reconstruction of a healthy wetland.  These landscape 
and topographical systems would also integrated into the layout of the scheme, stitching the lot and block 
structure, in addition to providing a topographical infrastructure that would connect the development to the 
elevated subway above. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
2 Moving Cities- http://movingcities.org/ 
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Description of initial workshop and studio 
    Moving Cities began the studio with a two-day workshop3 that included an introduction to Line 13 and 
a fieldtrip of the line and its site.  Moving Cities’ urban research of Line 13 has been ongoing, beginning 
with the Line 13 Super linearity studio run with Prof. Adrian Blackwell and University of Toronto students 
during the Summer of 2008. As described in the project blog by Moving Cities4 “since its construction in 
1996 (finished in 2001), the Badaling Expressway has acted as an important attractor for urban development 
in the North-Western part of Beijing. Around the Longze subway station where the expressway meets the 
subway line, four distinct and programmatically autonomous areas can be discerned; a semi-legal and 
self-built migrant village, an area called ‘Car City’, a low-rise residential area and a high-rise upscale 
residential areas. Moving Cities further describes Line 13 as being a generator for a form of peri-urbanism to 
the north of Beijing” which is that of a polycentric model as opposed to the one based off of the Beijing city 
grid, mega block and concentric ring road urban structure”.  Students conducted initial site analysis at both 
a macro and micro scale, conducting multiple readings of the site which included documentation through the 
mapping of: existing programs, existing systems and the observations of formal and informal uses.  
Students worked in groups of two, and came up with proposals to 
strengthen the area, in addition to projecting new programs onto 
the existing area.  Students focused on developing a master plan 
for their chosen site, in addition to zooming into different scales 
of understanding.  The studio consisted of analysis of place, 
programmatic intentions, and the main scale of the interventions 
and ultimate master plan proposal. 

    The site was located on the northwestern side of Line 13, 
bounded to the south by line 13 and to the east by the Badaling 
Expressway.   

    Some generators for design schemes were pulled from 
analysis and observations that focused on aspects of the informal 
urban migrant village; its organization and structure.  The studio 
speculated on its presence and continued longevity, informal 
settlement and various infrastructural issues such as a lack of 
municipal services including garbage collection-garbage often 
taking over public spaces.  The spine of Market Street, an 
informal covered market with tarp forming a north-south running 
spine throughout the settlement with housing adjacencies whose 
public circulation occurred above the market also served as 
design generators when considering that their design proposal on 
the other side of line 13 could be an upscale version of the urban 
migrant village. 

    The informal settlement is boarded to its west by 
agricultural land that is further bounded by Line 13 which begins 
at this juncture to curve and begin its southern descent on the 
Western portion of its line.  These agricultural fields have 
graveyards next to them, perpetuating a speculation whether this 
has prevented its development, or if the farmers have land rights 
which prevent its development similar to the Village in the City 
urban phenomena in Shenzhen.  To the north of the site lies Car 
City, on the site, and adjacent to the line, a combination of 
warehouses and home to illegal car racing.  Most striking is the 
current illegal and informal crossing from the Longzhe subway 

                                                           
3 Moving Cities- Line 13 Redux http://movingcities.org/projects/line13-redux/ 
4 IBID. 

 

 

 
Figure 4_Aerial of site along Line 13; 
Figure 5_Field Trip along Line 13 
(Source images: Moving Cities) Figure 
6_Masterplan model by Stephanie 
Herring and Brennen Huller, USF 
SACD. 
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station to the migrant village which currently occurs along the railway line viaduct running alongside Line 
13 and spanning across the Badaling expressway.  Both the railway bank and Line 13 are infrastructures are 
what link the disparate parts of the site together, including the informal settlement.  Inhabitants of the urban 
migrant village walk along this track of the train that passes by twice per day and scale down the rail 
embankment on a path that has been worn.  For the government to put in a formal crossing would mean 
acknowledgement of the informal and illegal settlement.  

    Both schemes propose making a formal pedestrian crossing from the Longzhe subway station which is 
both horizontal and vertical. proposes developing a formal connection over the Badaling expressway in a 
landscape infrastructure and focusing the site to the north of Line 13.  Scales of landscape include 
remediation of the existing sewer to the west of the site and Car City 

    Their proposals involved the integration of numerous scales and systems of infrastructure and landscape, 
further articulating a formal connection in a functioning landscape system.  The existing sewer to the west 
of the site was proposed for ecological remediation.  When mapping and zooming out it began far north as 
viewed along the Badaling expressway, beyond the Sixth Ring road and dedicated Green Belt.  It was 
perceived that this might be an ecological infrastructure that would restitch the leapfrog suburbs currently 
occurring to the north of car city and provide a dedicated bike infrastructure that might happen alongside the 
infrastructure. 

    The first team integrated a market into the station infrastructural connector, as well as a topographical 
infrastructure.  The infrastructure becomes a civic structure and multi-modal hub whose vertical circulation 
connects a plaza to the rail level and thus the landscape connector to the subway station.  It was speculated 
that the integration of a light rail that begins/terminates sat the node would perpetuate or act as a catalyst for 
a forma connection to the subway by the city. 

    The scheme also proposes a light rail system which would run to the north, connecting the site to the 
leap frog suburbia to the north of Car City.  Both schemes have two main nodes of intervention at proposed 
transit systems felt that this node with this formal connection would incite development. 

    Both schemes propose an upscale version of the migrant village with similar configurations, increased 
density, while increasing the market spine.  An ecological infrastructure with a dedicated bike infrastructure 
is also introduced. 

Urban Morphology   

    The studio studied Beijing’s mega-block typologies and several precedents of design strategies were 
applied.  The mega-blocks of Beijing’s danwei units were studied, in addition to more contemporary 
precedents such as the SOHO models which investigate the three dimensional Asian city.  

Conclusions to Line 13 Redux Studio                                                                                               

Students concluded with a presentation to jurors from Turenscape, BASE (Beijing Architecture Studio 
Enterprise), OMA and CAUPD (Chinese Academy of Urban Planning and Design).  
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URBAN ECO-FILTER AND URBAN LUNG   

    Thesis student Carlos Gil who was conducting design research under my supervision began with the 
Line 13 workshop, and then began researching through design, “An Urban Eco-Filter- Introducing New 
Lungs to the City of Beijing” proposed over the Third Ring Road of Beijng.  Gil researched Beijing’s 
multiple scales of urban landscape.  He zoomed in by looking at the node in the Central Business District 
(CBD) area, located to the east of the old city wall at the Guomao subway line stop.   

    His thesis investigated the integration of an urban filter for the city of Beijing.  He studied Beijing’s 
urban structure, and conducted a series of mappings, 
including: a timeline of Beijing’s ecological footprint, 
and a regional mapping of Beijing’s water infrastructure 
and regional water management system.  His scheme 
proposes a green infrastructure which serves as a green 
corridor occupying the air rights above the Third Ring 
Road.  As an ecological infrastructure, the scheme 
attempts to remediate Beijing’s current environmental 
degradation through a green urban proposition.  Gil 
identified several environmental issues which are 
currently impacting Beijing, including: groundwater 
depletion; absence of an ecological footprint and 
impending water shortage.  Historically, Beijing’s 
siting was not rational, sited in the plains and not near 
natural water bodies yet man-made ornamental ones.  
The current population of 17 million in Beijing’s area 
of jurisdiction cannot be supported by its current water 
supply.  NPR journalist and others have gone as far as 
to state that in fifty years time, the capital will need to 
be relocated due to water wars.  Chairman Mao’s 
water diversion scheme to re-divert a tributary of the 
Yangtze River currently running south to run north in 
order to supply the city of Beijing with water is 
currently being reincarnated.  Construction and 
implementation is expected to be completed within two 
years time.  

    The Urban Eco-filter is structured as an ecological 
infrastructure, which is a reconnective tissue to the 
disparate and fragmented ecological systems of the city, 
in addition to creating a green network connecting the 
proposed greenbelt, initially proposed by Liang Sicheng 
at the Sixth Ring road of the city.  It is at once for the 
city of Beijing a water collector and also an aqueduct 
for the city, replacing the “People’s channels” currently 
located along “Peoples road” or the Third Ring road, 
the water of which is currently  ecologically degraded.  
The aqueduct replaces this infrastructure and which 
cleans and purifies the water.                                                                                         

 

 

 
Figure 7_Mapping of Growth of Beijing, 
provided by Alx Camprubi, Turenscape; Figure 
8_Urban Eco-filter urban proposal, Thesis 
Student Carlos Gil; Figure 9_Proposed Green 
Connections Diagram, Carlos Gil 
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    The scheme also provides ecological remediation to the city and an infrastructure for new productive 
urban landscapes to occur, as well as a new dedicated bike infrastructure.  A matrix provides design 
guidelines which shape the design and typologies occurring with an immediate adjacency to it address a loss 
of cropland and agriculture and food production.  From 1980-2004, 44,000 square miles of agricultural land 
was lost due to new development.  In the way which Line 13 is a linear system connecting nodes or “urban 
constellations” and reconfiguring the regional urban condition, so do the urban filter but the connector to 
these nodes is not linear in fact it is a green connective tissue that connects the existing green spaces and 
systems within the city which are currently fractured. This could perpetuate a green system throughout the 
city which could be interconnected at the regional scale to the proposed greenbelt; a proposal of Liang 
Sicheng’s creating a regional urban identity which is 
shaped by a proposed urban landscape.  Currently 
beyond the Sixth Ring Road there has been 
implemented forest and green in order to shield the city 
from the Mongolian sand storms that happen in the 
spring.  The urban lung is proposed at the macro scale 
of the city and at the micro scale of the node of 
intervention.  The proposed node is in the Central 
Business District at the Guomao stop. (CBD).  Design 
guidelines include living wall systems which regulate 
the water back to the city, also developed typologies. A 
new city wall- Liang Sicheng’s proposal for a green 
linear park ontop of the old city wall. 

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS-LEARNING FROM 
CHINA-CATALYSTS FOR THE NEW I4 
CORRIDOR AND REGION 

    Framed as “Learning from China”, the China 
Summer Studio provided students an opportunity to test 
out strategies through speculative urban design projects 
where urbanism is generated and catalyzed from an 
existing transit-oriented infrastructural system, a model 
which does not yet exist in Tampa or Florida.  The 
studio speculated that this might then provide the urban 
design tools to be then applied to a proposed urban 
spatial model in Tampa at the scale of a regional and 
metropolitan transit-oriented infrastructural system.  
This, in turn, can act as a catalyst for a distinct new 
form of urbanization and development or nodal 
development along it which is connected by the 
corridor system.  In both the Line 13 Redux studio and 
the Urban Eco-Filter proposal, infrastructure is what 
ties the at times fragmented development together at 
the regional scale.  The landscape infrastructure 
integrated in both schemes also had an ecologically 
remediative impact on the urban form.  

    There is currently much discussion in the 
metropolitan region of Tampa and central Florida 
regarding the creation of a transit-oriented 
infrastructural corridor along the existing I-4 corridor.  
The I-4 is the major east-west highway running across 
Central Florida which connects Tampa/St. Pete’s (West) 
with Orlando (Central) and Daytona (East).  The 

 

 

 
Figure 10_Proposed Aqueduct Diagram_Carlos 
Gil; Figure 11_Propsed Scheme_Carlos Gil; 
Figure 12_ Proposed Matrix_ Carlos Gil 
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project’s stasis in implementation is largely due to the lack of effective communication and collaboration 
between the various regional governmental and planning agencies.  An urban model conceptualizing this 
corridor would be helpful in providing a framework for understanding the urban and spatial quality of the 
new transit-oriented, interconnected corridor.  Likewise, it might give an urban spatial form and a spine to a 
form of urbanism which currently suffers from poly-nucleated sprawl that is all car-based.  The city of 
Tampa itself is currently on par with the City of Detroit in its lack of public transportation system in the city. 
Both suffer the “Shrinking City” phenomena, impacted by the federal highway system and urban renewal 
strategies which cut through once vibrant city fabric in the 1960ies.  How the implementation of a regional 
transformational, infrastructure might generate a new form of urbanism and be a catalyst for a new form of 
urban spatial development which is transit-oriented in nature, and which creates new territory? How might 
this provide a new regional planning identity for an area that currently suffers from urban fragmentation?  
How might the creation of a new territory be generated which organizes itself along this new transit-oriented 
infrastructure?  What will the new spatial form be?  These urban issues are particularly relevant in the 
ongoing discussion of urban design post the age of oil.  Tampa and Florida were areas particularly impacted 
by the rising cost of oil in 2008.  For example, several of the area’s senior citizen population was forced to 
move back North when the cost of oil and gas skyrocketed during the fall of 2008.  The area is particularly 
vulnerable to post-oil crisis, again due to its generation by car-oriented development and poly-nucleated 
sprawl.  Students have much to learn from China, including its urbanism, formal and informal and its 
infrastructural implementation, and subsequent catalytic development.  There are many parallels between 
both the USA and China in terms of both countries turning inwards to invest in its own infrastructure as an 
economic stimulus in light of the global economic meltdown.  Albeit the scales differ by a large order of 
magnitude when one compares the billions of dollars china is investing in its infrastructure.  China is also 
able to implement infrastructure at a much quicker pace as it does not have to undergo the same public 
approvals process that the US does in terms of implementation of public works projects including 
infrastructure which slow down its process significantly.  

    While Obama is inciting green economy this can signify new regional economies which can have a 
regional identity and the region can be a new spatial model.   The I-4 corridor has been the site of 
significant growth and is currently being planned as the “Green Technology Corridor”, a plan which focuses 
on the green economy economic development potential as part of the Obama economic stimulus plan.  The 
corridor would house green tech and conceptually focus on green industry, sustainable building technology 
and mass sustainable transportation infrastructure.  Also in the region, planning is currently underway for 
the new University of South Florida polytechnic, the new master plan of which is being designed by Spanish 
architect Caltrava.  Much has been discussed regarding the new regional identity and the importance for 
ascribing importance to this new regional identity located along the I4 corridor.  Infrastructure linking these 
polycentric nodes can become key in becoming the identifier or the linear structure that provided this line to 
the system.  Also important for implementation is the collaboration between disparate entities.  
modernization process.  Notable is that the mayor of Tampa is proposing a 1 cent sales tax on the 2010 
ballot for which to built a light rail transit system and mass transit.  This will be transformative for the 
entire community.  Already plans are underway for the conversion of the current rail lines into commuter 
rails on part of this corridor.  The analysis by both schemes serves to give shape to a new urban spatial form 
that takes as its form the infrastructure of the transportation infrastructure and which can be a catalyst for a 
new form of development, while at the same time as being the common structuring device and link.  
Regional identity can coalesce around the identity of the transportation infrastructure or in the case of the 
Urban eco-filter, the landscape infrastructure, the link which provided cohesion and identity to regional 
fragmentation. 
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ABSTRACT:In 80s with the influence of the neoliberal policies, rapid changes have come out in urban 
areas and a growth pattern defined as “urban sprawl” has been seen in metropolitan areas in Turkey. This 
new metropolitan growth pattern includes low-density, leap frog, scattered and sprawling development that 
experienced especially around rural settlements. As well cities started to compete with and against each other 
for great projects; highways, office parks, shopping malls and residences. These uses require empty and large 
areas that can only be found at the fringe and outer areas of big cities. Rural to urban transformation model 
(1980-2007 years) at the fringe of Ankara, the capital, is the focus of this paper. At the end of 70s, the city 
has been decentralized towards mainly west. The idea of this foresight was to solve the air pollution problem 
of the city due to over dense development in the central area. This forethought has triggered the growth at the 
periphery. As a result profound and structural change has come up with the concept of 'sprawl', which is a 
process that hugely affects city form and city planning in metropolitan areas. 
KEYWORDS :Metropolitan area, urban sprawl, fringe, urban-rural transformation  
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Neo-liberalism eventually took over Fordism, and became the dominant capitalist regime in many parts 
of the world. Neo-liberalism is a set of economic policies coming out of the market fundamentalism and the 
thought theoretically endorsed by neo-classical economics. Armed with this, neo-liberalist regime attempted 
to make capitalist mode of production sustainable in a way quite different from Fordism. Information 
technology and financial economy are strategic driving forces for capital accumulation. Neo-liberalism, of 
course, had profound ramifications for urban development in cities and city-regions throughout the world 
economy. In the 80s with the influence of the neoliberal policies, rapid changes have come out in urban 
areas. A new growth pattern, defined as “urban sprawl” has been seen around metropolitan areas.  

Urban sprawl is commonly used to describe physically expanding urban areas with leaps and bounds. 
Sprawl has been described as the physical pattern of low-density expansion of large urban areas, under 
market conditions, mainly into the surrounding agricultural/rural areas. Sprawl is leading edge of urban 
growth and implies deficient and weak planning control on land subdivision. Development is patchy, 
scattered and strung out, with a tendency for discontinuity. It leapfrogs over areas, leaving agricultural 
enclaves. Sprawling cities are the opposite of compact cities, full of empty spaces that indicate the 
inefficiencies in development and highlight the consequences of uncontrolled growth. A variety of urban 
forms have been covered by the term “urban sprawl” ranging from contiguous suburban growth, linear 
patterns of strip development, leapfrog and scattered development. In terms of urban form, sprawl is 
positioned against the ideal of the compact city, with high density, centralized development and a spatial 
mixture of functions, but what is considered sprawled ranges along a continuum of more compact to 
completely dispersed development [1-5].  

After 80s the spread of urban development accelerated with the impact of neo-liberal policies. This 
growth pattern has become the common characteristics of cities since then. This phenomenon is evident in 
other developing countries cities, as in Turkey. Settlements that are under influence of a dynamic 
urbanization process experience sprawl. Nowadays urbanization term does not only mean extension of towns 
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and cities but represents a whole process that has physically powerful influence on nearby rural areas as well. 
The increase in urban population, the fast growth of cities in order to provide the requirements of increasing 
population and the effects of expansion of cities on fringe areas are still common problems of several 
countries in 21st century [6-10]. It will not be an exaggerated reasoning that cities have grown rapidly and 
sprawled out into the countryside mainly due to the butterfly effect of automobile technology  

In the period of becoming metropolitan, from 50s up to now, a significant increase in the population of 
the metropolitan cities in Turkey has taken place not mainly due to the industrial developments but migration 
from the countryside. Due to the expansion and development exceeding the projections, cities have expanded 
towards fringe areas. This expansion caused pressure on nearby rural areas. Accordingly, the new settlements 
that are neighboring to existing urban areas merged with them due to changes in their functional structures 
[11-12]. Transformation has caused integration of rural areas with metropolitan cities and change of rural 
settlements into urban-like districts or in some cases into municipalities of the metropolitan area. 
 
2. ANKARA: FROM A SMALL TOWN TO A SCATTERED CITY 
 

Ankara became the capital of Turkish Republic on 13rd October 1923. Since then Ankara Metropolitan 
City has grown rapidly. Its social and spatial structure has changed completely mainly due to the changes in 
administrative structure and has become the central decision and control unit of the whole country. The 
population of the city increased more than 100 times between 1920 -1995. In 1923, it was a small Middle 
Anatolian city with a population of 30.000. In 1927, the population increased to 74.553, in 1960 to 650.000 
and in 2008 Ankara became a metropolitan city with a population more than four million. In the 80s many 
radical changes have occurred in Turkey. Changes in the planning and legislative system were the most 
efficient changes on the spatial development [13]. In 1984, metropolitan city administrations were 
established in Turkey. Ankara took its place in this system. Congestion problem of the main city was on the 
agenda of 1970s. At the end of the 70s the city was decentralized mainly on the west side. Decentralization 
triggered the growth at the periphery.  

In the foundation period of Ankara following the structural administrative arrangements, development 
process of the city started first with Lörcher Plan in 1925 then Jansen Urban Plan in 1932 and Yücel Ubaydin 
Plan in 1957, 1990 Ankara Metropolitan Planning Bureau Plan, Ankara 2015 Structural Plan Proposal and 
2025 Ankara Metropolitan Area Development Scheme are the other planning studies that have influence on 
today’s macro form of the city after the Lörcher Plan . A summary of details of these plans are given below 
in Table 1 and shown in Map 1.  

Urban development process of Ankara as a capital city has started with Lörcher Plan and the expansion 
of the city has become uncontrollable since 1950. After 1990 Ankara has experienced a period of master 
plans without approval until the 2007. As master plan of the city was not approved the city growth realized 
mostly within the market conditions and accordingly the patch–work developments  resulted in expansion of 
the city more than necessary. As mentioned before establishment of many small local and uncontrolled 
municipalities within the sphere of influence of Ankara Metropolitan area is one of the main reason for urban 
sprawl of Ankara and other metropolitan cities. The municipalities, which are not under the planning control 
of Ankara Greater City Municipality according to the former Greater City Municipality Act Numbered 3030, 
have contributed to sprawl via local plans independent from a master plan. Increase in accessibility in 
parallel to the increase in private car ownership is also effective on urban sprawl [14]. 
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Map 1. Planning experiences of Ankara  

 
Table 1. Planning experiences of Ankara 

 
Plan  Approval   Existing 

Population  
Existing 
Urban Area 
(hectare) 

Plan 
Year 

Proposed 
Population  

Proposed 
Plan Area 
(hectare) 

Lörcher Plan 1925        6 000      280 -   15 000 700 
Jansen Plan 1932      75 000      300 1978 300 000 1500 
Yücel-Uybadin Plan 1957    455 000   5 720 1987 750 000 12 000 

1990 Ankara Master 
Plan (Ankara 
Metropolitan 
Planning Bureau)  

1982 1 200 000 22 500 1990 2,8-3,6 (million)  43250 

Ankara 2015 
Structural Plan 
Proposal 

- 2 300 000 31 000 2015 4,5-5,5 (million) 210000 

2025 Ankara 
Metropolitan Area 
Development Scheme 

- 2 800 000 45 000 2025 6,5-8 (million) 200000 

2023 Ankara Master 
Plan 

2007 3 528 806 81 000 2023 7 568 500 850000 

 
 

It is clear from the Map 1 and Table 1 that Ankara has experienced a rapid development process with and 
without master plans. To figure out the main point that Ankara’s growth pattern is dominated by urban sprawl 
and rural-urban transformation and details of these processes are given below.   

 



 

 

1048 

2.1. New Period for Metropolitan Cities: The Greater City Municipality Act Numbered 5216 
After this planned/unplanned development period, new regulations started in 2004. The government (The 

Justice and Development Party) has been trying to apply the broadest local government model in Turkey for 
years. In this context, the government prepared several legislation proposals and a proposal for greater cities. 
It was approved as “Greater City Municipality Act (GCMA) Numbered 52161” on 10th July 2004. The act 
defines boundaries of municipalities based on the enhanced task and responsibilities of greater city 
municipalities while arranging strong mayor system by giving much more power to the mayor of greater 
cities. Academicians, chambers and other related organizations have criticized the advantages and 
disadvantages of this new act since its approval. The most criticized issue in the act is the article regarding 
the definitions of the boundaries of the metropolitan areas so-called “Pair of Compasses (Pergel) Method”. 
According to this article, the boundaries of Istanbul and Kocaeli (Izmit) Greater City Municipalities are 
defined as the city boundaries. For other greater city municipalities as the location of the province building 
being the centre, authorization boundaries are defined as follows: 

 
(a) For a urban population of less than one million the boundaries of the area with a radius of 20 km 
(b) For a urban population between one and two millions the boundaries of the area with a radius of 30 
km, and 
(c) For a urban population of more than two millions the boundaries of the area with a radius of 50 km  

are defined as the greater city municipality boundaries. 
 

Then, authorization boundaries of the 16 greater city municipalities in Turkey (Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, 
Kocaeli, Sakarya, Bursa, Eskişehir, Antalya, Adana, Mersin, Aydın, Kayseri, Diyarbakır, Gaziantep, 
Erzurum, Samsun) were largely expanded due to this new GCMA . 

The boundaries of Ankara Greater City Municipality expanded based on the radius of 50 km and 7 
counties, 17 town and 282 villages were included in the boundaries of Ankara Greater City Municipality 
after the new act. 220 villages became the districts of Greater City Municipality. In terms of surface area 
Ankara Greater City Municipality enlarged from 202.000 hectares to 855.000 hectares and the service area of 
the Ankara Greater City Municipality increased by four times. A population of 355.659 was added to city 
population due to newly defined boundaries.  

The new regulation has changed the spatial and service structure of rural areas as well as administrative 
structure. Greater City Municipalities are responsible for the urban services such as transportation, urban 
planning, infrastructure, hygiene and environmental health, education, sport, tourism, cultural services, 
control and authorization services, waste services, housing services, health services, fire department, and 
social aid services within these settlements as well.  

In case of Ankara, budgeting for the new enlarged municipal area and providing the requirements of all 
settlements is a significant problem for Greater City Municipality, as it could not even manage the existing 
problems of squatter areas and ruined districts and areas under deprivation in the city due to the limited 
budget. Under these circumstances, it is obvious that not only the problems in the centre of Ankara will grow 
to be more and more but also the solution will delay. By the approval of the new act, Ankara Greater City 
Municipality had to create a new master plan for the metropolitan area with new boundary within 2 years 
that meant in 2007 [14].  
 
3. THE RURAL TO URBAN TRANSFORMATION THROUGH URBAN SPRAWL 
 

Unplanned and uncontrolled growth demands have caused patch-worked urban sprawl for more than two 
decades in the metropolitan fringe area of Ankara city, the capital. As well as the central government and 
local governments (Ankara Greater City Municipality and the lower level local bodies within the municipal 
boundaries of 50 kilometers) have great difficulties in finding solution to the problems of urban sprawl. 
Uncontrolled urban expansion has affected the rural settlements negatively under development pressure. 

                                      
1 The object of this Law is to regulate legal status of the greater city management, and to ensure undertaking 
of services effectively, efficiently and in harmony within a plan. This Law covers the greater city 
municipality and other municipalities within the boundaries of greater city. 
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These settlements have transformed according to the short and long term needs of metropolitan areas. 
Deterioration of rural characteristics goes parallel with the urban development process. Physical, social and 
economical dimensions of transformation process that have influenced by urban sprawl in Ankara 
Metropolitan area is assessed in this study. The following variables are taken into consideration in the 
analysis:  

 
� Population data and population growth rates between the years of 1980-2007. 
� In-depth interviews with real estate agencies 
� Questionnaires with local people 
 
In addition to these, in-dept interviews with local authorities whose experiences are valuable in the 

analysis of transformation process from the viewpoint of future expectations will be included in the analysis. 
The required data are collected from the interviews with public institutions, local governments, real estate 
agencies and households. The study also sheds light on unknown dynamics and factors that are naturally 
embedded in transformation process. An analysis of population change and opinions obtained from 
interviews with real estate agencies are used  to decide the sample of settlements that are/are not under the 
influence of urban sprawl in the Ankara Metropolitan area (855000 hectares). With this method, 21 
settlements are identified from 220 settlements that locate over the growth and sprawl axis of the 
metropolitan area. Population size of these settlements varies from 2000 to 20000; they are 12-58 km far 
from the Ankara city center as shown in Map 2.  

Physical, social and economical dimensions of transformation process are assessed with the following 
variables.  

 
� Administrative: Changes in administrative structure; from village to districts/ municipality 
� Demographic: Population size and growth rate 
� Social: Education level, income 
� Economic: Employment in the sectors 
� Physical: Factors triggered the development in these settlements. 

 
3.1. Physical, social and economical dimensions of transformation process of rural settlements under 
the sprawl influence of Ankara Metropolitan Area 

The rural settlements, identified as “the most influenced ones” from Ankara Metropolitan Area, 
comprise transformations due to effects of varying dynamics/factors embedded to metropolitanity. This 
process leads to changes in their administrative, demographic, economical, social and spatial structures in 
differing ways. 

These rural bodies, fringe area villages, with the rapid expansion of urbanized area remained under 
influence of a different phenomenon leading changes in their administrative structures at the beginning. In 
time, these “villages” has transformed into different levels of municipalities and quarters mainly due to high 
rate of increase in their populations arising from the main city. 

Population growth rates between the years of 1980-2007 are analyzed for Ankara and for these fringe 
settlements. Metropolitan population growth in urban settlements is not only due to natural population 
growth but due to the migration from outside as well. Rural areas change according to the demands of 
metropolitan area since the metropolitan functions also take place outside of the city and this compels the 
settlements for change. The changes and developments in transportation technology and economical 
structure increase the accessibility.  

On the other hand, the increase of density and prices of land and housing in the city center, has lead to 
urban development demand spread out. This has caused a rapid increase in rural settlements’s population at 
the fringe. While population increase rate of central Ankara is ‰29, these settlements indicate much higher 
rates after 80s. Population increase by the influence of main city is obvious in Pursaklar (‰138), Saraycık 
(‰110), Dodurga (‰ 86), Saray (‰85), Yakacık (‰85), Kıbrıs (‰78), Çayyolu (‰69), Đncek (‰67), 
Temelli (‰67), Bağlum (‰65), Altınova (‰64), Yeniçimşit (‰55),Yakubabdal (‰53), Örencik (‰44), 
Selametli (‰39), Bağlıca (‰32), Susuz (‰24), Kusunlar (‰23), Gökçehöyük (‰9),Yaylabağ (‰9) and 
Beytepe (‰-2) cases. 
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Map 2. Selected settlements 

 
 
Economic transformation 

The agricultural sector in the assessed settlements shows a decreasing trend although it was basic 
employment sector in the fringe area all through the previous years. Interaction of these settlements with the 
main city has resulted transformation from agriculture to urban service sector in employment structure, due 
to new job and higher income opportunities sourced from the main city. As shown in Table 2 the 
employment rates in agricultural sector in the case studies were much higher than that in Ankara (26.4%) in 
1985.  
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Table 2. Sectoral distribution of employment in settlements under influence of urban sprawl (Years 
1985-2000) 
 

Sectoral 
distribution of 
employment (%) 
(Year 1985) 

Sectoral 
distribution of 
employment (%) 
(Year 1990) 

Sectoral 
distribution of 
employment (%) 
(Year 200) 

Settlements 

A I S 

Settlements 

A I S 

Settlements 

A I S 
Yakacık  94 2 4 Bağlıca  100 - - Selametli  83 4 13 
Selametli  93 1 6 Selametli  86 1 13 Yaylabağ 75 5 20 
Bağlıca  91 1 8 Yaylabağ 80 7 13 Gökçehöyük  75 3 22 
Dodurga  90 3 7 Dodurga  76 3 21 Örencik  69 7 24 
Yaylabağ 85 1 14 Susuz 73 8 19 Saraycık  67 8 25 
Çayyolu 82 3 15 Saraycık  73 19 8 Yeniçimşit 67 6 27 
Susuz 80 4 16 Kusunlar  69 13 18 Kusunlar  64 17 19 
Örencik  77 8 15 Yakubabdal  69 4 27 Temelli 64 11 25 
Đncek  76 4 20 Örencik  66 10 24 Susuz 62 14 24 
Gökçehöyük  74 3 23 Beytepe  66 8 26 Yakacık  60 29 11 
Kusunlar  69 12 19 Yakacık  60 17 23 Altınova 57 17 26 
Temelli 64 11 25 Çayyolu 60 5 35 Yakubabdal  50 9 41 
Saraycık  63 18 19 Temelli 54 14 32 Bağlıca  42 1 57 
Yeniçimşit 59 20 21 Gökçehöyük  52 5 43 Kıbrıs  42 13 45 
Kıbrıs  58 10 32 Bağlum  49 12 39 Đncek  41 7 52 
Pursaklar  51 20 29 Đncek  43 7 50 Saray 41 22 37 
Altınova 47 24 29 Altınova 43 22 35 Bağlum  40 10 50 
Beytepe  42 23 35 Saray 39 26 35 Dodurga  34 - 66 
Bağlum  37 14 39 Pursaklar  29 26 45 Pursaklar  24 19 57 
Yakubabdal  32 21 47 Ankara 18,1 14,3 67,6 Çayyolu 22 10 68 
Saray 30 33 37 Yeniçimşit 11 66 23 Ankara 16,2 13,4 70,4 
Ankara 26,4 13 60,6 Kıbrıs  1 23 76 Beytepe  4 2 94 
A:Agriculture, I:Industry, S: Service 
 

However, by 2000 the employment rate in agricultural sector in Ankara became (16.4%) while in some 
settlements (Beytepe % 4) this rate was below the average rate of Ankara even in some places there were no 
more employment in agriculture2. However, in some places agricultural activity was still important although 
it was not the primary means of subsistence in terms of employment. Agricultural activities appear to be still 
important in 75% of the settlements included in this study.  
 
Social transformation 

The people from different cultural and social background prefer these settlements that are under main 
city influence and therefore the social and economic structure of them show cosmopolite characteristics. 
Huge differences in education level have been observed in cases of the study. High education levels are 
observed in some of the settlements (Çayyolu %50,4, Dodurga %37,9, Beytepe %9,6, Đncek %9,2, Altınova 
%9,1) while a very low levels continue in the others (it  varies from %0 to %1 as in Örencik, Saraycık, 
Selametli, Yaylabağ and Yeniçimşit) This result supports one of the expectations of this study that  education 
is an important  determinant in defining a settlement whether under influence of the urban sprawl or not..  

                                      

2
 The last census of population (social and economic charasteristic of population) year is 2000. The recent 

social and economic charasteristic of population are analyzed  with deep interviews. It is obvious that, in 
Çayyolu  and ,Pursaklar there are no more agricultural activity or employment . 
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Evaluation in terms of income has shown that mainly the people with income level lower than the 
poverty line live in the settlements under the metropolitan influence (70.4 %). The population with income 
above the poverty line is 20 % and the population with income below the hunger line is 9.6 %. The 
population with high incomes prefers west and southwest of the city (settlements such as Çayyolu, Susuz, 
Dodurga, Đncek, Gökçehöyük, Bağlıca, Beytepe, Örencik) while the lower income population mostly live at 
the east and north fringes of the city. This structure reflects itself directly on social life those cultural 
facilities are seen more in the west and southwest part of the city. The results of the study support that 
different social groups with different characteristics prefer fringe areas according to their expectations. 
 

Spatial transformation 
Dynamics of metropolitan urban development at the fringe areas have been effective in changing the 

spatial structure of  rural settlements. This influence has begun with the change in legal, administrative and 
planning system. Decentralization started on the west side of the city at the beginning. The aim was to find 
place for industrial and residential developments. Sincan, Ostim, Ivedik industry areas and Eryaman 
residential areas were formed. These developments have influenced the settlements such as Susuz, Saraycık, 
Yeniçimşit and Yakacık. Then the development scattered to south and south west direction by leaping. 
Commonly preferred by the high income households, Çayyolu, Beytepe, Dodurga, Incek, Bağlıca, Temelli, 
Örencik, Yaylabağ, Yakupabdal and Gökçehöyük developments have occurred.  

On the north side , rapid transformation processes in medium and small-sized municipalities (Pursaklar, 
Bağlum, Saray and Altınova) with independent planning authorities due to the former Greater Municipality 

Act Nımbered 3030.have been experienced. Low-income households have preferred the east direction 
(such as Kıbrıs, and Kusunlar).  

The changes and new developments in the settlements have produced different results for the current 
texture. Development process in new and organized developments (eg. social housing areas, organized 
housing areas) provided with the services and existing rural settlements (the villages) are different. 
Settlements such as Pursaklar, Temelli, Saray, Altınova and Selametli (they are in municipality status) the 
development/transformation started from the former village center. But in settlements such as Çayyolu, 
Beytepe, Đncek, Dodurga, Gökçehöyük (especially preferred by the high income groups) there are obvious 
differences by infrastructure and land prices). 
 
4. CONCLUSION 
 
Urban sprawl in fringe area of metropolitan cities leads to the establishment of new residential areas with 
differences.. Increased accessibility opportunities and high housing quality, attract population to near rural 
fringe settlements. These settlements experience high population increase rates. They loss their rural 
character and transform into urban or semi-urban character. Their administrative, demographic and economic 
structure transforms in time This transformation also leads to changes in the social and spatial structures. 
Some of them completes the urban transformation process and become totally urban even consisting a more 
attractive living environment when compared to main city (eg Çayyolu, Beytepe, Đncek, etc). Although 
having intensive connections with the main city in terms of daily relations, employment, education, and 
social infrastructure some of the settlements are neither rural nor urban but semi-urban settlements. They 
suffer from surviving with inadequate and problematic physical and social infrastructure, This dual structure 
necessitates urgent development of new policies and tools for administrative and planning agendas .  
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ABSTRACT:  Engaging with theory from the field of international political economy and political 
geography, this paper undertakes to critically examine the strategies of increasingly powerful subnational 
political actors in India and to discuss their emerging role in the territorial restructuring process. The analysis 
focuses on the politics and policies of the re-scaling process underway within the national political economy, 
which are being played out in the framework of India’s distinct federal system. Taking large-scale economic 
and infrastructure projects as emblematic examples, I examine the policies of the State of Haryana, which are 
shaping the metropolitan region of Delhi. 
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1 INTRODUCTION   

India has emerged in recent years as an important player in the world economy, more commensurate 
with its demographic size. Rapid growth but also profound political transformation is putting into motion 
major changes in the Indian economy, which are mainly visible in India’s cities. Indeed, metropolitan 
regions are the main sites of growth and new investments, both national and transnational. The political elite 
has realised this and current policies are promoting urban regions as strategic assets. Inspired by spatial 
based policy trends compatible with a broader neoliberal agenda, these take the form of large-scale economic 
and infrastructure projects, a compelling example being Special Economic Zones. Along with measures that 
simplify investment procedures, such policies are intended to make cities more efficient and more attractive 
to transnational capital. Significantly, local governments, whether municipalities or villages in urban 
peripheries, are not involved in such decision-making, indeed they are rarely consulted about the large 
projects affecting them. Subnational states, in competition with each other, are driving the process. 

Engaging with theory from the field of international political economy and political geography, this 
paper undertakes to critically examine the strategies of increasingly powerful subnational political actors in 
India and to discuss their emerging role in the territorial restructuring process and as regulation sites of the 
global political economy (Painter and Goodwin 1995, Paul 2002). It is argued that state and territorial 
restructuring are shaping India’s urban economies and built environment in multiple ways, and that to 
examine these processes, the subnational State (region/province) is the most appropriate scale of analysis. 
More specifically, the analysis focuses on the politics and policies of the re-scaling process underway within 
the national political economy, which is being played out in the framework of India’s distinct federal system. 
Taking large-scale economic and infrastructure projects as emblematic examples of re-scaling, I examine the 
policies of the State of Haryana, which are shaping the metropolitan region of Delhi. Like some other States, 
Haryana is aggressively pursuing city-centred industrial growth, directing its energies at Delhi. Using 
primary data collected in the field and official policy documents, I examine the content and modalities of key 
policies that contribute to shaping the State’s regulatory environment. This offers an entry point for 
analysing relations between regional and national scales and the regional-local scales. 

The paper is organised as follows: Section 2 provides context for understanding the case material, 
Section 3 analyses contemporary economic re-structuring in India and its impact on urban space, Section 4 
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examines the preponderant place metropolitan Delhi occupies in Haryana’s industrialisation strategy, and 
analyses changes in the policy environment, and lastly Section 5 reiterates the main arguments. 

 

2 INTENDED & UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF ECONOMIC RE FORMS 

Structural adjustment reforms undertaken since the early 1990s have resulted in many changes in the 
Indian economy. Of particular interest here are the changes in the trade regime and the industrial policy, 
which have prompted a major restructuring process. The federal equation has also undergone important 
changes, in part the unintended effects of economic reform, and it is argued here that this new federal 
governance has profound consequences on urban and regional economies. 

India’s relationship with the world economy has fundamentally changed in the last 20 years: from a 
highly protected regime – its import duties were among the highest in the world – it has gradually opened up 
to trade and foreign investment. Within India, the regulatory framework has been overhauled and firms are 
much less constrained than in the past for engaging in trade, expanding capacity, entering into joint ventures, 
etc. In effect, until the nineties, the central state maintained strict control over private investment decisions, 
including the geographical location of firms, through a complex system of licenses and permits. The 
development model adopted in the 1950s, based on state-led industrialisation and import substitution, relied 
on the centralised management of the economy. In addition to allowing the state to channel scarce capital to 
priority sectors, planned industrial development was a means to pursue the goal of balanced regional 
development. In this institutional set-up, subnational States had relatively little policy space, and were 
obliged to lobby the Centre for industrial investments. With the dismantling of the “licence-permit raj” in the 
1990s, there has been a twofold decentralisation:  investment decisions to private firms, and economic 
development initiatives to State governments. To clarify, macro-economic and monetary policies continue to 
be made by the central ministries and national institutions like the Reserve Bank of India, but States have 
more manoeuvring space than in the past and can adopt measures that influence the investment climate 
within their boundaries. This is one important dimension of state territorial re-scaling that is taking place. 

This re-scaling has launched a new phase of inter-State competition for private investment, with the 
inevitable risk of a race to the bottom as States mobilise the instruments and resources at their disposal.1 In 
terms of resources, States are unequally endowed, notably with regard to attractive ‘productive spaces’, 
which are increasingly defined in relation to global markets i.e., metropolitan regions, coastal areas, and 
industrial corridors.  

Inter-State competition has been further exacerbated by the unequal performance of States in the post-
reform period, and deepening inequalities. The country’s economic agenda and its impacts have 
fundamentally revised the rules of the game by redefining the nature of the Centre’s mediation between 
States, and by embracing an economic regime that produces uneven economic development. However, rather 
than a  ‘hollowing out’ of the national state, widely documented in literature, there is a complex redefinition 
of federal relations that includes delegation by the central state to subnational States, often accompanied by 
directives and other instruments of control and oversight (cf. SEZ policy below). This is one of the defining 
features of the politics of economic reform in India, i.e., the practice of diffusing opposition by delegating 
the management of reforms to the State-level. But the key point, and this has important implications for the 
ongoing debate on transnational liberalism, once delegated, the political elite selectively pursue those 
reforms most compatible with their own objectives.2  Subnational States are not simply handmaids of the 
Centre, nor of global capital as we shall see later, they have their own motivations and electoral compulsions, 
a fact that helps explain the variations that one observes across India’s regions in response to re-structuring. 

 

3 ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING AND URBAN SPACE 

Growth has been very uneven across India’s vast territory and population, increasingly so in the last two 
decades. Urban centres, especially metropolitan cities, have become the main nodes of growth; their 

                                                
1 On at least one occasion, the Centre intervened to regulate exemptions sales tax that were reaching epic 
proportions and squandering an important fiscal resource. 
2 See Rob Jenkins (1999) for a detailed analysis of this process. 
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contribution to GDP is estimated to be about 60%.3 Not surprisingly, the States experiencing the highest 
growth rates are those with the largest cities (or in close proximity): Haryana – Delhi, Maharashtra - Mumbai 
(ex Bombay); Tamilnadu – Chennai (ex Madras), Andhra Pradesh – Hyderabad. Metropolitan regions in 
particular have attracted new investments, a pattern that is consistent with global trends. Not only are these 
areas the most developed in terms of infrastructure, both quality and quantity, but growing incomes in cities 
feeds demand for commercial and real estate activities. Indeed, the rapid growth of the last 15 years has 
primarily benefited the urban middle classes, for instance through employment opportunities in the tertiary 
sector. This concentration of wealth and opportunity for capital accumulation places India’s largest cities at 
the core of its political economy. This is a major shift, given the continued political importance of rural 
areas, where more than two-thirds of the population, and hence voters, live. Notwithstanding, political 
parties often have a direct stake in real estate ventures and the nexus between economic and political elites is 
most explicitly manifest in the context of large economic and infrastructure projects. Urban and periurban 
land is at the centre of the re-scaling process in India as will become further evident later in this section. 

The emphasis here is not on metropolisation per se, but rather on public action in support of this process, 
on the ways cities are mobilised as ‘resources’ in economic strategies. As mentioned above, although 
metropolitan cities concentrate growth and are increasingly identified as growth engines by national and 
subnational governments, they remain politically and financially very weak. It is the subnational States that 
exert control over urban space, and their enhanced policy space as a result of re-scaling has intensified their 
interventions in urban areas, and in metropolitan regions particularly. These policies represent new forms of 
public action that can be analysed as regulation tools, shaping new geographies in a more liberalised national 
economy. 

Metropolitan regions in India are being shaped by large-scale industrial and infrastructure projects. To 
name just a few:  public transportation systems (underground metros, dedicated bus lanes), construction of 
new roads and expressways, housing, office buildings and industrial estates. In the housing sector, strong 
demand by middle and upper income groups has been met by private companies, and indeed real estate has 
become one of the economy’s most dynamic sectors. The last decade in particular has witnessed an emerging 
pattern of large-scale residential projects conceived as self-contained townships, complete with commercial 
facilities and social infrastructure. Although these are key sources of urban development and raise important 
social issues, the focus of this paper is on industrial infrastructure, mainly in the form of industrial estates 
and special economic zones.  

Public provision of industrial infrastructure  
State agencies have long been involved in creating and managing industrial infrastructure, but there have 

been significant changes in the goals and the modalities of their interventions, starting in the 1990s. Most, if 
not all, States formed industrial development and/or infrastructure corporations in the 1960s, which were put 
in charge of acquiring land and building industrial estates equipped with basic infrastructure (roads, water, 
electricity and telecom connections), where production units could lease space and set up operations quickly. 
One of their foremost missions was to promote industrialisation in specially designated “backward areas”, 
territorial units (districts or development blocks) whose relatively weak socio-economic indicators made 
them eligible for special attention from government. 

The larger policy goal was to promote a more balanced spread of industrial activity, in part to avoid 
migration and ‘unplanned’ urbanisation. For many years, until the 1980s, official policy ignored 
urbanisation, or attempted to contain it:  “… it was the ambition of the planners to link urban and industrial 
dispersal using a combination of tools including industrial licensing policy, selective location of public 
sector factories and promotion of small-scale industries, with a clear intent of maintaining the population in 
rural areas. Strict rules prohibited the location of industries in or near urban centres. More directly, cities 
suffered from inadequate public investments in infrastructure and housing, a policy that can be interpreted as 
a deliberate attempt to reduce the pull factor from cities.” (Kennedy and Zerah 2008: 112).  

Given this context, the current shift in policy is all the more dramatic. Today the national state as well as 
subnational States are re-scaling, targeting metropolitan regions as strategic assets. This paper highlights one 
particular policy, Special Economic Zones, that is particularly emblematic of the shift in official thinking 
about India’s industrial strategy, and which is singularly affecting the country’s large cities.  

                                                
3 Mumbai alone contributes 5% of GDP and 30% of income tax. 
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India’s Special Economic Zone Policy 
SEZs are not new in India,4 but the national law passed in 2005 marks the beginning of an era, a sign of 

the commitment of India’s political elite to a liberalisation agenda. For Rob Jenkins (2007), the SEZ policy 
can be seen as a third generation of reforms, the objective being to facilitate and intensify the effective 
participation of India’s largest private-sector firms in the global economy by improving the physical and 
administrative platforms from which such firms operate. Explicitly inspired by Chinese SEZs, the objective 
is simple: accelerate investment to stimulate exports and employment, by providing excellent quality 
infrastructure and a favourable fiscal regime (exemptions from import and export duties, excise and sales 
taxes, exemptions on profits for up to 15 years, etc.).  

The national coalition government that announced this bold policy was led by the Congress Party, the 
same one that initiated economic reforms in 1991. While such a policy sends a strong message about 
political commitment to liberalisation, it also underscores the failure of previous governments to successfully 
transform the investment climate. In effect, the SEZ policy amounts to creating a liberal “hassle-free” regime 
in enclaves across the country. The detailed rules, released in February 2006, lay down the guidelines for all 
activities within the zone, and for its governance structure. For all practical purposes, these are foreign 
territories that operate within a distinct regulatory framework. It is a textbook example of re-scaling, creation 
by the state of new territorial coordinates that can serve as production platforms for the global markets 
(Brenner 2004). 

In contrast to China, the zones are to be financed and managed primarily by private developers. Their 
response has been enthusiastic: by June 2009, 578 projects had received formal approval from the central 
board, and 322 zones had been notified. Notified SEZs are those that have cleared the final approval process 
at the central level and have been legally declared. Notification follows verification that the land is in the 
developer’s possession and that all requisite clearances have been obtained, e.g. from planning authorities.  

Regarding the sectoral distribution of notified SEZs: 64% are in the category IT/ITES/Electronic 
Hardware, followed by about 5% each for engineering and pharma/chemicals and 4% for bio-tech. Less than 
4% are in the textile/apparel/wool category, a sector that is traditionally strong in the country’s exports.5 

There are no restrictions on location, nor are there incentives to set-up in underdeveloped areas, which 
suggests an implicit strategy to favour geographic concentration and in particular metropolitan regions, 
characterised by its supply of human capital, quality infrastructure and overall connectivity. The 
repercussions of the SEZ policy for urbanisation are tremendous: the National Institute of Urban Affairs 
estimates that between 50 and 70 satellite cities will spring up around SEZs,  each having a population of 
500,000 to one million (2008). 

Although the following analysis is not limited to the SEZ policy alone, the latter provides a compelling 
prism through which to analyse the politics of economic restructuring and state re-scaling. It is indicative of 
emerging geographies of production in India. 

 

4 DELHI AT THE CORE OF HARYANA’S INDUSTRIAL POLICY 

In the case of Greater Delhi (population, 15 million), I will be examining the policies of the State of 
Haryana, whose territory surrounds Delhi on three sides (north, west, and south). Although the area being 
examined falls in the Delhi Metropolitan Area (cf. Fig. 1), it remains for all practical purposes under the 
administrative control of the Government of Haryana. This is because the Delhi Metropolitan Area 
corresponds to a planning unit only, its borders do not coincide with a political entity.6 The focus will be on 
the overall investment climate created by the State’s policies and practices, and the specific measures taken 
to implement the SEZ policy. The State is keenly aware of Delhi’s attractiveness and its own advantageous 

                                                
4 India was in fact the first Asian country to experiment with the concept, in the form of an export processing 
zone in Kandla, Gujarat, in 1965. In 2000 a new zone policy was introduced, inspired by Chinese SEZs. 
5 Textiles may also be present in multi-sector SEZs, of which there are 12 notified. Source: Dept of 
Commerce, Ministry of Industries and Commerce, Govt of India. http://sezindia.nic.in.  
6 Moreover, the Delhi Metropolitan Area is situated within an even the larger planning unit, the National 
Capital Region. I thank Dr. Veronique Dupont for these clarifications. 
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location in proximity to the metropolitan region, and has adapted its economic development strategy to take 
advantage of this fact.7 

 

 
Figure 1 Map of Delhi Metropolitan Area 

 
 
The State of Haryana, with a population of 21 million, is considered economically advanced, enjoying 

both a high level of income per capita (536 euros per year compared to the national average of 387 euros), 
and rapid growth. Its growth rate has generally exceeded the national average, and has been sustained at 
around 7% since 1990. Its contribution to GDP is roughly 3%, whereas its population is less than 2% and it 
land area is less than 1.4% of total land (Bhandari and Kale 2007). It has fertile, irrigated agriculture and 
contributes disproportionately to the country’s food grains, notably wheat and rice. Industrially too, it has a 
strong, diversified base and in recent years has developed a specialisation in the automobile industry. The 
State’s share in national production is approximately 50% for passenger cars, 55% for motorcycles and 25% 
for tractors. There are several industrial centres in the State, but the most dynamic in the post-reform period 
are the districts of Gurgaon and Faridabad, which are contiguous to Delhi city limits, to the south (cf. Fig. 1), 
and situated within the National Capital Region (NCR). As the table below shows, the NCR occupies a 
preponderant place in Haryana’s overall industrial output and employment.  

 
 

                                                
7 This fact came out clearly in interviews with both senior civil servants and business leaders in Haryana. 
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Table 1. Data on Industrial Growth in Haryana State as a whole and in its territory situated in the 
National Capital Region (NCR) 

 
  2002 2007 Notes 

in Haryana 
State  

8,974 9,954 Number of 
registered 
industrial units 
(under Factory 
Act): in NCR 3,713  

(41% of total) 
4,374  
(44% of total) 

Increased by 980 units 
in 5 years, of which 661 
are in the NCR. 

in Haryana 
State  

540,338 681,416 Number of 
employees in 
industrial units: 

in NCR 293,939  
(54% of total) 

411,343  
(60% of total) 

Increase in share of 
industrial employment 
reflects the large size of 
the units in NCR. 

Source: Communication from the Labour Commissioner, Government of Haryana, December 2008. 

Seen in comparative perspective with other States, the industrial policy of Haryana is unremarkable. 
The main objectives are, not surprisingly:  growth, employment creation, offering an enabling investment 
environment, and garnering new investments in global growth sectors (IT/bio-tech, automobile). Taken at 
face value, the means to these ends are also quite conventional: simplification of procedures for investors 
(e.g., through a single window clearance mechanism), fiscal incentives and subsidies of various kinds, 
support to industry through infrastructure provision, and through the constitution of a “land bank” to 
facilitate large projects in particular.  

Like some other States, Haryana has commissioned its industrial development corporation, the HSIDC, 
to purchase land for industrial development, a mission that is explicitly mentioned in the industrial policy 
from 1999. As Zamuner points out: “… it aims at providing a solution to the high prices of land resulting 
from Haryana’s high population density and high returns to land in certain areas – due in turn to its highly 
developed agricultural sector –, as well as to the considerable transaction costs related to the acquisition of 
large amounts of land” (2009: 29).  

To appreciate the evolution:  between 1973 and 1994, HSIDC acquired a land bank of 1,500 acres, then 
in 1995 alone, it acquired 1,000 additional acres (at Bawal, 85 km SE of Delhi). In the following year, it 
started acquisition of 1,800 acres at Manesar, only 35 km from Delhi, for the first phase of a large industrial 
township combining residential, commercial and industrial activities.8 The timeframe indicates the impact of 
the reform agenda on State-level practices and the competitive dynamics at work. The selection of locations, 
increasingly closer to Delhi, also suggests an evolution in the State’s strategy. 

SEZs in Haryana 
At about the same time it was building the industrial township at Manesar, HSIDC made plans to 

construct an SEZ called New Gurgaon in the heart of Gurgaon, much nearer to Delhi. About 440 hectares of 
prime real estate was acquired using the state machinery for land acquisition, but later the government 
changed its mind. Assembly elections held in 2005 brought a new ruling party to the helm whose political 
leaders were eager to launch a high-profile economic project. According to accounts, feelers were put out at 
the highest level, a process that was probably facilitated by the fact that the central and State government 
were now both run by Congress Party. Shortly thereafter, in June 2006, the State entered into a joint venture 
with Reliance, India’s largest private corporation, to develop a multi-sector SEZ (RHSEZ). The State 
brought to the deal the land that had it had already acquired in Gurgaon (440 ha), a move that provoked 
protests from landowners whose land had been acquired “for public purpose”. This SEZ was originally 

                                                
8 Interview with Industries Secretary, Government of Haryana, Chandigarh, 19 November 2008. 
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planned to be spread over 10,000 hectares, but has since been scaled down as a result of a central directive 
following violent protests against SEZs in West Bengal in early 2007.  

Haryana can boast of a successful SEZ policy, certainly the best performer among Northern States. 
The government has received a total of 94 proposals for setting up SEZs, at different stages in the approval 
process, which takes places both at the State and central level. As of June 2009, there were 46 “formal” 
approvals, 17 in-principle approvals and 31 notified SEZs.9 Table 2 below shows the sectoral distribution of 
notified SEZ projects and their location in the State; the dominance of Gurgaon is compelling. 

 
 

Table 2. Notified SEZs in Haryana by sector, as of April 2009. 

 
Sector Number Location (District) 
IT/BPO 24 Gurgaon (18); Faridabad (3); 

Sonipat (3) 
Biotech 2 Gurgaon (2) 
Engineering 2 Gurgaon (1); Sonipat (1) 
Textile 1 Gurgaon 
Multi-Sector 2 Gurgaon (2) 

Source: Dept of Commerce, Ministry of Industries and Commerce, Govt of India. http://sezindia.nic.in 

Analysing the policy environment 
To understand the policy environment of a State, it is necessary to look beyond the contents of policy 

documents and examine the informal practices on the ground, in other words, use both official and non-
official sources.10 For instance, significant indicators can be gleaned from supporting measures, department-
level notifications and government orders in all areas that relate to industrialisation:  industrial policy, labour 
policy, compensation for land acquisition, etc. This corpus of formal, but not necessarily publicised decisions 
forms the basis of the overall regulatory regime that the state is seeking to deploy, within the limits of its 
jurisdiction, and that constitutes the interface between the government and investors. Some of the more 
significant decisions are discussed below. 

In May 2006, the Department of Industries issued a policy with regard to “acquisition of land for private 
deployment and in public-private partnership for setting up of SEZs, Technology Cities, Industrial Parks and 
Industrial Model Townships, etc”. The notification outlines the situations in which the government will assist 
private developers (depending on size of project; location, i.e., whether in National Capital Region/backward 
areas/others; whether share equity of state government, etc.). The general tone is one of great willingness to 
assist private investors, with a view to encouraging as much private participation as possible for the 
development of infrastructure and for industrial growth, in keeping with the State’s 2005 industrial policy. 
Of particular interest is the stated willingness of the government to form PPPs, including for SEZs. In joint 
ventures where the State government has 26% or more share in equity, it “shall acquire the entire land for the 
project”. In fact, among notified SEZs in the State, only one is a joint venture, with Reliance, in which the 
State owns 10% equity. This contrasts quite sharply for instance with the State of Andhra Pradesh, where 13 
of 56 notified SEZs were developed directly by the State’s infrastructure development corporation (APIIC), 
and another 21 projects were “assisted” by it, notably for assembling the land.11  

One clause in the document mentions that this Board may consider “customised incentives … including 
such relaxations as it may deem necessary for achieving the objectives of economic growth”. However, it 
also outlines “Terms & Conditions” for firms wanting to avail themselves of help for acquisition of land 
from the State government, including for SEZs. These include paying the state administrative expenses (15% 

                                                
9 Cf http://sezindia.nic.in  
10 In addition to consulting policy documents, this analysis was informed by the interviews conducted with 
people in Haryana from various backgrounds, including government officers, trade union leaders, industry 
organisations (CII, PHD) and journalists. For the collection of this data I would like to acknowledge the able 
assistance of Diego Zamuner, intern at the CSH and student at Sciences Po, Paris. 
11 Source: collected by the author at APIIC office, Hyderabad, 16 October 2008. 
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of total cost of acquisition); rehabilitation of population; providing essential services for villages that are 
relocated; setting up and running industrial training institutes; providing independent power plant or 
purchasing power from a plant outside the state (Haryana has a serious electricity deficit); giving 
employment to at least one member of the family whose land is acquired for setting up the project; 25% of 
employment provided to Haryana residents. 12 

At about the same time, the government announced other measures aimed at improving the business 
climate in the State, including a new labour policy (2006), simplification of procedures for starting an 
industry, and relaxing regulations on existing factories. The key novelty in the Labour Policy is a schedule 
stipulating the maximum time given to various categories of employees (inspectors, conciliation officers, 
deputy labour commissioners) to dispose of cases under various labour laws. The measures are intended to 
make administration more efficient and more accountable, since a party has recourse in case of a delay.13 
More importantly, they contribute to the central goal, i.e., to avoid conflict between labour and management 
and quickly resolve grievances in order to avoid strikes. Industrial organisations, especially the 
Confederation of Indian Industry (CII), an outspoken advocate of India’s reforms, were consulted during the 
drafting of the policy, and their recommendations were taken into consideration.14  

Such time-bound measures have also been put in place for starting an industrial unit. For example, a 
factory license must be given (or refused) within three months. In fact, on the ground the policy goes one 
step further: once a firm has applied it is ‘deemed to be approved’ and it can commence production without 
waiting for the official reply.15 Presumably in response to heavy demand in metropolitan Delhi and to speed 
up the procedure, the Haryana government has empowered the Additional Commissioner to issue licenses 
for the districts of the State located in the NCR, instead of being forwarded to the main office in the capital 
Chandigarh.  

Lastly, it is not listed in the policy document, but it was learned in discussions with officials that there is 
a provision that allows for self-certification by firms, including for health and safety rules. The idea is to 
emphasise ‘compliance’ as opposed to ‘prosecution’. One of the major advantages of self-certification for a 
firm is exemption from inspections. It was clarified however that firms could still receive surprise visits in 
case of complaints, but only under orders of a senior officer. According to the officer in charge: “the 
government’s new thinking is that a company will improve of its own accord”.16 These citations give some 
idea of the policy environment prevailing in the state, and that may explain its attractiveness to investors.  

To appreciate these changes in factory and labour regulations, it should be point out that industrial 
relations in Haryana have been quite tense in recent years, with several dramatic conflicts. According to 
several informants, including a former Minister, the State government confers utmost importance to keeping 
“peaceful” industrial relations, as part of its strategy to attract private investment to the State. This includes 
maintaining political control over the nomination of Labour Commissioners in order to ensure their close 
cooperation, and systematically sending the police to break long standing strikes (Zamuner 2009: 17).17 

In analysing the considerable efforts being made by the Haryana Government to improve industrial 
relations, the distinct impression is that preference is given to one category of social actors, namely 
investors, over another, industrial workers. Although a full appreciation of industrial relations would require 
further research, two remarks are in order: (i) there has been a significant decline in organised labour in India 
over the last 25 years, as a result of downsizing in both the private and public sectors and the closing or 

                                                
12 A committee constituted by the state government is supposed to monitor the compliance of these Terms & 
Conditions, but I have not been able to check whether this committee exists, nor to what extent these Terms 
& Conditions have been implemented. 
13 The Deputy Labour Commissioner in Gurgaon admitted there was some difficulty to adhere to the time 
schedule, in particular with regard to claims for workmen’s compensation, payment of gratuity, etc. 
Interview with Mr Thakur, Gurgaon, 4 December 2008. 
14 Interview with Ms Kavita Nair, Deputy Director, CII Northern Region, Gurgaon, 4 December 2008. 
15 Interview with Mr Chahal, Deputy Director of Industrial Safety and Health, Gurgaon, 4 December 2008. 
16 According to the official in charge, the response to self-certification has not been good “only 30 firms, 
mostly MNCs”. He said only “good firms” would go in for this, it must be confident that its standards are at 
par with international standards, i.e. not in violation of any provision of the Factories Act. Source: same as 
note 15. 
17 See also Seghal 2005. 
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privatisation of public sector enterprises (the majority of unionized employees work for the government); (ii) 
India has a labour-surplus economy that makes it singularly difficult for workers, especially those without 
specialised skills, to negotiate for better salaries and working conditions. 

Social compromises 
If it is relatively less risky for the state to privilege investors over workers, it does not make electoral 

sense in Haryana to ignore the interests of landowners. Indeed, farmers represent a powerful political force in 
State politics, and a decision taken in late 2007 indicates the government is sensitive to the ways its 
industrial policy is affecting them. 

A notification, dated 7th December 2007, emanating from the Revenue Department formulates a policy 
for “rehabilitation and resettlement of landowners – land acquisition oustees”.  It increases the level of 
compensation allowed under the Land Acquisition Act, i.e., the law that allows government to take 
possession of private land for ‘public purpose’. Current compensation rates are based on the valuation of 
land on basis of sale deeds in the vicinity. This is a flawed procedure, not least because in practice 
(throughout India) sale deeds do not reflect the actual price paid for land since the latter is deflated on paper 
to avoid ‘stamp duties’ or tax on land transactions.18  

The enhanced compensation includes an annuity of Rupees 15,000 per acre per annum (to be increased 
by Rs 500 every year)19 for 33 years, an amount that is over and above the usual land compensation. It is 
noteworthy that the decision contains a special clause for land acquired for setting up SEZs, which is more 
generous and to be borne by the private developer, namely a sum of Rs 30,000 per acre per annum to be paid 
for 33 years by the developer and this annuity will increase by Rs 1000 yearly. Moreover, this policy 
provides for the allotment of plots as a form of compensation, subject to a set of specific conditions, but as a 
general rule, the size of the plot depends on the amount of land acquired. In some cases, in addition to 
residential plots landowners can also be allotted commercial sites (for small shops). 20 

According to the Industries Secretary, the objective of this policy is to improve upon the low level of 
compensation allowed under the Land Acquisition Act, which incidentally dates back to 1894, when India 
was under British rule. He mentioned the State government had announced another measure, targeting the 
same objective, in the form of floor rates for different locations, ostensibly to ensure that compensation will 
be closer to market values, e.g. in Gurgaon there is a minimum floor price of about Rs 2,200,000 per acre 
(approx. 30,000 € per acre).21 

To my knowledge, this is the only policy of its kind in the country. It is significant in light of the fact 
that across the country, the SEZ policy has been contested on the grounds that it favours private developers 
at the expense of farmers and landless labourers, who stand to lose their livelihood. Following violent 
clashes in Nandigram, in West Bengal, in which 14 protestors lost their lives in a police shooting, the 
Empowered Group of Ministers at the central government level sent a directive to States appealing to them 
not to use state machinery to acquire land for private developers. 

Haryana’s decision to enhance compensation and thereby raise the cost of industrial land for investors is 
a reminder of the importance of local political factors. An elected government in India cannot afford to 
ignore its constituencies. As the subnational State seeks to offer attractive and competitive production 
platforms for national and global capital, it has to contend with social forces that operate at the local and 
regional level. This corroborates the findings of Darel Paul that “local politics play a significant role” in 
determining the response of subnational states to the pressures of global competition (2002: 471). 

Although there is one very visible joint venture, RHSEZ, the vast majority of SEZ projects in Haryana 
are being developed by private players, and the state is not directly helping them to purchase land. In fact, 

                                                
18 According to the Industries Secretary, sale deeds only reflect 1/4 or 1/3 of real market rates. 
19 Rs 15,000 is about €211. In September 2009, €1 was worth approximately 70 rupees. 
20 Not surprisingly, the main opposition party, the Indian National Lok Dal, promises to pay better 
compensation for land: in Sept 2008 the former Chief Minister Om Prakash Chautala claimed that if his 
party returned to power in the next Assembly elections, he would ensure farmers get Rs 5 million per hectare 
for the land sold to industries, and if the farmland was located in the NCR, farmers would be paid double as 
compensation. Reported in The Hindu, 26 September 2008. 
21 Interview with Yudhir Singh Malik, IAS, Commissioner & Secretary Industries Department, Government 
of Haryana, Chandigarh, 19 November 2008. 
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discussions with several investors in Gurgaon indicated that the State government is not as ‘facilitating’ as 
official discourse would suggest. In particular they complained about “excessive” development charges 
levied to cover costs of bringing networked infrastructure to their SEZ sites. Interestingly, a high ranking 
official in the Ministry of Commerce of the central government confirmed that Haryana charged the highest 
rates in the country, and that some States waived these charges.  The same official admitted that the Ministry 
had made a recommendation to the State (on behalf of private developers!), to reduce them.22 This is an 
interesting indicator of the politics of SEZs, and of liberal reforms generally, being played out in India’s 
federal system.  

 

5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Taking as a starting point the trend of city-centred growth strategies and territorial re-scaling widely 
documented in the context of advanced capitalist countries, this paper examines similar processes underway 
in India. A major difference is the virtual absence of local government, including in India’s largest cities, in 
decisions shaping urban space and the built environment. Political institutions, evolving from a long period 
of centralised management of the economy, remain hierarchical although economic reforms are contributing 
to redefining federal governance. In particular, subnational States now enjoy greater policy space to pursue 
economic development and influence the regional business climate, a situation that has increased 
competition between them. Abandoning the goal of balanced spatial development, their efforts are focused 
on improving infrastructure and connectivity in the largest cities, which are considered growth engines for 
the regional economy. 

These processes are examined through the prism of the Special Economic Zone (SEZ) policy, which is 
particularly emblematic of the shift in India’s industrial strategy, and which stands to have a powerful impact 
on urbanisation. Indeed this policy seeks to create deregulated free trade enclaves that can serve as 
production platforms, and thereby facilitate the country’s integration into global markets. Strongly promoted 
by the central government, State governments are adapting their own policy frameworks. Centring the 
analysis on the State of Haryana, whose territory surrounds Delhi on three sides, the objective was to analyse 
the public policies that inform the investment climate and contribute to the urban dynamics observed on the 
ground.  

Using official policy documents as well as primary data collected in the field, the modalities of the 
State’s approach were analysed, with particular attention to changes in the regulatory environment. The 
overall impression is of an aggressive industrial policy, combining material incentives and simplification of 
rules and procedures with improvements in accountability. The enthusiastic response from private investors, 
including for SEZ projects, is no doubt an indicator of success. At the same time, an in-depth analysis shows 
that policy-makers have been responsive to reactions on the ground, motivated no doubt by electoral 
concerns, and were willing to apply measures that were not in the interests of real estate developers and 
industrialists. This is a reminder of the importance of local political factors in shaping subnational policies, 
and one with important theoretical implications. It corroborates Paul’s assertion that subnational states have 
agency and do not blindly implement policies and injunctions from above (2002). On the other hand, local 
urban governments in India are completely excluded from decision-making, and do not exercise ‘positive’ 
agency, although they may succeed in exerting influence on policy through organised resistance. 
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22 Interview with the Director of SEZs, Ministry of Commerce and Industries, Government of India, New 
Delhi, 1st July 2009. 
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ABSTRACT: Uncertainty, unpredictability and change have become key characteristics of today’s 
interdependent world. And although risks, disasters and crises have been inherent to human existence since 
its beginnings, the speed, frequency and scale in with which they occur today are unprecedented. The 
financial crisis, the environmental crisis and the threats to human security all have a global character, yet its 
impacts are felt locally. Consequently cities have to respond earlier, more effectively to new kinds of risks. 
This requires a different kind of governance than traditional “top-down” models of government or 
“command-and-control” planning allows. Inspired by what has become known as “resilience thinking”, 
strategies for “adaptive governance” have been developed. Adaptive governance strategies aim explicitly at 
equipping stakeholders to deal effectively with change, surprises and risks. Yet, although “resilience 
thinking” has convincingly proven its value in regional management, its application in urban governance so 
far has been limited to the field of disaster management, where “resilience thinking” was embraced as a new 
paradigm.  

In this paper we briefly discuss the main characteristics of resilience thinking and adaptive governance, 
focusing on those features relevant for urban governance. These characteristics include – among others – 
flexible institutions, knowledge systems that integrate different sets of knowledge, the capacities of learning 
by experiment, creativity, and self-organization. In a subsequent paragraph we contrast these characteristics 
of adaptive governance with current trends in urban governance. This leads to the conclusion that a number 
of recent trends in urban governance – decentralization, the shift from government to governance and 
increased citizen participation – should in principle allow for more adaptive governance models. They allow 
for greater flexibility and autonomy at the local level. In many cities governance reforms towards more 
participatory and responsive governance approaches are implemented in tandem with urban management 
reforms inspired by New Public Management. The turn to a management model that calls for a retreat of the 
state, increased efficiency and control undermine resilient capacities of cities, and thus their ability to 
adequately deal with risks.  
KEYWORDS:  urban governance, resilience, risks 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Uncertainty, unpredictability and change have become key characteristics of today’s interdependent 
world. Although risks, disasters and crises are inherent to human existence, the speed, frequency and scale 
with which they occur today are growing. The financial and economic crisis, the concern about long-term 
climate change and current environmental crises, and threats to human security are all global concerns. 
However, their impacts are felt locally in differing degrees. The implication is that national and local 
governments have to think and plan ahead for quick and effective responses to such new kinds of risks. It 
requires a different kind of governance than what more traditional “top-down” models of government or 
“command-and-control” planning and management allows.  

Two sets of thinking can provide inspiration for a new approach to dealing with risks in urban 
governance; the debate on governance as such which moves away from a state-led approach to a multi-actor 
network approach, and the literature on disaster and risk management which has led to the new “resilience 
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thinking”, in which strategies for “adaptive governance” are designed to deal with ecological and security 
risks. Adaptive governance strategies aim explicitly at equipping stakeholders to deal effectively with sudden 
shocks, risk and change. Yet, although “resilience thinking” has convincingly proven its value in regional 
management [1, 2] its application in urban governance so far has been limited to the field of disaster 
management, where “resilience thinking” was embraced as a new paradigm [3].  

In this paper, we look at the way in which thinking about urban governance has developed briefly, 
before turning to the main question of what contributions resilience thinking can make to urban governance 
in the future. We do this first by outlining how resilience thinking conceptualizes systems and their 
functioning and how they deal with sudden shocks and long-term stresses (such as climate change).  
Secondly, the extent to which this thinking can be linked with urban governance is explored, and finally a 
new model is suggested in terms of the changes in urban governance which incorporating resilience thinking 
would require.  
 

2 URBAN GOVERNANCE AND RISKS: A BRIEF REVIEW  

The nineteen nineties has seen as shift from government-led models in urban management and 
planning, to models in which multi-actor networks have developed new strategies for urban economic 
development (public-private partnership models), urban renewal and poverty reduction strategies 
(participatory governance models). The main characteristics of such models have been that; 

- they recognize other actors beside government (private sector and civil society organizations),  
- they include more space for ideas and participation from other actors (in a variable degree, not 

necessarily equally for all participants) 
- they have more strategic and flexible processes of planning and management, which can take 

changes into account.   
- They can lead to more synergy in developing new approaches. 

 
This shift has been accompanied by two processes, which have changed the character of government 

itself - decentralization and ‘new public management’. Decentralization processes have put more 
responsibilities on local governments in various ways, which have not always been equipped in terms of 
human resources and financing to deal with such new tasks [4]. The processes have also been uneven, with 
some national government departments reclaiming responsibilities [5] and the growth of quasi-autonomous 
agencies to provide services in many areas. The result has been a chequered pattern, in which responsibilities 
for planning and managing cities are diverse, diffuse, and occur at different scale-levels.  

The second process has been what is called the ‘new public management’ approach. The basic premise 
of this approach has been that government should function like a private sector company, as efficient and 
effective in terms of its budgeting and spending patterns. The main shift it has occasioned in government, is 
that departments are run as ‘profit centers’, that outsourcing services has become a prevalent pattern, and that 
resources are allocated according to stricter economically feasible standards [6, 7].  The result has been a 
shift in providing basic services in high-income countries from universal to more targeted provision, less 
direct government responsibility for many services, and less inspection of standards maintenance; in 
low-income countries it has meant a greater focus on effective and efficient tax collection processes, more 
transparent accounting systems, and more training for (local) government officials.  

The question is to what extent the processes described above equip local governments in dealing with 
new risks and challenges.  The classical responsibilities of local government lie in the areas of (social) 
housing, basic services and waste management, zoning for economic investment and basic education.1 The 
following table indicates which risks local governments typically deal with in cities, and the kinds of new 
risks for the future that are being identified.  

 
 

 

                                                           
1 This reflects more the British (and former British colonies) system; the French-based systems are outside 
the scope of this article.  
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Table 1. Responsible organizations and how they deal with ‘risk’ issues 
 Public Health 

(environmental. 
Health) 

(social) 
Housing  

Infrastructure Security Issues 
 

Environmental 
Issues (climate 
change, disasters)  

International 
organizations 

   NATO, UN 
Security Council 

UNEP, other UN 
agencies 

National 
government  

 Policies, 
financing 

Policies, 
implementation  
coordination 

Policies, security 
org.  

Disaster 
prevention and 
management  

Regional 
government 

  Coordination, 
monitoring 

  

Local 
government  

Drinking water, 
waste 
transportation 
and disposal  

Inspecting 
housing 
standards, 
zoning 

Local 
infrastructure, 
grant programs 
from national 
government  

Maintaining law 
and order  

Disaster 
management on 
occurrence  

 
The table shows that international organizations have strong responsibility in the area of developing 

policies for the future through the debates and treaties developed and ratified by member national 
governments [8et.al]. National governments have responsibility for developing national level policies and 
guidelines for dealing with ‘risk’ issues, and providing financing or guidelines for obtaining financing for 
national, regional and local governments to deal with such risks. Local governments have primary 
responsibility to manage risks as and when they occur, and to provide inspection and basic services to 
prevent public (or environmental) health risks to their populations.  They also have to deal with disasters of 
whatever type, which occur in their areas of jurisdiction, although they can then call in help from outside.  
What is clear from this picture is that local governments are not in the forefront of developing policies 
against new types of risks, so that they can develop (standardized) preventive measures in their localities.  

Governance currently is strongly oriented towards decisions about who bears which risks, Beck argues 
when he characterizes modern society as a ‘risk society’[9, 10]. What is the character of such new risks being 
identified? We will draw on the emerging literature on environmental risks (through climate change) and 
more briefly on that dealing with security issues (through terrorism). In the last ten years a number of risks 
which affect cities specifically and societies in general are increasingly being discussed. These include 
security issues because of terrorist attacks, environmental sustainability issues in the context of the 
international climate change discussion, together with the volatility of energy pricing (and long-term 
concerns about sourcing and availability), and more recently concerns about conflicts in land use between 
food and energy production [11-13].  

Characteristic is that these risk perceptions are related to dangers which can happen anywhere in the 
world – ‘mega-scale’ risks [14]); this means that all governments are concerned with their possibility. They 
include both long-term stresses as well as sudden shocks; examples of the former are changes in local and 
regional climates affecting food flows into cities, rainfall patterns and flooding, effects of transportation 
patterns to name a few; examples of the latter are sudden disasters, such as floods, earthquakes, and terrorist 
attacks. Mapping and preparation for such mega-scale risks are usually done at national or international 
government levels. The distribution of actual shocks and stresses tends to be uneven, at which point local 
governments have to deal with the consequences, with the support of provincial or national governments, 
(without having had much to say in the preparatory discussions). To illustrate, the danger of hurricanes to the 
Southern coast of the United States is well known and occurs yearly; however, the exact location and 
strength of a specific hurricane is more local and difficult to predict far in advance.  

This means that it becomes important to include two major issues in general risk perceptions and in 
devising local planning and management strategies dealing with risks. The first is that local governments and 
city populations need to recognize ‘mega-scale’ risks, and their potential impacts at different scale levels, and 
how linkages between scale levels may affect the impacts of the risk concerned2. This implies that they have 
to focus not only on their designated responsibilities but also develop knowledge on mega-scale hazards and 

                                                           
2 For instance, if a local disaster occurs in a city which is a node in a national or regional economic network, 
the ripple effects will be much greater than if the affected urban economy is more isolated. 
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risks which may affect them locally [15]. 
The second major issue is that risks are a result of social phenomena as well as natural stresses and 

shocks. There is ‘uneven allocation of risks, and uneven commitment of resources’, (see [16] quoted in [17]. 
Such uneven allocation of risks tends to fall more heavily on poor, vulnerable groups with little political 
influence [9, 15].  Local governments often lack sufficient funding and knowledge to anticipate risks 
pro-actively or to be able to deal with them when they occur (Katrina hurricane assessment by SEDAC, 
quoted in [15]). They need to be able to recognize and develop local risk profiles, institutional networks to 
deal with potential risks, and know, allocate, or access funding flows for dealing with such risks. A 
vulnerability analysis provides a framework which recognizes that risks are the combined result of several 
issues; system exposure to stresses and shocks; a lack of the system to cope; and the long-term impacts on 
recovery patterns at system level [15].  Socio-economic vulnerability can undermine the capacity of cities 
to deal with environmental or security stresses and shocks to such an extent that the impacts become much 
greater in scale and may extend over longer periods of time.   
 

Table 2a. Elements of a risk analysis for cities –  
Recognizing system exposures at different scale levels 

 System exposure 
Scale levels  Local national Global 
Risks  -location (coastal zone) 

 
-public security risks  
-food security  
-energy security  

-long-term stresses 
(climate change;  
internationalization of 
terrorism) 

Socio-economic 
vulnerability  

-community vulnerability  
-levels of poverty 
-basic infrastructure  
-financial structure 

- state of the economy  
(diversity, income 
differences) 
-social policy 
-financial support 
programmes for 
vulnerable groups/cities  

-climate change effects 
-energy security 
-food security 
-conflicts 
-financial crises 
-economic crises 

 
 

Table 2b3.  Elements of a risk analysis for cities – coping and 
recovery processes  
Scale levels Coping ability (short-term 

recovery) 
Long-term rebuilding 
patterns 

Local -financing local 
government, other 
organizations; 
-strength of social capital 
in civil society 
organizations (learning, 
self-organizing capacity)  
-linkages to provincial, 
national scale-level 
government 

-local capacity in disaster 
planning 
-disaster prevention 
planning in place 
- adaptation planning in 
place  

National  -organized support for 
local governments 
-national networks of 
civil society organizations 

-support programmes for 
rebuilding, adaptation 
- financial support for 
rebuilding 
 

International -disaster relief 
organizations 

 

 
Therefore, in developing a risk analysis for cities, the risks that occur at different scale levels and 

                                                           
3 In this part of the table we only deal with environmental risks to illustrate the approach we advocate.  
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which can be felt locally, need to gain recognition by local government and civil society organizations (Table 
2a). Such a risk analysis also needs to deal with the different scale levels at which processes of coping and 
recovery will take place, and from which support in those processes can be expected (Table 2b).  

3 RESILIENCE THINKING; DEFINING RESILIENCE AND ITS COMPONENTS  

In the previous section, the idea of pro-actively recognizing stresses and shocks and planning how to 
deal with them, has already been mentioned as an important part of creating a more resilient city 
environment. Resilience has been defined in many ways and used in a variety of contexts. Its roots lie in 
child psychology, ecology studies [18], and in livelihoods, environmental risk and security risk studies [cf. 3]. 
Walker and Salt define resilience as ‘the ability of a system to absorb disturbance and still retain its basic 
function and structure’ [18:1]. Other authors have added components of different systems (physical, 
biological, personality, social and cultural systems) and their ability to ‘absorb, respond and recover to an 
internally or externally induced set of extraordinary demands’ [19]. Godschalk calls a ‘resilient city: 
sustainable network of physical systems and human communities’ [17]; in which physical systems are the 
constructed and natural environmental components of the city; human communities the social and 
institutional components. The author indicates that traditional hazard mitigation programmes focus on 
infrastructural aspects, whereas an integrated focus on both physical and social network systems is required.  

Some authors not only include the capacity to respond to eternal shocks and stresses, but also the 
ability to anticipate their occurrence. For instance, Aguirre includes the ‘ability to anticipate crises and to 
enact, through planning and recovery, changes in the system that will mitigate their effects’ [19:1]. This 
definition goes further because it incorporates not only the ability to respond, but also includes the preventive 
measures which can be incorporated at different scale levels into local urban planning, management, design 
and community inclusion processes beforehand.  

However, two further elements also need to be included to be able to analyze resilience in an urban 
context; spatial scales and their linkages and pathways over time (dynamics). Ideas on these two aspects can 
be drawn from discussions on socio-ecological system thinking.  Social systems are considered complex 
dynamics systems; that is, they have interconnected and interacting components, continually adapting to 
change at different spatial scales, which are themselves connected in various ways [18, 20].  This implies 
that such systems have patterns of unpredictable change and multiple outcomes; this situation is compounded 
when taking external unpredictable change into account [21, 22].  A recent model integrates these aspects 
into a heuristic model which combines the ‘adaptive renewal cycle’ with a set of different spatial scales 
(panarchy)[20].  The adaptive renewal cycle consists of four phases of change, linked to discontinuous 
events and processes.  

In the first phase, a period of rapid growth occurs, as actors identify new resources and develop them 
innovatively. In this phase, there is a weak connection between the components of the system and there is 
relatively little regulation in the growth sectors.  

In the second phase, there is a transition from rapid growth to slower change and a certain degree of 
more rigid organization takes place (see the conservation phase – K phase in figure 1).  In this phase, 
connections between actors in a sector increase and become more established and regulated. Resources are 
used more efficiently, and specialization and stability increase. However, precisely this stability makes the 
system more vulnerable to outside shocks. Therefore, the transition to the next phase of readjustment and 
collapse (A phase) can take place very quickly when a disturbance intervenes; resources are released and 
‘leak out of the system’ - this is considered a period of ‘creative destruction’. This is followed by periods of 
re-organization and renewal, with experimentation and renewal in new directions.  The first two phases are 
called the ‘fore-loops’ of development, and have received the majority of analytical attention. The last two 
phases are called the ‘back-loops’ and show that disturbances (i.e. external shocks) are just as important in 
explaining dynamics of system change, and for understanding when systems are vulnerable and how they 
can build resilience [22].  

Folke [20] has added a final element by including different spatial scales by ‘nesting’ the adaptive 
renewal cycle within different scale levels; and in doing so, has shown how feedback loops in such cycles 
can lead to very diverse outcomes at various spatial scales (see Figure 1).  The variable speed at which 
change occurs is also incorporated into his model. When existing systems with such a degree of complexity 
experience sudden external shocks or long-term stresses, the results will vary according to the phase in which 
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the system finds itself, and the spatial scale at which the shock occurs. The model is a heuristic tool which 
allows more complex questions to be raised about the resilience of a city, within the wider spatial, 
organizational and societal context in which its exists.  It incorporates aspects of spatial scale, dynamics 
within the system, and according to phases of development or renewal. As such, it is a great improvement 
over existing models.   

 
Figure 1  Panarchy model, with external shock points 

Source: adapted from Folke [20] 

 

4 RELATING RESILIENCE THINKING TO URBAN GOVERNANCE   

In this section we turn to the ways in which resilience thinking can be related to urban governance 
issues.  In the earlier section, we indicated that the new thinking about urban governance recognizes more 
actors, creates more space for ideas and participations from actors outside of government, incorporates more 
flexible patterns of planning and management, and can lead to more synergy in developing new approaches. 
These new methods of urban planning and management have the potential to provide more effective ways of 
dealing with sudden shocks (such as hazards and disasters) and long-term stresses (such as poverty and 
vulnerability), as they match up to resilience thinking in a number of areas.   

To begin with, they both recognize the importance of networks and linkages, rather than depending on 
local government alone. Governance thinking emphasizes the necessity of including the strength of the 
horizontal networks between local governments, and those of civil society organizations, or private 
companies (embeddedness). The resilience model emphasizes vertical linkages between different scale levels 
of (government) organizations in the model framing resilience. If vertical networks linking civil society and 
private sector actors are taken into account as well, they provide a comprehensive set of networks which can 
contribute to more effective governance.  

Secondly, urban governance thinking provides space for ideas and participation of others. Aguirre [19] 
shows how such a way of thinking about hazards and potential disasters would influence the ways that 
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governments think about civic and private sector networks; as a resource rather than a burden or ignoring 
their potential. This would mean a turnaround in the way governments see their roles – they do not have the 
final responsibility in an emergency, but would work together with local community networks, especially 
immediately after a sudden shock, when social and civil networks are the first on the ground [19]. Aguirre 
names 17 kinds of institutions in which networks could effectively be active in building local resilience4; 
they include voluntary and religious organizations, and professional groups. But the private sector can also 
play a stronger community role in both preventing as well as in dealing with sudden shocks or long-term 
stresses. This has been shown in particular cases (food banks in the Netherlands, where food companies 
donate resources for vulnerable groups of people). Networks providing mutual support services without 
payment in cash are another illustration of new ideas and participation – which could taken further in 
developing resilience in urban areas.  

Thirdly, resilience thinking in the form of the panarchy model, shows the importance of assuming 
constant, discontinuous changes in socio-ecological systems. The new urban governance thinking can take 
this into account, when it develops more strategic and flexible processes in planning and management.  
Instruments such as scenario planning allow for different combinations of factors, following variable 
pathways.   

Finally, the new urban governance thinking can lead to more synergy in developing new approaches, 
by including more than the classic responsibilities of local government. When urban governance networks 
are drawn into wider networks of strategic policy development to prevent disasters and to promote long-term 
development (and reduce stresses), their views need to go beyond their specific responsibilities. Aguirre [19] 
calls this the ‘culture of safety’ in which governments provide patterns of anticipated effects - of sudden 
shocks - and strategies to deal with them, together with formats for response, recovery and 
mitigation/adaptation. To develop synergy, it is important to do this in urban governance networks on a 
continuous basis, providing training and support, and including the whole network in scenario planning 
exercises against future shocks. Resilience thinking contributes to such an approach, by incorporating 
ecological, social, and economic systems into its thinking, as well as the spatial scales, temporal changes, 
and situational diversity.   

5 CONCLUSIONS: REQUIREMENTS OF FUTURE URBAN GOVERNA NCE  

We end by suggesting a few basic requirements for future urban governance that emerge from the 
discussion above.  The first is that urban governance against sudden shocks and long-term stresses has to 
become much more pro-active in identifying risks and hazards and providing approaches for dealing with 
probably directions of change.  Such approaches should include a focus on flexibility and adaptability in 
both physical as well as social network systems [17]. To provide for such flexibility, we need to re-think our 
ideas on infrastructural organization, the use of knowledge and information and the experience in working 
together with different actors, and political leadership.   

Infrastructural flexibility implies a certain level of diversity of provision of services and infrastructure, 
and a certain level of redundancy rather than strict efficiency and just-in-time provision.  If one (part of a) 
system fails, another can take over. As Godschalk states, resilient general systems are ‘independent, diverse, 
renewable, and functionally redundant, with reserve capacity achieved through duplication, 
interchangeability, and interconnections’ [17:139]. 

Finally, a much deeper and diverse knowledge system is needed at local levels; providing up-to-date 
information for local governance networks. This implies stronger linkages with knowledge institutions, doing 
research on various long-term processes, which can predict how future stresses and disasters are likely to 
occur.  Their knowledge needs to be combined with local governance network knowledge on planning and 
management processes to develop new approaches to ‘cultures of safety and adaptability’.  
This means that we have to move away from the paradigm of the ‘new public management’ in which 
financial accountability and economic efficiency are primary criteria for assessment; in the future urban 
governance adaptability, flexibility and redundancy are new criteria for assessing resilient systems.  

                                                           
4 These include family, neighborhood groups, politics, economic groups, medicine and health professional 
groups, education and sciences groups, law and the courts, religious groups, insurance and police groups, 
firefighters and others.  
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ABSTRACT: Cities have become more independent players in a global and competitive game to attract 
investors who, in their turn, have to generate economic growth, with the hope and expectation that this 
growth will trickle down to all layers of society. In order to be able to play this game, local government has 
embraced a shift towards new urban policies based upon a neoliberal model of capitalism, and accompanying 
new governmental structures such as public private partnerships. However, in reality this economic growth 
has generally not produced the expected positive outcome. On the contrary it has, in many cities, enhanced 
socio-economic and spatial dualisation. In this paper we seek to analyse this shift towards neoliberal policies 
and new governance approaches in two Belgian cities, Ghent and Liege in qualitative manner. The policy 
intention of local government is screened at two levels: through analysis of policy documents and through 
use of a model that can help visualising and comparing the different policy approaches. 
KEYWORDS: Neoliberalism, globalisation, local governance, urban development projects, social and 
spatial polarisation, new urban policies, third way
 
1   INTRODUCTION 
 

In recent years urban areas have seen a renaissance both in economic as in spatial terms. Economic 
growth rates of urban areas are respectively higher than national averages. Cities have become nodes in a 
global network, condensing economic and decisional power, in a transition from the period of Fordism to a 
so called post political condition. Consequently, there has also been a shift in political power. The role of 
local government in this process is rather ambiguous. Local governance, rather than government, seems to 
embrace this shift towards new urban policies willingly, creating an attractive city for investors to stimulate 
economic growth which is said to be beneficiary for the whole community. However, in reality this growth 
has generally not produced the expected positive economic and social effects but, on the contrary, reinforced 
social and spatial dualisation processes. Although general economic indicators are positive the socio-
economic situation of an important part of the population is declining in urban areas where low-skilled 
workers are numerous. 

One can therefore hypothesise that local government reinforces this process of dualisation, be it 
deliberate or not, by focusing their policies on attracting the high tech service and financial sector. This is 
subsequently followed by measures to mitigate against the negative side effects, such as social exclusion, 
poverty, spatial dualisation etc. Since the intention of local governance is directed towards this current 
growth model, which is based on a neoliberalistic form of capitalism, it does not avoid such negative 
outcome but rather enhances it. Apparently, neoliberal policies and free market ideology are generally seen 
as the only model on which policies can be based. 

This paper seeks to discuss research in which the intentions of local policy makers in two Belgian cities, 
Ghent and Liege, have been analysed in a qualitative manner. Firstly a desk top research was carried out 
whereby policy documents were screened on intention and discourse. Secondly a model was developed, 
based on a questionnaire, which describes the major shifts in policy making and scores accordingly. In this 
paper we will firstly summarise the current socio-spatial condition and the important transitions that cities 
have been undergoing in recent decades. In the second part of the paper we will discuss both strands of 
research. 
 
2   FROM GOVERNMENT TO GOVERNANCE  
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Neo-liberalism and cities 
We live in the “age of cities” (Taylor, 2007, 2008). Cities have become in the current networked society 

the new nodes for political and social reconstruction. The reason for their growth is to be found in the 
transition from a Keynesian-Fordist approach to a post-Fordist or neoliberal economic system. This new 
economic organisation model is marked by intensified processes of economic globalisation, capital and 
labour mobility and welfare restructuring (DeFilippis, 2004). The economy thus becomes flexible, which in 
turn enhances geographical competition (Harvey, 1985). Every region or city has to compete with others in 
order to attract and keep investment. In this era of flexible globalisation, economic opportunities seem to be 
predominantly in urban areas, since they concentrate decision making institutions (both public and private). 
Therefore cities will continue to appeal to both a high and low skilled workforce, and will continue to grow. 
Not only is there a change in the number of people inhabiting urban areas, the current wave of globalisation 
has caused a significant change in the political economy, in which local governance coalitions gain power at 
the detriment over central government. The international economic system was once an inter-state system. 
This has changed in the last three decades as a result of privatization, deregulation, digitalization and the 
opening of national economies to foreign firms. The effects have brought with them a re-scaling of the 
‘strategic actors’ who articulate the new economic system (Sassen 2001). What makes this period of 
globalisation particularly distinctive is the de-territoralisation; both firms and individuals are, due to 
technical innovation, able to act beyond the borders of nation-states. A reconfiguration of political power is 
already taking place from a centre of politics defined by states to more multi-layered governance, a complex 
system that involves sub-national regions, supra-national governance and multilateral agreements (Held, 
2001, 26). Some scholars argue that the role of the state is diminishing and that power, once held by nation-
states, is now flowing towards in opposing directions, towards supra-national and local governance (Ohmae 
1996, a.o.). Others are of the opinion that the nation-state remains the formal entity where most of the 
lawmaking takes place, but which is complemented by other new informal instruments of governance such 
as public private partnerships and political forums and development agencies, which present themselves at 
every governmental scale. In any case, cities, or metropolitan areas do seem to take a prominent role in this 
process of re-scaling and de-territorialisation as socio-economic nodes in a complex system of spaces of 
places and accompanying flows (Castells, 1996). In order to compete and succeed in the interurban and 
interregional struggle multi layered, multi stakeholder urban regimes that directly negotiate with 
international businesses to ‘maximise the attractiveness of the local site as a lure for capitalist development’ 
(Harvey 1989) have been established, morphing local urban governmental structures into urban governance 
coalitions. 

The question that arises is how to protect democratic values and give formality to these new institutional 
multi-layered, multi-stakeholder forms of 'Governance-beyond-the-State’ (Swyngedouw 2005). The renewed 
relation between state and civil society actors, which not only indicates a transformation of the organisation 
of government as we have known it, could be potentially a virtue for the democratic process, giving a wider 
public possible access to participation. However, at the same time market driven actors overrule the 
principles of democracy in order to portray a strong sense of individualism capitalising on the current 
neoliberal state of economic affairs as well as to protect their interests as a local elite. 
 
Knowledge economy and social exclusion 

One might assign two important roles to the city: firstly a city generates economic growth through the 
process of innovation and new production (Taylor 2007) and secondly the city functions as an emancipation 
vehicle – a rise in social status often involves an upgrade in living conditions. (Reijndorp, 2007). The first 
role of generating economic growth has been evident in the era of knowledge based economy activity, 
although limitations have come to the fore in the recent crisis. The knowledge based sector has a growing 
demand for highly educated and technically skilled labour and the focus on these economic activities comes 
at an increasing cost for low educated workers. On the other hand, the very presence of these highly skilled 
workers and footloose companies has also resulted in a growing demand for low skilled labour to service this 
new elitist class and firms. However, this current low skilled labour force faces stronger competition, 
stronger demands for flexibility, insecurity and uncertainty (Beck, 2000). Much of this competition comes 
from a preference of employers to rely on an immigrant workforce who is willing to except lower wages and 
higher levels of job insecurity. As a result the socio-economic position of these parts of the urban population 
is declining, whereas general growth indicators might be positive. Therefore, one can see that in metropolitan 
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areas that are well under-way in the transition process towards a knowledge economy, social inequalities 
have increased (Mollenkopf and Castells 1991, Sassen 1991). This mere fact endangers the second role of the 
city – the city as an emancipation vehicle. As a direct result of growing polarisation, a number of people are 
not able to break through the destructive circle of enduring exclusion, meaning they persistently lack a 
sufficient access to resources and are subjected to forms of institutional discrimination (Mingione, 2004). 

In spatial terms we can see that in these parts of the city where low skilled workers are numerous, job 
opportunities have decreased and low skilled workers face the risk of being left out of the labour market 
without direct opportunity to re-engage. In combination with a redrawing of the welfare state, leaving low 
income groups no option but to look for housing via market mechanisms, thus ending up in the lower parts of 
the housing market, this has led to a further concentration of excluded groups in the same parts of the city. 
This spatial segregation reinforces the social exclusion mechanisms and becomes “a motor that drives social 
exclusion” (Hanhörster, 2001). This could eventually result in a patchwork of deprived neighbourhoods 
encircling the fortified enclaves of the urban elite: a series of regenerated, developed or renewed spaces with 
increasingly defined boundaries not only spatially but also economically, culturally and socially 
(Swyngedouw et al., 2002). Could we, whilst having a growing economy, be creating areas in the urban field 
that are prone to become deprived no-go zones, where people are forced into informal labour, ruled by a 
mafia-like form of self regulating governance and where there is no outlook on entering the formal labour 
market, nor participation in civil city life; areas which are impossible to govern by regular means of 
democratic local government? 
 
Economic growth and Urban Development Project 

The question then is how to deal with the negative relation between post-Fordist approach and social 
exclusion. Is it sufficient to ‘correct’ over-all globally serving strategies locally by social welfare? We think 
not, especially when acknowledging that the “progress of neoliberalisation has […] been increasingly 
impelled through mechanisms of uneven geographical developments” (Harvey, 2005). This means a search 
for the appropriate (geographical) intervention level for public authorities and how this intervention can be 
nourished by private resources while nevertheless gaining control over possible negative side effects – such 
as socio-economic exclusion, segregation, and gentrification (Sassen, 2006). One should however be careful 
when evaluating the increasing social inequalities under neoliberalism and not confuse their status of side 
effects with the very raison d’être of neoliberal practices (Harvey 2005). Uneven development is endemic to 
the neoliberal regime, creating a logic in which social and spatial inequalities are mutually reinforcing. When 
trying to counter this unevenness, public authorities are often not willing to radically change the 
accumulation regime. Instead, the dual relation between space and society is used in order to soften 
inequality by targeting its spatial dimension (Cassiers and Kesteloot, 2009). On the one hand cities eager to 
participate in the interurban competition, target specific attractive parts of the city through urban renewal 
projects, in order to attract (international) businesses and to be able to cater for the highly paid professional 
class that comes with it,  rather than focusing on the city as a whole. Concepts like the Creative City, the 
Competitive City and the Sustainable City are created to brand the image of the city, whereby marketing 
tools replace the proper names of politics (Swyngedouw 2005). On the other hand cities leave a more 
universalistic, managerial strategy of social redistribution and tend towards place targeted and group targeted 
social services. The main logic behind these policies, put into place by governance coalitions, is the 
assumption that There Is No Alternative, (Marcuse and Van Kempen, 2000). It is believed that making the 
city attractive for investors in order to stimulate economic growth will benefit the urban community as a 
whole However, in reality this growth has generally not produced the expected positive economic and social 
effects, but on the contrary reinforced social and spatial dualisation processes. These in turn are targeted by 
special policies, focussing on economic inclusion and social cohesion.  

Urban development policies have been criticized by many authors (Peck, 2005, Musterd and Ostendorf, 
1998, Swyngedouw et al, 2002, a.o.) for being implemented along neoliberal lines. It is argued that these 
policies exacerbate socio-spatial inequalities and social exclusion, create logics in which places not people 
need to be integrated and mainly serve the interests of the elitist class.  

Although mostly agreeing with these critical notes, other authors believe that these localist approaches 
bear in themselves a seed of a new regulatory system. They claim that an exploration of local regulations 
may lead to a social innovation, which gives a broader spectrum to inequality and needs of the poor than 
simply their consumption level. It raises their empowerment and consciousness and puts exclusion in societal 
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context and makes excluded instigators of their own future (Moulaert, 2000). This is known as the neo-
communitarian school, which puts a focus on the third economic sector (social economy), social cohesion 
and grass root mobilization (Gerometta et al. 2005) 
 
3   URBAN POLICIES IN GHENT AND LIEGE  
 

The form and degree of neoliberalisation – and its generated inequalities – differs in any particular 
instance (Harvey, 2005). It can be recognised that the combination of neoliberal ideas, state reformation to 
improve competitive position in the global market and struggle between ruling classes to implement their 
own ideas are forces that effect local forms of urban governance to create “a good business climate” and 
attract the “right” type of capital, (Harvey, 2005) However, contextual conditions, institutional arrangements 
and the interplay between internal and external forces play an important role on a more local level. Most 
importantly, one should analyse whether the generation of social inequalities is not treated “as a mere and in 
some cases unfortunate byproduct” but as “part of the genius of neoliberal theory” (Harvey, 2005). Therefore 
it is important to study the local context and the present and past arrangements in order to explain the actual 
neoliberal policy making in a city. However, it is possible to go a step further to try and discover if local 
arrangements may create new conditions for future urban development through the use of the neo-
communitarian school of thought.  It is often argued that global conditions as set by the neoliberal capitalist 
regulation outweigh the role that local policy makers can actually play. There is no alternative, but to play the 
game and fight for the city’s position in the global competition for attracting companies and capital. We, 
however, believe that although the global regulation is extremely limiting there is still room for local 
arrangements that counter the negative consequences of neoliberal accumulation, such as exclusion, 
segregation and dualisation, and may even turn them into an inclusive, socially cohesive and integrated urban 
project . Our main question therefore is: Can a local actor make this difference? 

In order to analyse if local policy makers can make the difference, we first analysed whether they had 
the initial intention to make this difference and, to what degree do they agree with the “there is no 
alternative” discourse? Also, do they try to counter negative effects of neoliberal regulation, or do they try to 
formulate alternative approaches? 

In order to study this, we started with an analysis of policy documents. We screened them for policy 
intentions and discourse. Extracting these intentions from the documents, we analysed their conformity with 
existing neoliberal arrangements, as observed in literature. We also screened their ability to deal with the 
undesired effects of neoliberal governance or even to oppose to these arrangements. 
 
Ghent 

In the last decades of the 20th century Ghent, the second largest city in Flanders and in Belgium with a 
current population of 235.000 saw a decline of its urban population until the 1980’s. People who could afford 
it preferred the leafy suburban areas to the densely populated run-down inner-city neighbourhoods. This 
process of sub-urbanisation had two important consequences for the city of Ghent; on one hand,  the tax 
income for the municipality decreased as a result of wealthy people leaving the city boundaries and on the 
other hand, the people who stayed within the city boundaries did not have sufficient funds to undertake 
improvements to their homes. As a consequence the inner-city housing stock started to deteriorate and its 
population to suffer from greater levels of deprivation. 

At the end of the 1980’s the poor living conditions in Belgian cities were widely recognised as highly 
problematic and action was needed. A first programme to tackle those issues was the ‘Act on Regeneration 
areas’ sponsored by the Flemish federal government, followed in 1996 by the ‘Sociaal Impulsfonds’ (SIF). 
The objective was ‘to make cities more attractive for people who want to live and work in them, as well as 
tackling poverty’. In 1999 the federal ‘Grootstedenbeleid’ came into being, a fund which subsidises 
programmes aimed at improvements to deprived neighbourhoods in the larger cities of Belgium.  In 2001 
Gent managed to secure a € 10.4 million grant from the European Fund for Regional Development (EFRO) 
which was raised to €36 million through co-financing of several other institutions. The funding has been 
spent on area specific projects, such as Oxygen for Brugse Poort, Ledenberg Lives, Bridges to Rabot. These 
are all deprived areas where money has been injected into specific projects that were indicated in 
masterplanning exercises that were undertaken for each area. The City of Ghent’s aim was to give the local 
population and NGO’s working in the area an important say in the planning and design process. 
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The ‘mission statement’ of the newly elected local government in 2001 stated a clear objective; ' to 
continue to improve living and working conditions within the city… which we know will take tremendous 
physical and financial efforts’.  The council opted for an integrated approach of investment and action plans 
based on public participation. Therefore, the Council introduced  a key role for its Management team, which 
together with the Mayor and Aldermen, formulated a mission statement, strategic goals and proposed a shift 
towards project based and area specific working. The local government sees for itself a clear role as 
facilitator to make the stated vision possible. A shift from government to governance can be seen as Ghent 
Council does not only rely on its own departments but more and more on partnerships with both other public 
institutions as well as the private sector. Public private partnerships are not only used as a mechanism to 
delegate the implementation of (urban) policies but also to inform and guide policymakers. An example of 
the latter is Ghent, City in Motion, a partnership whereby private actors are also invited to shape labour 
policies.   

The vision statement of the City of Ghent has been translated into five strategic goals, of which the first 
one states that Ghent endeavours to become an international centre for innovation, creativity and knowledge. 
In order to accomplish this goal the Department of Economy’s main aim is to ‘create sustainable economic 
growth and quality work for everybody.’ The department hopes to achieve this through a balanced approach 
of attracting, on one hand, new (knowledge based) companies and, on the other hand, educating its citizens 
to integrate more people in the labour market. Ghent, being known for its university, likes to capitalise on 
this and emphasise the importance of attracting knowledge based industries which will be concentrated 
around the main transport hub of the city, the main central station Ghent Sint Pieters, The city is also partner, 
together with a number of private actors and the university, in the establishment of Ghent Bio-energy Valley., 
to underline the city’s ambition to become one o the innovative leaders of renewable energy.  

Although the City of Ghent aims to create a positive climate for investors, it also realises that a balanced 
society contributes towards this positive climate. Therefore the local government states in its main strategic 
goals that in addition to a flourishing economy Ghent also needs to focus on a sustainable, solidary and open 
society. The local government realises that social policies are needed to counteract the excesses of the free 
market economy, which is emphasised within the mission statement. Remediation policies such as enlarging 
the labour market are seen as an essential condition for a healthy and sustainable economy and therefore 
society. Hence the department of Economy has formulated a number of such remediation policies, such as 
Job house, Latent Talent and Jobkanaal, which are related to employment possibilities. 

Ghent demonstrates through its policy documents that is has the intention to economically position itself 
firmly in a (inter)national context, hereby strongly focusing on knowledge based services. However, it also 
presents itself as a government that is fully aware of the social and economic difficulties that some people 
might face and has numerous policies in place in order to tackle these problems.  
 
Liège 

The city of Liège is situated in the Walloon region and is the fourth largest Belgian city with a 
population of 190.000 inhabitants. The city can be described as a case of an industrial city in decline. 
Situated on the Walloon coal and iron ore belt Liège had been one of the leading cities in the industrial era, 
and was at his top in the early 20th century. From the 1950’s onwards, this traditional industry had to close 
down, since it was no longer able to compete with low wage countries. Liège entered a long period of 
depression, dependent on redistribution measures and state subvention for keeping a dying industry alive 
throughout the Fordist-Keynesian economic system. 

The shift away from this Fordist-Keynesian regime to a flexible, neo-liberal regime, which brought 
cities (again) to the foreground of the political-economic spectrum, has given a new momentum to Liège. 
Examples like Manchester showed that reconversion was possible. The city of Liège, priding itself with a 
long and rich history that started long before the industrial age, was willing to hook up with these new 
dynamics. In 2003 the city wrote its first Urban Development project (2003-2010), in which the objectives 
were 1) to ameliorate the quality of life in the city, 2) to render the city’s attractiveness, 3) to diminish social 
fractions, 4) to create new jobs, and 5) to attract new inhabitants. The lines developed in this Project tie on to 
the neoliberal approach, thinking in terms of making the city attractive for new investors and inhabitants. 
However, it did not so much make the shift to a more governance-like approach. 

In 2007 a new Urban Development Plan was written (2007-2015). The objectives stayed more or less 
the same (adding an ecologic and durable touch), but its approach becomes more multi-layered and involved 
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a great number of stakeholders. Whereas the previous version inscribed the proposed actions vertically, along 
with the structure of the city’s administration, the new Project definitely thinks in terms of transversal actions 
and measures, involving different public services at the same time. It also searches for partnerships with 
private companies and with non-governmental organisations for concretising actions. 

So, from the 2000’s onwards, the city of Liège took up an active role in enhancing its own development. 
It created a cell for welcoming (foreign) investors (hitherto economic development had been the affair of an 
intercommunal at the provincial level). Further, a strategic cell for urban development, which conducts the 
Urban Development Project, has been set up. The city of Liège also became an active partner in the Euregio 
Maastricht – Aachen – Hasselt – Heerlen – Liège (before only the provinces and regions were represented in 
the executive board). All this indicates a shifting of political powers from higher governmental levels to the 
city level. This has also been accompanied by a search for more means that would allow these regeneration 
policies. The creating of the federal urban policy, generated new incomes for Belgian cities (Liège for 
example, received 13 mio € in the period 2005-2007). The city also solicited the European FEDER and ESF 
and was granted in 2008 a fund of about 100 mio € for developing its museum quarter, the surrounding of the 
HST-station and the renovation of the opera. 

Liège focuses mostly on regaining its international position. It has the ambition of being a major pole 
within the Euregio, especially as a city of culture. The HST-station, designed by Calatrava, underlines this 
ambition, as does the new museum ‘le Grand Curtius’ and the renovation of the opera. The local authorities 
hope sincerely that this new cultural image will create a climate that will attract new inhabitants on the one 
hand and investors on the other hand, thus generating a new dynamic that will re-itinerate huge 
unemployment and poverty figures. 

However recent figures show that Liège’s population is slowly increasing and more business activities 
are registered, dualisation does not seem to be halted. Unemployment figures keep high, as is the number of 
people dependent on financial aids. The city of Liège therefore pays much attention to measures that fight 
social exclusion. On the one hand, this is done by promoting workfare policies, such as extra schooling and 
professional integration mechanisms. But on the other hand, Liège gives a lot of attention to measures which 
also tackle the reasons for exclusion, like fighting discrimination, promoting diversity, engaging in public 
participation…  

One can thus conclude that on the one hand Liège has eagerly followed the neoliberal turn and the 
accompanying shifts like governance and welfare restructuring, since it offered opportunities to take its 
destiny in its own hands. However, this mainly regards the international promotion of the city. Considering 
social policies, the city still largely follows a more classical route towards social inclusion. 
 
4   MODELLING POLICY INTENTIONS 
 

We wanted, however, to go further than the descriptive. We therefore developed a model through which 
we could visualise qualitative information and which also enabled us to compare the positions of different 
cities to each other. This model is based on a questionnaire that describes the major shifts in policy making 
as observed in literature. This questionnaire was sent out to key policy-makers and political figures in the 
relevant fields. Most of the questions are based on the matrix of actually existing neoliberalism described by 
Brenner en Theodore (2002). We have chosen their model of analysis as our starting point for three different 
motivations: their analysis of neoliberalism as a process, as neoliberalisation, and not as (one out of many) 
stabilised institutional model; their observation that, because neoliberaliation is both path-dependent and 
contextually embedded, the most appropriate way to look at it is through a process of “creative destruction” 
– rather than a mere state-becomes-market analysis – and the most significant focus point the “actually 
existing neoliberalism”; and finally, due to their acknowledgement of cities as key arena’s 
for neoliberalisation, the specific focus of their model on urban development. However, we have used 
Brenner and Theodore’s model with certain reserves, while we have also extended their model with 
additional tools for analysis. The main reservation we have with the matrix as it is presented by Brenner and 
Theodore is that it is firmly based on ideological content. We wanted to present a model which is more 
ideologically neutral and starts from the process of policy making itself, therefore we had to strip it from its 
Marxian-Hegelian dialectic ordering. Second, we wanted also to go beyond the descriptive and corrective 
interpretation of Brenner and Theodore which only focuses on the processes of neoliberisation. We wanted to 
extend the matrix with an analysis of policies which might not only compensate the weaknesses of the 
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neoliberal hegemonic discourse, but may also provide alternative paths for future developments. We based 
additions to the matrix on the White paper – City Republics and Grid Cities (2005). This book proposes 
several routes towards a more inclusive, participative and integrated form of urban development. By 
inserting these ideas into the questionnaire, we are also able to see whether cities are willing to generate 
alternative policies. 

The questionnaire was elaborated along the following lines. Every question refers to the processes as 
described by Brenner and Theodore or the Witboek. Some questions are presented as likert1 categories. They 
measure to which degree the intentions as expressed in the policy documents accord with a given postulate. 
Other questions reverse this system. The question itself has a general content, while the shift is described 
within the five possible answers, which then describe different possible phases. It is possible to analyse these 
seventy-six questions each individually, as they all reveal crucial information on the positioning of city's 
policies. However, since we seek to compare the different answers of cities to the described processes, 
comparing the questionnaire question by question does not take us any further than the qualitative descriptive 
we were already been able to make after the analysis of the policy documents. So, we scored each question 
from one to five, thus valuing the importance a city assigns to a certain issue. Then we grouped the questions 
in more general dimensions on several axes. In total we withheld twelve axes of (possible) policy intentions:  
• a shift from universalistic policy measures to a more project-like approach;  
• a trend to counter urban sprawl and attract new (middle class) inhabitants;  
• a trend towards international imaging and manifestation;  
• a trend to advance the economic aspect of urban development;  
• a shift from welfare to workfare policies;  
• a withdrawing of public authorities;  
• a trend to create urban development coalitions;  
• a trend to a more integral policy making;  
• a trend to participatory democracy;  
• a tendency to social inclusive policies;  
• a tendency to social cohesive policies; and  
• a tendency to glocal strategies. 

Each of these dimensions is thus constituted as a mean of several questions representing smaller trends. 
We scaled these dimensions by projecting the mean of the scores on the different questions, to an axis. These 
axes are then presented as a web graph (see figure 1). 

Intentions of local policy makers regarding urban development
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urban development coalitions

integrated policy approach

participatory policies

social inclusive policies

social cohesive measures
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shift univ --> project

countering urban sprawl

international manifestation
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welfare --> workfare

withdrawing authorities
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Figure 1 

                                                
1 Likert categories are a five-point scale, specifying the level of relevance of a question. For example: extremely 
important – important – rather important – little important – not important at all 



 
 

1084 

 
On this web graph we grouped the dimensions in such a way that each half of the graph brings in two 

extra dimensions, namely the neoliberal shift as described by Brenner and Theodore on the one hand and the 
alternative pathways as laid out by the White Paper. In the figure, the axes at the left side are dimensions of 
this neoliberal shift: a withdrawing of public authorities, a shift from welfare to workfare policies, a 
preference for an economic approach to urban development, a international promotion policy and a policy 
for attracting (middle class) newcomers to the city. The axes on the right-hand side represent strategies for a 
more outbalanced urban development: an integrated policy approach, a participatory democracy, socially 
inclusive measures, as well as socially cohesive measures and finally a policy which tries to find a glocal 
strategy as an answer on the globalisation processes. Both dimensions in the middle are described in 
literature as part of the neoliberal strategies, but the White Paper assigns innovative capacities to them, 
depending on how they are dealt with. So, if a city has high scores on the different axes at the left side of the 
graph, it is further advanced in the shift towards neoliberal policy making. High scores on the axes on the 
right side of the graph indicate that a city placing more effort in providing with alternatives. 

In the figure we have done this for our two case studies in Belgium, Ghent and Liège. The figure clearly 
indicates that –concerning policy intentions- Liège gives much more attention to social issues such as 
inclusion and cohesion. This difference in political priorities can be ascribed to the different level of social 
problems in both cities. The unemployment rates for example are respectively around 10% for Ghent and 
around 30% for Liège. Furthermore, the graph makes it easily detectable that Liège is focussing on 
international imaging and branding as its main strategy. It also raises the issue of countering urban sprawl 
much more than Ghent does. On the other hand, we see that Ghent puts much more emphasis on the axes 
concerning governance measures. The Flanders region has had an urban policy since 2000, whereas the 
Walloon region is considering only now whether it should have one. As a consequence, governance-like 
policy approaches, concomitant to urban development policies, have been followed by Flemish cities in an 
earlier stage.  

In general, we can see that concerning the neoliberal policy approach, Ghent focuses more on those axes 
associated with its own role as public authority; withdrawing authorities; shifting from welfare to workfare, 
building urban coalitions. Liège on the other hand gives much more attention to its development as a city, its 
international place and its population evolution. Concerning the approaches that stretch more outbalanced 
development strategies, Ghent also thinks more in terms of its own role, focusing on integrated policy 
measures in combination with a shift to work with projects rather than having a more universalistic social 
policy on the one hand and coalition building on the other hand. Liège emphasises ‘traditional’ inclusion 
mechanisms more, which can be associated with a long socialist tradition. 
 
5   CONCLUSIONS 
 

We live in interesting times for local urban policy makers. Their cities become ever more independent 
players, entering a game that is ever more global and competitive. This sets their frame of action and  the 
rules of the game, which are in the current economic model based upon the neoliberal system. In order to be 
able to stay in the economic race and even compete with other cities, they have no other option than to play 
by the rules set by this neoliberalistic frame, which involves creating an attractive place where investors are 
willing to settle hoping that this generates other development. It is now believed that government can not 
play the game on its own and is therefore in a constant search for partners to build a network of public and 
private bodies, as well as for a strategy in order to steer the development.  

One can easily say that this game forces cities to become entrepreneurial, leaving them no alternative 
than inducing a neoliberal governance structure. However, one can also argue that the restructuring of power 
relation between cities and states also offers new opportunities for a more outbalanced development. Policy 
makers can search for complementarities with other cities and regions. They can search for development 
opportunities based on their city’s own resources. They can build coalitions including all layers of the 
population, shifting to a participatory democracy. 

Along with the importance of the local context, the city’s own history and settings, this implies that the 
role of local actors constituting and steering urban coalitions is of great importance. Analysing the policy 
documents of two Belgian cities, Ghent and Liège, we can see enormous differences in the way local policy 
makers adapt to these schemes of neoliberal policies and governance approaches. Ghent has a tradition of 
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integrated planning, building urban coalitions, and so on. Therefore, its policy focuses much on its own role 
in the urban development. It rather tries to play a facilitating role than to develop policies itself. However, 
the urban coalitions are not purely orientated towards economic development. They put a strong emphasis on 
social and spatial inclusion. Liège, on the other hand,is still trying to overcome long years of decline, and is 
therefore more eager to apply the grand scale urban project methods. They leave much space for private 
development and large-scale urban projects. In a certain way, the city lacks good planning instruments and 
urban visionary for steering its development. But consequently, the city also feels an urge for focusing on 
compensatory social inclusive and cohesive measures. 

We developed a model through which we can visualise these policy approaches. We think this model is 
a tool to present a qualitative analysis in a graphical way. It makes the interpretation of a descriptive analysis 
more legible. However, we should be aware of a few shortcomings. First, and most importantly, scoring the 
different questions and projecting them on axes, does not quantify the answers. It still is a qualitative piece of 
research, but represented in a graphical way. So it does not reveal an absolute positioning of the cities 
regarding the different shifts or trends. It is our opinion that it is almost impossible to construct a 
questionnaire that allows for a absolute interpretation of shifts and trends. To do so, one would have to 
compile an exhaustive list of all the small and differing changes in policy approaches. Even if one was 
successful in doing so, scaling all these questions on to an axis, may call for a weighing of the different 
questions since some might represent a major issue for a certain dimension while others are of less 
importance. This weighing seems to be an impossible task. So, the model does not allow for an absolute 
interpretation of the shift. However, it does allow us to compare different cities with each other in relative 
terms. The answers to the different questions reveal the importance a city gives to a certain trend. We can 
thus compare this valuing of the different dimensions. 

Second, the model is not complete yet. We may still need to refine the way of scoring the answers and 
their scaling to the different axes. We might also try to use different axes. 
Third, this model still starts from our interpretation of the policy intentions. In a second phase, we will ask 
the policy makers themselves to fill in the questionnaire. 
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ABSTRACT: This work investigates ways to devise untraditional planning and design mechanisms to 
understand, act upon, and effectively overcome the interference of institutional corruption on the 
implementation of urban planning and design. This critical report on planning and design methodologies was 
developed side-by-side with the participation of the authors in actual commissions in Angola. The projects 
analyzed in this work are located in the Northern Province of Cabinda (an Angolan enclave between the 
borders of the Republic of the Congo and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, formerly know as Zaire). 
Cabinda is currently ranked as the second largest oil exporter in the continent. This condition places the 
Province in an unusual situation as being both an important player in the global trade of energy commodities, 
and still a region with the one of lowest HDI index in the world.   
KEYWORDS:  empowerment, urban planning theory, urban development, slum regeneration   

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

This is not a regular academic paper, nor a critique of a realized project. Instead, it is part of an on-going 
series of self-imposed efforts to rethink the practice of urban planning and design undertaken by CAMPO. 
CAMPO is a young architecture and urban planning office currently based in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, whose 
founding principles were based on its partners’ commitment to push the envelope of contemporary design 
and planning practices, and to find ways to develop new methods of multi-disciplinary collaborations in 
these fields. CAMPO is interested in how architecture and urban planning can be developed as mechanisms 
to invigorate local populations from the bottom-up, rather than impose a steady scenario. For these matters, 
the project scrutinized in this work – the redevelopment of a slum in the Province of Cabinda, Angola – plays 
the role of a ‘laboratory’ where new engagement and negotiation methods were tested.    

Today, Angola is among numerous developing countries that are passing through severe readjustments 
within the global economy due to relatively unprecedented prosperity after long periods of continuous social 
and political unrest. The Northern Province of Cabinda is one of the finest archetypes of this condition. If 
compared to its continental counterparts, it currently receives unparalleled revenues from its oil and diamond 
exports, while having an infant democracy after several years of civil war. Having previously been a 
single-party, socialist country, its mechanisms of governance still find difficulties to perform through 
transparent decision-making processes, especially when dealing with urban planning issues. 

The combination of a prosperous economy with loose democratic institutions leads to the emergence of 
highly unbalanced conditions of managing such prosperity. The obscure political practices that Angola 
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inherited from its past still influence how its cities are planned today. A few provincial government officials 
and private parties still exert their authority to have private gain through veiled means of control over public 
property and services. Nevertheless, individual corruption is unable to hinder the democratic and 
participative systems being implemented by governmental planning agencies. Consequently, the context for 
managing urban renewal is the contradictory existence of an official background of ‘good will’ locally biased 
by individual corruption. Cabinda is not an exception to that. 

How do we operate in a context where constant institutional distrust is to be found? Do planning and 
design have a relevant role in supporting democratic practices in the country? How can this be done? Is it 
possible to tackle the Angolan and the Brazilian experiences from common social and cultural perspectives, 
being both former Portuguese colonies? All these questions structured the appropriate context for action that 
CAMPO was interested in. The invitation to work in Angola originated from two past collaborators of the 
office: Fábrica (the planning agency responsible for coordinating the design and engineering teams), and 
GeoInter (the construction firm responsible for implementing the plans). GeoInter was already providing 
services for the Provincial Government of Cabinda, and intermediated the negotiations between CAMPO and 
Fábrica with local governmental planning officials.   

2 CABINDA, ANGOLA 

Being outside the international media flashlights – even though being one of the world’s leading oil 
producers – the Cabindan context needs to be introduced before jumping into the specifics of our 
commission. 

Cabinda is the smallest of the Angolan provinces and has a peculiar geopolitical setting. Its territory is 
an Angolan enclave between the borders of the Republic of the Congo and the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, formerly know as Zaire (Fig. 1). The province has as area of 7.300 km2, and an estimated population 
of 220.000 inhabitants. Being an enclave, direct communication with the rest of the country is severely 
hindered. There are no roads connecting Cabinda to the rest of Angola, leaving aerial and naval 
transportation as the only available options. Naval transportation is especially difficult as the Cabindan port 
has obsolete infrastructures. 

Since the last decades of the 20th Century, oil extraction in the province has been providing steady 
revenues, allowing it to plan investments in urban development. Nevertheless, this wealth is not yet fully 
perceivable in physical terms. Except for the numerous international oil companies based on Cabindan 
territory, the province still possesses deficient industrial and commercial markets. Due to the lack of 
minimally self-sufficient industry and commerce, the province still heavily relies on imports. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 The Province and City of Cabinda (maps by the authors) 

2.1 Historical Development 
For centuries, during the colonial occupation of the Angolan territory, Cabinda was a commercial 
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entrepôt, as the intermediary for all commercial transactions in Southwestern Africa, funneling most of the 
trade from Congo. From around 1600 until the end of the 18th Century the main object for trade were the 
slaves. At the end of this period, other colonies were already freeing their slaves and Portugal was pressured 
to gradually put an end on slave traffic. 

After the 1884 “Berlin Conference”1, where the African territory was redesigned according to the 
interest of colonizers, Cabinda became the capital of the District of Congo, as a strategy of defense against 
the freedom movements. The discovery of petroleum in the Cabindan territory took place in 1966, and after 
Angola reached its independence in 1975, Cabinda became the richest of the 18 provinces of the country. 

Due to its intense large scale commercial activities, Cabinda started to grow from its port area towards 
the city center. The city center, with institutional buildings and formal residential neighborhoods, was built 
by the Portuguese. After that, during the period of the independence movements, from the beginning of the 
1960’s until 1975, low wage informal neighborhoods started to pop up around the center. During that period 
the population of Cabinda grew almost four times. After the independence, during the civil war period, there 
was an intense migration movement from the rural areas to the city, and as a consequence, neighborhoods 
started to grow chaotically. In a period of 10 years, until 1985 the population doubled in size, the same 
happening from 1985 to 1992, when the city had approximately 80.000 inhabitants. 

Today, most of the population, estimated in more than 200.000 inhabitants, lives in informal 
neighborhoods, lacking of basic infrastructure and institutional support. 

3 SOCIAL AND ECONOMICAL CONTEXTS – UNPRECEDENTED WE ALTH X UNSTEADY 
INSTITUTIONS  

3.1 Society 
Cabindan (and Agolan, in general) society is heavily characterized by rigid hierarchies, inherited from 

its years of civil war and military dictatorship. The government’s military heritage can also be verified by the 
massive presence of former and current military officers in all levels of governance. Based on a patriarchal 
system, the figure of the father in the Cabindan familial structure is still extremely important. 

Public gatherings and neighborhood meetings take place through the families, whose social role goes 
beyond mere domestic organization. The appropriation of public space and its structures of dominance is 
ruled by veiled family rules, set and regulated by the leading hand of the father. The role of the patriarch is 
passed on by heritage. It is not uncommon to find young men (or even boys) taking up the role of patriarchs 
inherited from unexpected death of the original patriarchs. Even if other more experienced adults are still 
part of the family, it is the inherited responsibility of the patriarch that sets its hierarchy (Figs. 2 & 3). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figures 2 & 3 Cabindan families and the central role of the patriarchs: spatial surveillance and social 

distinction. (photos by the authors) 

                                                           
1 The “Berlin Conference” (also know as “Congo Conference”, Kongokonferenz in German) was organized 
upon a request of the Portuguese Government to introduce regulations to the European colonization of Africa. 
Organized by the German first Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, this conference set the agenda for the New 
Imperialist exploitation of Africa, eliminating most of the existing political and governing structures of the 
continent.  
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Despite its apparent homogeneity, present Cabindan culture and society are the results of the fusion of 
numerous original tribes of the region, unified under the Central Government in Colonial times. Even though 
different ethnical groups can still be identified by specific behaviors, traditions, and spatial proximity, they 
live in relative peace with rare ethnical upheavals. Being united by the Portuguese language, existing 
Cabindan ethnic groups are often hostile to groups of Congolese origin, who speak predominantly and 
exclusively French. 

The process of urbanization of the Cabindan territory is still under way. Years of civil war delayed the natural 
migration of the population from rural areas toward the urban centers. Today, with a booming oil extraction economy, 
the trend set by war times is being rapidly reversed. 

 
3.2 Economy 

Despite the recent end of the civil war in 2002, the political antagonism generated by it apparently 
affected very subtly Cabindan society. The victory of the marxist-oriented party (MPLA) put under 
governmental control all productive activities and land ownership. Private land ownership in Angola is 
virtually non-existent (except for some exceptions among governmental officials). All real-estate transactions 
are intermediated and controlled by government officials. Cabindan economy is walking toward a more 
liberal economy in a much faster pace than the other Angolan provinces, possibly due to its centuries-old 
heritage as a commercial entrepôt. 

Overlooking immigration policies set by the central government, Cabinda has a loose attitude towards 
regional immigration from its neighbors. Used to a relatively more open economy, Congolese immigrants 
(despite some aversion from native Cabindans) are forming an important community of retailers (Figs. 4 & 
5). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 4 & 5 Cabindan retail and local markets. (photos by the authors) 
       
The vast majority of the Cabindans still live in subnormal conditions, whereas a small percentage of the 

population form its middle-class range, mostly formed by a generation of former military officials that fought 
in the civil war and integrated the military government for decades. This generation, which was educated in 
Soviet and Cuban institutions under the communist paradigm, now takes up positions in the government or in 
foreign private companies. Private business initiatives are severely hindered (if not completely discouraged) 
by seemingly endless bureaucracy. 

 

4 INHERITED CORRUPTION – LOOSE BOUNDARIES BETWEEN T HE CONCEPTS OF 
PUBLIC AND PRIVATE 

Decades of overwhelming bureaucracy and the almost exclusive presence of militarized public services 
left Angola – especially Cabinda in its geographic isolation – a social legacy of continuous abuse of power 
and unethical private appropriation of public assets. Throughout the history of Angolan bureaucracy, the 
reach of its officials’ power has been rarely questioned or had its boundaries well defined.  

This context of socially unquestioned power created a “parallel world” which could be freely 
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manipulated by government officials, through their own idiosyncrasies. Government officials had virtually 
complete power over all public assets and services. This power was guaranteed by a veiled agreement among 
their social groups, setting up a complex system of “trading favors”. 

In this “parallel world”, public services and property – which were supposed to be freely accessed by 
the entire population – became a sort of “currency” among government officials. It was somewhat 
widespread for government officials to charge a sort of “bribe” from the population to perform a task or a 
service that they were already supposed to. It is necessary to render relative the term “bribe” as it was not 
considered as so by the government officials. Their ethical mindset was completely distorted by an 
environment of non-existent public supervision, where any public effort to question their authority or 
severely repressed. 

Our first contact with this “parallel world” took place during one of our first site visits in Cabinda. In 
the outskirts of the city, a brand new market hall (Mercado São Pedro) had been recently built to replace the 
precarious installations of a local market. After its completion, the administration of the new commercial 
stands was carefully distributed among the government officials responsible for the implementation of the 
project. Thus, each one of them would be able to charge fees for the usage of their “private” stands. However, 
local merchants were unable to afford the fees been charged, especially when they were not expected to. 
Each merchant was entitled to have free access to a stand. Without means to legally reclaim their rights, the 
merchants set up an entirely new informal market around the new hall. Until today, the new market hall 
remains empty, while the informal market thrives around it. 

This situation triggered our thoughts towards designing mechanisms to overcome this kind of 
institutional trap. We had to be able to guarantee full access to the new public amenities that we were just 
beginning to devise. How do we overcome a subconscious culture of illegal appropriation without generating 
unnecessary rallies and disputes among the design team and the government? How do we plan in order to 
empower local populations and provide them with spatial tool for political and social representation? The 
image of the empty market would haunt us until the end of the commission.              

5 THE “A VITÓRIA É CERTA” COMMUNITY AND THE CITY OF  CABINDA 

As a consequence of its lack of urban and environment planning, Cabinda saw its territory develop 
chaotically. Today, the foreigners who arrive in the province usually to work for private oil companies 
generally settle in isolated condominiums, in the outskirts of the city, and there is practically no interaction 
between them and the local population. Inside the subnormal neighborhoods around the city center, with 
practically no institutional support, an informal net of trade and commerce was created by its own inhabitants. 
Normally organized by a neighborhood coordinator, the street markets became the main place where 
Cabindans can sell and buy food, hygiene goods and even fuel. It is common that traders combine their home 
and shop in the same space. 

In the neighborhood “A Vitória É Certa” (Fig. 6) there are two main squares, shaped as a result of the 
local street markets: Pio Square and Kimbango Square (Fig. 7). While Pio Square market is bigger and 
receives dealers from other neighborhoods, as well as from rural areas, the Kimbango Square market (Fig. 8) 
is mostly formed by local inhabitants. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 6 “A Vitória É Certa” seen from above. (photo by the authors) 
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“A Vitória É Certa” neighborhood is surrounded by important roads, easily connecting it to the city 

center and to the airport. The houses located in the borders of the neighborhood, facing the main roads, have 
a clear division between public and private spaces, with walls or fences marking the limits if the plots. On 
the other hand, its interior has a complete different configuration. The streets are shaped by drain water or 
informal pedestrian paths. The spatial limit between private and public is defined by the houses themselves, 
all the other spaces become public. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7 “A Vitória É Certa” plan, with the location of Pio (to the south) and Kimbango (to the north) 

squares. (map by the authors) 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 Current view of the Kimbango Market. (photo by the authors) 
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6 CONTEXTUAL TACTICS – OPERATING FROM WITHIN  

Before diving into the project, we knew it was necessary to develop tactical approaches to venture 
within the Cabindan “parallel worlds” of corruption without causing undesirable disturbances that the plan 
would not benefit from. Our consciousness of their inappropriate means of profiting through public means 
was not to be noticed, but we should still be able to guarantee the successful implementation of the plan. 

In order to overcome the almost instantaneous appropriation of the planned public services and 
buildings, we had to devise an implementation strategy that prioritized the gradual design and construction of 
the new public spaces and buildings. This gradual implementation would allow immediate access and 
appropriation of the community, striving to hinder illegal fees for their use. This strategy was linked to the 
development of the economical feasibility studies, which determined that the plan would be implemented 
gradually due to the scarcity of large funds (Fig. 9). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9 The different phases of implementation of the street market. (drawing by the authors) 
 
The adoption of different levels, respecting the local topography, was carried out in order to organize 

the current informal commerce and provide more comfort to sellers and buyers. This layout also facilitates 
visibility and accessibility to the products. Each individual space can accommodate one table (Fig. 10 & 11), 
which can be removed by the dealer so that he or she can take their products away during the hours that the 
market in not in operation. Each group of tables receives a roof that can protect them from rain and provides 
shadow and illumination, marking a division between the public space of the street and the space allowed for 
the dealers to stay (Fig. 12 & 13). At night, the roofs can shelter other kind of cultural or social activities. 

The main goal of the project was to guarantee that the spatial characteristics of the current markets were 
taken in consideration in order to assure that in the future the market would continue to be run by local 
dealers and used by the local population. Also, we aimed to create a space that could be used in different 
ways by the local and the external population. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 10 & 11 Proposal for the street markets in “A Vitória É Certa” neighborhood: the removable 
table. (images by the authors) 
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Figures 12 & 13 Proposal for the street markets in “A Vitória É Certa” community. 
(drawings by the authors) 

 

7 CONCLUSIONS – URBAN ARCHITECTURE OR ARCHITECTURAL  URBANISM? 

 After almost three decades of civil war and a centralized and non flexible political model, it is difficult to 
predict when optimistic results will be achieved. Oddly, the former bonds that generated years of social and 
political unrest also contributed to the establishment of peace in Angolan territory. 

 Politically, we do not believe that the radical implementation of the liberal model would be the solution to 
Angolan main problems. Historic and cultural peculiarities are quite relevant, and that determines the 
construction of a specific model, applied to the reality of each province. 

 At the same time, urban changes should be thought and applied based on local behaviors and life styles. 
Like in “A Vitória É Certa”, most neighborhoods in Cabinda present an intense use of public spaces, 
especially of those located in their core. Unlike the empty São Pedro Market, where a spatial model from 
abroad was imposed to the local population, our project for Kimbango and Pio market squares establishes the 
spatial qualities of the current markets, and improves their infrastructure, providing the traders with the 
possibility to contribute with the development and of local economy. As a circle, the participation of all 
social classes in the economic activities of the province results in the transparency of political and economic 
activities. 
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ABSTRACT: Urbanism operates with massive dynamic urban data. For that, various urban code systems 
have been implemented for data registration. However our capacity of processing and cross breeding these 
data is rather limited. This paper stresses the concept of similarity matrix as the unifying factor to construct a 
parametric relational urban model that can meaningfully cross breeding different kinds of urban data and 
synchronize other urban analysis tools, such as space-syntax. This parametric relational urban model can 
dynamically adapt to the development of its physical counterpart in selected aspects. The internal similarity 
pattern of the existing urban fabric exposed by this urban model, can provide rational suggestions to ensure 
harmonious urban development strategies that preserve the typological urban form for particular city at study. 
Besides, it is also possible to incorporate top-down intervention input, by which radical planning intentions 
can be tested and compared with real-time feedback of their impacts on the entire urban fabric.  
KEYWORDS: planning culture, bottom up system, similarity, dynamic equilibrium 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Urbanism, by nature, operates with massive dynamic urban data. For that, various urban code systems 
have been implemented for data registration. However, compared with the huge amount of data accumulated, 
our capacity of processing and cross breeding these data is rather limited. This problem starts to become 
more crucial with the switch of urban planning culture from top-down towards bottom-up approach, which 
regards the urban fabric as a self-organizing complex system that exhibits great complexity and huge amount 
of internal interactions. Under this light, new urban question is legitimated: if it is possible to construct a 
common platform to process and cross breeding different kinds of urban data so as to improve our 
understanding/influence on the complex urban fabric from a bottom-up point of view?  

This paper proposes the concept of similarity matrix as one possible solution to the question above. 
Similarity matrix refers to the matrix of mutual similarity coefficients for all actors within the same 
bottom-up urban fabric. The definition of actor in this context can be rather flexible. It can be set as building, 
street or urban plot, as long as there are sufficient urban data to support such subdivision method. By 
cross-breeding different kinds of urban data that are associated with such subdivision method, the parametric 
relational urban model can be constructed to reflect the internal similarity pattern of the physical urban fabric. 
This parametric urban model can provide rational suggestions to ensure harmonious urban 
development/renewal strategies that preserve the typological urban form for particular city at study. Besides, 
it also allows top-down intervention inputs, by which radical planning intentions can be tested and compared 
with real-time feedback of their impacts on the entire urban fabric. Moreover, this parametric relational urban 
model can evolve together with physical city, each new relevant update of the physical city, once registered 
into the urban model, will trigger a reconstruction of the internal similarity matrix of the urban model which 
ensures the urban model to be constantly up to date to reflect the new urban condition and make planning 
suggestion accordingly.  

This resultant self-regulatory urban model with flexible intervention inputs, is not only a credible tool 
for understanding the hidden similarity pattern of urban fabric, but also an effective platform to activate and 
compare different urban design proposals. Following the basic principle of the parametric relational urban 
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model, different applications can be envisioned that reveals the great potential of enriching urban governance 
and planning with computational technology from a bottom-up point of view. This paper will elaborate on 
the first application of the parametric relational urban model, the Urban Plot Ratio Allocation software, to 
introduce its computation principle and application value in the urban design scenario.  

2  ABSTRACT PRINCIPLES FOR THE DECISION OF PLOT RATIO 

The Plot Ratio or Floor Area Ratio (FAR), which is used in zoning to limit the amount of construction in 
many countries, is the ratio of the total floor area of buildings on a certain plot to the size of the land of that 
plot. The decision of the plot ratio is usually based on the experience of planners and the negotiation between 
the related groups, which refers to not only the top-down intentions of the planner or mayor, but also mutual 
references of many other similar plots in the city from a holistic point of view. Thus, the decision of a block’s 
plot ratio in the planning process can be concluded with the following two aspects: 

(1) Evaluating the block’s potential for development, for example the condition of the site, 
transportation, function, environment, etc., at the same time satisfying the control requirement of the urban 
codes on the block. More potential lead to larger plot ratio and tighter control means less development. So 
the comparison between the blocks is much more meaningful, which fetches out the more important second 
aspect. 

(2) Referring to the plot ratio of the blocks with similar land conditions and urban codes. To be fair, all 
the similar blocks should be considered no matter its plot ratio is high or low. And the higher the level of 
similarity between two blocks goes, the higher the mutual reference value between them goes. Actually this 
is the main principle followed in the decision process.  

In general, the decision of plot ratio is a consensus process based on the reference to the value of the 
similar blocks with relatively rational plot ratio, which usually adulterates subjective and unfair factors 
because many different people and groups are involved in the process. Moreover, except for referring to the 
similar existing blocks, the decision of a block has to consider the influence to other blocks to be developed 
whose influence to their similar blocks should also be investigated… as for the complexity of all the 
interconnections between plots and the huge amount of information that need to be processed, a precise 
understanding of this process is far beyond direct human comprehension. What is presented in this paper is 
the software to simulate the interaction between blocks with the above mentioned principles: Firstly the 
evaluation of each block is quantified, based on which the similarity matrix for all the blocks can be created. 
When the plot ratio of the existing blocks input the system, the software will calculate the value of the 
pendent blocks gradually with a large number of interactions between all the blocks and the system tends to 
the equilibrium. 

The algorithm, operation and application of the software will be clarified in the following sections with 
the case of Changzhou, a Chinese city. 

3 TECHNICAL PROCESS AND ALGORITHM 

The workflow of the urban plot ratio allocation software may be interpreted as the following four steps 
(Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 Plot Ratio Allocation algorithm workflow 

3.1  Multifactor evaluation of plots 
Firstly, the urban land is divided into plots which are numbered one by one according to the planning 

road network. Then, a list of universal plot attributes will be introduced, such as land function, accessibility, 
etc. As for different kind of plot attribute, different evaluation method can be applied, such as comparing 
available urban data, adopting urban analysis software and analyzing questionnaire. All of the plots will be 
evaluated separately for each kind of universal attributes. The result of this evaluation is a matrix of plot 
attribute factors set between 0.5 and 1.5, which reveals the potential for each plot to be developed. Higher 
value here means more potential for development, and vice versa. These evaluated block attribute factors 
may be grouped into the following two types:  

(1) Function factors. These are the objective effect of the existing urban codes and master plan, which 
may include land function, accessibility, etc. In the case of Changzhou, the factor value of land function gets 
lower and lower from commercial, office, residential land to industrial and warehouse land determined by 
the master plan. And the accessibility of a plot is defined as the average of the two largest integration value 
among the axes surrounding it based on the space syntax analysis of the road network (Hillier 1996). The 
conversion of the value to the range of 0.5 and 1.5 is expressed with Eq. (1) 

0.5
x min

x
max min

I I
A

I I

−= +
−

 (1) 

Where Ax is the accessibility value of a plot, Ix is the average of the two largest integration value 
among the axes surrounding the plot, Imin and Imax are the minimum and maximum value among all the Ix. 

(2) Landscape factors. These are the subjective factors based on the holistic conceiving of the urban 
form and landscape, which may include the control of visual corridors, historic sites, key areas to natural 
open space, etc. In the case of Changzhou, values of the plots under the visual corridors are set as 0.5; values 
of the plots beside the estuaries, rivers and public green space are set between 0.7 and 1.5 according to its 
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sensitivity to the landscape; values of the plots with the national, provincial or municipal monument are set 
as 0.5, 0.8 and 1.1, the historic sites are set as 0.9. Values of other plots without control requirement are set as 
1.5. 

According to the above mentioned evaluation standard (Figure 2), the matrix of the plots attribute 
factors is created which is the basis of the similarity matrix of all plots. It should be pointed out that different 
cities may choose different attributes according to their characters and the comparative relation is much more 
meaningful than the absolute value of each attribute factor. 

 

 
Figure 2 Multifactor evaluation standard of land attributes in Changzhou case 

3.2     Relations between blocks based on their similarity  
The similarity coefficients between all the blocks may be calculated based on the multifactor evaluation 

of plots by the following formula, Eq. (2), adapted from the algorithm of standard deviation: 
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Where Sij is the similarity coefficient between plot i and plot j, F1, F2, …,Fn are the various attribute 
factors of the plots, n is the number of attribute factors, m is the number of plots. As the values of all the 
attribute factors are set between 0.5 and 1.5, the similarity coefficient calculated with this formula will fall in 
the range of 0-1. The two blocks will share higher level of mutual referential relation if their similarity 
coefficient tends to 1. 

Then a threshold for the general similarity coefficient is set to control the overall level of connectivity 
within the entire system, i.e. if the similarity coefficient of two blocks is more than this threshold, the two 
blocks will be regarded as interconnected and the plot ratios of them will refer to each other. The threshold is 
set as a variable in the software and the default value is 0.8. 

The neighboring condition may be considered as a special kind of similarity, which is the reason why 
the neighboring blocks usually have the priority to refer to each other for the decision of plot ratio allocation. 
To simulate that, the threshold for the similarity coefficient of the neighboring blocks is set lower than the 
general similarity coefficient threshold. The default value is 0.75 in the software. 

Therefore the similarity matrix is created which is the ground for the interaction and mutual reference 
between blocks. It should be pointed out that the degree of the interconnection is also depended on their 
similarity coefficient, which will be clarified in the next section. 

3.3     Interaction and equilibrium  
In total, there are only three types of plots defined, existing blocks, pendent blocks and exclusive blocks. 

The existing blocks refer to the blocks whose plot ratios are regarded as rational and will be kept constant 
throughout the computation process. The pendent blocks refer to the blocks whose plot ratios are subject to 
change during the computation process. The exclusive blocks refer to a collection of special blocks that 
exhibits irrational plot ratio due to particular reasons, and they are naturally excluded from system 
interaction. 
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All existing and pendent blocks will iterate through all their connected blocks for their plot ratios and 
the shared similarity coefficients as the basic parameters to realize the internal system interaction. If we 
consider the system to have only two active blocks as A and B, who share the same similarity coefficient of 
S-ab, then the new plot ratio of A for next iteration will be the sum of current plot ratio of A and the 
amendment factor it receives from B, which can be calculated by multiplying S-ab with the difference of plot 
ratio between B and A. For the computation system operating with multiple active blocks, the process can be 
expressed with Eq. (3).  
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Where Px is the plot ratio of a block after x round calculation, Px+1 is that after x+1 round calculation, 
Pi is the plot ratio of every connected blocks, Si is the similar coefficient to every connected blocks, n is the 
number of the connected blocks. When the system tends to equilibrium Px+1 will be almost equal to Px. 

It is necessary to include the existing blocks within the interactive system, as they may serve as bridges 
to facilitate interactions between pendent blocks that are not directly connected. Thus, to preserve their 
confirmed plot ratio to be constant while realizing their conductive function, a mirror value is introduced, 
that can be used to transmit the internal force received by an existing block back to its connected blocks. The 
relation between mirror value and calculated value for existing blocks is written as Eq. (4).   

 
1 0 1' 2x xP P P+ += −  (4) 

Where P0 is the confirmed plot ratio of an existing block, Px+1 is the plot ratio calculated by Eq. (3), 
Px+1’ is the mirror value of Px+1 to P0 and will be used in Eq. (3) for the next round calculation. Thus all 
the interactions in the system are expressed. When the system tends to equilibrium Px+1’ will also be almost 
equal to Px’. 

Figure 3 shows the plot ratio self-organizing process in the case of Changzhou, where the existing 
blocks are displayed in sandy beige and the pendent blocks are in puce which were flat at first and then grew 
up and down before equilibrium at last. The fluctuant process of the pendent blocks are demonstrated in 
Figure 4, where the plot ratios of all pendent blocks were set to 0 at first and then undertook their individual 
fluctuation curve until they tended to stabilization at the fourteenth round of calculation. Different initial plot 
ratio settings for pendent blocks will not make any difference to their end result at equilibrium. As given 
enough iterations, the stabilized plot ratios for the pendent blocks will only be determined by the 
combination of the confirmed plot ratios from their connected existing blocks and the predefined system 
similarity matrix. Thus, when the system reaches equilibrium, the plot ratios combination of pendent blocks 
will be the unique rational outcome derived from the self-organizing process.  

 

 
Figure 3 Interaction process of the blocks (Changzhou) 
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Figure 4 Fluctuant Process of the Pendent blocks (Changzhou) 

Figure 5 records vibrations of calculated value (Px+1) and mirror value (Px+1’) of the existing blocks, 
Eq. (4). The definition of system equilibrium for this software comes from the fact that the difference 
between subsequent calculated value and mirror value from all existing blocks infinitely tends to 0. Thus, 
instead of a static equilibrium, this software operates with a dynamic one that literally represents the ever 
lasting internal tension of the physical urban fabric.  

 

 

Figure 5 Calculated and mirror value of the existing blocks (Changzhou) 

3.4     Input/Output and circular running 
The inputs to this software include a vector based 3d urban model and spread sheet data of plot 

evaluation factors. The outputs will be a transformed 3d urban model and spread sheet data of suggested plot 
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ratios for all pendent blocks. Designed as an open system on circular running, this software can seamlessly 
incorporate real-time external top-down design intensions into the running system. Designer can assign 
arbitrary plot ratio to any pendent block then convert that block into an existing block so as to observe the 
impact of such planning intension. Or the designer can free any existing block as pendent block, so as to let 
the system calculate the optimized plot ratios for this particular block. Besides, multi layered information 
will also be displayed to facilitate the design decision making process.  

4    PARAMETERS AND THEIR MEANINGS IN URBAN DESIGN 

All the parameters to be displayed and controlled are presented in the right hand window of the software. 
(Figure 6) In general, these parameters can be concluded with four modules: 

(1) Information display which shows the basic information about the current selected block including its 
number, plot ratio, factor scores, connected and neighboring blocks. The current selected block will be 
blinking and its connected blocks will be presented in red color in the view window (Figure 6).  

(2) Statistical analysis which shows the plot ratio’s changing process of the current selected block and 
the sum of all the blocks.  

(3) Import and export which is used to update the input urban data and output the outcomes.  
(4) Design parameters which are the most important module to carry out the design intervention directly. 

The design parameters will be interpreted in following two types: 
 

 
Figure 6 Interface of the software with the panel on the right 

4.1     Parameters on plot 
The plot ratio of each plot may be modified on fly. As for the existing blocks, such modification will be 

directly reflected in the next iteration of computation. As for the pendent blocks, designer will need to further 
declare the target block as an existing block by choosing the option of ‘Confirm’ in the panel (Figure 6). 
Figure 7 shows the general disturbance process after one pendent block was manually assigned with a bigger 
plot ratio and confirmed as an existing block. The obvious plot ratio disturbance at the 15th iteration faded 
away for most of the pendent blocks, however there are a few plot ratios heavily affected by this 
modification. The reading of figure 7 fits well very with the system assumption, which indicates certain plot 
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ratio fluctuation will heavily affect the directly associated pendent blocks, while have less impact on the 
iteratively associated ones. Therefore, by observing the general impact of certain top-down design intension, 
this software can be applied as an effective tool to verify the planner’s intention and activate their creation.  

 

 
Figure 7 Disturbance process by changing a blocks plot ratio 

Some special blocks, for example those with special functions or with unusual development may be 
regarded as the enclaves by choosing the option of “Exclusive” in the panel (Figure 6). Then they will not be 
involved in the interaction process. All these parameters together ensure a flexible and effective control of 
the software to cope with the complex urban design and planning situation.  

4.2     Parameters on relations between plots 
The general relations between blocks can be controlled with two methods. The first one defines the 

global similarity threshold to manage the overall level of connectivity. The second one changes the 
combination of factor weight to modify the initial similarity matrix. These two methods will be specified as 
following:  

(1) The overall level of connectivity between blocks can be adjusted by changing the value of 
“Threshold Simi.Glob.” in the panel (Figure 6). This parameter defines the similarity threshold for any two 
blocks to be regarded as connected, i.e. the smaller value of the threshold means each block may be 
connected to more blocks and the consequence will be that all the pendent blocks tend to have equal plot 
ratio with each other. This parameter can be changed on fly, as shown in Figure 8, when the threshold was 
changed from 0.80 to 0.70 at the 14th iteration, the plot ratios range of all pendent blocks get smaller. 
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Figure 8 Disturbance process by changing the threshold of similarity 

There is also a separate similarity threshold set for controlling neighboring connectivity. This threshold 
can be controlled by adjusting the value of “Threshold Simi.Neigh.” in the panel (Figure 6) to bring more 
flexibility to the designers. 

(2) The factor weight for all plot attributes are set as 1 by default. This means all kinds of plot attributes 
will be treated equally while constructing the similarity matrix. However, it is also possible at the initial stage 
to setup different factor weight combination to meet special design preferences that intentionally emphasize 
or deemphasize certain plot attribute. This can be realized by alter the factor weight setting in the panel 
(Figure 6). Eq. (5) illustrates the relation between factor weight parameter and similarity coefficient.  
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Where Sij is the similarity coefficient between plot i and plot j, F1, F2, …,Fn are the various factors of 
the plots, n is the number of factors, m is the number of plots, x1, x2, …, xn is the factor weight of different 
plot attribute.  

5    CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

The Urban Plot Ratio Allocation software introduced in this paper is a flexible and credible tool for the 
decision making of plot ratio allocation, based on the understanding of urban form as a self-organizing 
complex system regulated by its internal similarity matrix. By incorporating several methods for top-down 
intervention, different development intentions can be verified and compared with real-time feed back that 
provides an effective and transparent channel for the communication of different urban development/renewal 
strategies. Equipped with basic graphic representation, this software is also helpful for the study of 3D urban 
form and urban design, which can be further improved by adding some shape grammar functions.  

The parametric relational urban model is a robust platform for processing and cross breeding different 
urban attribute data to generate meaningful reading of the internal relationship of urban fabric. It operates 
with urban attribute data as both its input and output that are inter-exchangeable. This ensures a universal 
application of this model on different research/design scenarios, such as planning on population, 
transportation, land price, public facilities, etc. Besides, it is also possible to supply this model with data 
gathered from social/cultural perspectives to achieve a holistic view of the urban fabric. As an abstract 
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conceptual model, the parametric relational model can also be applied on different levels of scale, say from 
urban design scale to regional management scale.  

The future research on the parametric relational urban model/urban plot ratio allocation software can be 
concluded with two threads. The first one is to make effective connections with available urban database and 
urban analysis software, so as to supply the similarity matrix construction with sufficient, accurate and even 
dynamic urban data. For that, direct connections to some GIS and Space-syntax software are of great interest. 

The second research thread is to adapt the general similarity matrix to particular research perspective. 
The general similarity matrix summarizes an overall similarity pattern from multi-layered urban attributes 
data. However, considering different research perspective, not all layers of urban data will weight equally for 
the particular research question at study. In the case study of Urban Plot Ratio Allocation software, this 
question is partially answered by letting designer to setup their customized factor weight combination in a 
top-down manner, so as to reflect their particular design considerations. However, it is also possible to 
introduce a genetic algorithm based function to help with searching the optimized factor weight combination. 
For that, the particular research perspective/question can be regarded as another layer of urban attribute with 
incomplete information, such as the concept of pendent and existing plots in the case study software. Thus, 
the research question can be reformulated as, given an urban attribute layer with incomplete information, 
how to apply the general similarity matrix to define the missing information. In this case, the confirmed 
information from this incomplete urban attribute layer will be regarded as the predefined condition and used 
as the reference for reconfiguring the general similarity matrix. It is at this step, genetic algorithm can be 
introduced to search for the optimized factor weight combination of different urban attributes that built up 
the general similarity matrix model. The outcome of this genetic algorithm searching process will be a new 
factor weight combination that unifies the general similarity matrix with the particular relational matrix 
exhibited by the confirmed information of that incomplete urban attribute layer. In another word, by applying 
genetic algorithm based optimization, the general similarity matrix can be customized for a particular 
research question. What need to be noticed here is that, there will be multiple factor weight combinations 
that can fulfill the tolerance requirement of unifying the general matrix and particular relational matrix. This 
literally reveals the fact that the very urban condition can be interpreted from multiple angles, and it is up to 
the designer to choose one particular angle. As for the future parametric relational urban model equipped 
with genetic algorithm searching function, this can be realized by picking up the favorite combination from a 
list of suggestions, or by predefining certain attribute factor weight then let the genetic algorithm searching 
function to supply the rest.  
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ABSTRACT: This paper will examine two case studies related to the spatial practices of Wal-Mart Stores, 
Inc. in order to better understand how instruments of governance and planning can be circumvented or 
creatively deployed. The first case, regarding Wal-Mart and Vermont, demonstrates how architecture is not 
the result of politics but produces its own, while the second, in Hercules, California, will demonstrate the 
capacity of instruments of governance to be deployed in novel ways. Looking closely at these two instances 
can contribute to a larger understanding of how architecture, planning, and politics intersect.  
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1   WAL-MART AND TERRITORY 
 

This paper will examine two case studies related to the spatial practices of Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. in 
order to better understand how instruments of governance and planning can be circumvented or creatively 
deployed. The first case, regarding Wal-Mart and Vermont, demonstrates how architecture is not the result of 
politics but produces its own, while the second, in Hercules, California, will demonstrate the capacity of 
instruments of governance to be deployed in novel ways. To examine these two cases, I will use a 
combination of material including legal documents, records of city council meetings, real estate maps, and 
site visits in an effort to understand the implications and possibilities of such inventive approaches to land 
use regulation. Doing so suggests the political capacity of architecture as well as new avenues of public 
engagement or surprising techniques for collective action in the shaping of future cities.  

Wal-Mart Stores, Inc.–more commonly known simply as Wal-Mart–masks itself with an image of small 
town Americana and humble values.  However, behind this lies a sophisticated operation whose scale and 
reach is astonishing. In 2007, for example, Wal-Mart secured the top position on the Fortune 500 list with 
earnings for the year of over 351 billion dollars, making it America’s largest corporation and the world’s 
largest retailer. While the spaces of other large companies are often concentrated in corporate headquarters or 
office parks, the space of Wal-Mart’s retail empire comprises a diffuse net that covers the entire United 
States.1 It opens a new store almost once a week and has its own real estate company and its own 
architecture division.  

Wal-Mart’s primary units of growth are large shed buildings that are calibrated to align specifically with 
the company’s logistics enterprises and are deployed as standards to extend both territorial and market 
control. By mining vast quantities of information that it regularly collects and by mobilizing its efficient 
logistics machine, Wal-Mart is able to maintain unparalleled control over its expansive operations. 
Wal-Mart’s size and reach can be one the company’s biggest sources of power but can also become one of its 
greatest liabilities.  According to the retailer’s own account, it was sued 4,851 times in the year 2000 alone 
–nearly once every two hours.2  It is also currently the defendant in the largest class action lawsuit in history 
in which 1.6 million plaintiffs are suing Wal-Mart for discriminatory labor practices.  Though less 

                                                           
1 The company has nearly saturated its sales area in the United States because “fully 60 percent of the entire 
U.S. population lives within 5 miles of a Wal-Mart location and 96 percent are within 20 miles.” (Source: 
Matthew Zook and Mark Graham, “Wal-Mart Nation: Mapping the Reach of a Retail Colossus,” in Wal-Mart 
World: The World’s Biggest Corporation in the Global Economy, ed. Stanley D. Brunn (London: Routledge, 
2006), 20.) 
2 Richard Willing, “Lawsuits a Volume Business at Wal-Mart,” in USA Today, August 13, 2001. 
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spectacular, many of these conflicts with Wal-Mart, including that of Vermont, are at community levels and 
concern the company’s real estate procedures and urban impacts. 

 

 
Figure 1 Diffusion of Wal-Mart stores from Bentonville, Arkansas 

 
2   LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION 

 
Vermont was the last of the United States to have a Wal-Mart store within its borders.  Largely because 

of local conviction that the Bentonville-based retailer’s presence in the state would increase traffic, threaten 
local businesses, and produce “urban sprawl,” opponents waged a tenacious policy and media campaign that 
kept the company at bay for several years. This struggle between the small state and the large corporation 
was seized upon by the news media whose coverage of the conflict consistently relied on military 
comparisons with headlines like: “Battle of Vermont: Wal-Mart Plots its Assault on Last Unconquered State”; 
“Wal-Mart Lost Battles, Won the War: Vermont Store Opens”; “Waging War on Wal-Mart”; etc.3 Though 
perhaps overstated, these analogies do provide a useful way to understand the approaches adopted by both 
sides in pursuit of their aims. In spite of resilient opposition, Wal-Mart continued its high-profile 
policy-based efforts to gain purchase in Vermont. Simultaneously, and more quietly, the company proceeded 
to systematically build a physical line of stores along the Vermont border. This blockade of retail outlets 
proved to be more potent than policy negotiations because it effectively saturated the market without ever 
entering it. By the time Wal-Mart was allowed entry into the state, the real “battle” had already been won. 

 

Figure 2 Vermont, the last state in the union to have a Wal-Mart 
 

Confronted by Wal-Mart’s imminent arrival, concerned citizens, flatlanders, “New Ecotopians,” and 
even the Vermont government mobilized their resources to frustrate the company’s entry into the state.4  
Most of the usual approaches were adopted including petitions, demonstrations, and the strict enforcement of 
                                                           
3 These articles include Frederic M. Biddle, “Battle of Vermont: Wal-Mart Plots Its Assault on Last 
Unconquered State,” in Boston Globe, July 18, 1993; Malcolm Gladwell, “Wal-Mart Encounters a Wall of 
Resistant in Vermont,” in The Washington Post, July 27, 1994; John Greenwald, “Up Against the Wal-Mart,” 
in Time, August 22, 1994: Ross Sneyd, “Wal-Mart Lost Battles, Won the War: Vermont Store Opens,” in St. 
Paul Pioneer Press, September 20, 1995; Pam Belluck, “Preservationists Call Vermont Endangered, by 
Wal-Mart,” in The New York Times, May 25, 2004; George F. Will, “Waging War on Wal-Mart, “ in 
Newsweek, July 05, 2004; and Alex Beam, “Wal-Mart and the Battle of Vermont” in The Boston Globe, 
September 12, 2007. 
4 “Flatlanders” is a term used by native Vermonters to describe outsiders who have moved to the state.  
“New Ecotopians” is a term established by the marketing firm Claritas to describe the demographic group 
made up of “consumers with above-average education who are technology-oriented and civically active.  
They are more likely than other Americans to make bread from scratch, drive a jeep, watch the Learning 
Channel and read Outdoor Life and American Health (Source: Malcolm Gladwell, “Wal-Mart Encounters a 
Wall of Resistant in Vermont,” in The Washington Post, July 27, 1994).  According to Claritas, Vermont has 
20% more New Ecotopians than the national average. 



 
 

1109 

design guidelines.  However, in the case of Vermont, other more inventive measures were taken.  For 
example, in an effort to raise awareness of the situation, The National Trust for Historic Preservation–a 
private non-profit organization dedicated to the preservation historic places–included the entire state in its 
annual list of  “11 Most Endangered Places” in both 1993 and 2004.5  Though this inclusion has no 
immediate policy impact, it nonetheless holds significant sway over public opinion.  At the governmental 
level, Howard Dean, former presidential primary candidate and the governor at the time, flew to Arkansas to 
meet with David Glass, the CEO of Wal-Mart.  According to Dean, "We had a good meeting. I don't think 
they'd had many governors come to meet with them. I wanted them to understand that we're not against 
Wal-Mart, but that we're just against suburban sprawl… They agreed to consider downtown locations in the 
future."6 As if seeking to broker peace with hostile invader, Dean’s ambassadorial role is significant because 
it implicitly elevates the status of Wal-Mart beyond that of a mere retail operation.  Indeed, Wal-Mart 
already demonstrates many characteristics common to nation-states and Dean’s diplomatic efforts only 
reinforced this.7 The governor’s focus on property and territory is revealing because asserting that the state 
has no opposition to Wal-Mart as a retail enterprise but instead opposes its choice of sites suggests that the 
conflict is not ideological or aesthetic but spatial. 

Wal-Mart has consistently relied on a territorial strategy to expand its operations and thus spatial 
concerns have always been central to its approach.  As the company originated in rural areas serving a 
dispersed clientele, it adopted a procedure of peripheral market saturation.  According to Sam Walton, the 
company’s founder, “We figured we had to build our stores so that our distribution centers, or warehouses, 
could take care of them, but also so those stores could be controlled…each store had to be within a day’s 
drive of a distribution center.”8 A claim like this supports an understanding of Wal-Mart’s operations as a 
dynamic totality rather than a collection of isolated retail locations and is significant because it helps 
illuminate how highly calculated their operation is.  Walton goes on to write, “We never planned on actually 
going into the cities.  What we did instead was build our stores in a ring around a city.”9 Though one can be 
tempted take Walton’s anecdotal statements casually, this one has been backed up by a recent study that 
found 49 percent of Wal-Mart locations are within 500 meters of a city boundary, and 18 percent of stores are 
within 100 meters of a city boundary.10  This same geographical precision of property acquisition played no 
small role in Wal-Mart’s efforts to enter the Vermont market. 

Faced with intense opposition within Vermont, Wal-Mart adopted an aggressive siege strategy and 
proceeded to systematically surround the state with outlets in attempt to lure its inaccessible target market 
across the borders into New York, Massachusetts, or sales-tax-free New Hampshire.  One reporter even 
suggested that Wal-Mart was building a “Maginot Line of four open or soon-to-open stores along the state’s 
border.”11  If Wal-Mart could not enter Vermont, it would get as close as possible and distribute its locations 

                                                           
5 The other entries for the 2004 list of “11 Most Endangered Places” include:  2 Columbus Circle, New 
York; Bethlehem Steel Plant, Pennsylvania; Elkmont Historic District, Tennessee; George Kraigher House, 
Texas; Gullah/Geechee Coast, South Carolina; Historic Cook County Hospital, Illinois; Madison-Lenox 
Hotel, Michigan; Nine Mile Canyon, Utah; and Ridgewood Ranch, Home of Seabiscuit, California; and 
Tobacco Barns of Southern Maryland, Maryland. The 1993 list also includes the following: Brandy Station 
Battlefield, Virginia; Downtown New Orleans, Louisiana; Eight Historic Dallas Neighborhoods, Texas; 
Prehistoric Serpent Mound, Ohio; Schooner C.A. Thayer, California; South Pasadena/El Sereno, California; 
Sweetgrass Hills, Montana; Thomas Edison's Invention Factory, New Jersey; Town of Ste. Genevieve, 
Missouri; and Virginia City, Montana. (Source: www.preservationnation.org/issues/11-most-endangered/) 
6 Sally Johnson, “Vermonters are up against the Wal-Mart - effort to stop retail chain from entering 
Vermont,” in Insight on the News, Jan 10, 1994. 
7 Wal-Mart is used by economists as a bellwether for consumer confidence, it was able to deliver aid to 
victims of Hurricane Katrina faster that the U.S. National Guard, and its environmental initiatives could 
position it as a leader in sustainability efforts.  According to Matthew Zook, “While not a nation-state in the 
classical sense, Wal-Mart is nevertheless a central actor in the development of local and national economies, 
cultures, and politics around the world.” Zook and Graham, 17. 
8 Sam Walton, Sam Walton: Made in America: My Story (New York: Bantam, 1992), 140-141. 
9 Ibid, 141 (author’s emphasis). 
10 Zook and Graham, 2006, 23. 
11 Frederic M. Biddle, “Battle of Vermont: Wal-Mart Plots Its Assault on Last Unconquered State,” in Boston 



 
 

1110 

to ensure saturated border coverage. As indicated, there are seven Wal-Mart locations within 5 miles from the 
border (two are even less than 2,000 feet away) and another six in a slightly larger ring around the state. 12  
Taking a standard 20-mile radius as an index of coverage, the Vermont border is effectively sealed by 
Wal-Mart coverage. If one of the stakes in Vermont’s “battle” against Wal-Mart is a kind of authentic 
“Vermont-ness,” then Wal-Mart’s spatial tactics would, according to its opponents, threaten this quality. By 
encircling the state with precisely targeted retail locations, Wal-Mart, without ever entering Vermont itself, 
effectively acquired the market territory it was pursuing.  The state border that served as a political 
boundary is trumped by the “catchment areas” of the store locations and their strategic constellation 
effectively inscribes a new kind of elastic border within and around Vermont.  Faced with the increasing 
migration of its tax-base, the state eventually agreed to allow Wal-Mart entry into its domain. 

 
Figure 3 Wal-Mart stores within 20 miles of the state border 

 
Figure 4 The parts of the Vermont border outside of the 20-mile catchment areas 

 
Wal-Mart’s deliberate space-based take-over strategy is significant because it implicates architecture in 

practices of power and control. The single discount store or supercenter, when understood collectively, 
becomes an insidious territorial instrument capable of securing space within an established logic of market 
control. Architecture can be understood here not as a system of isolated buildings but instead as an 
                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Globe, July 18, 1993.  Perhaps it is worth noting that the comparison, however evocative, is misleading 
because the Maginot line of bunkers and fortifications was designed to serve protective and preventative 
purposes. 
12 Though there are Wal-Marts in Canada, there are currently no locations within 20 miles of the Vermont 
border. 
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interlinked network united in a common purpose.  In this sense, rather than developing the symbolic content 
of its buildings, Wal-Mart emphasizes their symbolic presence and in doing so, asserts the importance of 
architecture within a territorial practice. By using buildings to create and enforce its own policy, one that 
eclipses federal divisions and desires, Wal-Mart demonstrates that architecture is not the result of politics; it 
is politics. 

 
Figure 5 Wal-Mart locations within the state border 

 

 
Figure 6 Areas of Vermont untouched by Wal-Mart 

 
3   THROW THE BUMS OUT! 

 
The second case study also focuses on a highly contested entry bid on the part of Wal-Mart, this time to 

the small city of Hercules, California in the San Francisco Bay Area.  The city council, with the support of 
its constituents, consistently thwarted the efforts of Wal-Mart to open a retail outlet in the town largely 
through bureaucratic means. Through the use of eminent domain rights, the City attempted to forcibly buy a 
parcel of land owned by Wal-Mart to prevent it from building a store in Hercules. Though the County 
Superior Court struck down this action on a technicality, Wal-Mart surrendered nonetheless and sold its land 
to the city in 2009, four years after the process began. 

The Hercules story actually began much earlier — and with a bang.  Dynamite, to be exact.  In 1879 
the California Powder Works acquired 3,000 acres from the 17,000-acre Pinole Rancho as part of an 1838 

Spanish land grant.  The area started manufacturing explosives immediately and after a series of divestures 
and reorganizations became Hercules Powder Company in 1913.  After World War II, the emphasis 

expanded to include fertilizer manufacturing and in 1964 production of explosives ceased.  The detailed 
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history of the site is accounted for elsewhere, especially in the reports of the staff of the Hercules 
Redevelopment Authority. For the purposes of this paper, it is significant to note that the larger Hercules 

parcel was subdivided and changed hands repeatedly through the intensive environmental remediation work 
required to mitigate the toxic soil conditions.  These transactions, in combination with the zoning plan and 
“Plan for Central Hercules” adopted in 2000 (as the result of a community-wide design workshop), allocated 

the site for commercial use. 

 
Figure 7 The recently constructed Bayside development of Hercules, CA 

 

Figure 8 Resulting plan after community design workshop in 2000 
 
On November 7, 2005 the title for the parcel was granted to Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. Shortly after, on 

December 13, 2005, Wal-Mart submitted an application to the City of Hercules in an effort to gain approval 
to build a 141,685 square foot Wal-Mart discount store.  According to the developers acting on behalf of 
Wal-Mart:  
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The building architectural theme is of a Main Street style and uses construction materials that are widely 
found in the local area. Architectural materials such as concrete masonry block, brick veneer, wood siding, 
awnings, shingle roofing, and exterior plaster finish will be utilized on the building. Proposed colors are 
earth tone with multi-color accents. The building's walls will be broken up by offsets of the roofline, 
architectural pop outs, articulated entry vestibules, accent wall colors and other interesting and attractive 
features.13 

This proposal was denied by the Redevelopment Agency on the grounds that it was not in accordance 
with the 2000 “Plan for Central Hercules” that promotes high-density pedestrian-oriented development. The 
city commissioned a peer-review of the proposal, which concluded that “Wal-Mart is not an appropriate 
retailer to serve Hercules residents, a Wal-Mart could deter consumers seeking a higher-end retail experience 
in Hercules, and the presence of a Wal-Mart would affect the types of businesses that locate in Hercules.”14 
Based on this recommendation, the City also found that Wal-Mart’s “proposed use and densities” would be 
inconsistent with the town’s General Plan.  Without dwelling on the minutiae of Conditional Use Permit 
Requests, Variance Requests, Environmental Impact Reports and the like, it will suffice to note that 
Wal-Mart then resubmitted its application on March 31, 2006 in an effort to conform to the requests of the 
City.  The revision called for a smaller building (roughly 100,000 square feet) that would include groceries 
and would be open 24 hours a day.  These are significant concessions for Wal-Mart because they require 
more staff, maintenance, and distribution requirements appropriate for handling food.  The company also 
modified the design of the building as follows: 

Per the Initial PDP, the building architectural theme includes elements of Craftsman architecture. 
Architectural materials such as wood siding and cement plaster with stone and brick veneer will be utilized 
on the buildings. The buildings will have metal seam roofs. Proposed colors are earth tone with multi-color 
accents. The buildings' walls will be broken up by offsets of the roofline, architectural pop outs, articulated 
entry vestibules, accent wall colors and other interesting and attractive features.15 

Significant in the application is the emphasis both on architectural features and format. Though the 
community objected to Wal-Mart’s bid on programmatic, urban, and architectural grounds, the response by 
the company is constrained by its limited architectural vocabulary.  To handle to such critiques, the best it 
can do is make a store smaller in footprint and more articulated in façade. These design “solutions” are 
reinforced in a similar way by the narrow scope of the New Urbanist planning document of the City of 
Hercules.  Derived largely from a set of architectural references that predate large format discount retail, 
plans like these demonstrate their inflexibility when confronted with incompatible building types. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
13 Hercules Bayside Marketplace: Application for Development Review. Submitted December 14, 2005 to 
the City of Hercules Planning Department by PacLand on behalf of Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. 
14 Quoted in City of Hercules Planning Commission Staff Report, February 6, 2006, page 9. The full report, 
City of Hercules: Peer Review of the Economic Impact Analysis of the Lewis / Wal-Mart Bayside 
Marketplace Project, was prepared in September, 2005 by Strategic Economics in association with Main 
Street Property Services, Inc. 
15 Hercules Bayside Marketplace: Revised Application for Development Review. Submitted March 31, 2006 
to the City of Hercules Planning Department by PacLand on behalf of Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. 
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Figure 9 Hercules Zoning Plan with contested “Parcel C” indicated 
 

                        
Figure 10 Wal-Mart application fee 

 
Even before Wal-Mart submitted its revision, the City of Hercules and the Redevelopment Agency had 

already begun proceedings to establish a Resolution of Necessity for the acquisition of the property from 
Wal-Mart that would be put before the council on May 23, 2006.  Their justification for drafting such a 
resolution was based on the power of eminent domain in which a government can acquire property for 
“public use” in exchange for “just compensation.” In the case of Hercules, the city, based on testimony from 
its citizens and constituents, determined that it would be in the public’s interest to forcibly prevent Wal-Mart 
from opening a store in its jurisdiction. In one especially fervent statement, a resident of Hercules urged the 
City Council to do whatever it could and to “throw the bums out!”16   

Eminent domain has a fraught history in the United States but has most recently been upheld by the 
Supreme Court case Kelo v. The City of New London.  Eminent domain is often used as a means to acquire 
territory in order to implement infrastructural improvement projects that were obviously intended for “public 
use” and quality of life improvements. However, understanding what constitutes “public use” has been 
complicated by different ways of measuring a proposal’s outcomes. In recent cases, the “public good” that 
would attend a large new commercial development is often linked to abstract notions of overall economic 
development. Consequently, the justification for an eminent domain taking becomes more ambiguous and 
also able to be applied to commercial projects. In Kelo v. City of New London, the court ruled 5-4 in favor of 
the city and upheld that its takings were justified because they are intended to improve the economy, create 
jobs, and revitalize the area.  In her dissenting opinion, Sandra Day O’Connor wrote, “Any property may 
now be taken for the benefit of another private party, but the fallout from this decision will not be random. 
The beneficiaries are likely to be those citizens with disproportionate influence and power in the political 
                                                           
16 City of Hercules City Council, Redevelopment Agency Meeting and Public Hearing, May 23, 2006, 
transcribed by author.   
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process, including large corporations and development firms.”17 The opinion of the 2004 case County of 
Wayne v. Hathcock put the issues in similar terms: “If one’s ownership of private property is forever subject 
to the government’s determination that another private party would put one’s land to better use, then the 
ownership of real property is perpetually threatened by the expansion plans of any large discount retailer, 
“megastore,” or the like.”18 In both statements, the implicit belief seems to be that the will of private entities 
will trump those of the public.   

 

 
Figure 11 Original concept for development of “Parcel C” 

 
Figure 12 Wal-Mart’s initial proposed site plan 

 

                                                           
17 Kelo v. New London, 04-108 U.S. 469 (2005). Dissenting opinion of Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, June 
23, 2005. 
18 County of Wayne v. Hathcock, 684 N.W. 2d765 (Mich. 2004). 
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The case of Hercules is different because the opposite occurred. Rather than foreclosing on individual 
property owners, the city forcibly bought land back from one of the largest corporations in the world. 
Furthermore, it did this as a result of intense community involvement.  How can we account for this and 
what does it suggest about the role of government and participation in planning processes? Certainly the 
small size and relatively high affluence of a town like Hercules played a role in the consistent community 
involvement.  As the proceedings were drawn out and costly, there is a demonstrated willingness on the part 
of the taxpayers to “invest” in this process.  Also significant is the city council’s willingness to take legal 
risks knowing that they are acting on behalf of their constituents. Threatening Wal-Mart with an eminent 
domain taking was a surprising move and was resolutely supported by the citizens’ testimony at the May 23, 
2006 public hearing. In spite of the assertions from Wal-Mart’s legal representation that the city’s resolution 
to buy land from the company would “not withstand judicial scrutiny,” the council voted to do so 
unanimously. In the end, the Superior Court of Contra Costa County found that the City of Hercules eminent 
domain rights had expired but the message to Wal-Mart was clear and they consented to sell their property 
back to the city.   

In a similar way that Wal-Mart circumvented planning instruments in Vermont through the undeniable 
presence of its buildings, Hercules frustrated Wal-Mart’s efforts through a sustained bureaucratic siege. 
Though they never admitted it, it seems that the City Council was never going to let Wal-Mart build a 
building in Hercules. Such conviction on the part of a local government against a corporation and developer 
is uncommon and begs the question of its source.  According to urban governance scholar Paul G. Lewis: 
“The institutional configuration of a region’s local governance influences the perceptions, opportunities, and 
actions of elites. Most notably, the configuration involves the relative fragmentation or unity of the public 
sector.”19 In the case of Hercules, the Hercules General Plan drafted in 2000 played a central role in 
producing this public sector unity. By relying on a somewhat visionary document that had already been 
agreed upon by the community, the city council could operate with the confidence, and even audacity, that it 
did. This is especially relevant to architecture and urban design because it offers evidence of the power of 
such design documents. Through the articulation of a collective vision for a region’s development, the City 
of Hercules could then more easily make decisions about how better to direct that growth.  What seems 
necessary then, at least in the case of the United States, is to invest considerable creative capital into 
developing an expanded architectural and urban vocabulary for these kinds of projects. The current “new 
urbanism” based on regressive models of pre-war inner suburbs is convincing in its comprehensive 
articulation but limited by its source material.  Through a renewed commitment to articulating collective 
visions of growth it is hoped that alternative “new” urbanisms can emerge. 
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ABSTRACT:: At the end of the 60’s the so called Urban Social Movements were groups that coming from 
different locally rooted entities or associations, asked for new approaches to planning that meant taking care 
of people’s needs and memories.  

As a result of the experience that came from the gendered division of work, duties and spaces women 
had a deep and broad knowledge of the urban circumstances. At the very beginning of the Urban Social 
Movements in Barcelona we could find women’s meetings where they asked for better condition of living, 
claiming for better and safer public spaces, more public facilities for daily life and better public transport, all 
of these with the aim to allow everyone, but specially women, to conciliated public, personal and family life. 
KEY WORDS: Social movements. Gender. Urban renewal. Participation. Feminism. 

 
 

1   INTRODUCTION  
 
In the late 1960s new agents began appearing on the Western urban scene who would play different 

roles from those of the powers that be, giving new meaning to the processes of urban renewal and 
development. 

 These new agents came to be known as Urban Social Movements, and arose in an effort to solve urban 
problems caused by advanced capitalism’s contradictions (Martínez, 1998) in cities and the negative results 
of application of urban proposals of the Modern Movement’s avantgardes. The unyielding zonification they 
proposed ended up destroying essential values of cities as a place for meeting and for communication, 
disconnecting and destroying basic activities that traditionally had maintained the spirit of the city as a place 
for exchange and encounters, interrupting its historical continuity.  

Urban Social Movements demanded new approaches to city planning that meant taking people and their 
needs and imaginaries into account. Thus, rather than planning that was implemented taking everything as a 
tabula rasa, Urban Social Movements, in contact with people’s reality, proposed improving their lives and 
their relationships with the neighborhood. They fought for urbanism to propose a series of spaces, facilities 
and services that would not only satisfy citizens’ needs, but also enhance their living experience and 
communication.  Although USMs are different in each country, what they share is that they are the 
expression of the citizenry’s will to be involved in the creation and construction of their own urban space 
(Domingo-Bonet, 1996). 

One of the most significant thinkers of urbanism, both from the technical standpoint and in Urban 
Social Movement struggles, is Jane Jacobs. In her book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities 
(1961), she argues for new urban planning principles different from those taught in architecture schools, 
based on her experience as a woman in the city and its immediate surroundings. She advocates a new method 
of urban research based on constantly thinking about structures in movement, in processes underway; on 
working inductively, reasoning from particular to general; and on looking for unique indications or signs, 
different from the generality.  

Jane Jacobs talks about the importance of security on city streets, about the components characterizing 
successful public spaces, about urban regeneration, everyday life and day-to-day activities in the 
neighborhood. She defends urban diversity vis-à-vis global, uniform planning, valuing high-density, mixed-
use urban fabrics, from the danger implied by single-function interventions focusing on infrastructure. To 
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achieve these objectives she proposed community participation, thereby trusting individual capacities as a 
tool against the devastating impact of urban developers and their corporate clients.  

In her view, cities are complex emerging systems that are the result of the unplanned actions of 
individuals and small groups, where local knowledge is key.  

Urban Social Movements arose in Barcelona in the late 1960s in response to the needs of certain 
neighborhoods. These movements were primarily vehicularized through neighborhood associations.  In 
Spain under the Franco dictatorship neighborhood associations played a political role when political party 
activity was still prohibited.   

Women’s participation in these associations was very important, not only because it implied support 
and cohesiveness for men’s work, but also because they organized independently to demand certain 
neighborhood conditions that would resolve their specific needs as those responsible for reproduction and as 
women. As a consequence of a gender-based division of labor, women for the most part dealt with 
reproductive tasks1, which provided them with a different, profound and broad knowledge of urban wants 
(fig.1).  

 

 
Figure 1: Everyday life of women in the neighborhoods. (photos from the magazine Vindicación feminista nº 

22 and from the magazine La veu del carrer nº 21: “La ciutat i les dones”). 
 
 
2   URBAN CONFLICTS AS EXPERIENCED BY WOMEN.  

 
In the 1970s working-class women endured dual discrimination: as belonging to a marginated and 

exploited social class, and as women, there were excluded and marginated in the groups they belonged to 
themselves. Gender inequality was articulated in the public-private dichotomy, also supported by capitalism 
and patriarchy, which mutually reinforced one another. These women were relegated to the private space, as 
persons exclusively responsible for reproductive tasks, although many of them also worked in the productive 
sphere. Women’s reproductive work was invisibilized, since as it was not remunerated it did not fall within 
the system of values of capitalist production and, moreover, they were barred from the political sphere. The 
exclusion suffered by women during the dictatorship implied a setback in their situation as a collective, and 
they lost space in terms of power and decision-making. During those years, the oppression of women was 
manifest in the family, in society, in education, in work, and in sexuality. 

Dolores Hayden (Hayden, 1981)2 explained the relationship between the situation of women relegated 
to domestic chores and urban planning.  The author criticizes the idea that “woman’s place is in the home” as 
a principle of architectural design and urban planning.  Dwellings, neighborhoods and cities were designed 
for women confined to their homes, and this limited them physically, socially and economically.  When in 

                                                
1 Tasks making possible the natural, physical and social development of persons, as the basis for productive 
tasks. 
2 Based on the conference “Planning and Designing a Non-Sexist Society,” held at the University of 
California, Los Angeles, April 21, 1979. 
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addition to reproductive tasks women have to deal with productive work the frustrations are accentuated. In 
the author’s view a solution must be found for the limitations and difficulties women encounter both in the 
private and the public spheres, given that conventional households were not appropriate for women who 
cared for their families and were also employed. One of the problems implied by living in an outlying 
neighborhood was the scarcity of shared public spaces, stores, daycare, and laundry services. As remedy 
Hayden proposes attacking the traditional division between public and private space, in addition to linking 
housing and workplaces in proximity, so as to avoid long commutes.  

Manuel Castells (Castells, 1975) refers to the urban problem as a series of everyday acts and situations 
whose performance and features closely depend on general social organization. Those urban problems 
include the case of women as a specific social group. They are the women who want to leave the private 
sphere but who do not make it, or who find it very difficult because of the impediments they encounter in the 
city, which include the lack of services as well as hours not suited to their needs.  The author refers 
specifically to the phalocratic cultural model, which keeps women at home, submitted, and isolated.   

The theoretical debates were endorsed by women involved in USMs, since in fulfilling the assigned role 
of dealing with reproductive shores, it was women who suffered the inconveniences and deficiencies of the 
physical support in which those chores had to be performed, i.e., dwellings and neighborhoods. A 1970 study 
in Barcelona’s Besòs neighborhood3 to determine the number of daycare centers that were needed (Matas 
Pericé, 1971) found that 22% of women worked outside the home, and 50% worked in exchange for a salary 
within their own homes. In general there were no collective or social services allowing women to rid 
themselves of some of their reproductive obligations in order to be able to take on remunerated work. 

The specific problems of women in the neighborhood started coming to light, making it clear that they 
needed to have their own organization to denounce the problems they face and demand solutions that would 
take them into account. Otherwise women would continue to bear the brunt of the situation. (fig.2) 

 

 
Figure 2: Women protesting in Barcelona City Hall against rubbish in Collserola hill (photo Nash, 2007). 

Woman demanding better public spaces (Photo magazine La veu del carrer nº 21) and women group 
demonstrating for better houses. 

 
3   ORGANIZATION AND PARTICIPATION.4  

 
Yet women have always participated in USMs and have often led them, although their roles as 

promoters of social change have received little attention. There has been acceptance of the hegemonic 
discourse that says that women are politically passive and submissive, even when this contradicts reality, and 
their work has often been presented as complementary to and functional for the work of men within the 
movement.  

It is not that women do not do important things, but instead that what women do is not considered 
important.  

                                                
3 El Besòs is a traditional worker and industrial neighborhood of Barcelona.  In the 1970s it was on the 
outskirts of the city.  
4 The concept of empowerment with a dual dimension appeared as of the 1995 Beijing Declaration, at the 
Fourth World Conference on Women.  On the one hand, it involved awareness of the individual and 
collective power held by women.  And on the other, a political dimension, insofar as women seek to be 
present in decision-making places, i.e., exercising power.   
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To rewrite the history of USMs from a gender perspective we would have to invert the scale of values 
where significance has been related to the male world, to now give importance to the female world, that 
proper to women, with other systems of value, relationships and internal articulation. 

The organization of women within neighborhood associations is different from that of men, since 
women, in addition to fighting for cohesion and improvement of the neighborhood, have to fight for personal 
emancipation, bringing other factors into the mix.  

The characteristic of women’s struggles are (Trayner i Vilanova, 1997): 
1- The ways in which women act in mobilizations follow behavior patterns in line with values assigned 

to the female gender. 
2- They bring entertainment and festive elements to their protests.  
3- Organization of women in more informal structures and without strict rules as to membership and 

operation.  
4- In women’s groups the public-private and individual-collective dichotomies are less patent than in 

traditional social and political organizations.  
5- Communication and participation are more direct. 
6- Women’s participation in specific urban demands leads to a change in the social relationships of the 

demanding group, since gender awareness is added to class consciousness. 
Feminist theories would accompany development of neighborhood and urban demands of women. It 

was as of 1975, declared by the UN as International Women’s Year, that feminist women in Spain began to 
meet and establish contacts that led to proposing alternatives to official events. Feminist groups organized 
the First Workshop for Women’s Liberation in Madrid from December 6 to 8. In March 1976 the First 
Catalan Women’s Workshop was held in Barcelona. 

 

 
Figure 3: First Catalan Women’s Workshop held in Barcelona University main hall. (from Pilar Aymerich, 

Exhibition Catalogue Memoria d´un temps.) 
 

One of the presentations focused on women and neighborhoods, underscoring two important issues: 
1) Poor neighborhood living conditions most affect women, since they are the ones who spend most 

time and do most chores there;   
2) The problem of citizen participation is more serious in women because they are in a position of 

inferiority, due to the oppression to which they are subjected and their exclusion from public space, with 
respect to men.  

Proposals to deal with this situation included:  
a- The women’s economic emancipation. 
To achieve it, it was important to collectivize domestic services (laundries, dining halls, etc.), create 

free social services (daycare centers, schools, adult education centers), and ensure good mobility within the 
neighborhood and between the neighborhood and the rest of the city.  

b- The incorporation of women in political life. 
c- The creation of women’s subgroups. 
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Although the debate does not reflect a unified perspective, it is evident that the urban question is not 
neutral and affects women differently.  For that reasons, the magazine Vindicación feminista5 began 
publishing a new section as of its October 4, 1976 edition, called “Woman in neighborhoods” (fig. 4) 
attempting to present “as faithfully as possible the conditions in which hundreds of thousands of women live 
in neighborhoods, the kinds of oppression they face there, and their brutally or subtly discriminatory reality” 
(Pineda, 1976). 

 

 
Figure 4: Cover from magazine Vindicación feminista nº 1 and nº 4. Opening article of the new section in 

the magazine “The Woman in the Neighborhoods” signed by Amparo Pineda. 
 

4   GENERATING THE CITY6 
 
Gender grievances imply speaking from the experience of the city and neighborhoods beyond oneself, 

and having made it possible to reconcile reproduction and production times (not to mention own time) 
despite the difficulties posed by the physical surroundings. The female experience, even today, can 
unfortunately not be de-linked from imposed roles. The decisions made about the city are informed by an 
exclusive experience, which is by no means universal.  

The right to the city, which can be understood abstractly and philosophically, has a first level that is 
evidently material, affording women the same opportunities of choice as men. Hence the charter of rights can 
be materialized in a series of services and facilities for which neighborhood women have struggled, and 
continue to struggle. 

Among the most important claims made over these years have been those for collective services, 
particularly childcare centers, for all neighborhoods and with sufficient space for all children. They should 
also be free and have flexible hours. It was a matter of creating services that would make women’s 
remunerated and reproductive work compatible, since creation of care centers for children was essential for 
women’s emancipation.  

So, the most important women’s claims in the 70´s were (fig. 5): 
Children care centers. 
Adult education institute. 
Public kindergardens and schools. 
Neighborhood health centers. 
All these easily reachable on foot or by public transport in all neighborhood. 

                                                
5 Vindicación feminista was a magazine published between 1976 and 1979 that was a platform for 
dissemination of claims by the Feminist Movement in Spain. 
6 In the view of Deleuze (LARRAURI, 2000) the logic of life is not the logic of being but of becoming.  
What is important is that which passes, which is gone through, which changes.  This gives rise to the concept 
of “generating,” the power to generate the city.  It is also a play on words with “género,” i.e., “gender” in the 
Spanish language.  
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And last but not least, housing claims extended to the quality of the quality neighborhood public space. 
 

 
Figure 5: Children and women demonstrating for public and free childcare centers. (magazine Triunfo nº 

698) 
 

5   CONCLUSIONS 
 
The relationship between women’s activism and Urban Social Movements has been conflictive from the 

outset. Urban Social Movements often assume a bourgeois position of segregating women from spheres of 
power (Fig.6).  

There have always been women who have tried to bring feminist claims into movements, such as 
Federica Montseny in the Catalan anarchist movement, Flora Tristán in the French socialist movement, or 
Clara Zetkin in the communist movement.7 Yet they were never priority grievances for movement leaders.  
They seemed to feel that giving them too much attention would weaken the priority objectives, and that once 
the priorities had been met, the others, those of women, would fall into place. 

 

 
Figure 6: Cartoon criticizing men that belongs to the left movement because they were indifferent to 

women’s rights 
 
Feminist claims as of the 1970s focused on the fact that being a male citizen is not the same as being a 

female citizen, insofar as it does not provide access to spheres of power on equal terms.  Hence they focused 
on questioning the separation between public and private, and on strengthening other ways of viewing the 
world, different from the patriarchal ideology (Alfama and Miró, 2005). 

For urban planning it is important to take away the lesson that a good neighborhood, a good city, cannot 
be planned if we fail to take into account the knowledge afforded by women’s experience.  And although 
over thirty years have gone by from the time of the experiences related here, the burden of responsibility 
linked to gender roles continues to be totally unequal, and according to Spain 2007 statistics, it is we women 
who perform nearly 70% of reproductive work. Urban forms condition opportunities for equality, and the 
segregated and disperse growth of urban developments in the closing decades of the 20th century reinforce 
the division deriving from gender roles and the patriarchal hierarchy structure.  
                                                
7 Eva Alfama i Neus Miró, 2005. Pg.19. 
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A first, evident, conclusion is that the improvements in cities and in Barcelona in particular during the 
last quarter of the 20th century derive from claims and urban projects conceived and defended from the 
bottom up. 

As a second conclusion, it has been demonstrated that urban experience is not neutral.  Hence the 
experience of women, both as differently-sexed beings and because of assigned gender roles, reveals other 
dysfunctions and needs from those seen from men’s perspective. Consequently, enhancing the visibility of 
women’s contributions to the city constitutes a debt to our predecessors, as well as a necessary revision in 
order to build equitable societies. 
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ABSTRACT: Among various policies on implementing the greenbelt plan of Beijing, the 20th Policy issued 
in 2000 was the most influential. During the past eight years, the 20th Policy has brought unexpected impacts, 
including rapid urbanisation, and the shrinking of natural open space in greenbelt areas, which seriously 
hinders the sustainable development of Beijing. Herein, we explore the effectiveness of the 20th Policy in 
Beijing, by evaluating the contents, implementation process, and implementation results of the 20th Policy 
with the case study of Yuquan village. In addition, some suggestions are proposed to solve the problems of 
greenbelt policies in Beijing, China. 
KEYWORDS:  greenbelt policy, decision making, implementation, Beijing

1 INTRODUCTION 

Beijing’s greenbelt was first proposed in the comprehensive plan of 1958. At this time it was regarded 
only as a spatial development principle in the plan and was not actually implemented until the 1990s. 
Because of a lack of substantial policies on spatial management, the proposed greenbelt areas were occupied 
by more and more urban development projects. According to a survey report of the greenbelt in 1993, there 
were only 420,000 hectares of afforested green area in the 2,410,000 hectare planned greenbelt area (Yang 
Xiaopeng, 2008, pp.26). In considering this severe situation, the municipal government of Beijing began to 
bring forward several policies on implementing the greenbelt plan in the 1990s, with the introduction of a 
market mechanism. The 7th Policy (The Announcement on Implementing the planned greenbelt in Urban 
Areas) issued in 1994, was the first policy to introduce the market mechanism into the implementation of the 
greenbelt plan, but was soon suspended in 1997. Among various policies issued by the municipal 
government, the 20th Policy (The Interim Measure on Enhancing the Development of Beijing Greenbelt) 
issued in 2000 was the most influential. During the past eight years, the implementation of the 20th Policy 
brought unpredicted impacts to the greenbelt area, including rapid urbanisation and increasing social 
conflicts in proposed greenbelt areas. These unpredicted impacts show that there are large gaps between 
decision making and implementation in the greenbelt policy. 

Research on greenbelt policies and their impacts has been done by many researchers on various 
countries and regions. There are research works analysing the greenbelt policies of Seoul, European city 
regions, Canada and USA (Chang-Hee Christine Bae, et al. 2003; Manfred Kühn, 2002; James Taylor, et al. 
1995; E. Douglass Williams, et al. 2003). Particularly, there are some research works on the greenbelt 
policies of Beijing. Former research works include the analysis of preparation work for the greenbelt plan 
(Feng Li, et al. 2005), the satellite data analysis (Jun Yang, et al. 2007), the comprehensive analysis of 
integral greenbelt policies (Yang Xiaopeng, 2008; Tan Qiu, 2008), and so on. However, former research 
works focus mainly on integral greenbelt policies, while a detailed analysis on decision making and 
implementation of a specific greenbelt policy is rarely done. 

This paper carefully studies the effectiveness of a representative greenbelt policy of Beijing, the 20th 
Policy. The objective of the work is to find out the reason why the greenbelt policy did not achieve expected 
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results and to give suggestions, by evaluating the contents, implementation process and implementation 
results of the 20th policy, using the case study of a village in the greenbelt area of Beijing. This case study on 
a typical policy could give effective suggestions to other researchers and municipal governments on 
preparing and implementing new greenbelt policies. 

2 STUDY AREA AND DATA COLLECTION 

The chosen case study area is Yuquan village, an ordinary village in the 1st Greenbelt1 of Beijing. The 
boundary of the 1st Greenbelt and the location of Yuquan village are shown in Fig.1. 

Yuquan village is located in Haidian District, in the northwest of Beijing. Its total land area is 800.05 
hectares, and it is designated as part of the proposed greenbelt area under the Comprehensive Planning of 1st 
Greenbelt in 2000. In this village, there is a total of 9,892 villagers, who are called registered permanent 
residents. Significantly, there are large amount of room renters in this village, who are called floating 
residents in governmental statistics. The total floating population in this village is 61,000, much more than 
the registered permanent residents (UPDHD, 2009). 

Yuquan village is chosen as the case study in this research for its representation of the common situation 
of villages in the 1st Greenbelt. Most of these villages are near the built-up area of the central city, and are 
termed part of the rural-urban fringe zone. The land prices of the surrounding built-up areas are very high, 
while the land in theses villages cannot be sold by villagers themselves according to related laws on 
managing rural land. After their farmland is occupied by new afforested greeneries, the villagers mainly live 
on renting their redundant rooms to floating residents. 

The data of Yuquan Village in this research comes mainly from the urban planning administration of 
Beijing and the Beijing Tsinghua Urban Design & Planning Institute. Some additional data is collected from 
academic literature. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Boundary of 1st Greenbelt and location of Yuquan village in Beijing 

3 CONTENTS AND IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 20th POLICY 

3.1 Contents of the 20th Policy 
The 20th Policy was issued by the Beijing municipal government on March 29th, 2000. This policy 

soon became the most important and efficient policy on implementing the afforesting of the 1st Greenbelt. 
According to the Comprehensive Planning of the 1st Greenbelt, the main goal of the policy was to afforest 
1,250,000 hectares within the 2,410,000 hectares of the 1st Greenbelt. Later another 719,300 hectares was 
added into the 20th Policy validated area (Tan Qiu, 2008, pp.22), therefore, the total area covered by the 20th 
                                                           
1 Beijing has two greenbelt areas. The Comprehensive Planning of 1st Greenbelt was issued in 2000, and 
covered about 2,410,000 ha. The Comprehensive Planning of 2nd Greenbelt was issued in 2002, which was 
located outside the 1st Greenbelt, and covered about 16,500,000 ha. 
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Policy was increased to about 3,100,000 hectares. 
It has to be particularly mentioned that the main goal of this policy was to accomplish the “afforesting 

of the greenbelt area” in the pending 3-4 year period, rather than the “conservation of the greenbelt area”. 
“Afforesting” denotes where current farmland or built-up areas are converted into woods or public nature 
parks. It was manifested in the policy that the municipal government was eager to fulfill the future scenario 
of a beautiful greenbelt around the urban built-up area. 

The contents of the 20th policy contained various instruments to encourage the afforesting actions. To 
make it more explicit, the instruments in the policy could be classified into four main types, shown in Tab.1: 
(1) Subsidies to afforesting and maintenance of greenbelt, (2) Permission on constructing profit-making 
projects, (3) Integration of constructing relocated residential buildings and commercial residential buildings, 
(4) Relocation of certain existing corporations outside of the greenbelt. 

Among these 4 instruments, the instruments Two and Three were the most important. They revealed that 
the municipal government did not itself have enough funding for afforesting the greenbelt within the short 
timeframe and needed financial support from private investors. The key measure of the 20th Policy was to 
introduce private capital into the afforesting action. 

Table 1 Instruments to achieve the 20th Policy’s goal 

(1) Subsidies to afforesting and 
maintenance of greenbelt 

The subsidies are 5,000 RMB per 0.067 hectares for afforesting and 
120 RMB per 0.067 hectares a year for maintenance2, from the 
municipal financial budget. 

(2) Permission on constructing 
profit-making projects 

Those who afforest more than 6.67 hectares of greenbelt can obtain 
3-5% of the afforested area quota for constructing profit-making 
projects, except real estate development and industry. 

(3) Integration of constructing 
relocated residential 
buildings and commercial 
residential buildings 

It is encouraged to build new land-saving relocated residential 
buildings in greenbelt areas for villagers. Some commercial/residential 
buildings can be built and sold for the funding of relocated residential 
buildings. The proportion of relocated residential buildings for 
villagers and commercial residential buildings for selling is 1:0.5. 

(4) Relocation of certain 
existing corporations outside 
the greenbelt 

Those corporations unsuitable for greenbelt area should principally 
move to designated industrial areas outside of the greenbelt. 

3.2 Ideal implementation scenario of the 20th Policy proposed by government 
The implementation scenario of the 20th Policy was attractive. In that scenario, on one hand, the private 

investors helped the municipal government to afforest greenbelt areas and to construct relocated residential 
buildings, and were awarded with valuable land. On the other hand, the government accomplished a 
beautiful greenbelt for the city, and the villagers acquired their new apartments and new jobs. 

The ideal scenario could be found from the land use plan of Yuquan village submitted to the urban 
planning administration in 2000. It showed what the government expected to happen in Yuquan village. 

In the 2000 plan, the four major instruments in the 20th Policy were expected to work well, and the 
government would subsidise investors for the afforesting of the greenbelt area. Investors afforesting the 
greenbelt would get the permission to construct profit-making projects in greenbelt area. If one corporation 
helped to construct new relocated residential buildings for villagers, it would be rewarded by being allowed 
to build and sell additional residential buildings in the real estate market, whose amount equaled half of the 
amount of the relocated residential buildings. Lastly some existing industry corporations would move out of 
this area and leave more land for other types of development. 

As a proposed reciprocal result of this policy, the change of land use proposed by the plan in 2000 is 
shown in Fig.2. The proposed land use distribution was very satisfying. Firstly, the amount of afforested area 
was greatly increased, which contributed to the fulfillment of the greenbelt environmental development goal. 
Secondly, the amount of proposed urban built-up area, which referred to residential and industrial land use, 

                                                           
2 0.067 hectare is 1 mu. Mu is traditional unit of area in China. 
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reduced to less than that previously. Thirdly, the amount of residential area for villagers decreased greatly 
due to the higher density of new relocated residential buildings, saving some land for new industry 
developments and commercial residential buildings to sell. Fourth, some old corporations would be replaced 
by new industries which were more suited to the greenbelt area and those industries were intended to employ 
villagers who had lost their farmland. 

Unfortunately, this plan was only prepared in an ideal way to follow all the requirements of the 20th 
Policy, so that it could easily obtain approval from the administration. It presented neither the real 
expectations of villagers nor the desires of investors, but only the ideal wishes of municipal government. 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Share of existing and proposed land use plan of Yuquan village in 20003 

3.3 Implementation process of the 20th Policy 
The proposed land use plan was submitted to the urban planning administration in 2000, and was 

approved in 2002-2003 for its different implementing stages, with slight changes. However, this ideal 
reciprocal scenario did not eventuate in the ‘real world’ implementation process. The four instruments 
encountered much resistance in the process of implementation. 

Firstly, the subsidies to afforesting and maintaining greenbelt were widely objected to by villagers for 
their inadequacy. The complaint from the villagers appeared reasonable. While the farmland was now mostly 
occupied by non-profit woods, the subsidies for afforesting greenbelt could not compensate the former 
output of farmland. And subsidies for maintaining the greenbelt was much lower than that in urban green 
areas, hence there were few villagers in Yuquan village who wanted to work as a greenbelt maintainer for the 
low salaries.  

Secondly, as the order of afforesting the greenbelt area and constructing the awarded profit-making 
projects was not defined clearly in the 20th Policy, some speculators constructed their own profit-making 
projects at first, and left the proposed afforested greenbelt area unfinished or disqualified. In Yuquan village, 
only 83% of the proposed afforested green area had been finished and was of low quality (BTUPDI, 2007), 
while the land quota for profit-making projects had been fully occupied. Moreover, many citizens 
complained to government that some of the so-called afforested green areas in other villages were actually 
private golf courses. 

Thirdly, the integration of constructing relocated residential buildings and commercial residential 
buildings on the proportion of 1:0.5 was doubted by investors. As the land price around Yuquan village was 
very high, the villagers required sufficient compensation for their land. This greatly increased the cost of 
relocating the villagers into new apartments. All the investors believed that the proportion of 1:0.5 was 
unacceptable, and they made great efforts to change the proportion to almost 0.5:1.  

The proportion of 1:0.5 was changed again and again during the policy implementation process. This 
could be found from the transformation of the residential building area during 2000-2008 in Yuquan village 
(Fig. 3). At first, according to the application plan in 2000, the total residential building area was 652,000m2, 
including 456,000m2 relocated residential buildings and 196,000m2 commercial residential buildings. In 
2003, the plan was officially changed several times under pressure from investors. The proposed relocated 

                                                           
3 The type of “other” contains farmland, roads, and water surface. 
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residential building area was changed to 418,000m2. Then, when the development agreement was signed 
later in 2003, the amount of relocated residential building area decreased to 241,000m2, and commercial 
residential building area increased to 411,000m2 without official authorisation. Finally, in 2008, the amount 
of building area which had been constructed for relocated and commercial residential buildings was 
154,000m2 and 213,600m2 (UPDHD, 2009). This meant half of the quota for constructing residential 
buildings had been used, and only a quarter of the villagers had their new apartments. 

Fourthly, as there were no sufficient supporting measures for relocating the existing corporations, the 
instrument of the 20th Policy on relocating unsuitable corporations was not effective. 

According to the reasons above, the goal of afforesting greenbelt area was not achieved in Yuquan 
village until 2008, while the 20th Policy aimed at achieving it before 2004.  

 

 

Figure 3 Changes on proportion of relocated and commercial residential buildings in Yuquan village 

3.4 Implementation results of the 20th Policy 
The case of Yuquan village had an unusual result, because it was selected as a proposed paradigm on the 

integration of the development of a village and the achievement of the greenbelt’s goals. Since the beginning 
of 2009, the problems in implementing the 20th Policy in Yuquan Village has been given much attention by 
the municipal government and public media. Eventually, the problems in Yuquan village were solved with 
the additional of large amounts of administrative and financial cost. 

A new land use plan of Yuquan Village was proposed (Fig.4), and its official approval procedure took 
less than one month. The new land use plan greatly increased the residential and industrial land area quotas, 
in order to solve the existing problems of insufficient land for economic development. Most of the new 
approved residential land was forced to be used for relocated residential buildings, and the new industrial 
land was used to compensate the cost of housing construction and for the long term benefits of villagers. 
Moreover, some motivational measures were adopted for encouraging the villagers to move from their 
existing houses to newly built relocated apartments. For example, if a family chose to move earlier than the 
proposed deadline, the family members could get a bounty of 50,000 RMB. By virtue of the hard work of 
many officers from different administrative departments, it was expected that the new relocated apartments 
would be accomplished by October, 2009, and half of the villagers could move to their new apartment before 
May, 2010. 

The outcome of Yuquan Village’s case seems like a happy ending, however, it cannot be applied to most 
other villages in greenbelt area, because the cost for the government to carry out the afforesting goal is too 
high. Because there were insufficient commercial residential buildings to sell for funding in Yuquan village, 
the government paid a large amount of money to support the construction of new housing with total financial 
support from the government over 1,500 million RMB. In spite of such a large cost, after carrying out the 
20th Policy, the built-up area in Yuquan village will still be larger than that of the year 2000 (Fig.5). 

In reality, most villages remain at the stage that Yuquan village faced at the end of 2008. According to a 
survey done in 2007, 41.74% of the relocated residential buildings, 66.72% of the greenbelt area and 
121.38% of the commercial residential buildings had been finished in 1st Greenbelt area (Yang Xiaopeng, 
2008, pp.69). Much farmland is occupied by commercial residential buildings and profit-making projects, 
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while afforesting of the greenbelt area and relocated residential buildings for villagers lagged behindhand.  
 

 
 

Figure 4 Transformation of land use planning of Yuquan village 

 

 
 

Figure 5 Transformation of the built-up area in land use plan of Yuquan village 

4 EVALUATION OF THE 20TH POLICY 

4.1 Gains and losses of the 20th Policy 
Based on the content, implementation process, and implementation results of 20th Policy, the gains and 

losses of this policy can be clearly revealed. It could be said that this policy brought many unexpected 
problems and failed to achieve the expected results. 

As for gains, this policy greatly accelerated the afforesting of greenbelt compared with the sluggish 
greenbelt conservation for about 40 years. The proportion of afforested green area in the 1st Greenbelt 
increased about 50% during past eight years. Based on the encouragement of the policy, many private 
investors joined the afforesting of the greenbelt and the construction of new relocated residential buildings 
for villagers, mitigating the financial deficiency of the municipal government. 

As for the losses, it appears to have brought long term negative influences to the greenbelt area. On one 
hand, when the 20th Policy was implemented, more and more greenbelt areas were occupied by projects of 
unsuitable use or illegal construction, and the government was often unable to reclaim former residential and 
industrial land after new construction had finished. This might be an underlying obstacle for future 
reclamation of these lands. On the other hand, in many villages in the greenbelt area, where quotas for new 
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residential space ran out of, and most of the farmland had been transformed into afforested area, the villagers 
still lived in their old houses and earned their living only by renting rooms and getting small subsidies from 
the government. Living conditions in the old villages has become increasingly worse. This will likely bring 
severe social problems in the future. 

4.2 Reasons for large gaps between decision making and implementation of the 20th Policy 
There are two main reasons the 20th Policy did not achieve expected results. One is that the government 

neglected the interests of related stakeholders during the policy decision making process. The other is that 
the actions of speculators were not effectively supervised during the policy implementation process. 

(1) Neglecting the interests of related stakeholders during the policy decision making process 
In the 20th Policy, the government appeared to introduce a balanced cost benefit relationship model 

among government, private investors, and villagers, which is shown as proposed model in Fig.6 (a). In this 
proposed model, the government reclaimed land ownership from villagers by subsidies. Subsequently private 
investors were invited to invest on afforesting green areas with the compensation of land for profit-making 
projects, and to invest in constructing relocated residential buildings for villagers with the compensation of 
land for commercial residential buildings. The villagers relinquished landownership and received new 
apartments and new jobs in the profit-making projects and in maintaining the afforested green area.  

However, in reality, the policy was made by the government unilaterally. Both the villagers and private 
investors were dissatisfied with the benefit distribution in the policy. The insufficiency of subsidies was 
criticised by villagers, because the amount of subsidy provided was decided by the government based on 
how much it could afford, not on what was fair. The share of relocated residential buildings and commercial 
residential buildings was also decided by the government, which was supposed to be acceptable to the 
private investors. Because the requirement of land and house compensation of villagers was not well 
considered in the policy, investors found they could not afford the total cost.  

According to discontent mentioned above, when this policy was implemented, the proposed balanced 
cost benefit relationship model in Fig.6 (a) was greatly distorted. The actual cost benefit relationship model 
is shown in Fig.6 (b). Private investors were undoubtedly the winners in this interest game. They obtained 
new land for profit-making projects, even though they did not fulfill their promises to afforesting green areas. 
They also gained considerable profit from selling commercial residential buildings, even though they did not 
accomplish the construction of relocated residential buildings. The government received some benefit from 
this game, for at least some of the afforesting has been finished during the last eight years. Overwhelmingly, 
the villagers were the losers in this game. They lost most of their farmland and received little compensation. 
Most did not receive new apartments or new satisfying jobs. Even for those who had new apartments, it was 
still unfair because the value of the new apartments were usually lower than their original land value.  

(2) Poorly supervising the actions of speculators during the policy implementation process 
The actions of speculators were not well supervised during the implementation process of the 20th 

Policy, due to ambiguity in the contents of the policy, and the weak supervising ability of the government. 
The actions of private investors were not clearly defined in the policy, leaving loopholes for speculators. 

If it was prescribed that the afforesting of green area should be finished before the development of 
profit-making projects, and the construction of relocated residential buildings should be finished before the 
selling of commercial residential buildings, the conflicts in many villages might not have occured. 

It is strange that although there were many defects in the policy, it encountered little resistance from 
joint investors, and was even warmly welcomed by them. This was because investors found they could make 
large profits through the loopholes in the implementation procedure of the policy. The government had few 
punishments for speculators, and had very weak control of illegal construction. And as the villagers were the 
disadvantaged group, speculators could easily get what they wanted and this distorted the initial cost and 
benefit relationship model proposed by the government. 
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Figure 6 Distortion of cost and benefit relationship among stakeholders 

4.3 Suggestions on future greenbelt policies 
Based on the reasons for large gaps between decision making and implementation of the 20th Policy, 

several suggestions on improving future greenbelt policies can be put forward. It is suggested that more 
public participation should be adopted, with better supervision of speculative actions. 

(1) Adopting more public participation 
To achieve a more reasonable policy, additional public participation should be encouraged. It is 

impossible for decision makers in government alone to fully understand such a complex issue as the city’s 
greenbelt. In reality, the interests of private investors and local residents are not able to be well considered, 
unless they are involved in the decision making processes of the greenbelt policy.  

After adopting higher levels of public participation, the cost benefit relationship could be rearranged 
according to a reconsidering of the related stakeholders’ actual requirements. The government should make 
more effort both on financing and managing the implementation of the greenbelt plan. The reasonable 
benefits of private investors should be considered, and they may be compensated by lands outside the area of 
greenbelt, hence the pressure on land use can be greatly decreased in the proposed greenbelt area. Villagers 
should have sufficient compensation or be well treated in regards to employment and welfare. 

(2) Carrying out better supervising on speculative actions 
To carry out effective supervision on speculative actions, the loopholes in the greenbelt policy should be 

closed. For example, the action order of afforesting the greenbelt area and constructing the profit-making 
projects needs to be clearly prescribed in greenbelt policy. 

Strengthening the supervisory ability of the government is also necessary. Firstly, the land use planning 
management and the confirmation of qualified afforested greenbelt areas by the urban planning 
administration should be improved. Secondly, the control of illegal constructions needs to be strengthened, 
and the punishment measures for illegal speculative actions should become more rigorous. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

In summary, it is clearly seen that there were many unexpected impacts during the implementation 
process of the 20th Policy, compared with its content. The government has not suitably achieved its initial 
goal of afforesting the greenbelt, and villagers lost most of their farmlands for little compensation. Only 
private investors received satisfying profits from the implementing the policy. As a result, much of the 
farmland in the greenbelt area has been occupied by commercial residential buildings and profit-making 
projects, while the afforesting of greenbelt area and the construction relocated residential buildings for 
villagers lagged far behind.  

There are two main reasons for the problems mentioned above. One is that the government neglected 
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the interests of related stakeholders during the policy decision making process. The policy was unilaterally 
made by the government and both villagers and the private investors were dissatisfied with the benefit 
distribution in the policy. The other is that the actions of speculators were not supervised effectively.  

It is strongly recommended that more public participation should be adopted, and better supervision of 
speculative actions should be carried out. A reasonable greenbelt policy should be made together by the 
government, villagers and private investors, in which related stakeholders achieve a well-accepted 
compromise on benefit distribution.  
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LOCAL INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENTS AS FILTERS OF THE 
RENEWAL OF DERELICT INDUSTRIAL SITES 

– A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF BOVISA (MILAN) AND 
WESTERGASFABRIEK (AMSTERDAM) 

 

Francesca Miazzo 
 

ABSTRACT: This paper analyzes two processes of renewal of derelict industrial sites, Westergasfabriek 
(WGF) in Amsterdam, and Bovisa (BVS) in Milan; and evaluates how the local institutional environment 
influenced the renewal and the cultural cluster formation. The analysis of the local institutional environments 
proves that the two renewal processes developed in starkly different contexts. In particular, evidence 
indicates that the local institutional environment can influence management practices, the degree of physical 
change, clusterisation of activities and the degree of involvement of the civil society. In general, it can be 
posited that during the process of the renewal of a derelict industrial site into cultural clusters, a specific 
analysis of the local institutional environment represents a pivotal activity to be undertaken at the initial 
stage.  
 
KEYWORDS: governance innovation – cultural cluster formation – local institutional environment  

1   INTRODUCTION 

Derelict industrial sites are typically abandoned areas formerly used for manufacturing, gas stations, 
warehouses, dry cleaning establishments or large-scale logistic activities. They are also called brownfield 
sites. They are, in many cases, underutilized properties whose redevelopment is complicated by either real or 
perceived environmental contamination1. The renovation of derelict industrial sites is a longstanding and 
widespread practice and has become more popular in the last decades of the 20th century. Concurrently, the 
urban areas in which those sites are located have themselves changed significantly. The process of 
abandonment of industrial structures, which are sometimes located in a context of urban development, 
represents a fascinating issue of urban research. The contrast between the old and the new and the challenge 
of the renovation has captured growing interest amongst academics and city users in general.  

The strong relationship between the renewal of industrial sites and the emergence of cultural clusters has 
been widely recognized (Landry&Bianchini, 1995; Scott, 1996a; Santagata, 2002; Mommas, 2004). Public 
and private actors, institutions and organisations play different roles in different local institutional 
environments; the planning and management of renewal is a process that can be labelled as complicated 
because of the hidden difficulties and underestimated problems that each case presents. Widely employed 
redevelopment formulas for the support of the cultural field are generally considered influencing factors 
regarding the organization of creative urban activities. Two decades ago, the awareness about the connection 
between cultural economy and local economic development brought about the emergence of place-marketing 
and heritage industry as programs for local economic development (Harvey, 1989). According to these 
programs, many metropolitan areas seem to rely on a development formula (Scott, 2006a), based on the 
combination of new economy, investment in cultural resources and efforts to generate a vivacious urban 
atmosphere. Policymakers focus on re-imaging and city-branding activities in order to generally increase 
local economic activities, attract tourists and generate new investments. Moreover, cities try to encourage 
this progression by reorganising their internal spaces: districts are characterized by development of place 
specific settings (streetscapes, entertainment facilities, architectural patrimony), social and cultural 
infrastructures (museum, galleries, theatres etc.) and industrial locations (advertising, graphic design, 
audiovisual services, publishing etc.) (Santagata, 2002). Florida (2002) explores this issue in his research 
addressing the creative class. His advice, widely taken on board by many municipal councils all over the 
                                                           
1 United States Conference of Mayors, 2008 
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world, is to attract large numbers of creative workers by providing new urban dynamics based on the 
creation of attractive environments, variegated cultural amenities and diverse social compositions. The 
effects of such strategies have been defined as the “theatricalization of the build environment where the city 
of work is the city of leisure” (Scott, 2004: 468-469); creative cities tend to show an inescapable 
development trend towards spatial configurations that are “typified by cultural amenities, luxurious shopping 
centres and fancy residential enclaves” (Scott, 2006: 4). Following this argument, it seems that the 
redevelopment of derelict industrial areas into cultural districts exemplify this tendency, which relies on the 
support of cultural industries to sustain the urban economy and to give new life to old abandoned spaces. 
Moreover, it seems possible to argue that urban industrial redevelopment processes are likely to show similar 
characteristics with regard to patterns of culture production and organization of the built environment. 
However, the idea of a convergence regarding the identity of urban areas dedicated to cultural and creative 
activities loses its strength when greater attention is paid to the relationship between the local context and 
historical and social traits.  

Many aspects of cultural cluster formation and management in creative cities have been researched 
extensively. Especially regarding European cases, academic attention has focused on the relationship 
between public action and cultural cluster creation. In particular, in urban studies, attention has been paid to 
the analysis of different management strategies of the cultural cluster (Bianchini and Parkinson, 1993; Hitters 
and Richards, 2002; Brooks and Kushner, 2001; Mommaas, 2004; among others). Alongside, a specific 
branch of literature has focused on the understanding of the influence of public policy in the configuration of 
cultural clusters (Whitt, 1987; Newman and Smith, 2000). Finally, other contributions have focussed more 
on the policy or market driven displacement of disadvantaged social segments, widely defined as 
gentrification (Mills, 1988; Brownill, 1990; Butler and Hamnett, 1994; Foster, 1999; Karsten, 2003) – a 
process which is obviously strictly connected with renewal projects and cultural cluster formation. These 
different analyses represent necessary research points in order to grasp mechanisms and causal relationships 
of urban, cultural and social conditions. However, although many researchers take into account case studies 
of industrial renewal, the literature tends to focus on cultural cluster formation as the most prominent subject. 
No studies have specifically addressed the problem of the relationship between the local institutional 
environment and the development of cultural clusters, especially in the case of the renewal of derelict 
industrial sites. How do local institutional environments filter and re-shape the renewal process of derelict 
industrial sites into cultural clusters? How do the local rules of the urban planning game and the actors 
influence the renovation process of the area? How has the area transformed during the time and how has this 
transformation been managed? And finally, to what extent can local institutional factors account for the 
different outcomes? This article is the synthesis of an extensive comparative analysis of two former 
industrial areas, Westergasfabriek (WGF) in Amsterdam and Bovisa (BVS) in Milan. The results of the 
research, which has been performed for the final thesis of the Master Metropolitan Studies at the University 
of Amsterdam, will show how during the process of redevelopment of old industrial sites into creative 
clusters, the role of the local institutional environment filters and re-shapes general similar changes in such a 
way that local outcomes are significantly different. It seems that this point of view will reveal a new corner 
in the analysis of cultural cluster formation, which will analyze the relationship between the urban process 
and the local context.  

Hopefully, this research will be able to stimulate interesting discussions and rise critical points of view 
while defining causal relationships between the local physical and functional restructuring and the 
institutional context. Sometimes, this kind of structural renovation and functional reallocation is part of a 
global tendency to deploy culture, creativity and knowledge as raw materials for an urban development 
formula. By analyzing the institutional environment and contextualizing the process of renewal, it can be 
discover that sometimes those processes are expressed through paradoxical attempts to be part of 
international tendencies, without any respect for the local set of circumstances.  

2   SIMILAR PROCESSES OF RENEWAL IN DIFFERENT LOCAL  INSTITUTIONAL 
ENVIRONMENTS 

Derelict industrial sites represent appropriate locations in which to accommodate cultural facilities. To 
look at this process, which takes places in expanding urban environments in which global tendencies, local 
actors and cultural facilities develop; two case studies have been selected. Westergasfabriek (WGF) in 
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Amsterdam and Bovisa (BVS) in Milan.  
WGF and BVS are considered similar in many aspects. From the general to the particular, there are 

historical, economic, structural and functional reasons behind the decision to compare the two projects. WGF 
and BVS are both located in so-called creative cities2, they followed similar industrial/post-industrial 
historical paths and their development is culturally driven (in the sense that creative and knowledge-based 
activities are meant to be accommodated). In addition, the selection of the two renewal projects has been 
made according to the kind of industrial use and its historical role in the development of the area. WGF and 
BVS are both former public owned gas industries of the city, which have both witnessed a period of abandon 
and have both undergone a problematic and long renewal process in which creative and knowledge are 
influencing (or have influenced) the allocation of functions. In particular, the two case studies are considered 
similar regarding the physical characteristics of the area and the kind of process that they are witnessing (or 
have witnessed). During the development of the same process, the two cases present similar problems or 
situations with regard to: 

-  The management of a complex process: the land reclamation issue, the change of functions and new 
cultural meanings, the preservation of the past and renewal of the buildings 

- The sustainability of the process, both economic and environmental  
- Problem of infrastructures as barriers and the condition of urban enclave. 
Because of their similar characteristics, the two cases are expected to show similar paths of development 

and a similar allocation of cultural functions; the research will shed light on the differences regarding the 
renewal with the aim to show how local institutional environments operate as filters.  

3   METHODS AND MATERIALS 

This research favoured an institutional approach. The comparative case-study analysis is the method 
useful for the purpose of elucidating mechanisms or relationships through an example (or few examples) of a 
larger phenomenon. The research design follows a general particular structure. The empirical analysis has 
been built around a general-particular perspective, which starts from a national analysis of the rules of the 
urban planning game, then focuses on the urban context and the development of the site. The analytical 
overview has been useful to understand how the local institutional environment influences the renewal. 

Firstly, spatial, institutional and historical dimensions have been taken into account following the 
approach employed by the Amsterdam Institute for Metropolitan and International Development Studies, 
which is based upon the assumption that “institutions are a prism to view spatial issues and the study of 
institutions is generally organized around an actor-centred approach”3. Therefore, the empirical analysis of 
the local institutional environment takes into account the rules that control the spatial planning game, with 
specific attention given to the actors with the power and the authority to intervene and shape different 
outcomes. Then, in order to understand how the areas under analysis developed during the time, from 
historical, social and physical points of view, elements of path dependency (Storper, 2002) are considered 
appropriate to explain different potentials and different developments of cities or urban regions. In particular, 
different urban developments can be understood by taking into account the economic structure, the socio-
demographic composition, the built environment and critical events.  

Secondly, in order to analyze how the renewal of derelict industrial sites develops into cultural clusters 
two main approaches have been considered appropriate. Brooks and Kushner (2001) have developed a 
framework for the analysis of management practices based on four indicators: the administration, the degree 
of public involvement, the degree of physical change and programming. Meanwhile, the approach of 
Newman and Smith (2000: 11-12) is considered convenient in understanding how the development of a site 
can be defined by land-use destinations of the area and further the way in which the cultural cluster is 

                                                           
2 ACRE Report 2007 (Accommodating Creative Knowledge – Competitiveness of European Metropolitan 
Regions within the Enlarged Union), a publication coordinated by the Amsterdam Institute for Metropolitan 
and International Development Studies (AMIDSt), which compares recent socio-economic development 
trends and development strategies in 13 metropolitan regions across Europe with the aim of analyzing “to 
what extent creativity, innovation and knowledge are indeed the keys to a successful long-term economic 
development” - http://www2.fmg.uva.nl/acre/index.html  
3 http://www.fmg.uva.nl/amidst/object.cfm/objectid=FA36A057-DDBB-4873-855B193D72B2BC99  
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formed through patterns of distribution of the cultural products. Those two approaches have been considered 
appropriate to complete the analytical overview and answer the main research question. 

In conclusion, after the empirical analysis of the context, with specific attention to the local rules of the 
urban planning game, the analytical analysis will define specific patterns of management and cultural cluster 
formation. The findings, which will be briefly presented in this article, have been deducted thanks to the 
consultation of relevant sources.  

4   DATA COLLECTION 

The social unit under study occurs at a sub-urban level: the neighbourhood where the renewal is taking 
place and the analysis of the two case studies is organized around the collection of primary and tertiary types 
of data.  

Primary data was collected through personal conversations with Real estate developers, academics, 
cluster managers and local authority representatives. Tertiary data was collected from reports and 
publications about the history, the social composition, the development of the area published till 2009. In 
Milan, information were collected taking into account different sides of the development: the political 
support, the transformation of the neighbourhood as a whole, public urban policies, the creative field in 
Milan and the management of the process4. Moreover, in order to access more general knowledge about the 
context, tertiary type of data was consulted: academic elaborations regarding the institutional environment 
and its chronologic development5. In Amsterdam, the majority of information about the process of renewal 
has been collected during a 3-months research period in the office of the Westergasfabriek project manager; 
thanks to the possibility to consult the database and long daily debates about the case, many aspects have 
been fully explored6. Regarding the general context in which the WGF has been developed, tertiary types of 
data have been taken into account7 and, finally, recent information have been collected through research of 
newspaper articles. 

5   LOCAL INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENTS, A COMPARATIVE  ANALYSIS 

Taking the form of “a comparative case-study analysis is a detailed left to right looking across few 
cases” (Gerring, 2007), the analysis presented within this section will summarize the findings of the research 
work. A clear focus will be placed upon methods that specifically aim to address and understand the question 

                                                           
4 Interviews with Paolo Simonetti (Director of the Development and Territory Department, Milan 
Municipality) and Matteo Gatto (Coordinator and project manager Territorial Plan of Governance, Milan 
Municipality); Francesca Cognetti, (PhD in Territorial Planning and Urban Policy, Polytechnic of Milan, in 
2007 she published a research about the development of Bovisa);. Giovanni Padula (currently researching 
the creative class for the municipalities of Milan and Rome); Matteo Poli, the coordinator of a study about 
Bovisa Gasometri made by the AMO (institute of urban research of the Metropolitan Office of Architecture 
located in Rotterdam). 
5 -“Milano incompiuta, interpretazioni urbanistiche del mutamento” (Unfinished Milan, urban interpretations 
of the change) by Goldestain and Bonfantini (2007); policy documents about the strategies and vision for the 
urban development of the city - “Documento di Inquadramento” (Framework Document) about Milan 
Metropolitan Area; cultural surveys on historical traits of the area - “Bovisa Gasometri. Contributi per 
un’idea di sviluppo sostenibile” (Gasometers of Bovisa. Contributions for a sustainable idea of 
development); and booklets collecting data and facts about the recent phase of development of the area.  
6 Two interviews made by the American Environmental Protection Agency in 1998 have been useful in 
understanding the approach of the project leader (Evert Verhagen) and the vision at the district level (Ruud 
Grondel, Chairman of the District Council).  
7 Conceptualisation of Amsterdam metropolitan area and the development of the Dutch urban planning game 
- booklet “Amsterdam Metropolis” published by the DRO (physical planning department) of Amsterdam in 
2008; historical overview and ideas and visions sustaining the renewal of the area - “Ontwikkelingsplan voor 
de Westergasfabriek” (Development Plan for the Western Gas Factory); chronology of the process, with 
insights about management practices - Westergasfabriek Culture Park: Transformation of a Former Industrial 
Site in Amsterdam, published in 2004 
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of whether, and in what manner, the local institutional environment represented a filter of the renewal by 
influencing its outcomes. This section illustrates the result of the analysis taking into account specific 
indicators, such as the local institutional environments, management practices, the degree of physical 
change, cultural cluster formation, people based issues.  

The analysis of the local institutional environments proves that the two renewal processes developed in 
starkly different contexts. Italy is not a country of strong planning traditions. Only in the last two decades has 
a renewal of the system of public administration brought about the definition of specific regulations with 
regard to the planning and programming of complex urban projects. In Lombardy, those changes were 
regulated by the Regional Government in 2005, when the administration defined a number of specific tools 
and programs in order to achieve a more comprehensive control of the planning activities. Milan, having 
implemented those regulatory practices now bears witness to a series of new large-scale urban projects, 
which are redefining the identity of the city, in particular through the development of the north western axis, 
towards the two airports. However, during this latest phase of urban development of Milan, the 
administration of processes of renewal is still characterized by what might be described as an inadequate 
situation. In particular, in Milan, the level of transparency and involvement of inhabitants are still considered 
improper, whilst appeals are the main tools used by different stakeholders to manifest their disagreement 
with a specific process (Pasqui, 2007). This demonstrates that there are still clear problems with the 
management of conflict and with negotiation activities (Goldestain&Bonfantini, 2007: 56). With regard to 
the public support of cultural activities, Milan does not directly encourage creativity through a specific 
policy, but private entrepreneurship is considered to be well developed, especially in the fields of fashion and 
design. In Italy, the planning system is not as developed as in the  other case study under analysis. 

In Holland, the national planning system is generally considered a cardinal element in defining the 
structure and plans for the spatial development of the country. Urban governance is organized according to 
the polder model (Flaudi, 1991), based upon both network coordination amongst different bodies and a 
process of continuous consultation with stakeholders (Needham, 2007). The city of Amsterdam has recently 
promoted widespread programs of urban development aimed at expansion towards the water and, moreover, 
the city specifically supports the cultural-creative-knowledge sector in newly developing areas (Vreeswikk, 
2008). The I Amsterdam model is the city-branding approach adopted in order to promote the creative image 
of the city in an international context.  

Different local institutional environments have thus filtered the renewal of the two areas, defining their 
respective trajectories and strategies in a heterogeneous manner. The analysis of the two cases demonstrate 
that many aspects of the renewal process manifest in different ways in accordance with the specificities of 
the site and, importantly, of the institutional context. A specific overview of the way in which the 
institutional dimension has influenced those differences seems appropriate in order to confirm the hypothesis 
that this thesis sustains. Particular attention will be paid to management practices, the degree of physical 
change, cultural cluster formation and people-based issues.   

6   MANAGEMENT PRACTICES AND GOVERNANCE INNOVATION 
 

Although the two renewal processes faced similar problems, it can be posited that the two different local 
institutional environments generated different solutions to both the management of the process and the land 
reclamation issue. By seeking to deepen insight into the management of urban renewal, it has become 
apparent that the two cases explored within this research present a clear difference. Whilst the Italian case 
focuses upon the elaboration of the plans addressing an area, the Dutch renovation was managed with 
particular attention paid to the process itself. In Italy, after the Program Agreement of 20078, the Real estate 
developer commissioned the Office for Metropolitan Architecture located in Rotterdam to provide a new 
Master Plan for the area. The agreement amongst the involved actors does not indicate a particularly 
innovative approach to the management of the area, although it acknowledged that it is possible that this lack 
of attention to establishing suitable practices of governance relates to the stage at which the renewal process 
is currently at in the Italian case, which has not seen concrete implementation yet. It seems appropriate that, 

                                                           
8 The Program Agreement is the tool used in urban renewal projects in order to sign an agreement about the 
designation of the area among the owners. Different owners share their portion of land to create an unique 
development plan.  
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once the new Master Plan is approved, a selected group of public and private stakeholders organize 
themselves into a specific body than can dedicate its attention on a daily basis to the development and 
management of the process. In this respect, the Dutch case clearly demonstrated the importance of the 
creation of a body for the management of the process - the special project team coordinated the renewal of 
the area in an innovative way. The team managed three processes: the use of the buildings in an economic 
profitable way, the land reclamation process according to legally approved criteria and the park design. 
Freedom with respect to the contents (and plans) was compensated by the involvement of the citizens and the 
allocation of cultural entrepreneurs who provided ideas and steered the success of the renewal (Warnau, 
1991).  

The land reclamation has been a problematic issue in both cases. Also in this respect it is posed that the 
local institutional environment. acted as a filter. In the Italian case, the municipality was able to involve the 
European Community and to apply for the PRO.S.I.DE project9. The fact that the national regulation 
addressing the subject changed just after the presentation of the results of environmental impact assessment 
created a delay in the definition of new uses for the area. In contrast, in the Dutch case, a strong collaborative 
approach between the residents’ organizations and the municipal council brought to the proposals for 
innovative and more flexible practices of land reclamation, which were sanctioned by a new national 
regulation.  

7   CHANGING BUILT ENVIRONMENTS 

Analysis of the degree of physical change also demonstrates that way in which the two different contexts 
produced individual and heterogeneous outcomes. In BVS, the quarter as whole can be seen to be witnessing 
a process of spontaneous re-allocation of functions to the small-scale industrial buildings present upon the 
site (Cognetti, 2007a). This process began when the academic institution located a new department in the 
area and connectivity issues in the quarter were ameliorated as the result of improvements to the transport 
system (Cognetti, 2007b). The renewal area, however, is still an urban void; this can be seen as the outcome 
of some deficiencies typical of the last phase of Milanese urban planning history (D’Uva, 2006). In the 
Dutch case, the management of the process has been undertaken with continuous consultation with the 
associations that represented the inhabitants of the neighbourhood. This approach brought about the 
definition of a set of recommendations, which supported the creation of an active park, with playgrounds for 
children, athletic facilities and recreational fields.  

8   CULTURAL CLUSTER FORMATION 

The differences in the relationship between the functional renovation of the area and the support of 
cultural practices represent one of the most visible expressions of the way in which the local institutional 
environment influenced the process.  

In the renewal of Bovisa area, the Polytechnic of Milan acted as the promoter in the initial stage, later 
transforming into a node in a network of private companies and public bodies. The system of production 
responsible for the development of the area has been established through a strong collaboration between the 
University, private enterprises and foundations; those actors support a cluster of activities characterized by 
business start-ups and research, across a number of different fields. The probable future creation of the 
Knowledge Hub in the Bovisa area finds its roots in the strong relationships among those actors.  

The Dutch cultural policy and the Amsterdam creative city initiative represent the institutional effort to 
sustain the creative economy both at the national and local level. In particular, the creation of the 
WESTERGASFABRIEK.BV is highlighted as a further example of the special attention paid to process-
related planning. The WESTERGASFABRIEK.BV is a body for the management of cultural activities which 
promoted (and still promotes) diversity as a concept or a claim to sustain the allocation of cultural activities. 
Innovation is promoted through culture, producing practices through what has been labelled as a post-
modern management (Koekebakker, 2004: 98). Essentially, in the WGF case, culture is produced, promoted 

                                                           
9 “PRO.S.I.DE Promoting Sustainable Inner urban Development”, a cross-countries project on the study of 
sustainable renewal of Brownfield areas. The aim of the project was to apply an innovative method for the 
analysis of the area in order to provide sustainable suggestions for the owners and the possible developer. 
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and consumed thanks to the promotion of diversity. This diversity is expressed in the selection of the tenants 
and tenures of the buildings, the events presented and the kind of target groups of consumers, which the area 
aims to attract. In the view of this study, this approach has been really successful. As BVS presents a more 
complex situation, similar approaches cannot be advised with regard to the Milan case study. In particular, 
more owners are involved in the renewal there, and cultural production is connected to knowledge-based 
activities based on the collaboration with private companies. It is still posed that the creation of a specific 
body for the governance of the process could be appropriate in order to support the structural development, 
the production of knowledge and the functional allocation of new activities. 

9   PEOPLE BASED ISSUES 

Differences in the level of involvement of civil society can be defined as rooted in the socio-cultural 
composition of the inhabitants of the neighbourhood and in the practices of decision-making process related 
to the local institutional environment.  

In Milan, the historical inhabitants of the area have always perceived the redevelopment area in Bovisa 
as an urban void and consider the renewal as separate from the everyday life of the quarter. Whilst the new 
regulation of renewal practices defines an involvement of the citizen at an initial stage of the process, there is 
no evidence of this practice in the BVS case. As a consequence, it can be said that in Milan, involvement is 
not encouraged by the institutions and also not manifested by the stakeholders of the quarter themselves. 
However, this lack of attention to the needs of the population of the surrounding neighbourhoods is partly 
compensated by the actors involved in the renewal: the Polytechnic of Milan seeks to create an area in which 
academics and young professionals can be welcomed through the provision of tailored facilities, while the 
Municipality is commissioning research targeted at addressing the needs and demands of the cultural 
entrepreneurs of the area.  

Differently, in the WGF case, the residents and their organizations played an essential role in the 
redevelopment of the area. Neighbourhood associations became essential, especially at the beginning of the 
project, when the land reclamation process was effectively stopped. The idea to use more flexible solutions 
was put into practice as a result of the collaboration of residents and the City Council. Moreover, another 
typical characteristic of the case, which can be related to the Dutch planning system in general, is the ability 
to divide managerial and political responsibilities at different levels. In particular, the portfolio holder and 
the project alderman have been critical in the coordination of different stakeholders’ needs and demands at 
the local level while directing the renewal from a higher perspective.  

10   CONCLUSION 

The hypothesis that this research seeks to explore holds that local institutional environments represent 
filters of the renewal of derelict industrial sites when turned into cultural clusters. Through the overview of 
the different rules of the game that regulate the planning discipline in an international context (in particular 
in Holland and Italy), it has been possible to understand that regulation creates specific circumstances, which 
brought about different outcomes in the cases selected. 

As the result of the methodology applied in this research, it has been possible to elucidate a series of 
mechanisms and relationships, which lie behind the process of the renewal of derelict industrial sites. The 
detailed “left to right looking” across the two cases (Gerring, 2007), brought about the definition of a series 
of similar aspects and confirmation that local institutional environments do act as filters of the renewal 
process. In particular, evidence indicates that the local institutional environments can influence management 
practices, the degree of physical change, clusterization of activities and the degree of involvement of the civil 
society. In general, it can posited that during the process of the renewal of a derelict industrial site into 
cultural clusters, a specific analysis of the local institutional environment represents a pivotal activity to be 
undertaken at the initial stage. Moreover, during the definition of programs aimed at organizing the 
promotion of cultural activities, a redevelopment formula based upon a fixed list of best practices can bring 
about a costly and ineffective use of public resources.  

Although the two renewal processes presented herein had similar starting points - comprising similar 
historical paths, similar locations, similar types of actors involved and a similar proposal for the area (the 
creation of a cultural cluster), this research has demonstrated that national and local frameworks and specific 
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circumstances play a pivotal role when a program of urban renewal aimed at supporting cultural and 
knowledge-based activities is under development. In the cases analyzed, national frameworks influenced the 
legal structure in defining appropriate regulations, especially with regard to the land reclamation issue. Local 
frameworks were more important in the definition of appropriate tools and a managing body for the control 
of the development. Providing a clear example of the importance of such local frameworks, the analysis of 
the Amsterdam case demonstrated that specific attention was paid with regard to the process management, 
whilst in Milan local attention focused primarily upon the plan development. The two cases thus employed 
vastly different management strategies. In particular, in Milan the strategic action that brought about a 
definition of a new designation for the area was the ratification of the Program Agreement of 2007, a tool for 
urban governance, which coordinates the collaboration of private and public actors. In Amsterdam, the 
definition of a sub-local level of public administration, the district Council, is of crucial importance. At this 
level, public negotiations with private actors were processed by a Special Project Team, which was also 
consulted local of neighbourhood associations. The distinction between the approaches adopted by local 
institutions in the respective cases demonstrates that analysis of the local governance framework is crucial, 
especially at the initial phase of a project development.  

The research also demonstrates that the specific set of local circumstances (rooted in the historical and 
social traits of the area) represent a critical element in defining the needs and the possibilities of a project. 
The most visible example of this can be found in the degree of involvement of civil society in the process. In 
Amsterdam, the local population had access to the policy making and, as a consequence, the final 
designation of the area was strongly dependent on the needs of the inhabitants. In contrast, in Milan, citizens 
did not participate at the initial stage of the process. The evidence formed by these cases teaches that a 
preliminary analysis of the cultural and social traits can be relevant in the definition of appropriate strategies 
and in the avoidance of blockage behaviours. 

Finally, this analysis demonstrates that, during the renewal process of derelict industrial sites into 
cultural clusters, if a fixed set of best practices are employed without taking into account the institutional, 
historical, social and cultural/economic conditions of the area under redevelopment, it can be predicted that 
problems may well manifest with regard to management practices, public governance and decision making 
processes.  

It should be noted that this research has examined only two cases and the results do not imply that 
similar characteristics could be found in a larger range. In particular, the two case study areas under analysis 
are both publically owned, and as such the observation that renewal processes in which the land ownership is 
mostly private are less dependent on the local institutional environment is difficult to prove without further 
research. However, regardless of land ownership, it is noted that large-scale renewals are usually influenced 
by public permissions and framed by city planning development documents. In that sense, the present 
research is still considered relevant to cases of renewal exhibiting different land ownership patterns. In 
conclusion, the study has addressed causal mechanisms related to local institutional environments, while 
other explanatory causes have been avoided. Further research is needed in order to test if the hypothesis 
might be confirmed in other cases. Particularly, further analysis of the renewal of industrial sites in a similar 
institutional environment to those considered within this study, could be useful in order to discover if their 
development differs, and, in that case, to determine the key differences and their causal mechanisms. 
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ABSTRACT: Cities all over the world are facing a declining population, often in association with the loss of 
jobs and overall economic decline. This paper will focus on (local) government response to the shrinking of 
cities, trying to explain why the authorities in various countries react in a different way. Using examples 
from Germany and Britain, the policies that are being developed and implemented and the involvement of 
private parties (in both the profit and non-profit making sectors) will be described. The question will be 
asked if different traditions in policy making and implementation, e.g. between liberal welfare states and 
conservative-corporatist states (as described by Esping-Andersen and others), can be used to explain 
different (local) government reactions. 
KEYWORDS: shrinking cities, welfare state regimes, planning, national government, local government, 
private sector involvement 
 
 
1   INTRODUCTION 
 

Many cities in the industrialised world are shrinking: they face a declining population, often in 
association with the loss of jobs and overall economic decline. When there is a high vacancy rate of 
apartments, homes, factories or offices, shrinking becomes highly visible. The two causes that are often seen 
as the most important ones are changing demographic patterns, including low fertility rates, and ‘mainly 
globally initiated economic transition processes from the industrial to the post-industrial society’ [1] Some 
old industrial areas are amongst the hardest hit. Examples of these areas are the cities of northern England, 
Detroit and almost all cities in the former GDR. 

Shrinkage can show itself at many levels. The population of the country as a whole may decline, as is the 
case in Germany and Japan. Still in a country where both the population and the economy are growing, some 
urban areas can be exempt from growth, as is the case in many northern English cities. Finally, the 
population of a central city can be shrinking while the urban region of which it is a part is growing 
(suburbanisation). Of course, these processes may occur in different combinations. 

A declining urban population may pose problems for the remaining inhabitants, landlords, the business 
community and local governments. Local companies may find it difficult to attract staff, while the level of 
prospective customers is shrinking. For landlords it will be hard to let dwellings, owner-occupiers are faced 
with declining property values. Local authorities will have to cut spending, because of a diminishing tax 
base, but a certain level of services has to survive to avoid the area becoming even less popular. 

In this paper I will first of all give a general picture of the population development in Europe during the 
next fifty years. In the following sections I will explore if government policies concerning shrinking cities 
can be explained by linking those policies to the concept of different forms of the welfare state. I will do this 
by comparing some of the policies concerning shrinking cities in Germany, as an example of a conservative 
or corporatist welfare state, and the United Kingdom (UK), as an, albeit controversial, example of a liberal 
welfare state. Features that both countries have in common include the decline of mining and industry and a 
divide between wealthy, still growing, regions and poorer and shrinking regions. Both countries are being 
faced with the problem of shrinking cities, although the national context is different: while the UK as a 
whole is still growing, Germany is becoming a shrinking nation. Also, the German Federal Republic 
inherited the eastern states (neue Bundesländer) from the GDR, after reunification, and with it the challenge 
to incorporate an area which had its own legal, political and economic system for several decades, into its 
own fabric. 
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2   THE EXTENT OF THE PROBLEM 
 

Europe can be described as an ageing continent. The average age of the population is rising, the number 
of children is falling, the number of the elderly is growing. The population of the EU as a whole is still 
growing, but the growth rate is decreasing. From about 2035 population numbers will be falling. At the midst 
of the 21st century, the European Union as a whole will show a decreasing population, as will many member 
states (see table 1).  
 

Table 1    Total population (millions) of the EU and selected member states 2000 – 2050 [2] 
 

 2008 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050 2060 
European Union (27) 495.4 499.4 513.8 519.9 520.1 515.3 505.7 
Germany 82.2 82.1 81.5 80.2 77.8 74.5 70.8 
UK 61.3 62.0 65.7 69.2 72.0 74.5 76.7 
Netherlands 16.4 16.5 17.0 17.2 17.2 16.9 16.6 

 
The two countries featured in this paper show a divergent development. In Germany on the one hand, the 

population is already shrinking, albeit at a slow pace. This development will continue for the foreseeable 
future and shrinking will really pick up speed from the 2030s. For the UK on the other hand, earlier 
predictions of a fall of population numbers from 2040 onwards have been withdrawn. Only a few years ago 
the projection for the UK population in 2050 was 64.3 million, today the UK is expected to have 76.7 million 
inhabitants in that year. [2] 

This shows that, as always, producing a population forecast is a highly uncertain business. For instance, 
the wish to have children of all individual households living in a county together is not a constant factor, but 
something that is influenced by cultural change. However, changing birth rates only show themselves in the 
total population development with a certain delay. Even more difficult to predict is the migration balance. At 
this moment, most EU-countries have immigration policies for non EU citizens that are much stricter than 
ten years ago. On the other hand, migration from the new member states to the already existing ones has 
increased. A new change of policy could have major implications for the development of the population, as 
could a new economic crisis or upturn. 
 
3   THE WELFARE STATE 
 

Most European countries have gradually developed themselves into ‘welfare states’. According to 
Esping-Andersen, the common feature of welfare states is that social rights are given to its inhabitants. ‘If 
social rights are given the legal and practical status of property rights, if they are inviolable, and if they are 
granted on the basis of citizenship rather than performance, they will entail a decomodification of the status 
of individuals vis-à-vis the market’. [3] Services are available to anyone who is entitled to them and do not 
depend on for instance the working past of the individual. 

However, not all welfare states are the same. Esping-Andersen [3] mentions three forms of welfare state: 
 

1. Social-democratic welfare states, like Denmark and Sweden, with a high level of services, based on 
need rather than the ability to pay. 

2. Conservative or corporatist welfare states, like Austria and Germany, where services are usually 
organised and managed by professional organisations (rather than the state). Family support may 
also play an important role. 

3. Liberal welfare states, a group consisting mainly of Anglo-Saxon countries like Australia and the 
USA. The United Kingdom shows several features of a liberal welfare state (alongside some features 
of a social-democratic welfare state). State services are providing a safety net and not much more 
than that. 

The work by Esping-Anderson has inspired many housing researchers, because it provides some sort of 
an answer to the question why different states have different ways of interfering in the market economy and 
of promoting the welfare of their citizens. 
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However, when trying to build upon his work, a housing researcher will have to face several problems. 
One of these problems is that the classification of welfare states as such is unclear. This concerns both the 
exact criteria that decide into which box a country is being put and the fact that some countries are not 
clearly labelled. A second problem is that Esping-Andersen hardly studied housing, but concentrated on 
(other) social policies. Housing researchers, wanting to build on his work, have to ‘translate’ it into housing 
problems and housing policies. This is a tricky exercise. 

As Malpass puts it, the housing – welfare state relationship is complex. Housing is often considered as 
being one of five key public services, the others being health, social security, education and personal social 
services. However, he continues, this is an arbitrary list ‘which is open to challenge, and it is arguable that 
the welfare state should be seen as a policy stance rather than a bundle of public services. … The retention of 
a large market sector in housing, in contrast to the arrangements adopted for health and education, is widely 
recognized as a reason for noting that housing occupies a distinct position within the welfare state.’ [4] 

Kemeny states that ‘large differences can arise between welfare sectors in the power balance between 
diverse interests.’ [5] Following this line of thinking, a welfare regime can be seen as a combination of sector 
regimes, each with its own characteristics. 

When considering the housing sector on its own, other classifications than that of Esping-Andersen may 
seem more appropriate. After analysing OECD data on the level of owner-occupation and the level of 
mortgage dept, Schwartz and Seabrooke [6] suggest four ideal-types of countries: 

1. corporatist-market, with a high level of mortgage dept, a high level of owner-occupation and a large 
social rented sector; Germany would be part of this group; 

2. liberal-market, with a high level of mortgage dept, a large owner-occupied sector and a quite small 
social rented sector; the UK is an example of this group. 

3. statist-developmentalist, with a low level of mortgage dept, an average to small owner-occupied 
sector and an above average social rented sector; 

4. familial, featuring a low level of mortgage dept, a large owner-occupied sector and a very small 
social rented sector. 

When comparing this grouping with Esping-Andersen’s welfare regimes, both the social democratic and 
corporatist/conservative groups break up. Take for instance the Scandinavian countries, often considered of 
all having strong social democratic roots. However, Denmark finds itself in the corporatist-market cluster, 
Sweden and Finland in the statist-development cluster and Norway in the liberal-market cluster. 

Still, after discussing several subjects mentioned by critics of the work of Esping-Andersen, Matznetter 
[7] for instance still tries to use his concept of welfare states to describe and explain Austrian housing policy 
(see below). And as Germany and the UK find themselves in different clusters as described by Schwartz and 
Seabrook, it seems not unreasonable to stick to Esping-Anderson’s classification for the time being, at the 
same time adding some elements of competing theories where this seems appropriate. 

Before looking into the German and UK response to shrinking, some propositions about the relationship 
between the type of welfare state and policies concerning shrinking cities will be formulated. This will 
provide a framework to discuss German and UK government policies. 
 
4   GOVERNMENT POLICY CONCERNING SHRINKING CITIES: WHAT MIGHT BE 
EXPECTED? 
 

After discussing the initial book and subsequent publications by Esping-Andersen, Matznetter [7] sums 
up four characteristic attributes of the conservative welfare state: 

1 a social-insurance-based fragmentation of welfare entitlements; 
2 corporatist forms of interest intermediation; 
3 a pro-family bias in welfare provision; 
4 resistance to change. 

 
Austria is usually considered as being a conservative welfare state. Matznetter concludes that the 

framework given above does hold for the Austrian housing policy: 
1 Austrian housing policy is a fragmented one, with clear differences to be noticed between tenure 

type and type of developer (for example local government or private company), but also between 
the provinces, which each have their own housing policy; 
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2 Corporatist networks can be seen at work between developers and political parties, especially at 
a provincial level; 

3 Austrian housing policy is focussed upon the family, both by favouring young families and by 
supposing that family funds (for instance money saved by older generations) will be invested; 

4 Austrian housing policy is slow to adapt. 
 

In a liberal welfare state, state intervention can be described as providing a mere safety net. For the 
housing sector, this would probably mean that the government hardly interferes on the housing market as a 
whole, although the safety net will probably include a relatively small social housing sector. 

In the UK the social rented sector comprises about 17 % of all dwellings, which is much higher than the 
percentage in other liberal welfare states. Indeed, according to Anderson, interventionist policies of early 
post-war Labour governments ‘could be readily characterized as social democratic/socialist’. However, by 
1990, the UK had changed from the social-democratic welfare state that it was in the 1940s-1960s, to a 
liberal welfare state, as defined by Esping-Andersen. [8] Successive Conservative governments, lead by 
Margaret Thatcher, had targeted sectors where state influence was huge. For the housing sector, this meant 
for instance the selling out of social rented dwellings owned by municipalities (council houses) under the 
‘right to buy’, while the building of new social housing almost came to a standstill. 

To get a better understanding of housing policies in a liberal welfare state, it may be useful to have a 
look at the work of Kemeny, who distinguishes two types of policy models concerning the rented sector: a 
dualist and a unitary type of policy. Dualist policy would mean that different institutional characteristics can 
be found for the privately rented and the cost (or social) rented sector respectively. The cost rented sector is 
relatively small, usually managed by the state, while competition between the cost and the privately rented 
sector is limited, with both sectors catering for different types of households, probably with different 
incomes as well. The rented sector as a whole (both privately and cost rented) is relatively small. The 
privately rented sector is protected from competition by the cost rented sector, while owner-occupation is 
being stimulated. Where a unitary type of policy exists, both rented sectors would have more in common. [5] 

Doling [9] notes a close match between the membership of Kemeny’s two groups and the classification 
by Esping-Andersen. Countries with a dual housing policy usually at the same time belong to Esping-
Andersen’s group of liberal welfare states. Countries with a unitary housing policy would more likely be 
social-democratic or conservative welfare states. 

Following this line of thinking, some features about of government housing policy concerning shrinking 
cities in conservative and liberal welfare states respectively can be supposed: 

1 In a conservative welfare state policies will be directed at both the rented and the owner-
occupied sector, with both landlords and owner-occupiers receiving state support, although 
different rules and regulations will probably apply; in a liberal welfare state, more attention 
would be paid to a better performance of the housing market, focusing on the owner-occupied 
sector. 

2 In conservative welfare states, more than in liberal welfare states, housing policy in shrinking 
cities will be focussing upon safeguarding the interests of families and of the building of new 
families. 

We will now have a closer look at policies concerning the housing market in shrinking cities of Eastern 
Germany and Northern England, to see if these propositions can be upheld. 
 
5   GERMANY 
 

In Germany, population growth has come to a standstill, which is generally being seen as a forebode to 
shrinking (table 1). Some cities and regions already experience population decline, while others are still 
growing. Declining regions include the former GDR, including the capital Berlin, parts of the industrial 
Ruhrgebiet (Ruhr Area) and some other northern cities. Growing regions are mainly to be found in the 
southwesters part of the country, like Bavaria and Baden-Würtemberg. 

Even in generally declining areas like the former GDR, regional differences can be noticed. Some areas 
are only showing a small decline of population, or have overcome former difficulties and are now stable. 
Other areas still show a massive decline of population. Jobs and education seem to be the key words to 
explain these differences. Some ‘islands of stability’ offer attractive jobs and well-known educational 
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facilities (like universities). On a smaller scale, within cities, one can also distinguish between areas that are 
doing relatively well, like city centres and some of the surrounding inner city areas, and areas that are 
showing an above average decline, like high rise estates built under communist rule. [10] Indeed, some of the 
problems the eastern part of Germany is now showing, seem to be directly related to government housing 
policy in the former GDR. Like Hoscislawski points out, this included building dwellings at the wrong 
locations and building too many of them. Furthermore the majority of dwellings was of the wrong type. [11] 

Leipzig shows the same development of many other East German cities. However, it would be wrong to 
assume that the fall of population only started after the fall of the German wall (1989) and reunification 
(1990), when the East Germans were free to move again. In fact, Leipzig has shown a continuing decline of 
population since the 1930s. However, this accelerated after reunification. During the 1990s, Leipzig (within 
the 1990 boundaries) lost 20 % of its population, with out migration to western parts of Germany and 
suburbanisation being almost equally important. At the same time, Leipzig lost 90 % of its industrial 
employment. By 2000, some 17 % of housing stock was empty [12], but with huge differences between 
neighbourhoods. Even though there has been a revival of the fortunes of many districts featuring Gründerzeit 
(late 19th century) buildings, the Leipzig Neustädter Markt neighbourhood has a vacancy rate of about 50 %. 
Even the other, more fashionable Gründerzeit areas still have 20 % or more unoccupied housing. [13] This 
can at least partly be explained by the way state subsidies were conceived and introduced. The first priorities 
were to renew city centres and to prevent high rise estates from developing into problem areas. Furthermore, 
the ownership situation of pre-war housing was unclear, as the original owners were entitled to regain 
ownership of their properties (disowned under communist rule). 

By the year 2000 it was becoming clear that government investment in rebuilding the former GDR had 
not succeeded in stopping net out migration from the area. Empty housing and urban wasteland, once 
housing large industrial plants, were clear signs that something had to be done. As a result, the Stadtumbau 
Ost (Urban Reconstruction of the East) program was conceived. The aim of Stadtumbau Ost is to find an 
answer to the loss of urban functions and the resulting vacancy of dwellings and plots and to improve the 
viability of cities and of the housing market in the former GDR. Its two main strategies are the demolishing 
of vacant dwellings, in order to diminish excess supply on the housing market, and to improve 
neighbourhoods by renewal or maintenance of existing buildings, adapting the infrastructure and reusing 
urban wasteland. 

During the first years of the Stadtumbau Ost program, much money went into demolishing vacant 
properties, both pre-war or early post war estates in the inner cities and high rise estates in the inner suburbs. 
Large landlords were putting pressure on the municipalities to get permission and subsidies to get rid of their 
housing estates with a large amount of vacancies, as these estates were loosing them money. The revised 
version of the program states that only 50 % of funds can be spend on demolishing, while the other 50 % has 
to be spend on the improvement of neighbourhoods. [14] 

Due to the overwhelming attention for large high rise estates, small private owners and locations in or 
near the city centre were hardly included in the Stadtumbau Ost program. However, this has now been 
acknowledged and more attention is being paid to improving for instance Gründerzeit neighbourhoods. 
Some small scale initiatives have already been in place for some years, like the Wächterhaus project in 
Leipzig, where people can use an empty home almost for free for a couple of years. Usually, these are large 
buildings at important crossroads, meaning that a small scale project can have an important impact. [15] 
 

Table 2   Federal subsidies for (re)building cities [14] 
 
Project Main goals Federal 

subsidy 
(million 
Euros) 

Soziale Stadt 
Social city 

Improve participation and quality of life 
in neighbourhoods with a combination of 
problems, like high unemployment, lack 
of education, infrastructural deficits and 
tension between different communities 

150 

Stadtumbau für die Anpassung an den Decrease number of empty dwellings East: 121 
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demographischen und strukturellen Wandel 
(Stadtumbau Ost / Stadtumbau West) 
Urban reconstruction as an adaption to 
demographic and structural change 

Upgrading of cities as places to live and 
work 

West: 96 

Städtebaulicher Denkmalschutz für den Erhalt 
historischer Stadtkerne und 
Stadtquartiers in Ost 
Centrally located monuments in the East 

Retain and improve monuments, esp. in 
historical city centres 

East: 85 
West: 30 

Aktive Stadt- und Ortsteilzentren für die 
Innenentwicklung 
Active city and neighbourhood centres 

Maintain or reintroduce economic and 
cultural functions to city and 
neighbourhood centres, making them 
places to live and work 

43 

Städtebauliche Sanierungs- und 
Entwicklungsmaβnahmen 
Urban regeneration projects 

Retain and improve buildings and their 
environment 
Regeneration of city and neighbourhood 
centres 

East: 45 
West: 45 

 
Although Stadtumbau Ost and its sister program Stadtumbau West are the most important schemes as far 

a sums of money are concerned, they are not the only ones (table 2). With the exception of the Soziale Stadt 
(Social city) program, the focus is very much on improving the urban fabric (dwellings, infrastructure etc.). 
 
6   THE UNITED KINGDOM 
 

In the UK, housing market problems can be quite extreme in some areas where almost all industrial 
employment was lost. In 1999 was formally recognised by a report commissioned by the government. [16] 
According to this report, about 11.5 % of council housing (housing owned by the local authorities), 8 % of 
housing owned by registered landlords (housing associations) and 3 % of privately owned housing (both 
rented out and owner-occupied) was situated in areas with low housing demand. Many, but not all, of these 
areas were to be found in the Northwest (Liverpool, Manchester and surrounding and intermediate areas) and 
Yorkshire and Humberside. Economic decline and demographic changes were recognised as being amongst 
the main causes leading to low housing demand, with local factors like high crime levels and a poor 
environmental quality adding to the problem. Government response to this problem, and the pressure it was 
put under by local authorities and registered landlords, was to set up a number of ‘market renewal 
pathfinders’. These pathfinder areas are specific areas that receive government money to try and solve their 
housing market problems.  

 
Housing Market Renewal Pathfinders are part of the ‘Sustainable Communities Plan’. This report states 

that ‘too many people do not have access to decent affordable housing in decent surroundings. Across the 
country there are still homes in poor condition occupied by vulnerable people.’ [17] 

The problems that must be tackled are: 
1 a shortage of housing that exists in parts of the country; 
2 the opposite problem of housing market collapse in other parts of the country, leading to homes or 

even whole streets being abandoned; 
3 the waste of Greenfield land; 
4 people moving out of the cities to seek a better life in suburbs, creating urban sprawl. 
To tackle these problems, the government increased the amount of money being spent on housing and 

urban renewal from £5,400m in 2002-03 to £7,740 in 2005-06. While eliminating the backlog of repair in the 
social housing sector remains a priority, a new policy tool is introduced: the housing market renewal 
pathfinder (HMRP). Initially the government created a £500m fund for a three year period, which was later 
extended for another three years with more funding (around £700m) available. Another extension of the 
scheme was announced in February 2008. Later that year, as part of a policy package to fight the 
consequences the credit crunch has for the housing market, it was decided to speed up projects, without 
making more money available, meaning that more money can be invested now and less in the years to come. 
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HMRPs are meant ‘to transform the prospects of those areas worst hit by low demand through excellent 
design, high quality homes and public spaces. The aim is to make these areas attractive places to live, work 
and invest.’ [18] In all, nine HMRPs were designated, four of them in the Northwest of England. 

After analysing policy documents and public statements, Cameron noticed a ‘changing justification for 
housing market renewal, from low demand to a modernisation agenda based on a notion of rising aspirations. 
Strongly linked to this agenda is an economic imperative concerned with restructuring the housing stock, in 
terms of tenure and value profile as much as physical quality, to support what is seen as a changing regional 
economic structure and labour market.’ [19] After changing from ‘brick and mortar’ lead policies to a mix of 
social and physical policies in the mid 1990s, ‘brick and mortar’ seems to have returned in the form of 
HMRPs: 

‘Housing market renewal clearly returns the focus firmly to the transformation of place, a transformation 
to be achieved partly through bricks and mortar but partly too by changing the make-up of the population, 
with less emphasis than earlier place-based programmes on improvement for the existing population. 
Moreover, while it is a policy focussed on neighbourhoods, the developing rhetoric of market renewal tends 
to emphasise it contribution to wider-scale objectives, especially economic objectives. In that sense it can 
also be seen as contributing to the other major strand of New Labour’s regeneration agenda: the engendering 
of a ‘renaissance’ of cities and their regions. … What housing market renewal does promise, whether 
explicitly or implicitly, which is new in UK urban regeneration policy, is engineered gentrification and the 
replacement of a substantial part of the existing population by households with higher income and social 
status.’ [19] 

Indeed, the way the Manchester/Salford HMRP puts its long-term vision into words, can be seen as an 
example of this changing focus. Originally, the aim was ‘to build stable, sustainable communities, where 
housing and social infrastructure meets the needs of all’. A few years later, the pathfinder’s aim is ‘to support 
the economic growth potential of Manchester City Region by creating neighbourhoods of choice that meet 
the needs of existing residents and are attractive to new and former residents.’ And although ‘the pathfinder 
has generally promoted mixed communities by improving each neighbourhood for existing residents’, it is 
also noted that ‘in some areas new homes are markedly different to the existing housing offer, and 
principally aimed at a more affluent market’. [20] 

In many British cities, regeneration of the formerly rundown city centres and adjoining inner city areas, 
seems to have been quite successful. However, many regeneration projects feature almost exclusively small 
apartments. Many of them are empty. Exact figures are not known, but a recent estimate is that in 
Manchester at least 17 % of all city centre apartments are empty. This is not just caused by the present crisis, 
many experts think that too many small apartments have been built during the last couple of years. 

This was put to a neighbourhood manager working for the City of Salford, Greater Manchester. ‘The 
reason why apartments were built was that developers were responding to the market. The council can’t 
prevent this if there are no special planning restrictions. It has not been council policy, but developers 
responding to the market. In [this area] almost all new dwellings are family homes. The council has a clear 
commitment to family dwellings, not just for the present community, but also to attract new families.’ [21] 

In this respect, the economic crisis may have helped. The building of new apartment blocks has almost 
come to a standstill, as private investors and project developers have lost interest. Housing associations, who 
in the UK still can get government money to build dwellings, can still manage to develop and build projects. 
So there definitely has been a shift from building apartments to building family houses. However, it is too 
early to say if this will last, as public expenditure will be under a lot of pressure in the coming years. 
 
7   DISCUSSION 
 

In an earlier part of this paper I supposed that, in a conservative welfare state policies would be directed 
at both the rented and the owner-occupied sector, with both landlords and owner-occupiers receiving state 
support, although different rules and regulations would probably apply; in a liberal welfare state, more 
attention would be paid to a better performance of the housing market, focusing on the owner-occupied 
sector. 

Indeed, in Germany the Stadtumbau Ost program is not just focussing on the rented sector, the owner-
occupied sector can benefit as well. However, so far this happened in only a few cases. The demolition 



 

 

1152 

program, that is a big part of the total scheme, seems to be mainly in response to the problems that large 
landlords, who ‘inherited’ the bigger housing estates, are facing. 

Looking only at its name, the English ‘housing market pathfinders’ would be aiming mainly at 
improving the performance of the housing market. However, these pathfinders are not just focussing on the 
owner occupied sector. Like in the German Stadtumbau Ost program, demolishing housing estates with high 
vacancy numbers, was an important part of the scheme. However, probably more than in Germany, the 
English ‘housing market pathfinders’ are also aiming at changing the tenure pattern of neighbourhoods, 
aiming at providing more owner-occupied housing. So there is a difference between the two countries in this 
respect, but is quite a small one. 

The second proposition was that in conservative welfare states, more than in liberal welfare states, 
housing policy in a shrinking city will be focussing on safeguarding the interests of families. It seems that 
this proposition can not be uphold. Most of the German policies are aiming at solving problems like 
buildings being empty, a general decay of the urban fabric and financial problems of housing companies. 
However, during recent years the aim of keeping families within shrinking cities has been stated. In the UK, 
for many years developers had been free to develop apartments, often quite small and not suitable for 
families. Here also in recent years, a change towards the building of family homes can be noticed. This is 
made possible by a change of power from private developers to municipalities and housing associations, 
mainly caused by the economic crisis. 

It can be concluded that German and the UK policies concerning shrinking cities have a lot in common. 
More work would have to be done to see if theories like the one developed by Esping-Andersen can help to 
explain the few differences that exist between the two countries. Equally, more attention has to be paid on 
exploring the ways policies at a national level trigger down to the regional and the local level. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Neural networks are those biological and artificial networks that have properties of connectionism, 
cognition, and neural back propagation. Following Hopfield’s hybrid network (1982) theory, one can state 
that neural networks, can propagate information in one direction only, or they can bounce back and forth 
until the network settles on a steady state. The actual structure of the network and the methods used to set the 
interconnection weights change from one neural strategy to another, each with its advantages and 
disadvantages. This neural network theory which is widely used now in Artificial Intelligence System is 
discussed in this paper to see whether it is applicable in Urban Governance Models from India, where 
complex systems of neural networks exist and contest, compete and many times converge similar to hybrid 
neural networks to take advantage of existing governance systems. 

The neo-liberalism triggered by the economic reforms in India has initiated a new set of urban reforms 
that includes opening up of new spaces for the urban middle income group (Baud & Ninan:2008, Sridharan 
2008). These new spaces have been captured either individually or collectively by various civil society 
movements such as Advanced Locality Management (ALM) in Mumbai and Resident Welfare Associations 
(RWAs) in Delhi.  Prior to the urban reforms (pre 1990s), there were formal and informal associations that 
took interest in their neighbourhood cleanliness or solid waste management, etc in a limited way. But the 
post-reform period saw the scaling up of the activities of the neighbourhood associations (from individual 
building societies to colony level welfare associations) in several cities of India ranging from mega city like 
Mumbai and Delhi to comparatively smaller metropolitan cities like Bangalore. New alliances and networks 
were formed by these associations in order to protect and fight for their right to access basic infrastructure 
such as water supply, electricity, solid waste management, road development, etc. Their association and 
disassociation is political and issue based, hence the comparison with neural networks. Their strategies are 
based on non-zero sum games often resulting in conflicts with the government in many cases, and they stand 
divided as a civil society representing general public. Due to their NIMBY and rent-seeking approach, the 
political bosses leave them out during the democratic elections, which space they claim through other means. 

This paper analyses the networks among the civil society groups in Indian cities, taking an example from 
Delhi and how these networks are formed and disassociate themselves based on various issues.  Divided into 
three parts: neural network theory, Delhi’s example of Resident Welfare Associations – a strong presence of 
civil society groups and their networks within and with the government, and how the social cohesion and 
exclusion occurs in a city due to the presence and absence of these networks based on the neural networks. 
 
NEURAL NETWORKS  

Neural networks are the key form of  ‘connectionism’ that is widely used in artificial intelligence, 
cognitive behaviour analysis and mental mapping.  The main principle of connectionism is that of simple 
and/or uniform interconnectivity between various units, which varies at times depending on the model and 
the size of the units.  Theoretically the networks change over time and take the model of activation and/or 
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spreading. Spreading activation is an important aspect of neural network models, which is widely used by 
artificial intelligence and cognitive psychologists. This spreading activation model based on ‘learning 
algorithm’ – that assumes different networks modify their connections differently, is used here to explain the 
formation of and activation of civil society groups in cities of India.  The learning algorithm model of the 
connectionist approach rely heavily on non-linear dynamic system of the model where in there is a multi-
directional networks. 

Neural networks depend upon ‘cognition’ and ‘neural activity’. In other words, neural activity takes 
place once the units recognize a particular set belonging to it and try to link itself to that set or unit. This 
requires continuous learning, which is essential for the neural networks to propagate and connect. This 
learning process comes from experiences that a unit or single neural network has over a period in a particular 
given environment.  How quickly one network adapts depend on how quickly the network learn from the 
other and connection takes place between the networks. This trigger action and reaction might be caused by 
spontaneous order of decentralized neural networks (as suggested in 1950s by Friedrich Hayek – a leading 
Connectionist) We will see later in this paper, how the civil society groups get connected quickly based on 
issues and adapts them to form a collective action groups. Like the artificial neural network, the RWAs were 
created or placed by the State to pressurize the local authorities (political contestation), and RWAs finally 
turned against the State itself by joining hands with other organizations/associations creating a series of 
‘micro level governance networks’ against the State’s ‘micro level governance system’. 
 
NEURAL NETWORKS AS APPLIED TO INDIAN CITIES – CASE OF RESIDENT WELFARE 
ASSOCIATIONS IN DELHI 

Cities in India, like any other city in the world, are characterized by substantial stratification across 
ethnic, castes, religious and economic groups and associated with substantial levels of inequality (Ross: 
2009).   These stratifications, often caused by historical divergent societies and culture and fuelled by 
political and other governance system have become part of the governance system itself at various levels of 
governance.  Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs), started to capture the land vacated by erstwhile 
agriculturist in Delhi, through co-operative formations is similar to ‘neural activity’ where one unit or set 
recognizes the other through cognition. Due to this initial cognition through learning process, a network is 
formed to have access to land in Delhi by the formation of co-operatives. Government at that time (post 
1980s) promoted the formation of co-operatives for housing, so that its role in the land development process 
infrastructure maintenance can be lessened. More than 250 housing societies came up and registered 
themselves to claim their rights over land for housing. The learning and adaptation process was so fast that 
many societies mushroomed over night for these land rights access. However due to constrained land supply, 
not many societies benefited from the allotment of land at that time though they continue to remain 
registered in expectation of future land allotment. Post 1990s, economic reforms saw the reform process 
happening in the urban sector too. Delhi Development Authority (DDA), which is a Central Government 
Public Sector Agency that acquires, develops and disposes of the land in Delhi as a monopolist, started 
privatizing its activities. DDA regulated the existing supply of land as well as the future supply through its 
bulk land acquisition and disposal policy.  It also restricted the sale and purchase of land within the Union 
Territory of Delhi. Before DDA came up in 1959, there were colonies that were built to accommodate the 
heavy flow of immigrant population that came from Pakistan after the partition. These colonies continued as 
it is without much of planning and regulation and were considered outside the purview of Delhi 
Development Authority to start with. These colonies were considered some time as illegal by DDA and 
where lands were allotted by DDA came up were considered legal. These colonies varied from plotted 
development (which formed colonies in different areas of Delhi) to flatted development (as in DDA 
housing). In mates of both the forms of development organized their own ‘housing associations’, later named 
as ‘welfare associations’ for accessing infrastructure for their members through collective action.  

These welfare associations that were restricted to individual housing societies or colonies became 
prominent when they collectively faced the problem of security triggered by massive riots in 1984. In 1984, 
when the then Prime Minister of India, Mrs. Indira Gandhi was shot dead in Delhi, an unprecedented riot 
took place exposing many residential colonies to mob violence and killings. Delhi Police in the post-riot 
period came out with a suggestion of organizing various communities in the form of ‘neighbourhood watch 
scheme’, under which in each neighbourhood or housing societies a group was formed assisted by police to 
patrol and to control the crime and riots.  This became popular among housing societies and colonies because 
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of the protection it got from the police and the network that it enabled to form within a colony or society.  
This is similar to what we stated as ‘learning algorithm’ earlier in the networks theory that is due to ‘ quick 
learning or adaptation’ process that are familiar to neural networks.  Individual housing societies formed 
groups of housing societies or neighbourhoods to protect themselves. The State legitimized the informal 
groups as civil society groups, by creating a scheme called ‘Bhagidari Scheme’ (Share holders’ of the city 
Scheme – a literal translation). This process granted citizenship through partnering with the government of 
the legally defined neighbourhoods and alienated those who were illegal residents of the city (Srivatsava: 
2009).  A ‘positive and negative social capital formation’ (Habermas: 1989 quoted by Monga: 2006) 
happened in Delhi with the introduction of Bhagidari Scheme. Positive with respect to convergence of Civil 
Society groups to bring in democratic participation at the city level, and negative in the sense that the State 
dominated this informal democracy through its non-democractic exclusion of many not legally defined 
neighbourhoods. More over, as pointed out by Monga, some RWAs might actually work against the 
diffusion of freedom and the process democratic consolidation. As pointed out by Lake and Newman (2002), 
the entry and exit conditions are dictated by a ‘shadow State’ where in the entry of non-State actors may 
disenfranchise or differentiate citizenship rights. This is evident; as we shall see later in the type of networks 
they form to alienate illegal neighbourhoods from democratic decisions, similar to negation that happens in 
neural networks. 

Historically Delhi represents politics, power and centralization to any ordinary citizen of India.  From 
that of Centralisation, thanks to the 74th Constitutional Amendment Act in 1992, the Delhi Government 
wanted to experiment a new form of decentralization of governance. Unlike in Mumbai that started the 
decentralization in a different way, by allowing the formation and integration of Advanced Locality 
Management (ALMs) by local municipal government, in Delhi, the State government by leap frogging the 
local elected government, networked with the existing housing co-operatives that functioned as Resident 
Welfare Associations for urban governance. It is like introducing a neuron in a biological network that 
accepts or rejects the system that already in existence. In other words, learning algorithm and adaptation is 
the key in the process of network propagation here. By going directly to the RWAs, the State government 
killed the democratization process envisaged under the 74th Constitutional Amendment Act (74th CAA of 
1992) that guaranteed democratic participation at ward level ( the smallest administrative unit in a city). 
RWAs are often created by elitist groups and are restricted, as stated earlier to legal colonies. The State by 
legitimizing the RWAs there by excluded a majority of the citizens from this democratic decision. 

The kind of functions does the RWAs perform, how they get linked with the government and at what 
level, do they really represent the voices of the citizens of their area, and in what way they are linked to the 
elected representatives to bring in a democratic process of governance, are all akin to neural networks. We 
try to answer these questions through the analysis of telephonic interviews we carried out initially with the 
RWAs and a detailed survey of selected RWAs in four Wards in Delhi.  The results are astonishing and 
questions at times the concept of democratic decentralization that has been the aim of the 74th CAA.  It 
shows that the State Government in reality does not want to give away the basic powers that are assured in 
the 74th CAA to the local government (Centralisation by stealth).  The analysis also shows that a new elite 
equation with the state is emerging for ‘state capture’ and exclusion of certain groups from utilizing the basic 
services in the city.  The State as well as the RWAs excludes the poor and the informal in terms of access, as 
the RWAs are now treated as ‘paying consumers’ as against the ‘free riders’ in the city (informal 
settlements) through their networks or ‘collective action’ and ‘negotiation’.  Similarly, the State used its 
political power to ward off the local authority (Municipality) through informal negotiations with the RWAs 
by passing a resolution in the State Assembly to take over the functions of the local authority, which is 
directly elected by the people.  
 
INSTITUTIONAL VACCUM OR INSTITUTIONAL PSCELOROLISIS : THE EMERGENCE OF  
RWAS IN DELHI 

In Delhi, in contrast to Mumbai, ‘trust’ and ‘co-operation’ took its back seat due to various policy 
regimes that were based on historically rooted causes such as autocracy, colonial power and religious 
disarray.  Hence, citizen – government partnership was not forth coming as in other metropolises of India.  
Delhi remained a seat of power for each and every ruler in the pre-independence period, and every party in 
power in the post-independence period wanted the city to be under their direct control.  Due to this singular 
reason, Delhi was never given a ‘Statehood’ till 1990s, even by the strongest believer of democracy, Jawahar 
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Lal Nehru, the Prime Minister of India during the formation of various states.  As a result, Delhi’s 
institutional milieu was made in a mess with local, state and central functions with their own territoriality 
and contestations may be deliberately.  It was also thought that by increasing the role of the state, thereby the 
public sector in all basic services, the government could bring in efficiency and equity.  So, when the state 
was formed in the post 74th CAA period way back in 1992, many of the powers that the other States in India 
enjoyed, such as urban development, land management, and police powers were not delegated to the Delhi 
State.  Similarly, three authorities continue to function directly under the Central Government that is the 
Delhi Cantonment Board under the Ministry of Defence, and the New Delhi Municipal Corporation under 
the Ministry of Urban Development directly, in addition to the Delhi Development Authority that looks after 
the land management and city planning for Delhi.  The only local government that undergoes the process of 
political election is the Municipal Corporation of Delhi (MCD), which has a little power in terms of planning 
the city or infrastructure provision.   The institutional complexity of Delhi is presented in figure 1. 

Figure 1 shows the dominance of the Central Government and State Government in most of the local 
affairs.  Land and Police is controlled by the Central Government directly.  New Delhi Municipal 
Corporation and Cantonment Area is controlled by the Central Government indirectly through its Ministries.  

Basic infrastructure such as water, electricity, transport and slum housing are provided by the state level 
agencies (function as state government undertakings) such as Delhi Jal Board (DJB), Delhi Transport 
Corporation and Delhi Electricity Supply Undertaking (DESU).  The slum housing is shifted from the 
Central, State or local authority using the ‘NIMBY’ policy depending on the announcement of election dates 
for the local and state assemblies.  Hyden and Court (2001) observed that in India, ‘there was an overarching 
concern that policy-making is rather divorced from the people – especially the poorest members of society. 
Democracy in India is more impressive in form than substance’. Taking political advantage of this ‘state 
failure’ (Virmani 2006), the ‘co-ordination failures’ (Devetag and Ortmann ????), and to minimize state 
government losses in public sector undertakings,  Delhi’s Chief Minister launched the ‘Bhagidari’ Scheme – 
‘ people – government partnership’ (GNCTD 2003).    
 
 

Figure 1:  Institutional Arrangements in Delhi 
Source: Sridharan & Joop de Witt (2007): ‘ Judicially induced Governance’, Jan, 9,  2007. Presentation made 

at the International Conference on Urban Governance in University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam. 
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While there were examples of successful ‘peoples’ planning campaign’ that existed in Kerala (Sridharan 

2006), prior to the introduction of ‘Bhagidari scheme’, the Chief Minister of Delhi, Ms. Sheila Dixit, brought 
in the exclusionary process of involving all, through regulated access to urban governance by the RWAs in 
2000.  To nurture a political coalition inside as well as outside the established political institutions (Meyer 
2003), the Chief Minister of Delhi encouraged the Resident Welfare Association at the local level to manage 
their own infrastructure and went ahead to provide adequate incentive for carrying out the same. A new 
method of bringing in ‘micro governance system’ that was suppose to work.  Taking advantage of this 
‘institutional psclerosis’ (Olson 1982) and ‘political psclerosis’ (The Financial Express 21 November 1997, 
p.6) the middle class of Delhi started their ‘we-ness’ (Snow: 2001) in establishing their ‘collective identity’ 
for the first time to fight for their right to access for basic services through ‘collective action’.   
 
BHAGIDARI:  SURVEY RESULTS 
 
Method of Sample Selection – Telephonic interview 
 

For the telephonic interview of RWAs, first a directory of RWAs was obtained from the Government of 
National Capital Territory of Delhi. As per the list provided by that Directory, 600 RWAs were selected at 
random from each of the Revenue District provided. This does not synchronize with the zonal map of the 
Municipal Corporation of Delhi, under which electoral wards are based.   A short questionnaire was prepared 
for the interview and RWAs were told about the quick survey over phone before obtaining the details. Where 
there was no response on the phone, alternative RWA was selected in the same district and survey was 
carried out.  In fact, only 279 RWAs could be contacted over a period of a month, out of a total of 859 given 
in the directory.  Other researchers have reported similar problem of non-availability of RWAs as per the list 
provided by the State Government as well (Stephanie 2008, CSD: 2006). The spatial coverage of the selected 
samples is given in Figure 2.  It is not proportional to the number of RWAs in the district as the responses 
were too low.  Also most of the RWAs were located in High and Middle Income Group Areas.  The low 
income settlements, especially the resettlement colonies as well as unauthorized are not encouraged to have 
their own Resident Welfare Associations and falls outside the purview of the Government’s Bhagidari 
Scheme. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2  Distribution of 
selected RWAs for telephonic 
interviews in Delhi 
Source for map: MCD, 2003.   
Source for RWAs: GNCTD, 
2003. 
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As the first telephonic interviews of 279 respondents were too short to know the details about RWAs and 

their interaction with various levels of government, inner democracy, their networking with other RWAs, 
etc,. Hence, we covered 20 selected RWAs in four wards of Delhi Municipal Corporation area. A detailed 
questionnaire was canvassed to assess the various issues related to RWAs. We present here the analyses of 
all these surveys. 

 
Figure 3:  Spatial spread of selected sample RWAs (Telephonic Interview) 

 
We try to follow the broad framework given by Lake and Newman (2002) in terms of analysis, ie, 

1)Organisational capacity, 2)spatial coverage, 3)client selectivity in service delivery, 4)programme support 
and 5)outside network or unconsidered clients’ preferences.  

1) Organisational Capacity:  This has been analysed in terms of Inner democracy (assuming that a simple 
participation is not equivalent to democracy – see earlier comment on Cunha and Pena: 1997) and ‘ 
Collective Action’.  We assume that Collective Action requires leadership and which comes through 
democratic process.  Hence we followed these two analyses.  

a) Inner democracy:  RWAs are very restrictive in allowing the exit and entry of new members within 
its fold.  As they are governed by the Co-operative Act, any new entry has to be approved by the Governing 
body of the RWA which is usually headed by a group of elites within the RWA (Lawa Tama 2006). For 
example, the tenanted residents within a group housing society, though they are the consumers of various 
services such as water, electricity, etc, are not eligible to vote in the annual general body meeting or for 
change of leadership, as they are not permanent members of the society. The judiciary tried its level best to 
solve this problem by allowing the recent occupants (meaning those who obtained the house through 
purchase from erstwhile members) to vote in the election. Still the rented tenants were kept out.   As most of 
the new colonies that habited the RWAs came after the 1986 privatisation process of land development 
through co-operatives (Sridharan 2003) that were promoted by the elites through their rent-seeking process, 
the elites within are not interested to part with their control or finances within the RWAs. Elections do take 
place as per the guidelines of the Co-operative Act, in reality most of the elections are through consensus of 
restricted voters who were allowed to vote.  In all our 20 detailed surveyes of RWAs, it was reported that the 
elections were held within five years. Conducting elections is also a part of the mandate under the Co-
operative Housing Societies Act. Inner democracy was avoided by selecting the same Secretary and 
President by most RWAs. Exclusion similar to non-propagation in networks is used here. It is like a virus 
rejecting the system in a network.  
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We observed that (see table 2) that the average membership of the Resident Welfare Associations 
increased during post 1990s, when the Delhi Development Authority moved on to promote freehold from 
leasehold in land rights.  This paved the way for many land transfers in the city and encouraged the 
formation of new co-operative housing societies. This is similar to the propagation of networks through 
learning algorithm as seen in network theory. 
 

Table 2. Resident Welfare Association – Analysis of Membership pattern 
 

  Total Members Average 
Average 
Members   

        Minimum Maximum 
Before 1990 10 6383 448 240 1000 
After 1990 10 3261 531 21 2500 
Total 20 9644 490            -          - 

Source:  Primary Survey: 2006. 
 

Table No.2 shows that the membership varies from mere 21 to 2500 in the post 1990 period, when 
RWAs emerged strongly as a ‘collective action group’ as compared to pre 1990 period.  

Except in the case of government provided housing colonies (that is Delhi Development Authority 
provided housing colonies) where there is a positive social mix, in the case of housing co-operatives where 
RWAs were formed, the dominant class takes over the responsibility of leadership.  This (leadership) is 
usually based on caste, religion, past power and responsibility held in the society, etc.   Within a RWA, a 
leader is selected in many cases through consensus, who can act as an ‘intermediary’ between the RWA and 
the Government to get their rights.  Hence, in many cases during our survey we found that the President and 
Secretaries of the surveyed RWAs (20 samples) were ex-government officials who could negotiate with the 
government easily for their rights.  In a day to day activities, no RWA was interested to take up issues of 
other RWAs or those citizens outside their area – a clear exclusion process, as these areas are socially and 
economically protected.  Networking is based on convenience and non zero sum game among the RWAs.  

The internal problems of access to services are solved through an established office for maintenance of 
services on regular basis for which an individual members, irrespective of their tenure status, pay on monthly 
basis. This monthly subscription covers maintenance of public spaces, public lighting, maintenance of 
captive power plant, cleaning, water supply problems, and, waste collection and disposal within the society 
area.  Bigger the RWA, bigger is the fight to capture the office, a seat of power.  In one of our survey, we 
found that a RWA has to go to the local Councilor for mediation to sort out its internal leadership problem.    

b)‘Collective Action’ (Neural networks) amongst RWAs is based on the principle of ‘prisoner’s 
dilemma’.  For example, in one of the meetings convened by the state government (give the date : October, 
2006 at IHC, New Delhi) to meet the court appointed monitors on ‘ceiling of unauthorized buildings’, there 
were clear cut divisions among RWAs of the North West zone (highest number of RWAs come from this 
zone) were opposing the South Zone RWAs (representing 145 RWAs) saying that the mixed use should be 
allowed.  Many of the RWAs were unhappy when the Delhi government introduced an Act to regularize 
unauthorized colonies (Delhi Scoop: 12:5:2006).   While on the other hand, when the issue of tariff rise for 
electricity was announced by the government, all the RWAs joined hands and came to the street to fight 
against the increase in electricity charges.  Here too they were concerned about the increase of charges for 
the group as a whole (that is RWAs as a whole group) and they deliberately excluded those in the 
unauthorized colonies. In fact, they went to the extent of demanding the government to come out with a 
penalty class for those living and using electricity in those areas.  This virtually shows the ‘collective self-
interest mechanism’ that is in place and the process of exclusion and inclusion is decided by the type and 
quantum of benefit that they seek from the government.   In reality collective action occurs among RWAs, 
when they benefit mutually as per the Jackson and Wolinsky’s assumption (1996 and quoted by Rui and Iori 
(2006)) that ‘agents may derive benefits not only from the nodes they are directly connected but also they are 
connected indirectly’.  In the process of better governance, the RWAs of Delhi feel that they have direct 
access to power and politics through which they can demand better infrastructure services. 

Till recently, individual RWAs used to deal with the State independently and the state also negotiated in 
the same way.  However, in the post 2000 scenario, the state paved the way for forming Federation of RWAs 
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– a non-linear dynamic networks that were in existence in a decentralized network system were forced to 
join through ‘collective action’, when the State invited various RWAs for interacting with the government 
departments. The final stroke was the increase in the price of electricity and property tax rates, when the 
RWAs felt that collective action through a Federation was better than individual interaction with the 
government. Hence, area wise many RWA federations came up in the city to negotiate with the State.  
‘Cognition’ and ‘neural activity’ that triggers connectionism or association among neural networks happened 
among RWAs. These Federations also occurred in those areas where the majority of the Middle and High-
income group resided. The state capture by the elites through collective action at local level and also at 
national level is not a new phenomenon in India (Bardhan, P.K., & Mookherjee, D. 2000).   

Two main points emerge from this analysis: a) from that of historical class/clan based associations, a 
formal emergence of ‘civil society’ has emerged, and, b) from that of individual actions, these Resident 
Welfare Associations have now moved on to take a big role in demanding their rights through a bigger 
‘collective action’, that is federations and participating in elections.  Though there are differences of opinion 
regarding calling this emergence of ‘collective action’ or ‘connectionism’ as ‘movement’ (Stephanie 2007), 
definitely there is an interaction amongst these Resident Welfare Associations and it is sustaining to the 
extent that their rights are being met through collective action. 

2) Spatial Coverage of RWAs:   North West and South dominate the Dehi’s RWA scene, followed by 
other districts (See Table No.1).  These areas, especially North West colonies such as Rohini, came up after 
1980s as ‘a city within a city’. These colonies are occupied by middle, middle-middle and high income-
groups. Similarly many new colonies came up in the East too adding more RWAs.  These areas are, 
dominated by the middle-middle and high middle-income groups.  While the South district had the 
maximum number of households per RWA, the Central District had only 2844 households per RWA.  
However, this representation may not be true, as actual representation in RWA is restricted by the entry and 
exit rules stipulated by the Act (as stated earlier).  Similarly, not all the households, that is households living 
in unauthorized colonies, were part of any RWA.  Even if one considers an average of 500 households 
covered per RWA, in terms of membership, total households covered by RWAs were not more than 10%  
(that is not more than 2.3 million out of 13.6 million population) (Sridharan, 2005). Hence, the coverage by 
RWAs to bring in change in governance is restricted. 

• Sectoral Coverage:  The sectors that were covered under the Bhagidari schemes were mostly those 
that came under the purview of the State and Central ministries and governments,  such as Police, Land and 
Urban Development, Water Supply, Electricity, and maintenance of Green spaces.  Except for Waste 
management and cleaning of rain water drains that came under the Municipal Corporation list, the so called 
co-governance, and decentralization is restricted.  Unlike in the case of Kerala (Sridharan 2004), where there 
is an effective political, administrative and fiscal decentralization, in Delhi’s case the Municipal Corporation 
has been kept away from this administrative and fiscal decentralization process. Even the elected 
representatives of the Municipal Corporation avoid these Bhagidari meetings, as they do not have much say 
in these meetings.  

In fact, in some of the RWA areas such as New Friends Colony, Friends Colony that are occupied by 
rich income group, even the cycle rickshaws and auto-rickshaws are not allowed to ply through their areas.  
The operation of ‘NIMBY’ theory in its worst form happened when one of the citizens of Delhi approached 
the court against a RWA closing the neighbourhood gates on security grounds, when the person was in 
medical emergency (give the court order). The court intervened to pressurize the RWAs to appoint an 
attendant so that the gate can be opened at odd hours in the night in case of emergency. However, cost 
constraints restrict the RWAs to adhere to the court order and as usual it is difficult to monitor the 
implementation of the court order. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
The concept of neutral networks as applied to RWAs of Delhi, showed that concepts such as 

connectionism, cognition and dynamic multi-layered networks operate in the governance model that is 
emerging in Delhi. Micro Governance Networks are emerging replacing or operating parallel to existing 
State government and local government institutions’ micro-level governance.  Second, neural network theory 
as in the case of artificial intelligence are useful tools to effectively analyse the governance system that are 
operating in developing countries like India that are riddled with caste, religious and socio-political norms. 
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Neo-liberal outlook of the present political regime that favours and supports parallel governance systems as 
in artificial networks adds support to this theoretical basis of analysis. 
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ABSTRACT : The paper introduces a bottom-up initiative in Mariahoeve, The Hague. In the changing 
context urban planners and designers must work in, we reflect on the potential value of bottom-up initiatives 
and the skills and roles planners and designers should have in order to be able to achieve positive outcomes 
in these kind of initiatives.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  

       
Urban planning and design is always a question of balancing top down and bottom up approaches, 

however, over time one approach is usually dominant. Since the heydays of blueprint planning in the first 
post-war decades, more democratic policymaking has for decades now been a topic on the agenda of 
policymakers. Numerous methods and instruments have been developed to integrate the opinion of local 
residents, organisations, and users into the processes leading to new urban policies, spatial plans, etc. 
Considering the vast amount of information concerning this topic, it may be concluded that it is now widely 
recognised that for urban planners and designers alike, considering these opinions while making plans is key 
to delivering better places. 

It can be argued however, that in many of these processes it is still the planner or designer who takes 
the initiative for change, and so defines the local spatial agenda. The question therefore remains what scope 
this leaves for initiatives that come out of the community; initiatives that, in this paper, will be referred to as 
bottom-up initiatives. Bottom-up initiatives are those that originate from inside the community to improve 
the physical, economic and social conditions of that community’s own living environment (Houterman & 
Hulsbergen, 2005). As the case being described in this article shows, new stakeholders may enter the 
discussion on the local spatial agenda. Stakeholders, whose interests increasingly have to be taken into 
account when defining this agenda. 

During the last three years, the authors of this paper have been involved in a bottom-up initiative in 
the area of Mariahoeve in The Hague, the Netherlands. Here, a group of local organisations, amongst them a 
secondary school, a housing association, and a local health institute, all of whom have a vested interest in a 
well functioning neighbourhood, have taken the initiative to put a park on the local spatial agenda. Being 
closely involved in this process from the perspective of the initiators, but with our view as an urban planner 
and designer, it has been interesting to see how this process took shape and developed. The process made us 
think about the way planners and designers should be able to obtain a positive outcome from such initiatives. 
Although the specific spatial outcome of the process in our case is at this moment not yet clear, in this paper 
we would like to present three statements based on our experiences and reflection on the process. The 
statements comment on the planners’ and designers’ skills, methods, and roles, which we believe are 
essential for urban planners and designers today.  
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2 MARIAHOEVE AND THE NEIGHBOURHOOD PARK: EXPLAINING  THE CONTEXT 
 
2.1 Mariahoeve 

Mariahoeve is a housing area on the north-eastern edge of The Hague, The Netherlands. Built 
predominantly in the 1960’s, its form is characterised by modernist design principles of light, air and space. 
The area consists of six housing neighbourhoods, organised around a central area. In this central part, 
important neighbourhood functions such as the shopping centre, a secondary school, and two neighbourhood 
centres are located. The area has a large amount of public housing, owned by three housing associations: 
Haag Wonen, Staedion and Vestia. The main characteristic of the area is its full-grown vegetation, which 
makes the area a very green environment. Until the 1990’s, the area was seen as a rather good living area, 
especially compared to other post-war housing estates in The Hague. In comparison to other areas the quality 
of the housing stock, both in its mixture of typologies and its technical state is, with a few exceptions, good, 
and continues to meet demand relatively well. A large portion of the population has lived in Mariahoeve for 
a long time, mirrored in the numbers by a large share of senior residents (those aged over 55).  

However, as a result of developments in other neighbourhoods in The Hague, Mariahoeve has in the 
last decade seen an influx of new residents; the ageing population being replaced by households with a lower 
socio-economic status. This process has of course been seen in many post-war areas, but which started rather 
late in Mariahoeve. For the municipality and the housing associations this lead to questions on how to deal 
with the area and prevent a decline in physical, social and economic ‘sense’. Besides formulating a number 
of social policies, the four parties agreed in 2008 on a scheme for physical change. The scheme defines 
approximately 20 projects which must be developed within the next five years. The projects are coordinated 
by a steering group formed by representatives of the municipality and the three housing associations.  
 

 
 

Figure 1   The location of Mariahoeve in The Hague 
 
2.2 The neighbourhood park 

The neighbourhood park is, geographically, the central green area in Mariahoeve and located next to 
the neighbourhood shopping centre and other facilities. Most of the buildings these facilities inhabit are 
placed with their back facades to the park, lacking a clear visual and functional relation with the park. The 
park itself houses activities like a small urban farm, a small neighbourhood facility for women, and a play 
ground for older children. Much of the space of the park is occupied by full-grown vegetation and not 
suitable for other use. It also gives the park bad opacity and gives an insecure feeling when walking through. 

Due to this outdated design the park is not being used as a place to stay or commence activities and 
thus is not recognised by the local population as an interesting place to go. In addition, it does not provide a 
safe cycling and walking route to the shopping centre from the surrounding housing areas. 
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Inside and in the direct surroundings of the park, there are several neighbourhood facilities. A 
summary: 

 
- Mariahoeve shopping centre. The shopping centre functions as the main place for shopping for daily needs 
for the residents of Mariahoeve. There are around 40 shops, which primarily attract people from Mariahoeve 
and with few from other areas. The shopping centre functions as a social meeting place, and is by many 
considered to be the “heart” of Mariahoeve. The design of the shopping centre is outdated and plans have 
been made for redevelopment, including new apartments above the centre. 
- Diamant College, a school for secondary education. The school attracts students from Mariahoeve, and 
from other areas of The Hague. Besides regular education, the school also organises activities after regular 
school hours.  
- The Ametisthorst, a nursing home for aged people. The building is considered to be somewhat outdated and 
is owned by the housing association Vestia. Facilities inside the building are run by Meavita, a national care-
facilitator. 
- A neighbourhood facility for women and children, run by “stichting Voor Welzijn’’. This place in the park 
is a well-visited facility, in spite of the bad accessibility. They wish to contribute to activities in the park in 
the future. 
- The Francois Vatelschool. This school offers secondary education in bakery, tourism, hotel and catering, 
and ICT.  
- Two churches 
- Social housing owned by Haag Wonen. 

 
 

Figure 2     The neighbourhood park with the facilities surrounding it. 
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3 THE NEIGHBOURHOOD PARK INITIATIVE 
 
3.1  Instigation of the initiative: The “vital neighbourhood” network 

In 2006, a group of representatives of organisations based in The Hague and working in such diverse 
fields as housing, education, and health care, organised a common meeting with the goal of discovering what 
they could mean to each other in a professional sense. Participants in this session were: Haag Wonen 
(housing association), Kristal (real estate developer for Haag Wonen), Parnassia (an organisation for mental 
health care), Meavita (an organization for senior health care, including housing) and SCO Lucas (a regional 
organisation for second grade education). 

The central question of this meeting was how the parties could work on place-specific collaboration 
in order to improve their services to the local population with the goal of contributing to vital 
neighbourhoods. Quickly, Mariahoeve came up as an area where all parties had an interest and the area was 
assigned as a test-case area for collaboration. Discussing the challenges and opportunities we saw in 
Mariahoeve in later sessions, we published a common vision on the future of Mariahoeve as a vital 
neighbourhood in January 2007. The core of the vision was the belief that we could revitalise Mariahoeve 
without demolishing any houses (a method commonly used in The Netherlands to revitalise 
neighbourhoods).  

As a next step, the parties in the network developed a list of potential collaborative physical and non-
physical projects. It then was decided that the neighbourhood park would be the pilot project for our 
collaborative approach. Haag Wonen, Meavita and SCO Lucas are physically represented in the area 
surrounding the neighbourhood park (see Fig 2. of stakeholders and their locations) and showed an 
individual interest in the well-functioning of the neighbourhood park. Kristal had an interest in developing 
methods for area development and possible real estate development on the longer term, while Parnassia had 
an interest in Mariahoeve as a whole. 

The vision and the aim to organise a pilot project were presented in June 2007 to a steering group of 
the district authorities and housing corporations. The reactions to the story were threefold: 

- some parties were immediately enthusiastic 
- some parties were engaged and a little irritated, but curious 
- some parties did not share the networks opinion 

The meeting however, ended with the shared conclusion that the ambitions of the parties matched; 
the central area of Mariahoeve was also a theme within the steering group. The initiative was welcomed as a 
potential complementary process to the “formal” process of renewal headed by the three associations and the 
borough/ municipality.  

It was decided to organise another meeting in September 2007. The result of this meeting was to 
organise a meeting with representatives of a variety of stakeholders and to focus in this meeting on a concept 
for the park.  
 
3.2 Developing a shared ambition: the ambition document 

In the autumn of 2007 a series of workshops was organised for which a broad range of stakeholders 
with an interest in a well-functioning park, including representatives from project management, the social & 
education department, and the planning and design department of both the borough and the municipality. The 
goal of these workshops was to make an inventory of the visions of the stakeholders and to investigate if a 
shared ambition could be formulated. The outcome of the workshops was an ambition document in which the 
stakeholders portrayed the desired future of the neighbourhood park.  
At the core of the ambition were five distinctive qualities for the future park: 

- attractive as a place to relax in a way that suits Mariahoeve 
- a place to meet other Mariahoeve residents 
- neighbourhood facilities that collaborate 
- an attractive place to stay 
- hosting activities for all residents 

Furthermore, a number of necessary investments in public space and buildings were proposed as well 
as outlining a number of socio-economic challenges. 
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The contents of the ambition document were ready at the beginning of 2008. Behind the scenes, 
officers from the local borough were promoting the initiative through the responsible alderman. In a 
presentation in December 2007 for residents he stated that the park should be the new heart for Mariahoeve. 
In the vision on the future of Mariahoeve, published in April 2008, the neighbourhood park’s ambitions were 
described. 

Just before the ambition document was finally printed in April 2008, the neighbourhood park was 
placed as a project on the scheme for physical change of the local government and housing associations for 
Mariahoeve, mentioned before.  

At this point, it could be said that the initiative was successfully brought to the attention of local 
policy-makers, managers, and decision-makers of the various stakeholders. Parties committed themselves to 
the initiative by signing the ambition document. The commitment did not go further than sharing the contents 
of the ambition document, leaving open the concrete contributions (organisational, financial, etc.) each party 
could make. 
 

 
 

Figure 3     The ambition document 
 
3.3 Turning the ambition into plans 

Now that the neighbourhood park was on the local agenda, time had come to turn the ambition into 
plans. Three tracks of development related to the ambition document were initiated concurrently. This phase 
continues today, as the initiatives continue to evolve, with varying speed. The three tracks are: 

1) A social track, in which the social organisations with an interest in the neighbourhood park are 
looking for possibilities to collaborate. The group is chaired by the very active borough’s manager 
for social projects. The Diamant College is particularly active in this track. With the opening of the 
new school in December 2009, they have created space on their building’s ground floor to initiate a 
neighbourhood restaurant, which is utilised by a local social entrepreneur. This is the first step for 
the school’s ambition to become a centre for the neighbourhood with not only activities for its 
pupils, but local residents as well. It could be said that it is also the first real project within the 
neighbourhood park philosophy of the ambition document. 

2) The integration of the neighbourhood park within the design study for the “Kleine Loo”. This study 
involves the transformation of the buildings and public space along the Kleine Loo boulevard, 
including the neighbourhood shopping centre. The purpose of the study is to define the possibilities 
for physical change of this area and should lead to a framework of the physical boundaries for 
transformation. Kristal is, among the three housing associations and the developer of the shopping 
centre, a participant in the working group for this study, but none of the social organisations 
(Diamant College, Meavita etc.) are. The study must lead to a transformation of the whole area in the 
long term.  

3) A study for a possible investment strategy, commissioned by the steering group to Haag Wonen/ 
Kristal. This study was mainly focused on the possibilities for physical change and how to organise 
this. The study included the following: 
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- An analysis of the potential role of three groups of stakeholders: real estate and public space 
owners and thus potential investors, organisations which can “organise” functions and activities, and 
the residents and users. The analysis included a further inventory of the interests of the different 
stakeholders in the location and the importance of the park for the goals of their organisation.  

 - An analysis of the design assignment based on a scenario study: images of potential spatial 
outcomes of the two different development scenarios were sent by postcard to the stakeholders who 
were asked to advise their preference and the reasons behind their preference. This made it possible 
to gain insight into the way the different organisations looked to the future identity and program of 
the neighbourhood park 

 - A study into the costs and proceeds of investments into the neighbourhood park 
 - A proposal on how to initiate the participation of residents into the planning process  
 

         
 

Figure 4    Two scenario’s for the park 
 

Based on the studies, the elaborated strategy proposes a series of smaller interventions for the park, 
as well as the organisation of an ‘event’ in the neighbourhood park. The proposal for smaller interventions, 
and not to make an overall plan for the park, was a result of the conclusion that none of the potential 
investors (housing associations, municipality, developers) had made a promise to make substantial 
investments into the public space of the neighbourhood park or to redevelop their real estate surrounding the 
neighbourhood park in the short term. 

The aim of smaller interventions is to make improvements in the park’s function in the short term. 
An example of such an intervention is to cut down the trees between the Diamant College and the 
neighbourhood facility, which would give the Diamant College a front towards the park, supporting its 
ambition to become a neighbourhood centre.  

The ‘event’ should show the possibilities of the neighbourhood park to become Mariahoeve’s central 
public space and present Mariahoeve’s residents the neighbourhood park ‘philosophy”, inviting them to join 
in the making of plans for the park. With the opening of Diamant College, the momentum for both the first 
spatial interventions and the event is there. The combination of these two first steps is crucial, however, 
although the budget and time to organise an event is there, so far, it has been difficult to organise physical 
interventions. Although the local public space officer is enthusiastic about the ideas, the budget cannot be 
organised in the term that is needed, due to predefined budgets for 2009 and part of 2010. In addition, even 
these smaller interventions are subject to local planning procedures which take many months to complete.  
 
4 A REFLECTION ON THE PROCESS: THREE STATEMENTS ABO UT ROLES AND 
SKILLS OF URBAN PLANNERS AND DESIGNERS  
 

Today, although the neighbourhood park is definitely a topic on the local spatial agenda, the 
transformation of the ambition into concrete plans and actions is a time-consuming process. From our 
experiences in this process, we have developed three statements. Although we present the statements here as 
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conclusions on our reflection, they should be read rather as questions to which the answers should be 
discussed with the experience of many other cases. 
 
4.1 Statement 1 

In Mariahoeve, we see many social organisations broadening their ambitions towards a more open 
relation with the neighbourhood. The organisations appear to be aware that the success of this is also 
dependent on well functioning public space, as shown by the instigation of the initiative itself, and the 
commitment at the workshops that were held before the ambition document and the results of the stakeholder 
analysis. Diamant College, especially is a clear example of this. They have already organised new 
neighbourhood activities in their school because of the value those activities may have for the education of 
their pupils. But, the success of these activities and the functioning of the school as a neighbourhood centre 
is considered to be strongly related to the functioning of the neighbourhood park as a central meeting place 
for the neighbourhood. In other words, without physical improvements to the park and establishing new 
spatial relations with the park, the school does not expect to fully achieve their goals in relation to the 
education of their pupils. 

In addition to this, an interesting conclusion after the scenario study was that there was a significant 
difference in the way the social organisations judged the scenarios and the way stakeholders with a more 
physical background (housing associations and the municipality) judged them. The social stakeholders 
responded on the image of the park full of activities (scenario 1), while the other stakeholders responded 
most to the physical image of the green park sketched in scenario 2. Of course, this may be very specific for 
the case of Mariahoeve, but we found this quite a remarkable conclusion. We believe it says something about 
the way these organisations look at the functioning of public space. 

Planners and designers should be more aware of new stakeholders showing an interest in the 
local spatial agenda, the development potential these stakeholders have within their own organisations 
and the way public space enhances the interests of these stakeholders and the goals of their 
organisations. An analysis of this should be part of any planning process on the transformation of 
public space. 
 
4.2 Statement 2 

In the neighbourhood park case, we see a strong connection between the proposed physical 
interventions for the neighbourhood park and the social and economical goals of revitalising Mariahoeve that 
is enhanced by all the parties involved. The neighbourhood park as a connective theme acts almost literally 
as a metaphor for both the physical and social organisations working on the realisation of the ambitions 
outlined in the ambition document. This is, in our view, a result of the way the social organisations were part 
of the initiative from the outset of the process. The ambition document proved to be a successful product to 
communicate both the aims of the stakeholders and the actual needs for physical intervention.  

We consider this a very strong aspect of the initiative in Mariahoeve and we suspect that this could 
be the true value of bottom-up initiatives in general. Therefore, bottom-up initiatives should not only be 
judged by planners and designers on the way they contribute to the physical environment, but also on how 
they potentially contribute to the social and economic revitalisation of the broader neighbourhood.  

Interventions in public space and buildings can be an important means to obtain better 
functioning (or more vital) neighbourhoods, especially when they are a result of bottom-up initiatives. 
The key to judging bottom-up initiatives lies in the recognition of their wider (social and economic) 
meaning for revitalisation of neighbourhoods. This requires knowledge from planners and designers 
on how to relate physical and socio-economical aspects in revitalising neighbourhoods. 
 
4.3 Statement 3 
 Within the neighbourhood park case, we see that there is a gap in timing between the procedures in 
the physical world and the social world, especially when it comes to making quick improvements. While the 
school has been able to organise, finance and rebuild their ground floor into a restaurant, it is very difficult to 
make the first steps in making the school and new restaurant accessible from the park. Although the benefits 
of such an intervention might be obvious for all parties, juridical and financial procedures are such that the 
interventions needed cannot be expected in the desired time period. In the neighbourhood park case, we are 
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afraid that the momentum for a strong signal, combining the physical and social interventions to be made, 
will now be lost.  

Another topic we experienced is that the “ownership” of the project is not always clear, and 
following this an answer to the question of who is setting the agenda for the project. Starting as an initiative 
from the vital neighbour network, however, this group is lacking the means to take the lead when 
transforming it into a real project. This begs the question on if and how the municipality should take over 
leadership, while keeping the original intentions intact.  

There is a task for urban planners and designers to develop methods to quickly integrate 
bottom-up initiatives into the local spatial agenda. These methods include: 
- Planning for more flexible budgets 
- Designing less blueprinted spatial frameworks 
- Stimulating faster legal procedures  
- Inspiring open participatory ways of planning and design 
 
5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

The case of Mariahoeve was, for us, an interesting example of how the local spatial agenda can be 
influenced by very specific processes – processes that cannot easily be planned and which, as in this case, 
can be initiated in a very spontaneous way, starting with quite abstract goals but ending up in the making of 
concrete plans. Processes as well, of which the outcome seems to depend much on the contribution of the 
different stakeholders and the vision of key persons working for these stakeholders. Within this context, 
urban planners and designers should be able to value these visions, understand the interests of these 
stakeholders (which are very likely to have a social or economical character, rather than a physical one) and 
to translate both of them into proposals for spatial interventions. This requires the development of creative 
methods to analyse these interests and relate these to the functionality and identity of public space. 

Our aim for this paper was to contribute to the discussion about the role of planners and designers in 
a playing field with many emancipated stakeholders, with the bottom-up initiative as an example. A playing 
field, in which the urban planner and designer may act as a ‘secretary’ who is capable by profession to define 
and  guard the outlines of an initiative, as a strategist to define projects on a path to realising ambitions, and 
as a specialist on the quality of our built environment.  

Finally a word on the value of bottom-up initiatives. In Mariahoeve, we believe that our initiative, 
although inspired by the ambitions of the participating organisations, contributes to the vitality of the 
neighbourhood. The neighbourhood park has inspired many to think about their position and contribution 
their organisation has today to Mariahoeve and may have in the future. Mariahoeve will shortly have a new 
neighbourhood restaurant, with hopefully more to be achieved in the near future. For us, this shows the 
potential bottom-up initiatives may have for the functioning of cities and neighbourhoods. 
For these reasons we believe that urban planners and designers should find ways how to respond to these 
kind of processes and know how to integrate them into their policies. This will help enrich the profession of 
urban planning and design and allow it to both profit from, and contribute to, the dynamics and vitality of our 
cities and neighbourhoods. 
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The interdependencies in the Amsterdam Metropolitan region are not bound to one governmental body. On 
the contrary, the region is characterized by a strong governmental fragmentation. In an era where regional 
interdependencies become ever more apparent, this requires innovative strategies in order to achieve an 
effective and integrative form of planning strategy. In the Amsterdam approach diplomacy and storytelling 
go hand in hand. 
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Amsterdam as a global city. Amsterdam as the core city of the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area. 
Nowadays this concept is commonplace in a rapidly expanding circle. Currently, the Physical Planning 
Department (known by the Dutch acronym DRO), together with other local organizations is developing a 
new master plan, a structure vision. This is a long-term vision on spatial development of the city towards 
2040. After the municipal elections in 2010, the council shall ratify the Structure Vision. From that moment 
on it will be the leitbild for the spatial development of Amsterdam. In this paper I will explore the forms of 
planning preceding this plan and used in the making of the structure vision.  

In the first paragraph I will analyse the institutional history of the Netherlands and Amsterdam. This 
helps to understand the current arena wherein the game of planning takes place: planning strategies cannot be 
seen separate from the local context. In the second paragraph the shift from government to governance that 
occurred the last decades is described. Afterwards I will describe the North Wing collaboration and 
subsequently the metropolitan narratives. Then I will explain how the new structure vision of Amsterdam is 
being developed.  

Throughout the paper I will use the notions of Healey (1998) on building collaborative relationships for 
urban planning in order to reflect on the Amsterdam case. According to Healey, collaboration in urban 
planning is beyond lobbying or creating interorganisational networks. It’s about building up of various policy 
cultures. In this, she argues, five elements are crucial. In short: integrative place making: no more sectoral 
separation into different policy fields; collaboration in policy making: emphasis on collaboration with all 
partners in strategy development; inclusive stakeholder involvement: involve all stakeholders, not only lobby 
groups; use of ‘local’ knowledge: recognise the many forms of knowing and valuing and make use of the 
distinctive forms of local knowledge represented among the stakeholders; and building ‘relational’ 
resources: don’t only rely on the existing institutional capital, but also contribute in building it. 
I will conclude the paper by reflecting on what happened and how this has influenced the Amsterdam form 
of planning. 
 
1 A DECENTRALISED UNITARY STATE 
 

The Dutch institutional structure is often characterized by calling it a ‘decentralised unitary state’. 
Formally, each tier of government has its own discrete room for deliberation. In practice, however, the strict 
borders between responsibilities of different tiers of government are more flexible. So much that it even 
meant that the Netherlands for a long time was characterised by administrative centralization and 
functionalism (Ploegers, 2001). 
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1.1 Netherlands before the pacification 

Before 1848 the structure of the Dutch state had been fragmented in several ways. Firstly, there was a 
difference in the position of towns and villages on several levels as a consequence of a distinction between 
the two by law. Secondly, the Dutch state had not united its territory in a time-space perspective through e.g. 
the construction of a railroad network. A third reason for the fragmentation of the Dutch state has been the 
structure of the fiscal and electoral system. It became soon obvious that this old, complex, institutional 
structure, including the electoral and fiscal system, was not suited to cope with changing economic and 
societal developments. In 1848, the Liberals were able to introduce a new constitution. This liberal 
constitution, designed under supervision of Thorbecke standardised the public administration. The 
constitution arranged the responsibilities of the three tiers of government and the new electoral system, 
which was made less oligarchic (Terhorst & Van de Ven 1997a, pp. 212-219, Van der Veer 1997, p. 54-56, 
Knippenberg & De Pater 1988). 

Until 1865 the expansion of Amsterdam took place within the city walls, because of the tax system and 
the local leases. Only in 1865 the central state was able to compensate a loss of revenues for the cities, 
caused by fiscal reform. As a consequence of the fiscal reforms the land and personal taxes made up an 
important part of the revenues of Dutch cities. After the breakdown of the city wall there was the need for the 
city to expand due to industrialisation and population growth. Annexation of surrounding municipalities was 
only possible after the modification of the electoral system in 1896. On the national level the Housing law 
was enforced and in Amsterdam the ground lease (Dutch: erfpacht) system. The latter led to an increased 
municipal control in future city expansions (cf. Needham 2002). 

After 1896 the municipality of Amsterdam has been able to annex (parts of) surrounding municipalities, 
due to the electoral reforms that led to an electoral system with proportional representation. Before this 
annexation Amsterdam had to deal with the “free rider problem” and out-migration of the higher classes to 
the suburban communities because of the lower taxes. As a result, the tax base of the city deteriorated. This 
situation changed after the annexation and the increased fiscal centralisation. The electoral reforms, and later 
the Housing Law and ground lease system were just the beginning of a more intense change. 
 
2.2 The Netherlands after the pacification 

The 20th century would be shaped by the pacification in 1917. The pacification was a compromise 
between the several classes and religious groups leading to the introduction of general suffrage and equal 
rights for public and special (i.e. religious) schools. This led to a new extremely proportional electoral 
system and a progressive income tax. The agreements made during the pacification formed the preconditions 
for the development of the pillarized welfare state. Pillarization, at least in the Netherlands, meant the 
division of society according to religious and societal believes. The several groups were separated of each 
other by the provision of their own facilities. Each group had among others its own schools, political party, 
broadcasting organisations, youth movement and sport clubs. The pillarized society was only possible due to 
negotiation and cooperation of the pillars on the top level (mainly in a political way). The transformation into 
a pillarized society was only possible with a system of functional decentralisation and fiscal centralisation. In 
this way each pillar was able to finance and control its public services on a national level of scale, funded 
and controlled by the central state. 

As already has been mentioned the municipality of Amsterdam has been able to annex large pieces of 
land of the surrounding municipalities because of the already stated problems. Because of the growing 
resistance against annexations one had to search for other solutions. A way to circumvent the fiscal problems 
was increased fiscal centralisation. By increased fiscal centralisation annexations with the purpose to 
equalise differences in tax pressure would be redundant. An important reform in this perspective was the 
abolition of the municipal income tax in 1929. The losses in revenues were compensated by payments from 
the central state’s newly funded municipal fund. In the second halve of the 1930s the budget of the 
municipalities consisted for more than 50% of central government funding. (Terhorst & Van de Ven 1997a, 
pp. 264-280. 
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1.3 The post- World War II period 
During the expansion of the welfare state, the principle of pillarization remained in place, now including 

the lower classes as well. In order to make this possible there was a new round of fiscal centralisation. The 
control over the housing market was increased at the same time. Herewith, the Dutch government actually 
pursued a policy of territorial consolidation. 

The annexation in 1921 and the fiscal centralisation in 1929 created in Amsterdam the opportunity to 
form an alliance between the working class and the capital, which resulted in the General Expansion plan 
(Dutch: Algemeen Uitbreidings Plan or AUP) for Amsterdam in 1935. For this purpose the distribution of 
funding from the municipal fund changed in favour of Amsterdam and the growth centres or new towns. In 
the 1960s and 1970s central state financing covered 90% of the municipal budget. As a result of the crisis in 
the 1930s and World War II the plan was executed after World War II (Terhorst & Van de Ven 1997a, pp. 
287-300). In the 1950s and 1960 it became clear that the planned deconcentration would reach beyond the 
municipal borders. This resulted in the annexation of the Bijlmermeer. Soon it became obvious that the 
suburbanisation would not be limited to this area. As a solution a policy of bundled deconcentration was 
pursued. This policy based on growth in suburban growth centres was from the Amsterdam point of view 
actually a continuation of the former policy, but now beyond the city limits. The city had a direct influence 
on the new towns policy.  
 

 
Figure 1: The Amsterdam region. 

In the late 1970s and the early 1980s there has been a shift in discourses. In 1980 Amsterdam was still 
the most important area of employment in the Netherlands. After the decrease in industrial jobs, the service 
sector had grown. These jobs moved to the ring road. Around 1980 Amsterdam’s relationship with its new 
towns altered from complementary into one of rivalry, and the city started a densification policy. The city 
came into financial problems because of the flight of the middle class to the new towns. The strongest 
decline was found in the most important employment centre of the region, the historic city centre.  Till the 
1980s the policy was just a defensive strategy. In the fourth report on spatial planning (Vierde Nota 
Ruimtelijke Ordening) the policy changed in an economic growth strategy; the report confirmed the national 
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importance given to large cities. After a period wherein the western part of the Netherlands was considered 
to be overcrowded and wherein policies were designed to support the economic weaker regions the general 
thought shifted to the opposite idea. One has to strengthen the economic strong regions: the large cities. 
Before 1980 the growth was the problem and deconcentration was the solution, whereas after 1980 the 
economic deconcentration was considered to be a problem with economic growth of the cities as the 
solution. The compact city became both in economic and housing policy the objective.  

Soon was understood that the functional expansion of Amsterdam would not be limited to its municipal 
boundaries and as such plans for an Amsterdam city-region or city-province were developed. A city region 
would be more capable than a small municipality to compete with other city regions in the context of an 
evermore internationalised world. Furthermore, a city region would be able to create equilibrium between 
relative rich and poor inhabitants on the regional level. Finally, it would fit better to the functional relations 
in the region. 

 There have been several efforts to realise a regional governmental layer. The support on the national 
level for the formation of a serious city region by dissolving the existing municipalities decreased after the 
1995 national elections. Moreover, in a local referendum more than 90% of the votes were against the 
formation of the city region by dissolving the municipalities. The surrounding municipalities were willing to 
cooperate, but were not willing to give up their independence for the sake of a powerful city province. The 
efforts to form a city province did result in the Regional Body Amsterdam (Dutch: Regionaal Orgaan 
Amsterdam), later renamed to City Region Amsterdam (Dutch: Stadsregio Amsterdam or SRA). This is a 
non-elected regional tier of government with few responsibilities consisting of 16 municipalities. From the 
beginning the SRA had several fundamental weaknesses. The city of Amsterdam accounted for more than 
half of the population, but had only one third of the seats in the SRA. Furthermore SRA did not encompass 
the whole Amsterdam region. At the end of the day SRA seemed not to be powerful enough to realise 
planning aims (Terhorst, forthcoming). 

In the meanwhile Amsterdam anticipated on the future governmental structure of a city region. This, 
together with the desire to increase accountability, led to the division of the municipality into city boroughs. 
The city boroughs each have there own borough council, but they do not levy any taxes which makes them 
fully dependent on the central city. Therefore they are not capable of competing with adjacent municipalities. 
In addition the responsibilities between the municipality of Amsterdam and its boroughs are not always very 
clear. (cf. Terhorst forthcoming, Salet et al., 2003, pp. 175-187, Terhorst & Van de Ven 1997a). 

The lack of a powerful city region in combination with the institutional structure might have been a 
blessing in disguise. Because of the territorial consolidation and fiscal centralisation municipalities have to 
be less concerned about their local tax base. This enables them to realise their political aims without being 
constrained by conflicting aims of adjacent municipalities. This might be considered as an important motive 
for the exploration of new forms of planning.   
 
2 GOVERNANCE 
 

Several processes have caused a change in traditional governmental arrangements. In the past decades 
we have witnessed a hollowing out of the nation state. (see for example Brenner 1999). This is a process 
where political power is redirected downwards to the subnational level of scale, upwards to the supranational 
level of scale and sidewards to other authorities than the state. This sidewards redirection occurs among 
others because parts of the activities of the state are being privatised.  This has led to a more prominent role 
for the local and a shift of responsibilities towards city governments. At the same time there has been a shift 
from government to governance Gualini defines governance as “emergent patterns of policy-making dealing 
with the resolution of collective problems at the threshold between state, markets, and civil society in terms 
which may be held accountable to institutions of representative democracy” (Gualini 2001). These new 
forms of government differ in a number of ways of the classical democratic national state in terms of 
responsibility and accountability, democratic control and representation of its citizens. Some claim that the 
upsurge of these new forms of government are characterised by the development of new coalitions of 
economic, political or cultural elites on the one side and the systematic exclusion of the socially weaker 
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groups on the other side (Swyngedouw & Baeten 2001). Local entrepreneurs increasingly have built regimes 
of governance, not only within the city borders but also outward from central cities into the greater urban 
regions. By reaching consensus and cooperation between the involved actors, both private and public, the 
city should be able to achieve development supported by all actors involved.  
 
3 AMSTERDAM METROPOLITAN AREA 
 

In 2001 the first “North Wing” conference took place. The aldermen of spatial planning of the 
municipalities across the North Wing of the Randstad conurbation wanted to cooperate on the regional level 
in order to have a stronger say in the making of the fifth national plan on spatial planning. From 2001 to 
2007 there have been several North Wing conferences each addressing a different topic. Agreements were 
reached with regard to infrastructure and mobility, housing construction, spatio-economic developments and 
green-blue quality.  All agreements were included in the North Wing Development Scenario 2040. To 
emphasize the shared metropolitan ambition the public partners the North Wing cooperation was renamed as 
“Amsterdam Metropolitan Area”.  

The making of the Development Scenario 2040 included multiple expert meetings and consultations and 
produced loads of expectations, opportunities and threats for the future of the metropolitan region. In the 
sessions with politicians, non-governmental organisations and experts there was consensus over the fact that 
cooperation is crucial in the further development of the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area as a competitive 
European metropolis. The whole process led to a new regional idea on spatial planning, based upon mutual 
interest and respect instead of suspicion: a coalition of the willing instead of a city province.  

This tendency could be considered as a reaction to the shattering of the city province. A formal, 
structure, solution failed, but the desire of metropolitan cooperation and the insights in the benefits of such 
cooperation are an important reason for this new informal way of collaboration. From the five elements of 
Healey, the North Wing did at least two, i.e. integrative place making and collaboration in policy making. 
The former, because there were issues of mutual interest in all policy fields the approach was integrative. 
The latter, since collaboration on the level of strategic policy was easier than cooperation on concrete 
projects. A shared vision on the future is less intimidating than a discussion who will do what today. 
 
4 METROPOLITAN STORIES 
 

At the same time there has been a shift in thinking about Amsterdam. In this paper I won’t elaborate on 
the elements of this shift. In short, there has been a shift from thinking about the compact city and a 
polycentric network city towards the metropolis and a metropolitan area. More interesting is the way this 
new set of words, metaphors and ideas came in to place.  

Instead of being committed to paper, the metropolitan narratives were presented in the form of 
PowerPoint presentations. There are maps and charts that illustrate and ratify the vision, but these are little 
more than a collection of attractive illustrations unless one actually hears the story they accompany. There 
wasn’t one fixed narrative, the narrative and the accompanying slides showing the qualities of the city and 
the region was slightly altered for each audience. The current qualities were then presented as possible 
metropolitan development paths. The audience was invited to use their imagination.  “Just imagine…” or 
“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if….” were sentences the narrator used to invoke the audience in the thinking 
process. Gladwell (2002) describes this form of communication very well.  

The intriguing and sometimes even provoking metropolitan narratives have thus developed on the wings 
of the powers of imagination and thanks to the input of the members of the audience. The vision on the 
metropolis developed every time the story was told. Everybody had its own associations with the 
metropolitan ambition. Consequently people started to ask themselves what they could do. Now we are 
seeing the emergence of new joint ventures between different sectors and the various strata of government, 
resulting in a range of projects that are being elaborated on the basis of a shared metropolitan ambition 
(Vreeswijk 2009). “Imagine that this street would attract way more tourists, what would my restaurant look 
like?” or “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if everybody had easy access to a free bicycle?”. 
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Some criticised the metropolitan stories as figment of the imagination or as a solo of Amsterdam. In 
reality the narratives helped to think beyond sectoral points of view. Furthermore, this strategy invited all 
people with their own distinctive forms of knowledge to opt in. In addition, it might have led to new 
networks, which could be considered as early institutional capacity.  
 
5 STRUCTURE VISION 
 

Not only the ideas on cities have changed over the last hundred years. Ideas on how to make a good 
spatial plan have changed as well. It is necessary to grasp all the knowledge and ideas that are present in the 
city. Discussion and consultation on the direction and choices of the structure vision are important for a clear 
and detailed view on the future of Amsterdam. This is essential in order to have the right information on the 
city and its developments and to create a shared picture of the future.  
This consultation and discussion is the backbone of the vision and because this takes time it takes three years 
to develop the vision.   
 
5.1 New Spatial Planning Act (nWRO)  

With the new Spatial Planning Act (nWro, by July 1, 2008) the "structure vision" is introduced as a new 
governmental instrument for each tier of government. The structure vision is a major, comprehensive plan 
for a municipality in which all the major trends and the main focus of spatial policies is described. A big 
difference with a structure plan -the predecessor under the old act- is the fact that a structure vision is more 
binding. By the new Spatial Planning Act the vision has to include a chapter how to realise the vision.  

It is thus a self-binding instrument of the municipality with pass-through in all policy fields.  
Because of deregulation in terms of the structure plan does not include procedural rules in the nWro. 

Therefore there are no rules on the organization of consultations with other governmental bodies, citizens or 
civil society. A municipality can therefore organize this in a way that best suits the particular situation. 
 
5.2 Cooperation and collaboration  

The collaboration and consultation for the new plan started with the North Wing conferences. All the 
municipalities and the province agreed that the Development Scenario 2040 for the Amsterdam Metropolitan 
Area would be the framework for the structure visions. Consequently, the key question of the structure vision 
is: "Which spatial strategy and its incentives are necessary to continue to develop Amsterdam as core city of 
the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area?". 

To answer this question a paper was made including the basic principles for the plan in order to start 
discussions with all stakeholders.  The main idea in this paper was that spatial planning should be linked to 
interests and needs of people and companies, because the building of homes, offices or infrastructure in itself 
won’t create a metropolis. Spatial challenges serve the people and companies in the city. Several conditions 
that are requested of a city are defined: hospitality, sustainability, recreational, entrepreneurial, serviceable 
and accessible. 
 
5.3 North, east, south, west 

These six conditions have been the input for various discussions on the future of the city. The main 
question was: which spatial policy and what projects are needed to meet these conditions? These discussions 
were conducted in conversations called “Waartsen” and were organised geographically: north, east, south 
and west. Neighbouring municipalities, NGO’s, businesses and municipal departments sat together at the 
table to discuss the future of Amsterdam. In addition, there were discussions ongoing with key partners, 
including the city boroughs, City region Amsterdam (SRA) and the province of Noord Holland.  
 
5.4 Open question  

It is unthinkable and undesirable to develop a structure vision without input from anyone who wants to 
share his or her thoughts and ideas. For this large group of people who couldnt attend one of the meetings the 
campaign ‘within30minutes’ (binnen30minuten) was developed. The campaign is an open question to the 
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city to think about the future of the city with the aim to start a broad discussion. The title of the campaign is 
based on the fact that the city is bigger than one thinks, once it took 30 minutes to walk from dam square to 
the edge of the city, now you only need 30 minutes from Amsterdam Central Station and your at the North 
sea or the new town Almere.   

Central part of the campaign is the website www.30minuten.nl. The online campaign is aligned with the 
planning of the structure vision and encourages people throughout the process to post their considerations. 
The reactions are immediately published on the website and accessible for everybody. The opinions and 
ideas about the city are summarized and used to make decisions by the authors of the structure vision, the 
alderman, the College, the Council Committee.  

As part of the campaign there is also student design competition, which was launched in February 2009. 
The entries with the most innovative ideas about the future of Amsterdam will be exhibited. Over 250 
students from eight different institutes are participating.  
 
5.5 Free State of Amsterdam 

The exhibition Free State of Amsterdam is about the future of the Amsterdam metropolis.  It is organised 
in the autumn of 2009 and is a part of IABR, the International Architecture Biennale Rotterdam. Partners, 
citizens, political parties, professionals, philosophers, journalists and youth are invited to participate in the 
program. The entries of the student design competition will be exhibited and for the youngest children of 
Amsterdam has a special program, The Young Free State. ine Dutch urban design offices present their 
visions on the future of Amsterdam, in nine large models for sections of the future metropolis. The offices 
were given a free hand to make their designs without predetermined rules or restrictions. Their models do not 
show plans or blueprints for the city so much, but rather inspirational ideas for the long term. 
 
5.6 Structure vision 

The cooperation and collaboration with governmental bodies, NGO’s and businesses, the campaign and 
the ideas that come up during the exhibition will crucial input for the next step in the making of the structure 
vision, the draft which will be presented early 2010. In the process of creating the structure vision much time 
is taken to involve people.  

Back to the five notions coined by Healey, regarding the collaboration in policy making on the strategic 
level there it is unquestionable that this is the case.  The subjects of stakeholder involvement, use of local 
knowledge and building relational resources is, partly unintended, the focal point of the process. We won’t 
be able to see if this has been a success before the process is finished. In the process it is tried to work truly 
integrative. This will remain a challenge during the process because integrative some times means less 
attention for the policy field someone knows best. 
 
6 CONCLUSIONS 
 

There have been several initiatives to create a new powerful governmental layer on the regional or 
metropolitan level, but none of these initiatives have been as successful as intended. 

The lack of a formal metropolitan government has led to creative forms of metropolitan planning. At the 
same time, storytelling about the metropolitan area influence stakeholders’ view on reality and future. In 
these narratives people were invited to see the possibilities of the region, not hindered by practicalities. This 
approach has led to new platforms for the joint exploration of the future.  

Even though these strategies, one characterized by diplomacy and the other characterized by storytelling 
or narratives, are sometimes felt as opposing, they actually are two sides of the same coin. The storytelling 
generates energy en enthusiasm that drives the diplomacy. Both approaches –diplomacy and narratives- have 
collaboratively paved the way for the making of the spatial structure vision for the municipality of 
Amsterdam. The plan is made in dialogue with the city boroughs, the adjacent municipalities and several 
other stakeholders with stories and visions as their inspiration. 

Reflecting on the Amsterdam situation we can notice that the planning that emerged is heavily 
influenced by the institutional history. The institutional setting of the Netherlands as a whole and Amsterdam 
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including the failure to create a formalised functional and effective metropolitan government has been the 
stimulus for more informal ways of cooperation.  

Together with the shift towards governance and the ever growing number of stakeholders, this has led to 
a form of planning that unintended  encompasses at least partially the five crucial elements coined by Healey 
“integrative place making, collaboration in policy making, inclusive stakeholder involvement, use of ‘local’ 
knowledge; and building ‘relational’ resources”. Of course, we will to have to reassess this hypothesis again 
in 2040, because only then we determine if this form of planning has been effective.  

In retrospect, the failed attempts of governmental reorganization, i.e. the creation of a metropolitan 
authority, which was considered to be the Holy Grail, can be considered a blessing. It has led to a new form 
of metropolitan planning which focuses on mutual interest and a shared responsibility. A way of planning 
that is flexible and led by inspiration and imagination. 
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ABSTRACT: In the aftermath of the dynamic events that Brussels endured in 2000, being one of the cultural 
capitals of Europe, the lack of a vision on an urban project for and by Brussels was subject of vehement 
debate. Almost 10 years later, small improvements have been made on integrated new practices in urban 
renewal. However, such an ambitious and visionary urban project is still opaque. Parallel, planning 
instruments and organisations have been set up, of which the democratic statute, the aims, the content and 
legitimacy is highly questionable. An example of such an instrument is the International Development Plan 
for Brussels (IDP), launched in 2007 by the Brussels Government. The priority of the plan is to attract 
foreign investors to develop large scale infrastructure and valorise land reserves on a regional scale. In order 
to legitimise the aggressive city-marketing proposed in the plan, the government aims at generating financial 
income, by targeting foreign business tourists. In this paper, we highlight how the IDP is an example of 
by-passing democratic planning policies and procedures, and reproduces a laisser-faire urbanism, led by 
strong market forces. Rethinking current planning practices, subject visioning and design processes might 
open up the potential of bottom-up urban strategies. 
KEYWORDS:  competitiveness, city branding, city ranking, large urban projects, planning culture, 
top-down and bottom-up urban strategies 

 

1 INTRODUCTION  
 
Some recent developments in Brussels’ urban policy and planning, seem to indicate an important shift 

towards a more market-led urban planning policy which contradicts the urgent plea for an integrated vision 
on Brussels’ urban future. One of the central elements in these changes is the International Development Plan 
for Brussels (IDP), launched in 2007 by the Brussels Government [1,2]. Before being presented in the 
democratic arena of the parliament, the intentions of the ‘plan’ were initially revealed on (large scale) 
real-estate events [3,4]. With the IDP the regional government has two aims. The first goal is the enlargement 
of the region’s tax basis through the valorisation of large territories within the region and the development of 
large scale infrastructure (such as a shopping mall, a football stadium, exhibition spaces, congress and 
concert halls), via private-public-partnerships (PPP-constructions). The second aim is to attract business 
tourists. Through a stringent city-marketing strategy, the Brussels region hopes to increase its financial input 
and expects positive spill-over effects for its inhabitants. Such strategies are not new, and in this sense, 
Brussels lags behind compared to other European cities. However, with the introduction of the IDP, Brussels 
equally inscribes within a rationale based on interurban competition, and narrows its ambitions down in 
consolidating its place within international business rankings [1,5]. 

The IDP doesn’t symbolise an urban policy that strives towards sustainability, solidarity, density, 
diversity and a co-producing democracy. If the IDP does not encompass an integrated urban vision, then 
what was the aim of the Brussels Government? The hypothesis in this paper is that the IDP is an element of 
by-passing statutory planning procedures and legislation, initiated by the government. Although strong 
indications support the idea that the IDP materialises a neo-liberal urbanism as a recent analysis demonstrates 
[5], we argue that the IDP is not the only ‘plan’ defining Brussels’ urban policy. This will be shown via its 
positioning in a more general frame of Brussels’ urban planning. In consequence, a revision of the IDP is 
essential when it engages in outlining a long-term global vision and strategy for Brussels’ future 
development.  
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However, the need for an integrated vision on the urban development of Brussels, exists since a long 
time. In its recent history, this necessity culminated when Brussels obtained the competence to set out its 
own urban planning policy (in 1989). This resulted in a policy instrument Regional Development Plan (RDP), 
in which the Brussels government engaged into the development of an ‘urban project’ for the region [6]. The 
second time the urgency for a trans-sectoral urban planning became influential was in the millennium year, 
when Brussels became one of the nine cultural capitals of Europe [7,8]. Nowadays, Brussels’ future 
development has again been put high on the political agenda, due to the requisite revision and updating of the 
second version of the Regional Development Plan [9,10].  

In this paper we first frame Brussels’ current socio-economic and spatial context and its international 
position. The theoretical background based upon two urban planning models is subject of the third section. 
One model deploys the relation between urban planning policies and global dynamics. By-passing strategies 
are a central hallmark of such urban policies, and will serve as the analytical tool to position the IDP within 
its context. The other model mediates strategic structure planning between two tracks: that of urban 
vision/ing and urban projects. It shows how the production of visions and actions/projects are an iterative 
process defined by participation and co-production. The third section sketches the case of the IDP and 
positions the scheme within Brussels’ urban policy planning context. Afterwards we evaluate in which way 
the scheme is an example of a by-passing strategy. In conclusion, we will outline some alternatives, to 
redirect the IDP towards a more inclusive and integrated vision on Brussels’ urban future.  

2 BRUSSELS: CONTEXT, VISIONING AND ITS INTERNATIONA L POSITION 
 
Similar to other Western cities, Brussels experienced an intense restructuring after its industrial heyday 

in the 19th century. The Canal Zone, situated in the inner city concentrated a rich and lively industrial sector. 
From the 50s onwards, an important stream of labour immigration, mainly from Mediterranean backgrounds, 
reinforced the industrial character of this area. From the 80s onwards, the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism 
induced an exponential increase in jobs related to services, knowledge, technology, etc. (the so-called tertiary 
sector), at the extent of a decreasing employment in the industrial and manufacturing sector (the so-called 
secondary sector). These events repositioned Brussels on the global market, becoming a bursting pool of 
advanced services, attracting high-skilled (European) expatriates related to the international and European 
institutions, etc, but also offering a large amount of low-skilled jobs within construction and (industrial) 
cleaning [11-16].  

Some of the current problems Brussels is facing, are related with its institutional position in Belgium. 
Since the 70s, Belgium has been subject to a complex federalisation process that materialised in 5 state 
reforms [17]. This resulted into a division of the nation into 3 regions (Flanders, the Walloon Region and the 
Brussels Capital Region) and 3 communities (Dutch, French-speaking and German-speaking). Regions 
decide on all territorial bound matters (and thus on land use and territorial development), while communities 
are authorised to decide upon personal bound matters like welfare, health, education, culture and so on. In 
consequence, urban policy in Belgium diverges along the administrative regions Flanders, Wallonia & 
Brussels. In the Brussels Capital Region this translates into a profound institutional complexity and 
fragmented political competences, since several institutions are in charge: the Brussels Government, both 
the Flemish- and French-speaking community, and the 19 communities [18]. Hence, on the level of urban 
policy and planning, a trans-sectoral approach –that is required for a coherent urban policy– has always been 
highly complicated. Although attempts are undertaken recently, a tradition in structural collaboration 
between different public actors is fairly absent until now.  

Being fully aware of the too brief synthesis, Brussels could be typified by several main characteristics 
that are well-documented [11-17]. The Brussels Capital Region is spread out over 161km² and includes 19 
municipalities. One of the most important dynamics is an increasing social-economic polarisation that 
fragmented Brussels’ population also spatially [19, 20]. Current deprived neighbourhoods are still situated 
in the former industrial areas in the Canal Zone and beyond, as described above. Furthermore, from the 70s 
onwards, Brussels experienced an increasing suburbanisation, characterised by middle-class families leaving 
the city centre, or even the region. Although one cannot discern a netto-suburbanisation process in Brussels 
anymore, it is still this particular group that leaves the city [19]. Nowadays, the historical centre is 
dominantly inhabited by a rather poor population, while the more recently circumvallating urbanised zones, 
and especially those in the south-eastern part of the region, are dominated by merely upper-class households 
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[16, 21]. As said, the region hosts many international and European-related institutions that have an 
important impact on multiple aspects of Brussels’ urban and mental constitution [22]. Finally, Brussels’ 
population is highly multicultural and multilingual [23]. Among others, the latter two elements both 
contribute to the international economic and diverse cultural character of Brussels.  

The international role of Brussels is often related with being the capital of Europe, and not succeeding 
in moulding this into a global vision on Brussels’ future development. But its international role is also 
defined by a few other elements. In the beginning of 2009, a synthesis of conducted scientific research on 
Brussels’ international role was made, which outlines five findings [23]. Brussels is labelled as an 
international city, because of its ‘connectedness’ in the world (economic) network, on the level of advanced 
services and transportations nodes (1). It has an utterly international character due to its European-related 
functions (ngo’s, lobbying, diverse services, etc.) (2). Furthermore, the population is remarkably 
international, multilingual and multicultural (3). In addition, Brussels has a growing, diverse and much 
appreciated artistic centre, renown on the international scene (4), and it is a centre of science and innovation 
(5). The authors conclude that the effect on Brussels’ economy is not to be neglected. As we see, Brussels’ 
international role is as much related to particular political and economic characteristics as it is related to its 
multicultural identity. The already present and endogenous potential of Brussels international character, is an 
important background when evaluating the IDP, since the ‘international’ aspect in the scheme is clearly 
underdeveloped in this ‘plan’. 

 Furthermore, Brussels’ needs an integrated vision on its urban future, that combines a multilevel 
approach and takes into account the complex interrelation between local and international processes. The 
need for such an vision on Brussels’ urban development, has already been subject of vehement debate since 
1989, when Brussels obtained autonomous competences on its proper urban planning. A first attempt was the 
set-up of an integrated and trans-sectoral ‘urban project’, embodied within the first Regional Development 
Plan (RDP) in 1995 [6] and indicative for a period of five years. In 2000 the necessity for a vision has been 
restated highly on the political agenda [7]. At the time, Brussels was selected as one of the nine cultural 
capitals of Europe. An utterly difficult and complex organisation of multiple events within the cultural field 
revealed the institutional (and cognitive) fragmentation that became an ever more painful issue. This fuelled 
the public debate on the lack of an integrated cultural policy for Brussels. The initiation of bi-lingual events, 
bottom-up actions and initiatives of ngo’s, offered alternatives (and examples) by showing how a mutual 
collaboration is possible. (E.g. are the Zinneke Parade and BrusselBravo).  

In the same vein, the Prodi-Verhofstadt report that appeared one year later, has been a catalyst to 
envision Brussels’ future as the Capital of Europe [8]. Afterwards, a number of architectural and urban 
planning exhibitions, books, a manifesto, etc appeared [7]. Examples are Koolhaas’ research ‘Brussels, 
Capital of Europe’, the OmbudsPlanMediateur stressing the need for a coordinating institute for urban 
projects, and the exhibition ‘A vision for Brussels: Imagining the Capital of Europe’ by the Berlage Institute 
in 2007. Although some planning policies and instruments (like the Neighbourhood Contracts [24]) indicate 
improvements on a local scale, the statement was set: Brussels still requires a coherent, sustainable and 
ambitious vision, that embodies a legitimate and qualitative urban project for the city as a whole and that 
works both on local and international scales. Now the second Regional Development Plan will be revised 
and updated from 2009 onwards, the region’s future is again at stake.  

3 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: VISION/ING AND URBAN PLAN NING 
 
In order to untwine what kind of vision the IDP stands for, we draw on some insights from vision/ing 

research in the realm of urban planning. To frame current hegemonic visions within Western urban policies 
we build upon a neo-liberal model on urbanism. The second model enables us to outline some alternative 
scenario’s that could contribute to a more integrated vision on Brussels’ urban future. 

3.1 Vision/ing in urban planning?  
How to envision an urban project that is not solely aimed at developing projects in the built, urban 

realm, but also aims at introducing and enhancing a sense of urbanity? [25, 26] Visions on cities reminds of 
modernist perspectives like the ones of Le Corbusier, Wright and Howard. But Polak (1961) states that 
visions exist since we are conscious about the present, and the ‘other’ time and place [27]. Though, 
colloquial meaning of ‘planning’ seems to be intrinsically related with a visionary touch, since it defines a 
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perspective on the future, whether it is with great imagination and intelligence or not [28]. According to 
Strange & Mumford (2005), a vision in planning refers to “a statement, a desired of an idealised future state 
and/or the image or picture of that goal” [29]. 

Research on visions and visioning within the realm of planning practice in the nineties, showed how 
these terms got introduced from the 80s onwards, through management practices. The use of vision related 
terms, is often highly utilitarian and the meaning of them mainly implicit. They refer to processes or products, 
visions can be simple or complex, deployed in a metaphorical or literal way. Furthermore the associations 
made can vary from utterly positive to negative [30]. Nonetheless, planners often see visions as ‘good, 
efficient and progressive’ [31].  

Until now, the meaning of both terms remains often blurred. The notions ‘vision’ and ‘visioning’ 
appeared and got accepted more and more in general discussions on strategic planning on the international 
scene and often serve to legitimate designs and planning experiments [30]. More over, since the influential 
work of Patsy Healy for instance [33], vision development in (strategic) planning is often associated with 
collaboration and participation. Here, two important questions come to the fore: what defines the quality 
(spatial, architectural, socio-economic and cultural quality) and legitimation of a project? At this point, the 
interplay between the quality and legitimacy of both the planning and design process (participation and 
co-production of the overall vision) and the final product (legitimacy of ‘the final’ vision adopted) becomes 
essential [34].  

Currently, cities increasingly deploy city-marketing and –branding strategies to secure their 
(international) position on tourist and business markets [35]. In these methods, the place (or city) is 
addressed as a complexified product with specific brand methodologies Both visitors and inhabitants become 
clients with specific consumer-profiles [36]. The essentialist view on identities of places and people such 
strategies are based upon, is deeply contradictory with the post-modern urban conditions many cities find 
themselves in, that are characterised by hybridisation and increasing multi-culturality, as Dear (2000) points 
out [37]. This has important implications on imaging and visioning processes through actions and 
interventions. Is it true that “the imagin(eer)ing of the city’s future is directly articulated with the visions of 
those who are pivotal to the formulation, planning, and implementation of the project.” [38] and thus renders 
a broad co-produced urban project impossible? Or might some other practices answers questions like: how to 
build a collective image of (a) possible future(s), co-produced with all actors involved, or that at least strives 
for a ‘general interest’ that includes minorities or non-represented groups that use and make the everyday of 
a city?  

3.2 Two models on urban development 
Neo-liberal urbanism & by-passing strategies: After a comparative study of 13 large scale development 

projects in Europe, Swyngedouw, Rodriguez and Moulaert (2002) deployed a model of neo-liberal urbanism 
that describes the interdependence between global economic dynamics and transforming urban policies 
among most North-American and Western European cities [38]. The following section is a brief summary of 
the main findings. On a local scale, urban development projects (UDP’s) materialise such urban policies. 
Increasing globalisation occurred during the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism in the 20th century. 
Deregulation, privatisation, flexibilisation and spatial decentralisation restructured many cities throughout 
Western Europe and Northern America. While cities face an increasing interurban competition, since they 
became focal point of a number of global dynamics (economic financialisation and subsequent crises, 
environmental and political challenges due to climate changes), the paradigm that economic growth is a good 
means to increase welfare, entered within (urban) public administrations as well. Global dynamics influenced 
and were articulated through changes in urban planning policy as well, indicating a shift from government 
to governance in the 90s. Manager-strategies and entrepreneurial approaches entered public administrations, 
while the development of new urban coalitions, a shift from social to economic policy, an increasing state 
entrepreneurialism, a selective deregulation, city-marketing strategies, territorially targeted social policy and 
the production of urban rent are typical of such a ‘new’ more neo-liberal oriented urban policy.  

Considering the actual interventions in the public realm, the events described above translated into the 
replacement of the former classic (modernist/fordist) comprehensive plan and their statutory legislation into 
the post-fordist emblematic project. The latter are typified as market-led initiatives, combine advantages of 
flexibility, targeted actions and symbolic capacity to stimulate economic growth and turns segments of the 
city into symbols of restructuring, innovation and success. “The main objective of these projects is to obtain 
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higher social and economic returns and to revalue prime urban land, and to re-enforce competitive positions 
of the economy of a city” [38]. Such UDP’s, like museums, waterfronts, concert halls, sport stadia, etc, are 
often represented as flagship projects in a spatially targeted area, closely linked with real estate development 
and realised via the privatisation of public funds, but in most cases implemented by local authorities. “Is 
planning completely abandoned?”, the authors ask. No, planning still has a significant role to play, they say, 
but the reorganisation of urban policy-making structures, gave rise to new modes of intervention, planning 
goals, tools, and institutions.  

One of the main conclusions of the URSPIC-research is that: “Large-scale UDP’s have increasingly 
been used as a vehicle to establish exceptionality measures in planning and policy procedures”. 
According to the authors, this frame of exceptionality is a core element of ‘the new urban policy’ – a 
project-based urbanism, as mentioned above. Special plans and projects like UDP’s, replace existing 
planning instruments and legislation. More over, the initial conception, design and implementation of them, 
is often situated at the margins of formal planning structures. Thus, decision-making is equally situated in 
this grey area, of non-democratic decision-making, by-passing statutory procedures. Governmental 
justifications range from scale issues, the emblematic character of the operation, timing procedures, the need 
for more flexibility, efficiency criteria, etc. On the practical level, these measures of exceptionality, 
encompass the following by-passing strategies: (1) the freezing of conventional planning tools, (2) the 
bypassing of statutory regulations and institutional bodies, (3) changes in national or regional regulations and 
(4) the creation of project agencies with special or exceptional powers of intervention in decision-making. 
These results serve as the principal analytical tool for this paper, to demonstrate how the IDP is an example 
of by-passing democratic planning procedures.  

A neo-realistic model - visioning and urban projects: The model of urban development Flanders 
deployed since 2000, derives from 2 strands within planning literature. The first strand starts from a model 
agreed upon in much of the French literature. This model comprehends urban development as an interaction 
between projet de ville and projet urbain [39]. The projet de ville encompasses a global vision on the future 
of a whole city or town. Different projet de villes materialise such a vision, but then integrated within the 
local socio-economic and built fabric. The second strand, derives from a rather Anglo-Saxon contingent of 
literature, that combines experiences of 15 years of strategic spatial planning with recent insights in urban 
design – namely that on the level of design by research [40].  

The combination of both strands, resulted in a methodology deployed in the current urban development 
policy of Flanders –synthesised in the ‘White Paper. Century of the City. City republic and grid cities.’ 
(2002) [26]. On a general level, the interaction between the development of an open vision and actions or 
interventions, serves as starting point to develop a global vision on a cities’ future – a projet de ville. Such 
vision might strive to enlarge the civic realm, enrich urban culture, create sustainable space, enhance urban 
coherence, qualitative density, diversity, solidarity and democracy. In short: to endeavour a development that 
takes into account the urban condition we live in.  

Translated into the realm of urban planning, this resulted in a three-track model drawn up by Van den 
Broeck [41,42]. Following the Spanish urbanist Busquets (2000) who claims that vision and actions can 
together be understood as an (urban) project of projects, the three-track model is explored as a way to 
combine vision-building (track 1) and actions or projects (track 3). The interaction between both tracks 
activates participation and co-production (track 2). The first track focuses on consensual vision-building, 
which works towards a long-term shared vision on the desirable future and development path and structure 
of the city. The second track involves actors in vision-building, planning- and decision-making processes; 
resolving disputes between different levels of civic society, creating urban development alliances and 
effective platforms for constructive and sustainable programmes and projects. The third track formulates 
daily action and implementation of actions and projects, testing and training, mobilising and feedback. The 
result is that the relation between vision and actions is not linear, nor hierarchical. Both visions and actions 
are open to change, and thus allows to transform initial ill-defined problems within the urban realm, into a 
global, powerful and activating vision, an attracting design and multiple scenario-building, without one 
element being the prime starting point. And indeed, this fits with what Hajer (2006) claims: visioning in 
urban planning predominantly starts with re-defining the initial problem [43].  

This means that both models work upon two levels of visioning: on a global level, when developing a 
cities’ future development and on a local level, when outlining a vision for an urban project, that materialises 
the global vision set out. In sum, processes of visioning in the neo-liberal model and three-track model are 
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approached in a different way. Within the neo-liberal approach, visioning the city is seen as an “elite playing 
field”. Unequal power balances are reflected within particular urban development project, and encompass a 
particular set of aspirations – defined by economic, political, cultural and social elites. In the end, the most 
powerful actors shape a cities’ urban future according to their desirable future via the formulation, planning 
and implementation of a project [39, p. 563]. In the three-track model, vision/ing is seen as an organic part of 
the planning and design process, that repeatedly is confronted within the progressing design and planning 
process of the project. Hence, the importance of participation and co-production of involved actors addressed 
in both models, results in a significantly different estimation of a legitimate and qualitative urban project.  
The development projects selected in the International Development of Brussels, are situated on a local level, 
while the IDP promises to outline a global vision on Brussels’ international position and future. In a later 
section, we argue that some elements of the models mentioned above, will enable us to address visioning 
issues related to the IDP. Some aspects might inform more powerful, legitimate and qualitative alternatives 
for or within the IDP.  

4 CASE: THE INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN AS A BY- PASSING STRATEGY? 

 
Most actors involved in the debate on Brussels’ future agree upon the urgent need for a plan that takes 

into account the international role of Brussels. This topic was too long neglected topic within Brussels’ 
planning [8]. But do the recent events in Brussels’ urban planning policy encompass such a required 
visionary plan on its future?  

4.1. The IDP: content, genesis, comments and critique. 
Recent events marked Brussels’ urban policy, and indicate an important fundamental shift towards a 

more market-led urbanism [5]. One of the three main elements introduced, and central in this paper, is the 
introduction of the basic scheme ‘the Plan for International Development of Brussels’ (PWC-report) in 
August 2007 and its approved successor -the Road Map- in January 2008. Below both documents will be 
referred to as ‘IDP’ [1,2]. A second changing element in Brussels’ urban policy, is the establishment of a 
non-profit agency –the Agency for Territorial Development (ATO)– an operational instrument for the 
government to execute its policy intentions. The agency is responsible to valorise land, with an explicit 
priority to those areas selected in the IDP [2,44]. Finally, some parts of Brussels’ urban planning legislation 
–The Brussels Code on Town Planning (BWRO)– were adapted, in order to authorise the regional 
government to grant building permits for zones with a regional interest. In principle  these permits are 
offered by the municipalities. Now, the regional government can operate autonomously to develop the zones 
delineated in the IDP in a more flexible way [2, 44].  

A recent article on the International Development Plan for Brussels states how this scheme embodies a 
new, neo-liberal direction in Brussels’ urban policy and re-enforces further social exclusion through negative 
side-effects of gentrification within the city centre [5]. Indeed, we agree that the IDP indicates a shift from a 
rather preserving urban policy towards an intense market-led urbanism. After a brief summary of the content 
and genesis of the IDP, we elaborate on its position within general policy. 

Content & genesis: The PWC-report is written by a world-wide known consultancy office, under 
authority and initiated by the Brussels Government. In the first chapter it assesses Brussels’ international 
position. Via a bench-marking analysis and interviews with 55 experts, this international role is evaluated via 
indicators referring to its international business-climate [1]. Outlining 5 directive guidelines, the IDP states 
that a future vision should be based upon the SWOT-analysis that resulted from the previous bench-marking 
analysis and expert-interviews. Such a vision, described in a second chapter, should be implemented through 
an ‘aggressive city-marketing strategy’. In the third chapter, the report puts the territorial development of 10 
‘strategic zones’ to the fore. Via the implementation of large scale infrastructure, they seem to be the 
appropriate urban territories that have an ‘international potential’. The last chapters of the report are a 
preliminary attempt to line up the IDP with existing regional policy. Furthermore, the IDP states being an 
instrument to increase life quality, to install a more efficient governance and will generate higher financial 
input for the region. 

Several months later, the report was summarised and slightly censured into an ‘official document’, 
called the Road Map [2]. This document outlines the policy measures to be taken by the regional government 
with a dominant stress upon the territorial development of the ten selected areas. The guidelines stated in the 
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report didn’t change, but notions like ‘gentrification’, attraction of middle-class residents or participative 
measures for inhabitants are not even mentioned anymore in this version of the programme.  

The formal discourse of the regional government is sometimes contradictory. The IDP must be seen 
as a global strategy, to guarantee Brussels’ economic position on the international market, and to put the city 
on the international ‘map’[45]. In this sense, the plan responds to the competitive interurban logic cities feel 
themselves confined to, as described in the neo-liberal model above. The government justifies this strategy in 
several ways. If its doesn’t take into account its international role, the current policy that pursues an 
endogenous development, is liable to be pushed a side [2]. Via the IDP they claim that the living conditions 
of all Brussels’ inhabitants’ will improve.  

Comments & critiques: But does the government engages in its own promises? Is this ‘plan’ really 
developing an integrated vision on Brussels’ urban and international future? The discourse conducted by the 
Brussels government seems to be contradictory in many ways. The following notes are derived from the 
comments and critiques uttered by several actors within civil society. A summary was made by the official 
advisory comittee for Brussels’ development matters on the regional scale [46].. Three groups of critique 
come to the fore: the IDP shows (1) a lack of coherence and quality, (2) a lack of integration of the 10 
selected zones within a global vision on urban development, and (3) gives a high level of freedom for private 
actors, that risks a take-over the international development by real estate developers [23,47]  . 

The lack of coherence and quality in the IDP, reveals itself in several ways. First, the statute of the 
scheme has been unclear from the beginning onwards. The IDP is a rather schematic programme, since a 
plan traditionally outlines the aims and methods, expected positive and negative impacts and eventual 
measures to take, financial costs and funding, division of tasks and actors involved, participative set-up and 
timing. The PWC-report, nor the Road Map mentioned any of these aspects. As the advisory regional 
development committee writes, the IDP is but ‘a mere document, with intentions and programmes to line up 
different non-concrete or unreliable projects’. Secondly, the research methods deployed in the PWC-report 
are questionable, since they resulted in a limited and biased comprehension of the cities’ international 
position. The selected indicators are only derived from (1) a bench-marking analysis and (2) a comparison of 
different rankings, listing cities according to their international business-climate. To include Brussels’ 
multicultural aspects and its endogenous economical potential, a more in-depth analysis is required. In that 
sense, the advisory committee refers to scientific analyses that are based upon larger series of indicators that 
go beyond economical factors. They propose that the core of an endogenous development, should include 
Brussels’ economical (including trade and crafts), social, environmental, architectural potential and its 
landscape, nature and heritage. 

Finally, the IDP stresses on the development of an international image that ‘valorises and reinforces the 
tourist and cultural potential of the region’, through a city-marketing strategy. After comparing the IDP with 
the Regional Development Plan, the advisory committee states that a city-marketing should be a collection of 
instruments that enhances tourism and the cultural image of a city, and formulates ‘good’ answers on the 
individual and collective level, for both inhabitants and enterprises. City-marketing should improve 
economic development, appeal and quality of the city. The key-question here is: would a city-marketing 
strategy that exploits Brussels’ existing potential, be an appropriate instrument to arrive at a more legitimate 
and qualitative long-term collective vision on Brussels’ urban future? 

A second group of critiques, stresses the lack of integration of the 10 zones within a global vision. As 
said, the IDP stresses the territorial development of 10 large sites [5]. Most of them are already subject to 
ongoing development (e.g. Tour & Taxis, Brussels South Railway Station (Midi), Mont des Arts/Museum 
Quarter, the European Quarter, State Administrative Centre and in a limited way the West Station). For the 
other 4 delineated ‘strategic zones’ the future development is still under study and vague (Josaphat Railway 
Station, Heyzel, Schaarbeek Formation, Delta). Furthermore, some of these are plain brown-fields, need 
decontamination, or are still entangled within property negotiations between public and private actors. This 
territorial valorisation will be attained through the implementation of 6 large scale infrastructures with an 
explicit international scope, in public-private partnerships [1,2]. Intentions are: the erection of a (1) European 
museum that symbolises its presence in Brussels, (2) a congress hall (min. 3000 places, 15.000m² exhibition 
space; in total 50.000m²), (3) a concert hall (15.000 places), (4) a new sports arena, (5) a Fashion & Design 
museum and (6) a large shopping centre in the north of Brussels.  
The spatial scattering of the zones within the region is remarkable. Although the government pursues a 
development from the historical centre outwards since several years, this scattering of the selected zones, 
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indicates a more poly-centric induced development. Only 2 strategic zones are located in the ‘historical’ city 
centre (delimited by the pentagon which indicates the 2nd old circumvallation of the city). 4 sites are located 
in the 19th century expansions of the city. Another 4 are situated outside the 2nd ring way in Brussels. 
Unfortunately, the IDP doesn’t mention any spatial link with local, regional, interregional or international 
scales, nor its own hinterland. The lack of mutual spatial integration between the areas on the one hand and 
the areas within the urban fabric on the other hand, is striking. In addition, the PWC-report nor the Road 
Map mentions any links with other existing regional plans. First of all, the ten zones have particular land 
use and development instructions by legislation. In consequence, the development of several of the selected 
areas depends upon an adaptation of this legislation. Secondly, there is no link with the existing economic 
and employment policies with other actors in the region. Furthermore, there is a lack of connection with 
regional policies on local trade development, climate, sustainability and environment. Although the territorial 
development might hide a well thought spatial policy, we are convinced this is not the case. No impact 
assessments have been made on the development of the zones and the erection of the infrastructures 
mentioned above. The level of detail in several parts of the PWC-report and the Road map, point towards the 
importance of short-term valorisation of territorial property.  

As Corijn et al. (2009) remark: an integration of the 10 selected zones within a more global vision on 
Brussels’ international urban development is absent [23].  

The last cluster of critiques warns for the high degree of freedom to private investors. These 
comments are mainly based upon a remarkable démarche of the Brussels government. The PWC-report was 
initially presented within national and international real estate circles, before the parliament and other 
regional institutions were informed. An intense debate flared up in the parliament, civil society and among 
some urban organisations [3,4]. First, the plan wasn’t mentioned to become public at that particular moment 
[5]. Secondly, it enforces the suspicion that the government aims at attracting private investors. Finally, the 
IDP does not include any regulation or minimal development requirements, that translate a global vision on 
the city as a whole.  

4.2 Positioning the IDP within Brussels urban policy, planning and development. 
Although large scale urban development exists from the 19th century onwards, urban planning as a 

separate sector of the Brussels government, is a rather young tradition in Brussels. Only in 1962 a national 
law on regional planning was approved which introduced a detailed land use plan subordinated to strong 
hierarchic bureaucratic procedures. This section draws on Moritz’ (2006) comprehension of Brussels’ 
urbanism and focuses on two periods: the first period ranges from 1958 onwards until 1978. The second 
ranges from 1978 until now [48].  

The first period, refers to a ‘technocratic urbanism’ and was marked by several large scale development 
projects that later turned out to be fiascos. Known examples are the construction of a railway through the 
historical city centre, the construction of highways entering the city and the development of several large 
scale projects in the context of the WorldExpo 1958, etc. Furthermore, the Manhattan-project in the Northern 
Quarter, (cf) gave way to the development of a number of office towers, leaving the neighbourhood with a 
dominantly mono-functional administrative character. Forced expropriations and large slum clearance were 
core elements in many of these projects. In general, these events are referred to as Brusselisation. The 
remembrance of this period left the urban fabric’ and its inhabitants scarred until now and still influences the 
collective memory on Brussels’ planning history [12,49].  

The negative outcomes re-emphasised the weak role of public actors, that gave way to private real 
estate developers, and induced an overtly reactionary climate among several neighbourhood committees, 
academics and environmental organisations that cumulated in the 70s. Pleading for more participation and 
consultancy of inhabitants within urban planning, a higher protection and expansion of (social) housing, 
additional public transport, these organisations succeeded in transforming the prevailing technocratic 
urbanism into a more consultative urbanism. The organisation of consultancy committees for large urban 
project was one of the main achievements. The appearance of a first Regional Plan of Brussels in 1979 was a 
second key accomplishment [49]. Jaques Aron (1978) describes the end of this period as a first turn in 
Brussels urbanism [50].  

The second stage in Brussels’ urbanism is referred to as a ‘consultancy urbanism’. When Brussels 
obtained its statute as a region in 1989, after the 3rd state reform, it got full authority to introduce and decide 
upon its proper urban planning policy. Important milestones are the approval of an ‘urban project’ called ‘the 
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Regional Development Plan’ (RDP) in 1995 (and its successor in 2001) and the set-up of a land use plan, 
called the ‘Regional Zoning Plan’ in 1998 (and its successor in 2001) [51]. Although there is much to say 
about this Brussels ‘zoom-in’ planning model, we only shed some light on one part, the Regional 
Development Plan, since it frames all other planning instruments.  

The RDP is typified by a broadly supported diagnosis of Brussels’ demographical and socio-spatial 
situation, its economic tendencies, urban planning and policy issues, etc. For a period of 5 years, about ten 
guidelines define policy measures that could cope with ongoing suburbanisation, transformations of the 
urban fabric, a lack of employment for low skilled jobs, an increasing educational problem, etc. Being the 
foundation of the urban development policy at the time, the region pursued a conservative planning, mainly 
focusing on housing and creating local employment [52]. On the level of urban renewal and redevelopment, 
the first RDP put much effort into the conservation of patrimony, the renovation of housing and social 
cohesion programmes. (The second RDP, engages further along these lines of thought but needs an urgent 
evaluation and update.) Although it was an interesting first attempt to cross sector-stratified planning and to 
elaborate an integrated visioning of Brussels’ urban future, the success of the plan was limited due to the 
indicative, non-binding character. As mentioned in Section 2, the high infrastructural complexity in Brussels, 
equally chokes cooperation between public actors in the realm of urban policy and planning. 

Recently, Moritz proposed the hypothesis of a second turn in Brussels urbanism [48]. Since 2003, a 
number of events occurred that are typified by a high participative and bottom-up induced character. Those 
developments, might point towards a second turn in Brussels’ urban development, shifting from a 
consultative towards a participative planning. In the early 90s, Brussels introduced an instrument called ‘the 
Neigbourhood Contracts’, enhancing an integrated local redevelopment via the improvement of social 
cohesion and functional mix [24]. New in these instruments, was the inclusion of broad participation 
processes. Although information and consultancy procedures are formally inscribed in planning legislation, 
the planning instruments often don’t provide more decision power to inhabitants. A small decade later, civil 
society mobilised again, when several (large) territories in Brussels –some of them also included in the IDP– 
became subject to (re)development. Hallmark examples of bottom-up induced events, are the renovation of a 
large public space (Place Flagey), the reconversion of a former office site (State Administrative Centre) and 
the development of a whole new district near the historical centre (Tour & Taxis), or the introduction of 
international competitions (Place Rogier, Rue de la Loi). These events stress positive and encouraging 
dynamics since 2001.  

Unfortunately, the introduction of the International Development Plan in 2007 seems to refute this 
hypothesis of a second turn. The policy measures taken with the IDP (and the introduction of a planning 
agency and adaptation of planning legislation) contradicts this supposed shift towards more inclusion of civil 
society and inhabitants via information, consultation, coordination and co-production. The IDP rather 
abandons their involvement.  

4.3 the IDP as a by-passing strategy and emblem of laisser-faire urbanism? 
Then why is the IDP an example of a by-passing strategy and risks the reproduction of a laisser-faire 

urbanism? As outlined in the theoretical section, by-passing strategies encompass four different aspects, and 
introduce new policy instruments, actors and institutions. The evaluation and update of the formal ‘urban 
project’ of Brussels, encompassed within the Regional Development Plan, kept waiting a long time. The 
adaptation of the plan traditionally needs to endure cumbrous statutory procedures, which foiled the 
government to develop several territories on a short term. This seems to be the initial reason why the 
government introduced the IDP. Furthermore, the government didn’t inform the advisory regional 
development committee to set-up an international development plan.  

From this perspective, the government bypassed statutory planning regulations and institutional bodies 
via the IDP (1). Concerning the freezing of conventional planning tools (2), the delay in evaluation and 
update of the regional development plan, might only point to pragmatic considerations instead of an overtly 
conscious freezing. On the other hand, the interventions that paralleled the IDP are more convincing. First of 
all, the introduction of the project agency ATO mirrors indeed a by-passing method (4). In addition, the 
adaptation of regional planning regulations –the BWRO– reflects another by-passing strategy (3). These four 
aspects clearly show how the IDP and the parallel interventions taken inscribes within bypassing-strategies 
that are so typical for ‘neo-liberal urban policy’.  

But then, is the IDP an excrescence of neo-liberal urbanism? The above events could support such a 
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hypothesis convincingly. On the other hand, the position of the IDP within the global context of urban 
planning and policy should not be forgotten. And this is the crux: the place of the IDP within this context is 
rather unclear nowadays. On the one hand, several interventions mentioned in the IDP, are undertaken by 
now. A study on the international character of Brussels’ was ordered, based upon a large survey on ‘the’ 
identity of Brussels’ population. These results should be the core of the succeeding city-marketing strategy. 
The development agency ATO is in charge to coordinate the development of the territories mentioned in the 
IDP. But after the regional elections in June 2009 and contrary to the two years before, the general 
declaration of the Brussels Region redirected its ambitions from the international development of Brussels, 
towards a sustainable development [9]. At least in the public discourse of the governments’ urban policy, the 
importance of the IDP decreased. Furthermore, a revision of the regional development plan is inscribed 
within the coalition agreement. This implies that current local development policies on social, cultural, 
economic, mobility, etc issues will be replaced on the political agenda. In this sense, we are convinced that 
although the risks involved with the launch of the IDP should be addressed seriously as the scheme is an 
important part of Brussels’ territorial development, the position of the IDP should be equally re-balanced 
within the overall policy that encompasses a number of other instruments and measures.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 
The bypassing process of which the International Development Plan is an essential element, seems to be 

the effect of two processes. On the one hand public actors seek to implement private-public partnerships in 
order to share financial risks when developing large scale infrastructure. In this sense, short-term territorial 
valorisation prevails on the development of a global vision on Brussels’ urban policy and the plans which 
should embody such a vision. Contrary to what is desirable in PPP-construction, we must diagnose that the 
Brussels Government –thus the public actor– is a rather weak director in coordinating the process between 
visioning and developing urban projects. The IDP enforces this image of the government as a weak public 
director. On the other hand, a spatial process of polycentric development becomes visible when locating the 
10 development zones selected in the IDP. This might indicate a further decentralisation of current 
socio-economic processes so prevailing in the Brussels’ region. The choice of such a rather de-centralised 
development, increases polarisation within urban policy itself. While urban actors choose to continue with 
the development of neighbourhood contracts (area-based local interventions to improve social cohesion),  
an increasing importance is laid on the socio-economic rentable large scale development projects and 
infrastructure selected in the IDP.  

The comments and critique on the IDP imply that both the legitimacy and quality of the plan is below 
par. Although an IDP is necessary to deploy and imagine Brussels on an international scope, the current 
version fails in its duties, as some involved environmental organisations state aptly [47]. In the very near 
future, the Brussels Government will start to set up a new Regional Development Plan. The question remains 
in which way the IDP will be included in this ‘urban project’ and how much power it will retain behind the 
scene of formal urban policy.  

During 2009, an important dynamic was reached through the mobilisation of Brussels’ civil society and 
academics, offering alternative interpretations for an integrated Brussels future, embedded within the most 
recent research and findings on Brussels’ current challenges [53]. Although this is only a preliminary attempt, 
we are convinced that the application of a visioning process as proposed in the three-track model could 
improve the IDP in many ways. Examples are: a more elaborate approach on Brussels’ international 
character informed by well-document research already available in Brussels, an ambitious and integrated 
urban planning that combines qualitative building projects with a sustainable urban project for the city as 
whole, that evaluates local impacts and anticipates upon eventual negative effects, that involves all actors 
during the planning and design process of the projects proposed in the IDP, etc. In this sense, practices like 
design-by-research comport essential elements in facilitating an urban development by co-production. An 
urban policy that aims at the repositioning of power-balances within urban projects, that facilitates 
empowerment and capacity building, might improve the legitimacy and quality of both planning and design 
processes and the resulting projects.  
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ABSTRACT: “ We cannot solve problems using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.” 
This quote from Albert Einstein brushes upon the challenges currently being faced in our contemporary 
urban environments. After decennia of top-down conditioning, bottom-up responses have gradually emerged. 
However, is there a way that the ‘either-or’ position can be transcended? This paper shares the learnings from 
two cases searching for sustainable development strategies, the first initiated by a village in the Marowijne 
region of Suriname, the second by the government of the island of St. Maarten. One and the same 
methodology was applied to research the feasibility and potentials of an integrated approach. 
KEYWORDS:  sustainable strategies, planning cultures, governance, integrated development, relational 
space, inclusive urbanism 
 
COMPLEX URBAN MANAGEMENT 
 
    The evolution of advanced technologies has stimulated new ways of inter-relating diverse disciplines 
and professions. Simultaneously, the intensification of mixed societies through increased global migration of 
cultures has created complex social fabrics that render the planning and territorial management new 
challenges that surpass the established planning praxis. The steering of urban life to a sustainable and 
progressive model cannot be carried out simply from above, nor can we expect it to unfold itself from below.  
    The conventional ‘top-down’ approach where governments set the condition under which economic 
production and social livelihoods may spatialize is threatening to loose its ‘grasp’, whilst the growth of 
self-organized settlements poses yet another threat to those governing bodies that strive to remain in control 
– two sides of a similar coin aspiring to develop the urban terrain. Is there a way to transcend this seemingly 
paradoxical bottleneck? Are there new ways of relating from which problems can be seen as potentials and 
opponents may become allies?  
 
ACTION LEARNING AND ACTION RESEARCH 
 
    The opportunity stemming from two case studies striving for sustainable development laid the ground to 
research and test the possibility for alternative modes for sustainable development, one which was initiated 
from a ‘bottom-up’ approach, and the second from a ‘top-down’ approach. Through utilizing action-learning 
and action-research as a methodological approach for co-engagement, a symbiosis for multiple parties was 
ascertained. Outside-in analysis was complimented with inside out fieldwork in which voices and aspirations 
to realize seemingly hidden potential were collected through various scales and institutions, from the most 
private to the most public. Introducing the academia as a potential bridge between governments and citizens, 
a trilateral relationship was formed from which a collective vision was formed that represented the range of 
stakeholders. The symbioses generated an integrated urban development strategy and catalyzed the 
educational platform as a generator and contributor of change.  
    The first case study looks at the village of Perica in Suriname where 70 families reside in search for new 
economic potentials. The research and design proposal eventually lead to insights that contributed to the 
territorial spatial planning necessities for the Marowijne region, and later contributed to the decentralization 
of the national spatial development plan of the country.  
 
    The second case study looks at the island of St Maarten in which the government requested a research 
for the zoning plan. By illustrating the interrelation between socio-spatial and spatial-economic forces, an 
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integral development plan was generated by including grassroots desires with governmental aspiration, with 
the private investors as the economic driving force. The holistic approach has lead to the 2020 Vision Plan 
for the island. 
    The cross border correlation between disciplines, institutions and various layers of the society, 
embracing the local to regional to global correlations, opened the door for an integrated and progressive 
development strategy.  
 
SPATIAL-POLITICS AND THEIR CONSEQUENCES ON THE URBA N TERRAIN – A BRIEF 
HISTORICAL RECAPITULATION 
 
    Crisis of wars and economic depressions over the past century and the choices governments have 
installed in response have conditioned the territorialisation of the urban surface – with crisis often being the 
catalyser motivating governments to pull the power back to the state. This overarching position dominated 
the form of urbanization in the resulting nations as political beliefs conditioned the development process. 
Reviewing the American and European model, we see two typologies of how at first a predominantly liberal 
approach leads to a privatization of urban space where market-driven investments steer the urbanization 
process as illustrated in the sprawling of the American cities. In Europe on the other hand, a predominantly 
state driven process, with public-private partnerships, set the conditions in which its people, proceeding 
centuries of aristocratic rule, could foster and grow accordingly. However, the reconditioning of their social 
fabric enhanced by increased globalization processes after the 1950s engendered the start of a new 
demography for most Western European states. The increasing influx of economic migrants particularly from 
challenged nations (e.g. Africa, Asia and more recently from Eastern Europe) has created conditions that 
illustrate larger forms of inequality within the overall populace. The seemingly well-managed urban 
environments struggle to find modes of co-existence in this new condition as contemporary urban renewal 
projects dominate the agenda of the vast majority of municipal governments.  
    Development, as it has progressed over the past century utilizing the effectiveness and technological 
advancements stemming from industrialization, has primarily been geared at stimulating the economic 
potentials of nations as illustrated in the measurement of a country’s performance by the international 
standard of their Gross Domestic Product or Gross Domestic Income. In effect, one can say that development, 
as it has commonly come to be recognized in the occidental nations, solely concerns the economical, and 
technological. However, one can consider the justification of this focus as pointed out by an Indian 
community worker active for the past 30 years in Dharavi, India, one of the largest slums of Asia, he states, 
“Europe and America represent the developed world, right? And we in India, and many more parts of 
Southeast Asia, Africa and South America are seen as developing countries, right? But what is the West so 
developed in? Economically and technologically for sure, but are they also socially, culturally and spiritually 
developed? In fact I believe it is we who are the more developed in these later categories, they in fact, are the 
developing nations!” Although the point may be argued in myriad ways, it does put into question what in 
effect does one tend to develop when setting out a development strategy? And more importantly, what are the 
consequences to those aspects that have not taken into account? Have economical and technological 
advancements restricted the growth of social cohesion, self-satisfaction and perhaps spiritual awareness? A 
provocative thought but nonetheless essential to consider, particularly if one takes into consideration the 
astonishing numbers of global avoidable immortality (particularly in ‘developing nations) and stress-related 
deaths (particularly in the ‘developed’ nations).1  
    Being in the midst of an economic crisis – succeeding an oil crisis, food crisis, terrorist crisis and global 
warming crisis – notions of development are being gradually reconsidered. Pure economic-driven 
competitiveness between cities and countries, although still highly desired by many nation states as 
represented by the trillions of ‘bail-out’ Dollars and Euro’s that have been invested to reignite an old 
economic model, and decades of development support by institutions and the prioritization of their economic 
targets such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, are being questioned by a growing 
populace. The voicing of other needs and requirements within the development discussion are gradually 
emerging. Yet the question remains, how does one include and integrate this after centuries of ‘top-down’ 

                                                           
1 See http://globalavoidablemortality.blogspot.com/ and 
http://faculty.css.edu/dswenson/web/Stress/stressfacts.html) 
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decision-making? And can perhaps the growing support for on grass-root or more commonly known as 
‘bottom-up’ responses offer a solution, as represented by the heightened recognition of micro-credit 
financing system?2 Perhaps an even more challenging proposition, is there a way to transcend the ‘either-or’ 
approach wherein one group of stakeholders (e.g bottom-up) is re-acting to decisions taken by the other (e.g. 
top-down)? Two case studies strived to develop an inclusive approach that collected the voices of multiple 
stakeholders in order to weave them into a synergetic model creating a win-win solution for all parties. 
However, a radically new methodological structure would be required, as history has illustrated that we 
cannot solve problems with the same kind of thinking, we used when we created them.3 The challenge 
entailed a “deconstruction and strategic reconstitution of conventional modernist epistemologies - in other 
words, the radical restructuring of long-established modes of knowledge formation, of how we assure that 
the knowledge we obtain of the world can be confidently presumed to be accurate and useful.” (Soja, 1997) 
 
TWO CASE STUDIES, ONE METHODOLOGY  
 
    In search for sustainable development strategies, two case studies initiated from opposite sides of the 
spectrum of ‘power’ were requested. The first stemming from the leaders of Perica, a village of 70 families 
in the eastern region of Suriname, representing a ‘bottom-up’ initiative; and the second, stemming from the 
ministry of Spatial Planning and Environment (VROM) from the island of St. Maarten, representing a 
‘top-down’ initiative. Both requests were sent to Cross Border Relations (CBR), a foundation set up in 2003 
striving to utilize academic potentials to foster “prosperity” projects in developing countries. Embarking with 
the philosophy that development should be achieved by ‘investing in people and planet first, with pleasure 
and profit as a result’4, the CBR approach rethinks the economical model in order to safeguard local culture 
and local nature in a globalizing milieu. A group of students and researchers from Delft University of 
Technology (TU Delft) and The Hague University (HHS) formed an interdisciplinary team representing the 
fields of urban planning, urban design, landscape architecture and architecture from TU Delft, and the fields 
of marketing and communication were represented from HHS.  
    The research methodology was structured to support continuous and diverse forms of knowledge 
exchange. An interdependent framework generated a nonlinear and progressive formation of the collective 
intelligence5 of its contributors. As a result, an inclusive engagement with all stakeholders stimulated a sense 
of co-ownership and co responsibility. This process is referred to as action learning and action research.6 
This open-ended structure allowed for an evolutionary learning curve that helped stimulate and direct the 
research and design process. While retaining more conventional urban analytical toolkits (e.g. program 
mapping, geographical conditioning, etc) as a valuable asset, a subjective enhancement for the overall 
understanding was required. To support the interrelation of more innovative scientific mapping techniques 
such as Space Syntax, which illustrate the spatial integration and connectivity of a region, with the more 
perceptual reflections7, a collection through dialogue, surveys and temporal co-habitation with local peoples 
was required. 
    The foundation of the research departs with an understanding of ‘space’ as the underpinning upon which 
all other activities (social, economical, political) unfold. In other words, space comes first and over time, is 
gradually inhabited by human activity. Man in turn creates forms in their environment, which in return 

                                                           
2 Muhammad Yusuf won the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize award recognizing his efforts to catalyze the micro 
loans revolution.  
3 Albert Einstein  
4 Cross Border Prosperity, see www.crossborderrelations.org  
5 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collective_intelligence 
6 Reginal Revans is given credit as the originator of “action learning” as he introduced this method in 1940 
(see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Action_learning), whereas Kurt Lewin coined the term “action research” in 
1944 (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Action_research). However, the concept of action learning and action 
research finds a more historical origin in the pre-Christian literature stemming from Sanskrit writings on 
self-development and inner work, often referred to as learning by doing.  
7 Henri Lefebvre teaches us in “The Production of Space” three notions of space; conceived, perceived and 
lived space.  
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shapes the user through its spatial conditioning.8 As such, correlations were sought after interconnecting 
conditions (and aspirations) from the social, economical and political to the spatial. Finding ways to 
synergize social-spatial and spatial-economical conditions set the platform for the diverse forms of 
knowledge exchange. Stakeholders in this regard entailed the diverse ministries within the local and national 
government representing top-down intentions, community leaders and local inhabitants representing 
bottom-up aspirations, and the economic sector represented by members of the chamber of commerce and 
large-scale private industries. The three primary sectors were complimented by the middle sector represented 
by non-governmental organizations, academia and local churches. 
    Following the mapping and data collection of the two areas, looking at the various spatial scales (e.g. 
village, region, country and neighbouring countries) and time scales (past, present and futures – near, middle 
and far), workshops were setup to enhance the understanding by collect reflections, testimonies and ideas 
stemming from the Surinamese and St Maarten diaspora. This allowed the subjective perspective and 
sensibilities to be honoured while simultaneously generating a network of ‘co-owners’ to the project, both 
abroad as well as locally. 
    Once on location, field analysis was carried out mapping spatial livelihoods of inhabitants while 
assessing geographic potentials together with local NGO’s. Aspirations for new forms of economy such as 
ecotourism, small scale agriculture, aquaculture and cultural crafting were voiced, while propositions for 
language economies9 and knowledge economies10 were investigated together with local academia. Issues 
concerning ‘culture and knowledge’ as well as ‘sport and health’ were supported through the design of 
diverse recreational facilities spatially situated, financially supported and politically backed-up, as they were 
the result of a collective contribution. (See figures 1 & 2) 
 
Reflections and Openings 
 
    The learnings from both projects illustrated that regardless if an initiative stems from a seemingly 
bottom-up or top-down perspective, through the utilization of an integrated approach a sustainable and 
win-win outcome is feasible. It is however relevant in this regard to open up the concept of integration to as 
many domains as effectively possible to ensure a holistic approach. To start off this would require 
inclusiveness at its foundation in order to generate the required support from the responsible stakeholders. 
The role of academia, and in particular interdisciplinarity is seen as a principal condition to stimulate 
dialogue and continuation through progressive capacity development11. An inter-professional engagement 
follows as it allows academic and professionals to exchange potentials and insights from the theoretical 

                                                           
8 This and further researched insights into space stem from the continuous research of Spacelab: Research 
Laboratory for the Contemporary City (see www.spacelab.tudelft.nl)  
9 Due to their strategic regional positioning and postcolonial ties, inhabitants of both regions are gifted with 
the capability of speaking numerous languages, ranging from English, Dutch, Spanish and French, to more 
local dialects and languages. Connecting global corporate and academic events with the local geographical 
and language conditions allows for both nations to host international events connecting North and South 
American parties with European stakeholders. 
10 Putting value into cultural heritage as a valuable (and thus marketable) asset was investigated introducing 
concepts such as ‘edu-cul-tourism’, connecting education, culture and tourism. Particularly in St Maarten 
much of this was lost due to the sole focus on mass tourism and real estate development following 50 years 
of neo-liberal policies. Furthermore, the climatic conditions of Suriname supported high potentials for 
research into tropical medicine, as the Guiana Shield, the northern region of the Amazon, is the largest 
expanse of undisturbed tropical rain in the world. It homes one of the richest biodiversities while having a 
highly reduced threat posed by more dangerous life forms as found further south in the Amazon. However, 
bauxite and other energy resource excavations supported by international mining industries often threaten the 
natural habitat. 
11 The term capacity building is purposely not used here as it insinuates the building of capacities that 
partners in developing areas may not have. Unfortunately this perspective is both contentious and 
disrespectful to the local parties as it lacks sensibility to the existing capacities that are apparent. As such, the 
further developing of the existing capacities whilst generating a reciprocal learning and exchange process for 
both parties through the term capacity development is preferred. 
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frameworks (as represented in the educational institutions) with the more practical challenges and 
bottlenecks as experienced from the praxis. The long-term and required continuation is then secured through 
the financial investors whether local or international, while the perspective of NGO’s and local churches 
ensure that the CBR philosophy of ‘investing in people and planet first, with pleasure and profit as a result’ 
would be adhered. This interdependent framework of stakeholders, disciplines and their correlations in a 
spacetime based evolutionary process, set the configuration for an integrated and progressive development 
vision. 
    From a spatial perspective, an enhancement and more inter-relational understanding of space to the 
parallel fields of society, economy and policies then becomes the engine to integrate top-down political 
intentions with bottom-up aspirations as embodied by the people. Refined concepts of the social-spatial and 
spatial-economical relationships can weave perspectives in a systematic and synergetic way, and thus reduce 
the consequences of rigorous and often naïve restructuring. Deploying strategies to remake the city are 
insensitive to the consequences they generate, as such environments are the result of a generational process 
gradually conditioning its surrounding and its constituents. The research carried out during the two case 
studies of Suriname and St. Maarten reiterate the belief felt by many, yet supported by few, that through the 
inclusion of the hidden potentials of the inhabitants, a true social and environmental sustainability can be 
achieved.  
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Figure 1: Prosperity Village Perica – multi scalar (in space and time) integrated development vision for North 
Suriname. Starting from the scale of the village of Perica, and moving up and interrelating to the regions of 
Marowijne, eastern Suriname and eventually the northern territory. See 
http://www.spacelab.tudelft.nl/perica for more details. 



 
 

1201 

 
Figure 2: Sustainable Strategies for St. Maarten – integrated and progressive spatial development vision 
utilizing spatial underpinning to facilitate social-economical development with local culture and local nature as 
points of departure. See www.spacelab.tudelft.nl/stmaarten for more details. 
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ABSTRACT: Beijing Urban Planning and Design Institute creatively put forward a new concept “Mixed-use 
Land” (in 2004), in order to meet the need to increasingly development of Beijing old city. This is the first time 
that the concept of mixed use is used in the management level of the land-use planning of the Historical and 
Cultural Protected Area in China. This paper intends to show the advantages and disadvantages of the mixed 
use from a perspective of the Hutong protection, which is mixed with the author’s research experiences in the 
project of Measures for the Administration of the Protection of Beijing Hutong. First, this paper gives a 
thorough introduction of the concept of mixed use. Then the second part analyzes the contradictions between 
the mixed use and the Hutong protection, and gives the thinking of a feasible solution. The third part proposes 
a Hutong classification based on the materials of the Hutong commercial land survey. In the end, this paper 
brings forward some feasible suggestions on the present land-use planning and administration. 

 
KEYWORDS: mixed use, Hutong protection, Hutong classification, new managerial strategies 
 

PREFACE 

Nowadays, with the development of market economy, especially considering the current booming 
cultural and creative industry, such as the restaurants, bars and characteristic shopping zones within the old 
area of Beijing, it’s more and more becoming a contradictory between the protection of Historical and Cultural 
Area of Beijing and the further development. In 2004, Beijing Urban Planning and Design Institute worked out 
the latest land-use planning of Historical and Cultural Protected Area of Beijing and creatively put forward a 
new concept, “Mixed-use Land”. It’s defined that Mixed-use Land consists of 80% Residential Land and 20% 
Commercial-financial Land. This is the first time that the concept of mixed use is used in the management 
level of the land-use planning of the Historical and Cultural Protected Area in China. 

As the chief traffic road of Beijing old city, the Hutong protection always faces numerous challenges. 
Both the renovation of historic buildings and the concentration of commercial facilities have caused the 
contradictions between protection and development. This paper intends to show the advantages and 
disadvantages of the mixed use from a perspective of the Hutong protection. And it’s hoped that some useful 
suggestions would be found for the further development of the land-use planning of the Historical and 
Cultural Protected Area. 

1 THE INTERPRETATION ON MIXED USE 

1.1 Research summary of mixed land use 
 
So far, in China the research of the issue of mixed land use is always from the concept of compatible 

urban land use (ZHENG Zheng, GU Yuan, 2001; SIMA Xiao, ZOU Bing, 2003) and the urban land use 
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classification (SUN Hui, LIANG Jiang, 2002; ZOU Bing, WU Xiaoli, 2002). 
Studies on compatible urban land use are focused on the issue of rational land-use under the 

market-oriented economic. Through the analysis of the concept compatible urban land use and its related 
factors, ZHENG Zheng and GU Yuan (2001) bring forward several suggestions on improving the planning 
and administration. [1] Further, SIMA Xiao and ZOU Bing (2003) discuss the causes and evaluation criteria 
of land-use compatibility. Their research shows not only a more comprehensive explanation of the concept, 
but also the administrative principles. [2] 

Studies on the urban land use classification intend to answer the contradictions between the land use 
planning and administration in China. By the analysis of the development of the urban land use classification 
standards in China, as well as comparison of the practice between China and the U.S., SUN Hui and LIANG 
Jiang (2002) advocate that land use classification should be according to the service scope and construction 
scale of the public facilities. [3] Different with SUN Hui and LIANG Jiang, ZOU Bing and WU Xiaoli (2002) 
suggest that the land use classification should also pay attention to the investors and users of the public 
facilities in order to avoid externalities of the market economy. With Shenzhen as the case, they try to divide 
the public facilities land use into two categories: non-profit facilities and facilities with commercial potential. 
The former should be strictly regulated by urban planning in terms its land uses while the later should be 
navigated to maximize the land value to adapt to the market economy. [4] 

So in China, the present research of mixed land use is focused on the theoretical study of compatible 
urban land use and the classification of urban land use, while the mixed use in Historical and Cultural 
Protected Area has not been involved. Based on these existing results, this paper intends to show some 
suggestions on improving the present mixed use planning in Historical and Cultural Protected Area through 
the analysis of the causes and contradictions of commercial and residential land use mix. 

1.2 Causes of mixed use 
 
As the land-use planning plays an important role in the administration of the urban land use, the mixed 

use planning has a huge impact on the protection of old city. The commercial and residential land use mix is 
mainly promoted by the development of social-economic and the implementation of new protected policy, 
and some detailed analysis is as follows: 

(1) The demand of the social-economic development. Although almost all the land in Historical and 
Cultural Protected Area was residential in the old time, today some parts of it have changed to be commercial 

land use. There are two main reasons: ①The improvement of living standard of old city residents 

encourages the growth of commercial facilities. ②The outstanding location advantages of the Beijing old 
city, as well as the landscape, culture, history and other unique resources, make the rapid development of 
cultural & creative industry. Obviously, the increase of the commercial land in Historical and Cultural 
Protected Area is a product of the social-economic development. 

(2) The demand of the implementation of new protected policy. According to the master plan of Beijing 
city (2004-2020), the protection work of Beijing old city has went into a new stage, self-renovation. The new 
plan says, “The renovation of old buildings should be decided and carried out by the property owner, as well 
as comply with the standards made by the government”. This new regulation is going to promote not only the 
growth of individual transformation events, but also the commercial use of the old buildings. As a result, the 
original administration of the residential land use should be more flexible. 

2 CONTRADICTIONS BETWEEN MIXED USE AND HUTONG PROTECTION 

2.1 Content of the contradictions1 
 
Since the historical and other reasons, the phenomenon of mixed use between commercial and 

residential land, as well as the contradictions between mixed use and Hutong protection, has existed for a 
long time. Usually, we could find the performance of the contradictions in the following two aspects: 

                                                      
1  To make description easier, without special instructions, the word “contradictions” is referred to 
“contradictions between mixed use and Hutong protection” in this paper. 
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(1) Commercial and residential environment conflict. It means the pollutions of the commercial 
activities make negative impact on the residential environment. The noise, light, fumes and other pollutions 
caused by the commercial activities do harm to not only the surrounding residential areas, but also the 
quality of the traditional buildings. 

(2) Commercial and residential style conflict. It means the appearances of the commercial buildings 
make negative impact on the traditional scene of Hutong. Compared with the other city areas, the 
administration should pay attention to protecting the living environment as well as the traditional scene in 
Hutong area. When the traditional residential buildings are filled with commercial functions, their 
appearances should be quite different. For example, the elevations of the restaurants, bars and characterized 
retails are always designed in a unique way to attract guests’ attention. Obviously, it’s opposite to the 
protection of the traditional scene of Hutong area. 

With the implementation of “Mixed-use Land”, now the mix of commercial and residential land use is 
legal. However, currently necessary attention hasn’t been paid to the contradictions between mixed use and 
Hutong protection, as a result, with the increase of the mix between commercial and residential land use, as 
well as the expansion of the contradictions, the traditional Hutong environment faces irreparable damages. 

2.2 Analysis of impact factors of the contradictions 
 
Since the situation of the mix of commercial and residential land use is different from one place to 

another, the effects of the contradictions aren’t the same, either. There are two kinds of factors which affect 
the effects: 

(1) The business content of a commercial facility determines the effect of its environment pollution. For 
example, compared to the restaurants and bars, the community retails make no noise and fume pollution and 
have little harm to the surrounding residential environment. 

(2) The original scene of Hutong determines the effect of the appearances of commercial buildings. For 
instance, compared with the traditional residential Hutong, the one, concentrated with more commercial 
facilities, more likes a commercial street. Obviously, the appearance of a commercial building has less effect 
on the original scene of “a commercial street” than a traditional residential Hutong. 

2.3 Contradictions and land-use planning in historical and cultural protected area 
 
Based on the analysis of the content and impact factors of contradictions between mixed use and 

Hutong protection, we can get the following three basic conclusions: 

①The contradictions between mixed use and Hutong protection comprise commercial and residential 
environment conflict and style conflict. 

②Commercial and residential environment conflict is mainly determined by the business content. It 
means the effect of the contradictions changes by the commercial facilities. 

③Commercial and residential style conflict is mainly determined by the original scene of Hutong. It 
means the effect of the contradictions changes by the location of commercial facilities. 

Therefore, the basic principle of solution of the contradictions is: considering the business content of the 
commercial facilities and the original scene of Hutong, each Hutong should have its own administration 
measure, which contains both environmental and appearance standards. 

However, the present statement of this mixed use, which we could find in the land-use planning of 
Historical and Cultural Protected Area, is only that “Mixed-use Land consists of 80% Residential Land and 
20% Commercial-financial Land”. Apparently, the content of “Mixed-use Land” contain nothing with the 
appearances of buildings, it causes the lack of administration of commercial and residential style conflict. 
And since the “Commercial-financial Land” consists of kinds of land uses in existing urban land use 
classification (see Table 1), it can’t be used to solve the commercial and residential conflict, either. 

So it’s concluded that, the existing land use planning of Historical and Cultural Protected Area couldn’t 
solve the contradictions between mixed use and Hutong protection unless it has further regulations on the 
business content and appearance of the commercial facilities. 
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Table 1 land-use classification for commercial-financial land 

Code Uses Content 
C2  Commercial-financial 

land 
 

 C21 Commerce Department stores, shopping malls, professional retail & wholesale 
stores, and their supporting facilities, such as small-sized workshops, 
warehouses etc. 

 C22 Finance and insurance Banks and the branches, credit cooperatives, trust investment 
companies, stock exchanges, insurance companies etc. 

 C23 Trade and consultation Trading companies, firms, and their consulting organizations 
 C24 Service industry Restaurants, photo studios, barber shops, bathhouses, household 

repairs, traffic ticket offices 
 C25 Hotel industry Hotels, guest houses, holiday villages and their supporting facilities 
 C26 Market Kinds of independent markets, such as farm produce markets, 

commodity markets, industrial product markets etc.  
Source: Adapted from Urban Land Use Classification and Land Use Planning and Construction Standards 
(GBJ 137-90), 1991. 

3 RESEARCH OF COMMERCIAL LAND USE OF HUTONG 

After the analysis of the content and influencing factors of the contradictions between the mixed use 
and the Hutong protection, the following part intends to discuss the distribution rules of the contradictions by 
studying the survey materials on Historical and Cultural Protected Area, and then put forward some feasible 
solutions. 

3.1 Survey on commercial land use of Hutong 
 
The author and some colleagues who are working in the project of Measures for the Administration of 

the Protection of Beijing HuTong have taken a thorough survey of commercial land use of Hutong in May, 
2008. 

The survey includes all the 1115 Hutong within the 2nd ring road of Beijing. We use photos to record 
the commercial storefronts and classify them, according to the Hutong which they are belong to. Through the 

classification, we can get three conclusions: ①the number of Hutong which have commercial facilities; ②
the number of commercial storefronts in each Hutong; ③the business content and size of each commercial 
storefront through the analysis of the photos. 

By the analysis of ①, we can know the proportion and distribution characteristics of the Hutong which 

have commercial facilities. Based on ② and ③, we can get the number of commercial facilities and the 
business content in each Hutong. Since the number of commercial facilities can reflect the scene of Hutong 
and the business content and size of those commercial storefronts can reflect the degree of environmental 
pollution, we could know the degree and specific performance of contradictions in each Hutong, which is the 
key to the solution. 

3.2 Classification of mixed use of Hutong 
 
Based on the analysis of the survey materials of commercial land use of Hutong, the author finds that 

the number and business content of commercial facilities in Hutong could reflect the commercial 
concentration level and service scope. The further analysis is as follows: 

①The number of commercial facilities reflects their concentration level. Since the better location a 
Hutong is at, the more attraction it has for commercial land use. Those Hutong which have good location 
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advantages have a large number of commercial facilities and a high level of concentration. 

②The business content of commercial activities reflects the service scope. Since commercial facilities 
with large service scope need better location than those small ones, and the business content is also related to 
the location condition of Hutong. 

③Both the number and business content of commercial facilities are sensitively affected by the location 
condition of Hutong, so, to some degree, the commercial facilities number and business content should have 
a inner relationship between each other. It means, those commercial facilities with large service scope are 
preferred to locate in the Hutong with a large number of commercial facilities, as well as with a high level 
concentration. While those ones with smaller service scope usually locate in the Hutong with a smaller 
number of commercial facilities, as well as with a lower level concentration. 

Based on the information of number and business content of commercial facilities in each Hutong 
which we get from the Hutong survey, the author proposes to divide Hutong with commercial facilities into 
three categories by the service scope and concentration level of the commercial facilities: (see Table 2, Fig. 
1.-3.) 

①City level commercial Hutong. Such Hutong are in the old urban areas and have good reputation. 
They own the highest level of concentration of commercial facilities in all three categories, as well as the 
largest service scope. The commercial facilities mainly belong to tourism, leisure and entertainment industry, 
and their consumers come from the whole city, or even all over the world. Most of these Hutong have been 
redeveloped by the government, and the appearances of the buildings look like the scene of Hutong in the old 
urban areas. 

②Community level commercial Hutong. Based on the location advantages, such Hutong have a 
relatively high level of concentration. These commercial facilities mainly offer life services for surrounding 
communities. Since these Hutong have not been redeveloped by the government, all the commercial 
buildings are only transformed from those old residential ones and their appearances have a negative effect 
on the original residential scene of Hutong. 

③Scattered-type commercial Hutong. In general, they are in the old urban areas and have smaller 
service scope. In addition, the commercial facilities in this kind of Hutong are community retails. Most of 
them gather in the intersection of Hutong and meets the daily life needs of those residents there. Compared to 
the community level Hutong, the number of commercial facilities in such Hutong is very small. These 
commercial buildings are also transformed from those original residential ones, so most of them don’t have a 
satisfactory appearance. 

Table 2 the statistical number of Hutong in each mixed use category 

Category name Number Percentage Category name Number Percentage 

City level commercial Hutong 14 1.3% 
Scattered-type commercial 

Hutong 
195 17.5% 

Community level commercial 
Hutong 

36 3.2% Residential Hutong 870 78.0% 

Source: Provided by the project of Measures for the Administration of the Protection of Beijing HuTong, 
2008. 
 

   
Figure 1 City level  Figure 2 Community level Figure 3 Scattered-type 
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commercial Hutong 
 

commercial Hutong 
 

commercial Hutong 
 

3.3 Comparison analysis of three Hutong categories 
After studying and analyzing the service scope and concentration level of commercial facilities in each 

Hutong, all commercial Hutong have been divided into three categories. Now the paper is going to discuss 
the difference among them. 

(1) Comparison analysis of commercial and residential environment conflict. Since commercial and 
residential environment conflict is mainly determined by the business content of the commercial facilities, 
the paper proposes to discuss the environmental pollution degree in each category by comparing the business 
content. 

Since the commercial facilities in city level and community level commercial Hutong have a large 
service scope and a huge number of consumers, they usually cause some negative impacts on the 
surrounding residential environment. Especially the noise, light, fumes and other pollutions which are made 
by restaurants and bars disturb residents’ daily life. Generally speaking, the commercial and residential 
environment conflict is very evident in city level and community level commercial Hutong. It should be paid 
enough attention to keep residential environment from being polluted. However, the commercial facilities in 
scattered-type commercial Hutong are mainly small community retails, as well as have little pollution, 
therefore, such kind of Hutong doesn’t have the serious commercial and residential environment conflict. 

(2) Comparison analysis of commercial and residential style conflict. Since commercial and residential 
style conflict is mainly determined by the original scene of Hutong in which commercial facilitates are 
located, the paper proposes to discuss the different effect of appearances of commercial buildings in each 
category through the comparison of the original Hutong scene. 

With a large number and a high level concentration of the commercial facilities, there is little residential 
land use in city level and community level commercial Hutong. As a result, the commercial and residential 
style conflict should reflect the whole commercial environment and its traditional culture, but not the conflict 
between commercial buildings and traditional residential style. So the commercial and residential style 
conflict in city level and community level commercial Hutong is smaller. Such kinds of Hutong should pay 
their attention to create a business environment full of traditional cultural instead. On the contrary, with 
fewer commercial facilities, almost all the scattered-type commercial Hutong have traditional residential 
scene, so the commercial and residential style conflict is still significant in these Hutong. 

4 SUGGESTIONS ON MIXED-USE LAND 

Above, the paper has discussed the difference and characteristics of those contradictions in each Hutong 
category. Now it’s going to bring forward some suggestions on the present land use planning and 
administration for a more rational mixed use of commercial and residential land: 

(1) Now the classification of mixed use of commercial and residential land is too general. We should 
formulate different land compatibility table and environmental pollution control standards for mixed use area 
which are based on the service scope of each commercial Hutong category. For example, restaurants and bars 
can be promoted in the city level commercial Hutong, but retails such as metal goods and utensils should be 
limited. While in a community level commercial Hutong, the commercial facilities such as restaurants and 
bars, which usually cause serious noise, light and fumes pollutions, should be strictly administrated for 
protecting surrounding residential environment. However, with the exception of the commercial facilities 
which have little impact on the surrounding residential environment, the others should be prohibited in a 
scattered-type commercial Hutong. 

Table 3 diagrammatic sketch of a land compatibility table for mixed-use in Hutong 

The classification of Hutong  
Scattered-type commercial 

Hutong 
Community level 

commercial Hutong 
City level commercial 

Hutong 
Bars X P1 P Uses 
Restaurants P1 P P 
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Repairs P1 P X 
Retails P P P1 
Barber 
shops 

P P X 

… ... … … 
Note: P = Permitted, X= Prohibited, P1 = Permitted as a conditional use, and figures are illustrative only. 
 

(2) Formulating different commercial building appearance standards for mixed use area based on the 
concentration level of each commercial Hutong category. It can not only protect the original residential scene 
of residential and scattered-type commercial Hutong, but also is good for developing new appearances which 
are suitable for commercial Hutong. Apparently, the standards will be conducive to promoting a new 
harmonious blend of commercial buildings in city level and community level commercial Hutong. 

(3) With the market-economic development, the concentration level and service scope of commercial 
facilities in each Hutong will be changed. As a result, the business condition of commercial Hutong should 
be investigated regularly, as well as the mixed use category of each Hutong should be revised, in order to 
keep the administration of land reasonable. 

POSTSCIPT 

According to the practical condition of Hutong, the paper analyzes the content and impact factors of the 
contradictions and proposes the present plan and administration are not effective enough for the Hutong 
protection. Furthermore, the author brings forward different land use compatibility table and building 
appearance standards for each kind of Hutong based on the classification research. It’s hoped that the 
conclusions of this paper might promote the development of land use planning and administration in 
Historical and Cultural Protected Area, and the Hutong protection. 
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ABSTRACT : Recognizing that globalization processes has accelerated changes in production and 
development processes in urban agglomerations, cities and regions around the globe; resulting in a new 
urban and regional system of correlation and validation on a worldwide scale. The metropolization process in 
Latin America follows this development path and is also organized in a polycentric model articulated by 
main centralities (at local, city-metropolitan and even global level). The model needs some particular 
consideration in Latin American cities, in order to fulfil its main goal of enhancing competitiveness and 
coping with social needs. The dual scope of the development goal is in direct relation to the strategic 
approach of enhancing inter-relationship between the different centralities (mainly towards the global level) 
and intra–relationship (towards local level) needs a proper equilibrium; requiring a concrete, active role in 
the planning framework of each agglomeration as pre-condition for its success. This paper explores the 
potentialities of socio-spatial integration (at the local level as a concrete tool to validate the neighbours’ 
voice) towards a more integral multi-actor approach and as a process base in a relational network perspective, 
structured to achieve territorial multi-sectoral ambitions under the current urban transformation process. It is 
proposed that socio-cultural criteria can reveal the spatial needs and correlation potential of local inhabitants 
(in particular in informal settlements) via a process of recognition of their appropriation of the space, where a 
constituting sub-centrality via the recognition of it relational links, can impulse a concrete and activated 
network perspective (spatially and functionally) and could contribute by validating people’s voice to 
involved actors dialogue in order to archive territorial multi-sectoral correlations as indicated by the goals for 
the proposed polycentric model. 
KEYWORDS : Globalization, metropolization, polycentric development model, centralities, socio spatial 
fragmentation, competitiveness, social equity, local identity, bottom up strategies, relational network, 
multi-sectoral ambitions, metropolitan strategic planning. 
 
INTRODUCTION:  
 

Under the current context of globalization, it is possible to understand the global and local urban 
conditions in terms of their reciprocal relationship. According to Ulrich Beck (2004), the effects of 
globalization are as much a homogenization process as one that reinforces the identities and characteristics of 
places. A city can therefore in the current globalized context for development, find a chance to cultivate its 
singularities and through them; a new way to position itself towards the world. The local sphere can then 
build the engine of a new form based on international and internal integration, related to aspects of local 
identity. 
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This logic of locally identified spaces, embedded in specific communal social networks is seen as that 
which allows positive transformative criteria for the poorer and most disconnected areas of the city (Carrion, 
F. 2008). 

Nowadays, this logic is operated by the development of new centralities corresponding to the 
development of the current metropolitan polycentric model. It is under this polycentricity where the strange 
or the different could be socially and physically integrated via the development of an inter-relation instead of 
an intra-relation. This means that the development of a social construction which does not separate but rather 
integrates (Carrion, F. 2008). This paper explores the capacities of these newly developed centralities on its 
potential to articulate the dual recognized goals of competitiveness and social equity (as is stated by the 
European Spatial planning Strategy, where the original model is defined). This will be introduced from the 
recognition of the role of local public space as the spatial base that allows for socio-cultural interactions. 
Process caused by individual recognition (internal appropriation of the place) as well as an external 
orientation connected to the cultural, spatial and functional integration. The proposed approaches will be 
introduced as main consideration for the design of possible integration strategies (from the local scale to the 
metropolitan scale) to counteract the increasing marginalization of poor areas within the metropolises. 
 
1 FROM MONOCEPHALIC URBAN PRIMACY TO A METROPOLIZATIO N IN EXPANSION, 

The polycentric model in the Latin American cities and the potential for sustainable developing 
roles of the newly developed urban centralities. 

The actual size, population and organizational complexity level reached by the development of the large 
metropolises in Latin America determines firstly a restructuring of its urban economies and a new and more 
integral planning approach, to be able to cope with the various actors involved in its management and new 
developments.  

The actual stage attained by the current intensity of globalization of trade, production and finances 
trigger an accelerated urban transition, with the understanding that the urban, as the new base for capital 
accumulation and development (Friedmann, 1987; Sassen, 1991), determines a new governmental focus on 
metropolitan development as a new paradigm for urban-based competitiveness.  

The current expansion of globalization of the economy and the latest advances on ICT development 
characterizes the restructuring of Latin American urban economies, specifically on their persistence to 
develop their main agglomerations into metropolitan areas. Their responses are strategies to improve the 
competitiveness of their respective national economies1 as mentioned previously and where large parts of 
the anticipated economic growth will develop in cities (especially considering a highly potential in the 
already large metropolitan areas) organized and articulated by each of its constitutive centralities. As such it 
is expected that despite the problems that these agglomerations face, Latin American governments shall 
focus on the opportunities that this represents for economic growth and improve the quality of life of its 
population. 

Intercity competition appears as a universal paradigm triggering urban development around the world2. 
Determining a new geography of winners and loser as described by Wallerstein (1976) as a world system, 
and later updated by Sassen (1991) where the search for a Global City status (understood as the 
agglomeration capacity to attract investment, business, public resources and tourism) has intensified on its 
developments and effects following the current economic and energy crisis.  

Several critical visions for the region coincide with the latest findings of the economic geography on the 
uneven character of the externalities of this process. According to Veltz (1997): “…can hardly be any dispute 
about the uneven nature of the capitalist world economy, which results in a spatial mosaic of prosperous and 
underdeveloped places, regions, and states, or what elsewhere has been termed an archipelago economy”. 

                                                           
1 As stated by Rojas, E. (IDB, 2004). “The region is recognized by the demographic and economic 
importance of its cities, which in 2000 concentrated 75% of the 523 million inhabitants and generated over 
50% of the economic growth”. In: Rojas, E (Ed.). Gobernar las Metropolis. Interamerican Development 
Bank. Washington.  
2 OECD Report (2006), Territorial Reviews Competitive Cities in the Global Economy. OECD Publishing. 
http://www.oecdbookshop.org/oecd/display.asp?K=5L9N7R5RX0MQ&DS=Competitive-Cities-in-the-Glob
al-Economy 
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In the case of Latin America, the main focus to increase competitiveness and promote local growth has 
been through the development of its main agglomerations; areas that experience a process of expanding 
metropolization. Processes, which are followed without exception, by the main agglomerations in the region 
clearly articulated by the activation and creation of new urban centralities, determine a clear territorial 
organization of polycentric formations within diffuse internal boundaries (Borsdorf et al, 2002). 

The polycentric model present in Latin America can be mainly understood through the European Spatial 
Development Perspective (ESDP) (1995) that had a distinct socio-distributive character design in search of a 
balance in the distribution of economic activities or rather a clear socio-integrative perspective. 
 
2 THE INSTITUTIONAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE CHALLENGE UNDE R ACTUAL URBAN 

DEVELOPMENT PARADIGM 

With governments worldwide being required to allocate large amounts of public resources to create the 
best urban conditions for hosting global investment; a number of key policy issues are emerging. These 
include demands for more sustainable oriented development, inclusive governance and more liveable cities 
(Cuadrado Roura, J. 2005) given current global economic turbulence and spatial unevenness of global 
economic growth. The “winner-losers” dichotomy is not only found between cities and regions but 
increasingly within the city itself and increasingly expressed as socio-spatial fragmentation. The institutional 
planning framework of the Latin American agglomeration does not yet effectively incorporate the structural 
responsibility and task of equilibrating the different forces (and correlated externalities) influencing 
metropolitan developments.  

To cope with the internationally oriented competitiveness strategy (following the urban scope to become 
a “global city”) and in a search of accelerating local economies several national governments (in the region 
and worldwide) are strategically improving services and infrastructure provision “by transferring 
responsibilities to sub-national governments units, which are more capable of meeting the needs of local 
economies and working with local entrepreneurs and civil society organizations” (Rojas, E., 2005). 

Whereas the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) report (2005), has emphasized the current 
challenge for urban governance in Latin American agglomerations; “…the main goal is to improve the 
competitive capacities of local productive base, while reducing social inequalities and minimizing and 
controlling environmental impacts”; thereby clearly insisting for sustainable oriented development. 

The decentralization of government functions has been one of the most distinguishing characteristics of 
the recent evolution in the administration of Latin American Cities. As appreciated in several territorial 
governing bodies in Latin America (for example: the 1996 Santiago de Chile Director plan; the 2000/2006 
Territorial ordering plan of Bogota, Colombia3), the above mention goal, could clearly be recognized in a 
dual challenge of: urban competitiveness and socio spatial equity. 

By recognizing the effects of the fast processes of urbanization, current high levels reached by the main 
Latin American agglomerations in metropolis formation, uneven development and the actual correlated 
polycentric urban model in practice, one can determine the development of several new urban centralities in 
a model that searches for more territorial balance in urban development under the above described conditions 
need to be reviewed.  

When analyzing the Latin American region, Cuadrado-Roura (2005) highlights the dual challenge and 
how that affects all cities with metropolitan areas in an apparent double perspective with regards to 
competitiveness. The dual challenge directed outwards in relation to other metropolises and must also focus 
inwards to solve the challenges raised by the expansion and the demands of the population. In this paper, we 
will focus on the potential of urban centralities and its dual challenge of economic growth and social spatial 
equity.  

With the understanding of goals of the current organization patterns and polycentric development (as a 
spatial developing model) defining the search for redistribution of attributes of the main old centres in favour 
of the periphery or stagnated areas - given that even the peripheral or the stagnated areas can also develop 

                                                           
3 As set in Sepulveda, D. (2003). Plan director urbano Santiago de Chile 1996, Plan de ordenamiento 
territorial Bogota 2000-6.Analize in: The role of public space in urban transformation: The Case of Santiago 
de Chile. Delft University of Technology, PhD Thesis. Delft University Press. Delft. 
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new centres that can build up positive complementariness or even compete with the old or main centralities4 
- as well as the knowledge that nowadays, balanced configuration development of new centralities as a 
development strategy for stagnated areas appears as a concrete strategic possibility for achieving the goal of 
a polycentric urban model.  
 
2.1 Metropolitan Polycentric organization in Latin America, considerations for the transferability of    

an imported development model 
Like many other spatial developing models, the polycentric model was defined and developed in Europe 

and North America and later on, following the Washington consensus, adopted by several Latin American 
metropolises. There are however structural problems that require a better “translation” towards a successful 
implementation of the polycentric model in the context of the Latin American main metropolises. 
Polycentricity has been understood as a spatial structure with concrete social distributes characteristics 
(Reynaud, 1981; Gil Beuf, 2009) of certain spatial elements, the centralities, embedded in an upper scale 
spatial system5. 

Operability towards the development of this model in the study region; under the enormously 
misbalanced conditions, existing in varied territorial scales for regions formed as metropolis in Latin 
America; demands some precise considerations at metropolitan level and its operative links. A multi-scalar 
approach, given the relational links at the level of centralities where the model is defined, is needed in the 
search for the articulation of a cooperative metropolitan network as main operative goal. 
 
a. Considerations on the metropolitan level  

The imposition of this spatial model in Latin American has met with several critiques on the anomalies 
of the commanding role of the metropolises at national level that are detrimental for other regions of each 
country. This was exposed very early on by Castells (1973) who defined this as one of the main spatial 
characteristic of the underdeveloped countries. According to Gouëset (2005), the failure in application of this 
model for Latin America is precisely the main difference with its original European framework predecessor; the lack of 
concrete policies sustaining urban balance related to the de-concentration of activities and population which was not 
even considered during the latest unsuccessful decentralization efforts in the region. 

The decentralization process (partly understood as a tacit agreement of the Latin American governments to follow 
the Washington consensus) required - as observed in Europe (that has met with strong critiques on its 
concrete performance) - a strong and effective public policy and a concrete operative capacity on the 
territorial ordering (as characterize by the European Union Policy under its review of the 1999 ESDP). 

Following the above mentioned characteristics of the model as described by Reynaud (1981), who 
explains a distributive model of certain spatial elements, where the dynamic of the different centralities 
(applied at diverse scales from local to interurban or even global) is required to be embedded in a upper scale 
spatial system to validate its dual goal (as understood from the original scope of bustling European cities 
economies, embedded in the overall goal of increasing the global competitiveness of the European Union as 
a whole). 

A great amount of the actual Latin American metropolises presents a polycentric model (mainly at the 
local and intra urban scales) that has resulted from the decentralization of certain activities, but most cases 

                                                           
4 An emblematic best practice, can be found at the regeneration projects in Barcelona of 1980s under the 
perspective of Jordi Borja-New centrality, Barcelona 92-, were the strategy consists of re-qualifying the 
stagnated areas, promoting socio spatial integration and operalizing developing poles with strong 
endogenous capacities in the periphery (Gil-Beuf). 
5 The social distributive character of the polycentric model, was firstly define under the 1995, European 
spatial development perspective, under the new concept of polycentrism, and according to Baudelle (2005) 
was defined as a strategy overrun the possible contradiction between the global competitiveness objectives 
and the cohesion between the members of the European Union. According to Gil-Beuf (2009) understood in 
this way polycentrism, was identify by the spatial economy as an ideal model for the balance distribution of 
economic activities, base on its potential capacity to optimize the positive externalities under critical mass 
agglomeration, (articulated by the dynamic of the centralities) with certain control over the negative 
externalities, base on a equilibrium on size and correlation between the different centralities, skipping the 
overall congestion at the main one(or its dominant attractions). 
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appears as clear results of market related forces rather than clear governmental action on the territory (De 
Matos, 2001; Borsdorf et al., 2002; Rojas E, 2005; Gouëset, 2005). This has made the concrete steering 
capacities on the development of driving forces focus on main economic actors and thus diminishing (or 
even neglecting) the “voice” of most vulnerable groups evident. This condition characterizes a majority of 
populations in the studied agglomerations, thus there is a clear need on the planning framework of each of 
the metropolitan regions to consider curbing this phenomena as recommended by the ESDP, from where the 
model originated. 
 
b. Consideration at the local level on the centralities. 

Several scholars have criticized the potential dual capacity of the spatial structure (for example, new 
urban centralities) to be able to combine favourable conditions for competition and territorial equity at the 
same time; without the threat of falling into the trap of creating more polarization and segregation given the 
inevitable role of private sector investments in the wish for economic dynamism that tends to privilege the 
objective of competitiveness in the first place (Bailey and Turoc, 2001). The latter focusing on 
territorial-oriented investment strategies. Following the ESDP goals in application of this model, it is 
understood that it is possible to counter the inequalities by “correcting externalities” via the actual strong 
re-distributive policies operated via social or economic transferability as subsidies and subsidiary practices.  

Application of a model in a region with the enormous differences between rich and poor inhabitants and 
a socially segregated territorial distribution determine very fragmented cities, as recognised by Burgess 
(2004). The peripheral character of the studied regions is in relation to its participation on the 
decision-making influences of the world economy, combined with the active and structural role of the 
informal economy in regional economic development determines clear and important factors to be considers 
in any developing strategy. In Latin American agglomerations where at its very base, development units are 
constitutive centralities and sub centralities where any required integrative strategy should be articulated. 
This fact recommends a clear focus on the polycentric network on a local scale and its forming centralities, 
as the base to be considered in its governance structure with a more significant role of local scale actors. 

As Planel (2008) maintains, the development policies “must be as well selective as correctives, create 
inequalities and expose the ways to counteract their effects” (Gil-Beuf, 2009). 

This is precisely the main gap in the Latin American planning context where the concrete instrumental 
power of the State in this relation is still very underdeveloped. This fact and the large effects of the process 
of socio-spatial fragmentation has determined enormous differences in economic capacities of the 
municipalities (presenting quite homogeneous socio-economic groups of either rich or poor) and where the 
subsidiary model between them are too difficult to operate, based upon the weak power (mainly inexistent) 
of the central government and/or a metropolitan authority (Sepulveda, D, 2003). 
 
3 EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL ROLE OF THE POOR URBAN INHA BITANTS UNDER THE 

POLYCENTRIC MODEL’ GOAL OF ECONOMIC COMPETITIVE DEV ELOPMENT AND 
SOCIO SPATIAL INTEGRATION AT THE VERY LOCAL LEVEL. 

As concluded from the factors described above, the initial goal of increasing urban competitiveness and 
socio-spatial equity via the implementation of an operative polycentric urban model requires a new approach 
in the planning framework of Latin American agglomerations. The question is then: How to sustain the 
model’s goals of “distributive potentialities of the poly-centralities” - to be places of socio-spatial 
integration and not places of social injustice and exclusion? 
 
3.1 Considerations for the design of an integrative strategy at the local level 

Before entering into the proposed approach - made operative in a concrete strategy to cope with the dual 
challenge of the centralities in Latin America - it is imperative to comment on the characteristics of the 
design of a development strategy in the current metropolitan context of the region.  

The IADB report on urban development (2005) expresses the peculiarities that must to be considered for 
any metropolitan developing strategy in Latin America, namely the position of the metropolises in relation to 
global economy (economic performance and its level of decision-making) as well as the need to reflect on 
the role and performance of the metropolis (and its constitutive centralities) within each national context. 

As mentioned before, the complex performance of formal and informal sectors demands that at the local 
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level the same principles need to be considered i.e. the recognition of the different identities and 
potentialities of the centralities and sub-centralities, constituting a particular criterion into the design of any 
effective urban development strategy. There is a clear requirement at the local level (sub-centralities 
neighbourhood level) to operate this proposed strategy within a relational network (functional and as 
described later on, socio-cultural). In order to achieve the territorial multi-sectoral ambition (base for the 
success of the actual entrepreneurial strategic planning framework from where the urban development is 
operated) and considerations; it is proposed to start with recognition at this level (local-neighbourhood) of its 
individual involved actors. 

According to Gil-Beuf (2009) and following the classification of Borja and Castells (1997) of the type of 
centralities, it is necessary to define the main development scope (concerted strategy) but at the same time 
consider its own development. It is defined by two main typologies; on one hand the centralities of flows 
(where the driven force is the economic competitiveness in search for global investors/articulators) and on 
the other a centrality of places (where the scope is to provide services to the direct surrounding population). 
This typological dichotomy reveals the tension within the dual scope of the spatial model.  

The nature of the dynamic development of centralities of flows, which links and polarizes spaces at large 
scales (even worldwide), is appreciated between the world core cities (e.g. Paris. Frankfurt, Tokyo). Central 
Business Districts - linked according to Sassen (1991) - can be a clear illustration of this nature.  

Meanwhile, the centralities of places (which in South America can also be understood as the 
sub-centralities: traditional neighbourhood centres or spontaneous ones emerged by the gathering of services 
at residential neighbourhoods) are characterized by a density of services that constitute an attractor for the 
neighbouring population, extending to a further area of influence. 

The clear distinction between these two types of centralities in the urban dynamics is far from evident. In 
many cases, the centralities performance focuses on the global economic demands of providing services and 
resources to its surroundings inhabitants (both formal and informal). However, some centralities 
characterized as providers of services and resources at the local level, house certain activities with highly 
competitive factors at the global level. 

The challenge for the local governments of the region is then their capacity to plan the poly-centralities 
(and sub-centralities) in a more articulated way where neither one type dominates another completely. 
 

As such the challenge can be summarize in two approaches: 
i) The first approach is the consolidation of a mixed scope, where the globally oriented centralities are 

defined under certain spatial configuration so that broader ranges of socio-economic groups profit 
from its services.  

ii)  The second approach is understood as not a collection but a network of centralities - from 
polycentricism towards polycentricity - enhancing the complementary relations between them, based 
on their divergent identities and multi-scalar interaction (as described by Gil-Beuf, 2009).  

 
With this last approach, the use of the centralities and the recognition of its embeddness in the bigger 

territorial vision through the active interaction of sub-centralities, centralities and scales is where a concrete 
strategic approach is proposed; to incorporate the most disadvantaged groups and its settlements in order to 
be able to reach the goals of socio- spatial equity within local urban competitiveness goals. 
 
The socio cultural perspective as Local Identification  

Given the diverse character of the Southern agglomerations, it is clear that the search for an appropriated 
approach is critical for being able to realize the dual scope defined by the main spatial and social goals of the 
current development model. It is clear that the identity and collaboration between centralities and 
sub-centralities (at multi-scalar dynamic) as articulated by concrete functional links must be explored, 
measured and evaluated (at the local level) where the model is expressed via the relation of main centralities 
of an area and its links to the sub-centralities as a result of the inhabitants daily use and further defined by a 
socio-cultural perspective. (Janches, F, 2010). 

The variety and complexity of the reality of the studied metropolises makes it advisable to establish a 
rational process to allow stakeholders to analyze and give a concrete diagnosis on each particular situation at 
each particular location. Formulation of successful relational strategies should choose an operative model 
(with concrete managerial tools) that fulfils the need of an area in a clear open system, defined by a 
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multi-actor and multi-scalar dynamic approach and con-validated into a multi-actors decision making 
framework. 

To be able to fulfil the aspirations of each of the multiple actors involved at the local level, the process 
must advocate and be organized in a Strategic Plan, which guarantees a comprehensive and integrated 
multi-sectoral approach. In order to fulfil the dual goal, strategies must articulate both the local and the 
global realms, identified on is concrete correlations (Friedmann, 1987; Rodriguez, 2000; Sassen, 2002). 
 
4  PUBLIC SPACE AS TOOL FOR URBAN TRANSFORMATION  

 
From a cultural point of view, public space is crucial to the symbolic life of a city being a central factor 

in building up the cultural operative. As the space where experiences and uses of inhabitants meet, it 
represents community life par excellence. It is at this concrete urban element where we evaluate the role of 
the scope of reach of socio-spatial equity within local urban competitiveness as a concrete strategy to 
integrate urban poor areas. In short, public space is a consolidation of the importance of the local level, needs 
and potentialities; embedded in the multi-scalar and multi-actors complexity of metropolitan level 
governance. 
 
4.1 Public Space and its potential role for socio-spatial integration. Considerations on the socio-spatial 

construction of the public space in the actual Latin American context 
Public space can be conceived, not as the physical space owned by the State according to property 

regulations, but as a space owned by all and from a socio-cultural point of view constitute the community 
expression of the contact and communion among individuals. As a spatial embodiment of the community, the 
“public” can then emerge spontaneously from the natural dynamics of the city and the behaviour of people, 
conferring such character on spaces that judicial could not have or if it was planned as such (Borja, J. and 
Muxi, Z., 2003). 

Based on the premises of physical rationality and equality, as well as on hygienist values of the role of 
nature (Borja, J. and Muxi, Z. 2003), modern cities changed human and political notion of public space 
aiming instead to define it by physical conformation, abstract values and a general conception (almost 
physiological) of the individuals needs. Urbanism has always sustained on functionalism based on efficiency 
as a central value and with results that were, almost invariably, the application of sectoral policies instead of 
actions articulating the diversity and complexity of urban demands.  

By confusing urbanism with mere housing and public works developments, the public policies of the 
Modern Movement have forgotten the potential of public space as an integral and cohesive product of the 
city (Hall P., 1988). This limitation in viewing public space has led; for instance to conceiving the street as a 
simple transit area or a park as an urban oxygenation centre; neglecting the crucial roles of both elements as 
social interaction junctions. 

In the present globalized context, this facet of the modern movement tends to be reproduced. All current 
urban transformation projects agree on the need to work in de-contextualized voids, seeing them as spaces 
where it is possible to materialize ideal images of the “best place for life, work, and education” (Hall, P., 
1988). Vacant areas of the city, usually produced by obsolete or disused infrastructures, turn into the perfect 
ground for experimentation since the new urban space becomes independent from historical and cultural 
references, precisely on account of their emptiness of content (or obsolesce of it) and their isolation from the 
interweaving of traditional functions and events. The urban operations in these vacant areas are materializing 
into projects that generate a sort of “appearance” of urbanity: spaces with explicit references to urban 
elements are created, trying to re-create the feeling of urbanity and social openness characteristic of the 
traditional city. This situation hides a very different reality in which the urban space has been homogenized 
and privatized (Sorkin, M., 1992) without the required systemic openness, which characterizes real urban life. 
In these pseudo-urban areas, the city is no longer an instrument of interaction and social integration. These 
areas have a social composition much more homogeneous than the traditional city; integration among 
different social economical groups is not necessary in them, since everybody belongs to the same. The spread 
of these forms of space appropriation generates a fragmented city made up of islands inhabited by these 
“communities of equals”.  

This type of fragmented city also means the disappearance of public space as a space of integration and 
interaction among the different social groups. Streets, somehow as in the modern movement paradigm, 



 
 

1218 

become simple transit areas among the different urban islands. Through the physical and symbolic barriers 
that it creates among the different areas of the city; this absence of integration potentiates existing social 
polarization. In turn, the disappearance of an integrative public space within each of these areas of “equals” 
generates a sense of dis-belonging in their inhabitants, since these new urban spaces are “Forbidden places 
that, with their physical isolation, foment the disintegration of the local forms of solidarity and community 
life” (Bauman, Z. 1999).  

This disappearance involves also a loss of identity for the city and its neighbourhoods (which under 
these circumstances should already be called fragments) in relation to other cities. It is a process of real 
homogenization in urban lifestyles that makes cities increasingly similar one another. 

Under these parameters, the applied urban intervention strategies neglect the development of the city as 
a system of social links and go on to see it as a commodity product, focusing the effort on projects capable of 
adding value according to the demands of national and international market forces. In this new urban scheme, 
the inhabitants of sectors economically integrated, evaluate the city according to two priorities: personal 
security, and accessibility of the areas where their everyday life takes place. This is to say, following 
individual scopes of competitiveness, which in the case of Latin America, is enhanced by the differences in 
education level and capacity to reach developing opportunities, between the very few privileged groups and 
the high majority of the population lacking of it. These requirements become the new standard of value for 
the urban space, being disregarded traditional strategic aspects such as heterogeneity and social diversity. In 
this process of dissolution, fragmentation, and privatization, the city suffers from the weakening of public 
space as a civic space, which causes the un-governability of a territory now filled up with products, 
inequalities and marginalization (Janches, F, 2010). 

A guiding principle postulated by these new forms of planning is the re-signification of urban 
peripheries and old stagnated areas, as ways of inhabitation that contrast with the collapsed and 
“shantytownized” traditional urban centres. However, there is a paradox in it as Haijer and Reijndorp (2001) 
pointed out: “while urban designers try to correct the shapelessness of urban periphery by urbanizing it, in 
their attempts to regenerate the inner-city they adopt the organizational principles of the periphery [...] its 
designs and principles of control are simply replicated in the city. Parts of the city are adapted to make them 
fit for the requirements of healthy house hunters and consumers who want a safe, controlled and segregate 
environment”. This indicates the closing of opportunities towards more correlated operations and paving the 
way to more socio-spatial fragmentation. 
 
4.2 Local and global scopes and potentialities as criteria for Integral socio- spatial development 
strategies   

Nevertheless, alternative understandings on this socio-territorial homogenization recognize the global 
and the local in terms of their reciprocal relationship. As mentioned in the introduction, according to Ulrich 
Beck (2004), the globalization condition can trigger as much a homogenization process as one that reinforces 
the identities and characteristics of places. As it is not possible for the local identity to emerge from the 
global, there is in the globalization process an implicit recognition of the importance of the local level. A city 
can therefore find in the globalized context a chance to cultivate its singularities and through them, position 
itself in a new way towards the world abroad.  

Through this, the local sphere can build the engine of a new form of international integration, related to 
aspects of local identity. By “strengthening its differential, identities and personalities [a city] potentiates a 
kind of internal cultural re-signification and the proper way to reposition its place in the global context [...] 
so, the concept of `globalization´ could be described as a process that creates transnational links and social 
spaces, revaluating local cultures and helping to foreground third cultures” (Beck, U., 2004). Such 
recognition of place as a point of valuation of the city based on a local-global relationship repositions the 
cultural difference in all its cohesive power.  

Many examples illustrate this kind of intervention based upon repositioning values that emerge from 
restricted particular events that potentiate the global consumption of historical and social local events 
considered as individual marks6. Cities promote themselves locally by re-signifying the marks consolidated 

                                                           
6 Events such as carnivals or football matches clearly illustrate the consumption of local particularities. Both 
events, associated to local values, are presented as an international show: a “safe” distance is generated so as 
to appreciate or consume the emblematic socio-cultural behavior.   
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in the global context and by globalizing the singularities of their particular identities, linking the global 
orientation of the development with the local character, potentialities and needs within. 
 
4.3 The socio-spatial construction of space under the actual hegemony of the global oriented 
development  

This socio-cultural approach of the city and public space is also applicable to the peripheral space (as 
well as stagnated ones) because from a cultural point of view, the peripheral/stagnated condition involves 
places dis-characterized by a community on account of their lack of interaction and socio-cultural links.  

Furthermore, considered from this angle, the peripheral or stagnated condition has an essential relational 
dimension, since it is in the dichotomizing interdependence and the confronted vision of both concepts – 
central space / peripheral space, connected space/ stagnated - where individual, shared values and 
deficiencies are potentiated. The value of an urban area is not an intrinsic feature of its own: it only acquires 
significance in reference to areas lacking it.  

These processes of differentiation quite often impair public life in a city, as they easily turn from 
definitions of the otherness into real acts of marginalization of what is different. Thus, many places in the 
city cease from being those defined as “others” in a certain urban dialogue to enter a process of radical 
segregation that may even culminate in the racial stigmatization of societies and places (as the “No-go areas” 
or “forbidden places”) Auyero, J (2000).  

As García Canclini, N. (2004) points out in his intercultural maps, these differences should be seen as 
cultural activities constructed in terms of a distance from “the other” and it is through the multicultural 
interdependence that we recognize our own prestige and stigmas. 

This urban character requires a special type of urban project not simply focused on a physical and 
infrastructural approach to the problem of marginality, but a project centred on creating places that can be 
symbolically appropriated by their dwellers. The strategic planning approach in development programs 
should not only include measures aimed at fighting the increasing housing shortage but also at validating the 
“voice”, legality and civic belonging of marginalized neighbourhoods.  

It is by strengthening at the local level; the existing ways of socio-cultural interaction as well as the 
identification / differentiation relations - both internal and within the neighbouring context - that a more 
generalized process of urban integration will be viable. It is only by projecting the public space as a place of 
community dominion, where cities would be able to re-conquer and re-qualify their historically disarticulated 
areas (peripheries and stagnated settlements), linking them to the city as a whole. 

The transformation process initiated during the decade of 1980 in Barcelona clearly shows the use of 
public space as part of an urban view focused on integration and non-exclusion. Its strategy of “making city 
in the city” was based on the construction of public spaces in all scales and on their positive impact on the 
degraded environment. The plan of new centralities designed by Spanish architect Oriol Bohigas (which 
included multiple dispersed interventions with alternative scales, programs and contents) made possible both 
to promote the development of the outskirts and to reposition the qualities of public space design as an 
essential tool in the strategic urban planning. Its methodology of city construction was based on the 
“revaluation of the place, of public space, of urban habitat, of life quality, of the dialectic between the city 
and its districts and its imprint into a succeeding operative on the city polycentrism”. 

Previously Aldo Van Eyck, in his project for playgrounds, (1947 - 1978) used the power of public space 
for the recovery of degraded spaces. Bearing in mind the capacity of public playgrounds to connect people 
with the place, Van Eyck set an urban transformation process for post-war Amsterdam through activities 
accessible to people of all ages and from different cultural backgrounds. With an intervention of a 
polycentric, interstitial and participative character Van Eyck created a network of approximately 700 
playground areas that made possible to strengthen the sense of community in a devastated socio-territorial 
context (Lefaivre, L.2007).  His idea, based on the distinction between “space” and “place” was a reaction 
against (the CIAM-approach for urban planning) a priori concepts and abstract principles (of space) into an 
“approaches embedded in real circumstances, lived in conditions, experienced cases, immediate contexts, or 
situations (of place)”7.   

                                                           
7  See Lefaivre Liane, “Space, place and play or the interstitial/cybernetic/polycentric urban model 
underlying Aldo van Eyck’s quasi-unknown but, nevertheless, myriad postwar Amsterdam playgrounds.” 
Lefaivre Liane, de Roode Ingeborg ed. Aldo Van Eyck – the playgrounds and the city. Stedelijk Museum 
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This kind of intervention clearly defends a concept of “urban” that considers the urban as daily 
experience (what García Canclini calls “micropolis”). In the symbolic dynamics of social life, each society 
reacts in a particular way to a space —even to spaces materially identical— according to the specific urban 
imaginary in the group (Lindon, A. 2007). This clearly proves a potential value in public space as a 
key-differentiating element whose culturally determined appropriation enables the consolidation of urban 
identity. 

By counting on public spaces that, beyond their physical form, differ on account of their cultural 
signification for certain social groups, cities cease from being similar one to another.8 

From this view of urban space, is it possible to conceive an alternative way for urban development. The 
projectable device will be aimed at generating intensity points, as “events”, capable of creating symbolic 
identification and social integration. These events would be intermediate spaces, spatially communicative, 
not intended as permanent and unchanging facts but rather as evolutive and adaptable events, places of 
seduction9 produced in the “common” place of a society. The key of their meaning and success will no 
longer be the clairvoyance of a planner who tries to impose solutions, but the use and the appropriation that 
the community itself will make of them. 

Margaret Crawford (1999) defined by the intersection between the individual or group and the rest of the 
city —a space where the city accumulates the multiple social and economic transactions— is the most 
powerful place of everyday urbanism (understood it, in the centrality or sub-centrality formation and 
dynamic). 

This multiple dimension of urban space can therefore be appreciated not only in the quality of its 
physical form but also, as Jordi Borja (2003) points out “in the intensity and quality of the social relation it 
facilitates, in its potential to make groups and strengths interactions and in its capacity to encourage symbolic 
identification, expression and cultural integration”.  

Based on these concepts, an alternative strategy to produce transformation in marginal (as peripheral 
ones or stagnated peri-urban or more central areas as well) areas of the cities enables the development of 
neighbourhoods with identity and socio-cultural significances. This is to say that it enables the developing 
potentials of centralities and sub-centralities to be identified based on their socio-cultural character and 
operation. 

 
4.4 Exploring the required dimension in a concrete local socio-spatial oriented developing strategy. 

The aim of these new strategies for urban design in segregated urban areas is then to propose alternative 
forms of public space in order to influence some of the social, urban and environmental problems faced. This 
strategy is based on the identification of existing habits and routines, both ordinary and extraordinary, 
enabled to determine the general system of relations, associations, tensions, contradictions and balances in 
the settlement to be surveyed as a result of a possible process of evolution and transformation suggested.   

This is because although their problems are rooted in deficiencies emerging from social and economic 
structural conditions, there are nonetheless in these settlements creative strategies for everyday life that 
constitute even if in a precarious way, structures of positive social relationships. It is therefore important to 
see these strategies as strengths of the villa population (poor informal settlements) and use them as key 
elements in urban design, which must seek for the reinforcement of slum organization and its civic 
awareness.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Amsterdam Nai Publishers Rotterdam.  
8 Daniel Hiernaux understands this everyday dimension, made up of little things, as a particular way to 
appropriate, organize, and ensure urban life in public space. See Hiernaux, Daniel, “Los imaginarios 
urbanos: de la teoría y los aterrizajes en los estudios urbanos”, EURE, v. 33, Nº 99, Santiago de Chile, 
August 2007. 
9 As refers on Jean Baudrillard’s terminology, He calls these events “places of seduction”, “because in their 
dual character the object is confronted with the real order, the visible order that surrounds it. In the absence 
of such confrontation - which has nothing to do with interactivity or context - it does not take place. An 
accomplished space i.e. that exists beyond its own reality is a space that gives rise to a dual relationship, a 
relation capable of withstanding deviations, contradictions, even destabilization, but bringing face to face the 
pretended reality of a world and its radical illusion”. Baudrillard, Jean,  Nouvel Jean. Los objetos singulares, 
arquitectura y filosofía. Fondo de cultura económica. Buenos Aires 2001. p. 18 
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These values could be established through multiple meetings, exercises and interviews with different 
social groups in the neighbourhood aimed at defining the personal desires and aspirations as well as the need 
of general programs and specific spaces that would mark the future network of public spaces.  
The models used in these information-exchange processes enable the construction of an urban cartography in 
which specific aspects of the work place (recognized or not, valuated or not, existing or potential) are 
reflected.  

The information search process includes the construction of the following cognitive maps:  
i) A new cognitive map: in the most rigorous context of daily life in the material conditions of the city 

enables the individual to represent his/her situation in relation with wide and genuinely 
non-representable totality constituted by the city as a whole. For this reason, “The cognitive map 
demands the combination of pure personal experience data (the empirical position of the subject) 
with abstract and artificial conceptions of the geographic totality” (Jameson, F., 1991) as defined by 
the search for relational links.  

ii)  A social map: to define a general scheme of relations and interactions among the different social 
organizations trying to find the spatial dimension of these relations.  

iii)  A spatial map: to construct an inventory of spatial conditions, patterns, regularities and irregularities 
in the urban tissue, as well as a valuation of the natural and scenic systems in the settlement.  

These maps are based on three approaches that consider three different dimensions of the city10: 
i) Territorial city: the inhabitable spaces system and their topographical, historical and social 

delimitation; examples of this are the urban topographies, the infrastructure and physical form, the 
eco-system, the urban nature and emergent new ecologies and the expansion borders and periphery. 

ii)  Dynamic city: the neighbourhood is constantly growing, with continuous expansions redefining 
forms and typologies in the urban settlement. Space can be approached through change and multiple 
categories capable of bringing together in the same place, different experiences that are neither 
exclusive nor hierarchical. For example; circulation systems, public space systems, quotidian and 
immigration / emigration. 

iii)  Event city: a formal reconstruction of the individual or collective life space from particular events or 
situations. These events have a thickness, a passion; they mix and clash, generating an urban scheme 
that can be used as a reference for the formalization of their supporting spaces. For example; sports 
and their urban effects, festivities and celebration spaces, all kinds of celebrations (their origins and 
urban effects), music as a product and markets and fairs (the trade phenomenon capable of 
generating city). 

It is believe that a possible fourth dimension could already integrate this recognition process and 
complete the approach, validating the developing potential of the varied base and upscale it in search for 
synergies from the other levels within each correlated potential and actors. 

iv) The relational functional city: a concrete documentation on the spatiality of functional and 
specialized links (existing) between the different areas on its own organizational patterns 
determining the permanent up-scaling character of the active collaborations between the analyzed 
scale (local-local/local municipal/municipal regional).  

 
5 EXPLORING POTENTIALITIES OF A LOCAL INTEGRATIVE STR ATEGY WITHIN THE 

CHALLENGES OF THE POLYCENTRIC MODEL ANALYSED IN THE IR SOCIO-CULTURAL, 
SPATIAL AND FUNCTIONAL DIMENSION 

 
To counteract the permanent character of the marginalized groups requires a special type of urban 

project; not simply focused on physical and infrastructural aspects of the problem of marginality but a project 
centred on the recognition of places that can be symbolically appropriated by their dwellers.  

It is proposed that by strengthening the current and concrete ways of socio-cultural interactions as well 

                                                           
10  These dimensions were defined by crossing the strictly architectural approach with those of other 
disciplines in a workshop on urban mapping held in the Faculty of Architecture, Design, and Urbanism at the 
University of Buenos Aires (2004). Professors in charge: Max Rohm, Flavio Janches. Assistant professors: 
Suzanne Pietsch, Florencia Rodríguez. 
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as identifying / differentiating its relations (both internal and within the neighbouring context) up-scaling 
them to nearby centralities (considering its links as more external oriented functions) could potentially be 
incorporated into the metropolitan level decision making operability. This could generalize the process of 
urban integration and will determine its systematic viability on the planning framework. 

The integrative urban project aims to be a sort of “urbanization germ” from which other inner 
evolutionary forces and inertias within a settlement will reinforce and develop, with both predicted and 
non-predicted results, its social and symbolic structure (process with clear involvement opportunities 
opening up the possibilities for more long term ones towards a concrete solution via active involvement). 

Rather than establish a definite design, the integrative project must aim to generate a process for a viable 
future evolution. For that to happen, it must be flexible and adaptable to the modifications and limitations 
that could come up through out its development, as well as to adapt to the uses given by the inhabitants to the 
proposed urban devices which needs to be re-evaluated later on in its potential to constitute physical and or 
functional links with the upscale considering the metropolitan system. This can also be understood as a 
potential negotiation arena where the more powerful stakeholders can meets and negotiate with the local 
stakeholders. 
 
6  POSSIBLE CONCLUSION 

To summarize, the model for planning and organization of the metropolitan space must consider the 
actual development of centralities and sub-centralities that are defined and qualified by the inhabitants’ 
appropriation of the space. This constitutes the real base for constructing an integral socio-spatial strategy to 
counteract the process of socio-spatial fragmentation. 

It has being stated that the articulators of the new urban transformations, responds better to the dual role 
assigned to them (centralities and sub-centralities); as they are planned, design and developed in a systematic 
logic that recognized people-driven constructed spaces. Urban transformation is then understood as a 
permanent evolutive concept that requires regular evaluation from its multi-scalar interrelation on the 
building up of centralities/sub-centralities as people spaces. 

From this understanding, an operative functional network is established; where each correlated scale can 
interact recognizing the spatial demands and potentialities of each place (determined by the people who use 
it, as socio cultural expression). Functional links are potentiated from this; defined in the public space, giving 
new characterization to the area (an identity) from where the urban dynamic is generated from centralities 
and sub-centralities better define correlated synergies and conditions; to reach a competitiveness perspective 
(global-metropolitan) as well as certain distributive justice for local oriented services, supporting their 
development in a correlative way.  

This approach can constitute a successful entrance to reach the concerted dual goal assigned by the 
polycentric model (considering the concrete socio-spatial conditions in Latin American metropolises) 
capable of reaching high competitive standards as well reaching socio-spatial equilibrated distribution. Then 
the actual transitional transformation process in the study area would enable more sustainable oriented cities 
and regions. By a possible implementation of dialoguing/negotiating integral instances, this approach can 
open up the base for a strategic, inclusive planning framework for future metropolitan regions. 
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Figure 1  Buenos Aires from monocephalic to polycentric model 
Source: Delft University of Technology, Master 2 urbanism 2009, Course results, designing the dual city. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 2  From the metropolitan centralities to local linked events at Boca sub-centrality. 
Source: Delft University of Technology, Master 2 urbanism 2009, Course results, designing the dual city. 
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ABSTRACT: After the Iran Islamic revolution on February 1979, political leaderships paid attention to 
Islamic councils as local government. A section of the constitution of Iran is devoted to them and their 
activities. Islamic councils are inspired from scripture of Quran. Due to political instabilities and the lack of 
expertise, the councils were virtually inactive till March 1999. After this date, Islamic councils of urban and 
rural were formed. Due to too many local and area problems of Tehran metropolitan, Islamic council of 
Tehran created “local sub-councils”. These councils were formed in a democratic way in 372 localities of 
Tehran; each council was composed of ten members. They had two essential bases: “Association” and 
“executive groups” which were under the supervision of the “coordination staff”. In this article we try to 
answer the following question whether the local sub-councils and local politics can be used as a pattern to 
elaborate a form of urban governance suitable in era of global world. The results of our study show that even 
though mega-cities and metropolitans play a major role in the process of globalization, their administration 
relies deeply on local councils of urban. 
KEYWORD: Optimum Governance of Urban, Local Sub-council, Globalization, Tehran 

1 INTRODUCTION 

In the early 19th century, centralization states, as they couldn’t meet the local needs of people, thought of 
decentralization systems and authorizing the local instates (Chandler & Clork, 1995:76). Through these mechanisms, 
the states attempted to revive their legitimacy via decentralization (Castells, 2004). In the second half of 19th century 
focusing on civilized society and local cooperation, the concept of localization consisting of different sub processes: 
decentralization (concentration, authority ceding and power cession), cooperation, social wealth and civilized 
society, need for good governance and democracy appeared in civil governance theories.  

The city governance structures and dominant rules are deeply rooted in political system. Iran governments were 
always monarchical, despotical and absolute rule (Shabani,1990:75). In this system, monarchic institute was the only 
authentic authority to deal whit the country affairs (Modirshanechi,2000:66). Therefore, super-ordinate commands 
from the super-ordinates and hierarchical observation always shaped the power model in Iran (Bashiriyh,2002:30-
31). It was a boss-peasant system (Hafeznia,2001:198). This mechanism leads to decentralization system in urban 
management and government in Iran. Although in 1906 constitution revolution founded democracy rules and 
structures in Iran, after a short time it failed. After Islamic Revolution in 1979, council, people cooperation, public 
freedom, and keeping the rights were the main concerns of revolution. Accordingly, council viewpoints via using 
Quranic concepts were reflected in the seventh chapter of constitution law. Consequently, Islamic councils' law was 
approved in 1983. Such a law entails a variety of authorities and responsibilities from highest to lowest levels. 
However, due to imposed war between Iran –Iraq (1980-88), centrifugal activities and conservative authors and 
executive institutes these councils were postponed for about 17 years (hafeznia & viecy,2007:103). Having approved 
the law of the Islamic councils' duties and mayors’ selection rules was passed in March 1996. The Islamic councils 
of Tehran referring to the issue 71 of 1996 law and due to a variety of complicated difficulties of urban and in order 
to make use of different groups of people points of views passed the law of “sub-council” at enforced November 
1999. One year later this law was enforced as a pilot study (Islamic councils of Tehran,2009). Since then sub-
councils association elections was an attempt to investigate the quarter problems, develop the quarters and 
investigate whether these sub-councils are necessary or not.  More specifically, it attempts to probe into whether the 
quarter sub-councils and localization policies can be appropriate models for city governance at globalization era? 
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2 METHODOLOGY 

In the present study the sub-councils of Tehran were studied. There are 372 sub-councils whit 10 
members in each. The total participants of study were 3720. This was a descriptive-analytic study and the 
data were analyzed through logical reasoning technique.   

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK RESEARCH  

The nature and philosophy of the existence of local government and autonomy lie in the creation system.  
This concept originates from human nature. Human are loyal to their living place and want to improve and 
develop its values (Hafeznia & kaviani,2004:5; Moqhimi,2001:169). Such emotion is appropriate more than 
ever time for incorporation of citizens on urban management and urban governance. Most of thinkers believe 
that metropolises and mega-cities are less democratic and large units should be divided into smaller units for 
conserving democratic culture and having responsibility for their own members (chandler & clark,1995:78). 
According to this basic, political decisions and planning of metropolitan should be based on the smallest 
urban unit, quarter, which designs by citizens in a consultative association. This process is based on low 
levels and system of lower to upper planning which plans in quarter council form. This council describes 
advisory process in which consultation carries out freely and equally between people and conversational 
environment would be design for people to freely enter in discussion with regard to their own and others 
priorities. If consensus and general agreement obtained, social decision making would be taken, otherwise 
the decision making would be based on majority (Mirahmadi,2008:386). Therefore, De Tocqueville (1969) 
considers the local councils as an engine for democracy and Daneshkhoshbo (1972: 24) considers it as 
primary stone of democracy. Rousseau believes that all those who want to respect to the low, should be 
involved in its approval. He considers this as necessary condition for general consent and calls the result of it 
as general will (Jones,1941).  

4 DATA AND RESULTS 

From the formation onset of primary cities to constitution revolution and Pahlavi dynasty the urban 
management style has been influenced by decentralization system of monarchical. During Pahlavi dynasty 
central government of Iran because of huge oil incomes and economic and political power did not need 
people cooperation and voices in management of Tehran city (Comrava,2000,86). After revolution, Iranian 
urban management was based on councils system. Having enforced councils law in 1998, Tehran city 
management was formed on the basis of council-mayor system. Tehran city councils in 1378 formed 
quarters, sub-councils experimentally. In each quarter 10 people were selected as council assistants.  

Sub-councils are non-governmental, non-political, voluntary, cooperative, self-governed and 
decentralized associations. Its voluntary members work at quarter scale (Issue 2, Law of Sub-council). It is 
supervised by Tehran city council and the members are selected by quarter residents. The main 
responsibilities of sub-councils are to identity the main problems, to supervise and to consult. This institute 
consists of two elements: “Association” and “work groups”. They are controlled by the “coordination staff” 
“Fig 1”.    

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 The hierarchy of local institutes of Tehran 
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The “executive committee” is the main executive element of coordination staff which tase up and 
follows up the approved laws of the staff and paves the way for interactions between sub-councils, 
organizations and public departments “Table 1”. 

Table 1 Duties, number and selection procedure of sub-councils, coordination staff and executive committee. 
 Sub-councils Coordination staff Executive committee 

Duties 

Determining the problems and 
suggesting guidelines to make 
a healthy environment, to 
improve inter trips, to develop 
manuals and signs and to name 
squares and streets, to develop 
artistic and sport fields, 
teaching civil rights studying 
the shortcomings and social, 
cultural, educational, health, 
and economical lacks. 

Policy making and 
supervising the sub 
councils, delivering reports 
to the sub councils, 
coordinating, sub-councils 
transacting decisions and 
sub councils, making 
executive staff, and 
assigning the members 
duties, selecting the 
members and determining 
inter-action process.  

Following up and enforcing 
the issued schedules, 
making interaction between 
executive dependents and 
sub councils, solving 
financial problems of 
quarters sub councils, 
giving reports to staff, sub 
council elections based on 
staff guidelines and 
procedures.  

Number 
of 
members 

Each quarter 10 (7 main and 3 
substitutes) 

5 The staff determines the 
member 

Selection 
procedure 

Selected by quarter resident 3 members of council 
(selected by council) and 2 
from social and cultural 
commission 

The staff head appoints 

The quarter sub-councils in order to do their duties well constituted voluntary work groups. Each expert 
member is the head of one work group “fig 2”. 

 

 
Figure 2 sub-councils association structure 

 
According to heads of sub-councils coordination staff after the staff’s calling for 10 projects which were 

mostly urgently needed by quarters 3720 proposals which were submitted. Between 55% - 60% of the 
submitted were operationalzed. Almost all submissions were about bridge of passenger, repairing the streets 
asphalts and the streams. The remaining 40% -45% were macro national or Tehran related projects 
(Faregh,2008). In addition the sub councils members played roles in developing 20 year development plans 
of Tehran as well as 5 year plans (Ssalimpoor, 2008). There have been some transactions among sub councils 
and coordination staff to select 3 members from each quarter (22 areas) so that they car select the chief board 
of divisions. Totally 66 members will be selected to make the parliament of Tehran (Ibid). This process is 
still novice and informal. It needs councils and parliament bills.   
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5 ANALSIS AND DISCUSSION 

Tehran sub-councils having educational, consultancy and supervising functions in line whit the city 
council policies and limited executive responsibilities at each quarter is responsible for calling for and 
increasing citizens, participation and linking people to city managers. Although sub-councils members are 
limited in their responsibilities, they turned out to strengthen citizens, participation city management. The 
members due to their engagement in daily issues of citizens and their permanent presence in the quarters can 
play important and constructive roles in categorizing people needs, adjusting them and managing their 
participation. On the other hand, they can urge the public department, mayors and organizations to feel 
responsible towards people needs. It seems that sub-councils because of their group work, common decision 
making, independence to state, and their inexpensive supervisions can lead to the city (Tehran) growth and 
development. Such a quarter based planning and sub-councils were taking into consideration when 
metropolitans increase globalization processes to achieve global models. Sub council localization is not 
against globalization because such a global local model is in the globalization course. 

6 CONCLUSION 

Human beings have a self-determined nature. They prefer the values of their residence to the even the 
other higher values. Therefore, they are more motivated than the other people to manage the living 
environment (quarter). Increase development in urban living dimensions of metropolitans caused the urban 
mangers a lot of challenges. In order to solve the living problem, they needed the citizens' cooperation. That 
is why; the council of Tehran city established sub -councils. The underlying assumption is to make a change 
in the process of decision making (an ascending order is required). In doing so, the citizens play important 
roles in decision making process. Although the main duties of sub-councils are consultative and suggestive, 
they could take an important step in establishing the citizen cooperation systems in the management of 
Tehran and lay the foundation of optimum urban governance. Although it seems that metropolitans develop 
the globalization process, they optimum governance depends on localization.  
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ABSTRACT: This paper presents the Chiufen case which shows an endogenous development process in 
making with institutional thickness of community; however, two arguments are claimed. First, though the 
self-help and property-related incentive of tourism development has triggered better institutional thickness of 
community, the effect on preserving cultural landscape remained limited. The community fails to enhance its 
concerns and practices on the preservation of local characteristic. This highlights the importance of 
incorporating environmental considerations which further integrates socio-economic concerns of endogenous 
development in setting with prior preservation policy of local governance institutions. Second, the limited 
self-reliant finance of new functional organization is hard to take care of community welfare concerns for 
common positive life.  
KEYWORDS: Network Structure, Endogenous Development, Community Development, Governance

1 INTRODUCTION: ENDOGENOUS DEVELOPMENT AND NETWORK STRUCTURE OF 
COMMUNITY 

Endogenous development means a process of community and employs its potential for development to 
improve the local population’s standard of living (Coffey & Polese, 1984; Vazquez Barquero, 2002). It is a 
process in which social aspects are integrated into economic aspects. Endogenous development is treated as a 
strategy of local development. In terms of using local and external resources, the endogenous development 
also critically emphasizes the conditions of capital accumulation and external economies of scale (Vazquez 
Barquero, 2002). Obviously, the community development with endogenous characteristics may mitigate the 
possibly uneven exploitation due to external monopoly.  

Endogenous development based on the concept of local economic development is superior to its locally 
connectible and closer to community life of people. It highlights being of self-centered and bottom-up 
development. Except the economic point of view, however, very less study summarizes the network structure 
change through revelatory case study of community development. Many communities could not attract 
investments of big enterprises after local people have done more efforts than enough. Concerning both 
economic and social conditions, the endogenous development seems to be a better strategy than exogenous 
development to improve the situations. The development process may impose on proper retail alliance to 
attract tourists and draw out the endogenous development into network structure change. It can properly 
represent the institutional capacity of community with social concerns. Thus, the term network structure here 
highlights the process of community development. However, though community development towards 
multi-sensing (Daugstad, 2008) is possible to ally local small retails and resist the external monopoly as well, 
it is still difficult to stop the demolition of cultural landscape. The ‘self-centered’ or ‘bottom-up’ development 
is quite a slogan to emphasize the tourism development which needs to share the welfare to community. 
Therefore, as a planner for promoting decision-making process, it is necessary to understand the network 
structure change in the making of endogenous development. 

As for institutional aspects, endogenous development mainly includes organizations of context and local 
action. Endogenous development may be considered as the local productive systems which are characterized 
by internal network, cooperation and competition relations among firms. The regulation and governance of 
the systems depends on the strength of relations and exchanges within its territory. However, the focus of 
endogenous development concerning territorial development theory builds on the idea that each territory is 
the result of its historical context. If says that the territorial development is of self-centered and bottom-up 
development which is a voluntarism utopian approach searching for new paradigm (D' Arcy & Guissani, 
1996), it is a specific territory of its network structure of community in which reflects on the development 
processes. The strategy to enhance institutional capacity will be the community consensus building and 
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interaction processes embedded on the society. The characteristics of rebuilding institutional capacity are 
going to impose on the change of network structure regarding ‘range’ and ‘density’ of institutional thickness. 
The quality of network structure changes reflecting on both ‘range’ and ‘density’ of networks is identified as 
‘institutional thickness’ (Amin & Thrift, 1995; Healey, 1997, 1998) and its morphology. 

2  NETWORK STRUCTURE CHANGE IN CHIUFEN 

2.1 Institutional setting/ mapping the actors 
The changes of network structure in Chiufen are able to be identified by comprising secondary 

documents reports as source material. Some academic literatures about Chiufen study in general are also 
screened. The unstructured interviews involved 19 key informants in some of the organizations who took 
part in tourism development in Chiufen. Although unstructured, each of 19 interviews touched upon issues, 
episodes and processes of their either directly or indirectly involvements which is helpful to set the change 
and evolution of institutions in Chiufen. They were interviewed by author from May 24 to June 23 in 2007 
and revisited in May 2009. The related opinions were recorded and noted by author.  

Chiufen is located in the north-east coast of Taiwan County, Taiwan. The Chiufen stories emphasized to 
us by nearly all informants was what cultural characteristics naturally attracted tourists under an un-planed 
situation, how the retailers formed their organization and how they self-helped from property loss and 
gathered for retail alliance as a result. To achieve this, the original nexus of policy actors had to widen out to 
encompass other networks in the public and private sectors, shifting both agenda and discourses. The 
episodes also show in the evolution of tourism development in Chiufen. Table 1 summarizes the main events, 
actors, agendas and discourses. The wider ambiances during the interactive practices have also established 
several project channels to the arena since 2001. 

Table 1 Chronology of the evolution of Chiufen community 

Date Key actors Key agendas  Key discourses 
1971-78 � Taiyang Mining 

Company, TMC 
� No more gold mining interests. � TMC ceased the gold mining; the Chiufen settlement 

declined. 
1979-86 � District chiefs � Population declined seriously. � 9 districts were merged into 5 districts. 

1987 � Media producers 
� Retailers 

� The “2nd spring” of Chiufen � Media, including movies, advertisements, newspapers, 
etc., attract backpackers to visit Chiufen. 

1988-92 � As above 
� National Taiwan 

University 

� Called for preservation. 
� Planed for Artist Village 

� The artists stationed and planned to establish an artist 
village. It caused the increase of real estate price and 
the retailers entered from outside. 

1993-99 � Five CDAs 
� RCA 
� County Councilor 
� Rueifang Town 

� RWCD approved by MOI in 
1991 

� CBOs started to operate but 
lacked of integration 

� Five CDAs established; the “Rueifang Cultural 
Association, RCA”, established but dominated by 
county councilor. 

2000-07 � As above 
� CTCA 
� MOEA, DOC 
� Taipei County 
� Sponsors 

� Self-help for a representative 
organization of retailers 

� Governmental small 
constructions and maintenances  

� Promoting tourism operation 
and building legalization 

� CTCA established after mudflow disaster owing to 
Hsianshen Typhoon. The two-day weekend policy 
caused domestic visitors increased. RSAA of Taipei 
County established.  

� The demand of building legalization for homestay 
business. 

2.2 Assessing changes of network structure 
Based on the chronology of the evolution and created project channels, some specific events and 

evidences related to its network structure changes are described as the characteristics of relational resources. 
According to the epochs to explain the relational dynamics in detail, it is possible to divide into three periods, 
i.e., ‘before 1971’, ‘1972-1999’ and ‘2000-2007’. The relational resources identified as Table 2 and Figure 1. 

Firstly, the Chiufen was a settler society for gold mining settled in TMC’s lands before 1971. There 
were some web-like forms inside the original community due to the ‘Touren’ (elite) society. The morphology 
here including elites, retailers and residents could be described as atomistic. Obviously, TMC was the 
company dominated the employees. The district chiefs and neighborhood heads kept the ordinary relations 
with residents. Others were the hierarchy system. 
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Table 2 Changes of network structure in Chiufen 

Morphology Relation Attribute Before 1971 1972-1999 2000-2007 
Linkage incorporate 
income 

none none DOC, Rueifang Town, 
TICU, CPC, TPC, Sinyi 
Culture Foundation 

Corridor Channels 
open for 
governmental 
grants and 
other actors 

Linkage not 
incorporate income 

none Media, NTU Media 

Formal linkage Government-gov
ernment, TMC- 
employees 

Government- 
government, inner 
CBOs 

Government- 
government, inner 
CBOs 

Hierarchy System 
between 
governments 
or between 
groups/ inner 
representative 
organizational 
structure 

Ordinary linkage District chiefs, 
neighborhood 
heads 

District chiefs, 
neighborhood heads, 
TMC 

District chiefs, 
neighborhood heads, 
RSAA of Taipei County, 
TMC 

Representative CBO none none CTCA Hub/ Spoke Identifying 
representative 
organization 

Other CBO none RCA, FCDA, SDCDA, 
CCDA, GCDA, UCDA 

RCA, FCDA, SDCDA, 
CCDA, GCDA, UCDA 

Elite/ between groups 
(web-like link) 

Elites (Touren) Elites (Touren) Elites (Touren) 

Retailers Retailers Retailers Retailers 

Atomistic Key actors 

Residents Residents Residents Residents 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 The change of network structure morphology in Chiufen 

Secondly, after ceased gold mining in 1972, the Chiufen population declined. The nine districts 
recombined to become five. The TMC has no hierarchy relations to employees, but it was still renting lands 
to them to keep as an ordinary linkage. The relational resources have been diverse and multi-layered rapidly. 
Media as “linkage not incorporate income” played an important corridor for tourism development in Chiufen. 
The NTU had ever linked, too. Though it was a chance to form a representative CBO but failed. Many CDAs 
and the RCA basically were the spoke and hub-like forms. Other linkages follow the previous period. In 
2000, thirdly, the organization CTCA allied retails to self-help themselves of mitigation from the typhoon 
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disaster. The spoke, hierarchy, corridors and web of relationships mainly surrounded the CTCA. The settler 
society was still structured by Tourens. The CTCA were new formations of CBO. There were some web-like 
forms maintained in the community due to the highly overlapped between organizations. The morphology 
here including elites, retailers and residents could be described as atomistic. The identifiable “hub” directly 
accessed to the representative CTCA for more information and power. Here relationships were actively 
managed to maintain dense networks among retailers though there was a competition between them. Spoke 
linkages is notable. Tourism benefits pushed retailers to gather as their own group. They highly directed to 
the CTCA. The RCA played an outmoded role; however, some spoke-like paths should not be ignored. Here 
different roles and nexuses were transected between CBOs due to the overlapping form. Corridor linkages 
were existing, let’s say, activities of tourism promotion were the most important part. The corridor between 
the FCDA and the SCF was a little bit highlighting black-roof preservation. Potential linkages in Fuchu 
District would be formed. Corridor linkage between the DOC and the CTCA was important to sponsor the 
formation of new organization. In fact, they were elite members in the CTCA as well. These corridor 
channels may show not only the external but internal relational resources have created. Others were of a 
hierarchy type in the government system and the branch system inside the organizations. 

3  FINDINGS AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The tourism development in Chiufen represents the typical case of endogenous development. The 
characteristics conform to the transfer of local resources from dynamic and flexible activities, the facilitation 
of social relations, and the diffusion of alliance and tourism promotion knowledge. The study finds that 
firstly the ‘range’ of network structure has changed to become broader. The representative organization has 
been the hub of linking spokes as well. Secondly, the ‘density’ has changed to become higher which shows 
the improvement of relational resources. The more relational resources means the possibility to gain financial, 
human and social capitals enabling better social and economic conditions. It fits for the endogenous 
development concepts. The function of network structure has changed to become more multi-dimensions. It 
reflects on both range and density of network morphology. It is fair to say that Chiufen has been better 
institutional thickness than before; or precisely, after tourism development, the institutional capacity became 
better. However, its dispersed ownerships without managements may cause the loss of locally cultural 
resources to a vicious circle. The market-oriented nature of retail alliance has been restricted on community 
welfare concerns and promotion of common quality of life. 

This paper concludes that the self-help and property-related incentives forged the allied organization of 
retails for common benefits. The allied organization has promoted its capacities in promoting local tourism; 
none the less, it lacks for community welfare concerns for common positive life and fails to enhance its 
concerns and practices on the preservation of local characteristic. This implies that the decision-making 
process of endogenous development should put the preservation in prior of tourism development, as well as 
the properly local network governance should be important. 
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ABSTRACT: The concept of ‘Neoliberliasm’ origins from economic politics which believes in the ethics of 
market in maximizing wealth and efficiency. Under the banner of ‘Reform and Open Policy’, a shift from 
planned economy to market economy can be identified in China during the 1990s. Shanghai saw the 
establishment of a land market with former state-owned land permitted to lease via legal procedures. The 
goal is to optimize land value and to facilitate urban development. With the study of the urban 
redevelopment project in Moganshan district, Shanghai, I will argue because local government still assumes 
strong underlying political power with indirect interventions, the land market failed to meet its goals.  
KEYWORDS:  Shanghai, Moganshan, governance, Neoliberalism, urban studies 

 

1 INTRODUCTION: FREE ECONOMY IN CHINA, LAND MARKET IN SHANGHAI 

Neo liberalism economy is to the contrary of planned economy, in which the government controls 
means of production and distribution, market economy is characterized by privatization, in which 
distribution, pricing, and production are determined by individuals free from government intervention. 

China initiated economic reform in 1978 under the agenda of “Socialism with Chinese characteristic”. It 
is consisted of building up a market economy and encouraging foreign trade. The role of central government 
shifted from predominant control (as in planned economy) into a macro-economic control with a 
decentralization of economy, such as the separation between central and local taxes and the removal of 
equalitarian revenue policy1. Devolution of power also can be identified in the political system. While 
Central Communist Party still controls the positioning of regional leadership, it pushes for local flexibility in 
the implementation of national policies.   

Shanghai located on the central eastern coast of China, at the mouth of the Yangtze River. With a total 
land area of 6340.5 square km. It has been dominated by heavy industries for more than 30 years from 1949 
to 1978 during the planned economy period. It was not until 1990s that Shanghai was allowed to initiate 
economic reform and shifted from heavy industry to tertiary industry. New goals were set up to build 
Shanghai into an “International economic, financial and trade center”. A a more liberal economic system was 
setup with heavy industries phased out to the suburban areas, opening of the first stock exchange market was 
opened, and the establishment of a land market.  

During the period of plan economy, the title of the land was Central Government along with Local 
Government. The use right of the land was freely allocated to danwei (government departments). There was 
no land market with land use right separated from land ownership. In 1988, Chinese Central Government 
revised the Constitution law with the commodification of land. Indicated by the law, local government could 
(1) acquire the use right of land from former government department with a certain amount of payment, (2) 
lease the use right of former state-owned land to private sectors via legal procedures (auctions, tender or 

                                                             
1 Fulong Wu, Jiang Xu, and Anthony Gar-On Yeh, Urban Development in Post-Reform China : State, Market, 
and Space (Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2007). P.15 
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unanimous agreements)2. Land is allowed to operate as commodities, in which private owners can buy, sell 
or rent as the market permitted. The establishment of a land market was claimed by the state to help optimize 
land value and expedite urban developments.  

2 REDEVELOPMENT OF MOGANSHAN DISTRICT 

Moganshan district is around 12 hectares located along Suzhou Creek, near the central area of Shanghai. 
Suzhou Creek used to be the major waterway connecting Shanghai with its hinterlands. Locate by the river, 
Moganshan district was one of the earliest industrial districts occupied by Chinese factories. One of the most 
famous factories is Fufeng Flour factory which was established in 1900. This district was of great importance 
in the industrial history of Shanghai. Before the initiation of economic reform, the land was owned by the 
factory operators.  
 

 
Figure 1 Shanghai Satellite picture (left); Municipal boundary, Yangtze River, Suzhou Creek and the 

location of Moganshang District (right) 
 

 
Figure 2 The location and boundaries of Moganshan District (left) 

The land ownership in 1930s (right) 
 

However, with the economic restructure started in the 1990s, the heavy industries were phased out with 
buildings and warehouses abandoned in Moganshan district. In the 1990s, only few light industry factories 
were still running in the District. Meanwhile, the Suzhou Creek cleaning scheme was initiated for the 
pollutive factories removed from its banks. In 1985, Shanghai Environmental Protection Bureau proposed to 
improve the environment of Suzhou Creek and Wangpoo River. With the construction of a new sewage 
conduit system completed in 1993, Suzhou Creek was cleaned from the industrial pollutions. 

With abandoned land and a clean river, Shanghai Municipal Government started to draw the 
redevelopment plan for the former industrial areas along Suzhou Creek. In 2002, Shanghai Planning 
department released the plans for the adjoining districts along Suzhou Creek, covering 13.3 square 
kilometers from Wongpoo River to West Zhongshan Road. The land use of Moganshan District was planned 
as commercial, recreational and parks. 

                                                             

2 丛屹 Cong Yi, 中国土地使用制度的改革与创新 Innovation and Reform of the Chinese Land System 
(Beijing: Qinghua University Publisher, 2007). 



 

1235 

 

 
Figure 3 Land use planning for adjoining district along Suzhou Creek in 2002 (left); plan model for 

Moganshan District and its surrounding areas in 2002 (right) 

To initiate the redevelopment, the district government – Pu’tuo government - leased the right to develop 
Moganshan district to Tian’an Investment Co., Ltd for around 30 million RMB in 20003. As in an ideal free 
market scenario, with use right of the land abided by the tender agreement, Tian’an Investment Co., Ltd 
should be able to initiate urban development. However, the district remained undeveloped for more than five 
years (2002 – 2007). Conversely to the free market scenario, only the government sector profited from the 
transaction. Two reasons can possibly explain the undevelopment of Mo’ganshan district. 

The first one is the release of the Historical Building Conservation Law in 2002 (by Shanghai 
Municipal Government). Stated in the 9th clause, the industrial buildings which were built thirty years ago 
and representative of the industrial history of Shanghai should be conserved and enlisted as heritage 
buildings. As a result, 5 buildings in Moganshan District (2 buildings in Fufeng Flour factory and 3 buildings 
in No. 8 Fuxin Flour factory in no.120 Moganshan road.) were listed as heritage buildings. Therefore, the 
development cost was heavily increased. 

Another reason is that one of the remaining factories - Chun’ming Textile factory refused to relocate. In 
1999, Chunming Textile factory halted production and began to sub-lease its vacant buildings and 
warehouses to private sectors. During the period of Shanghai biannual exhibition (2000), self-organized 
exhibitions by famous Chinese contemporary artists were taking place in Chunming Textile factory, such as 
‘un-cooperation’ by Ai, Weiwei. These exhibitions drew more artists to rent the space hence Chun’ming 
textile factory started to collect revenue from space-leasing since the 2000s. 

To settle the relocation in 2002, Tian’an Investment negotiated with Chun’ming Textile factory and 
agreed to pay five million RMB consecutively for five years. As in the agreement, Chun’ming factory would  
relocate by the end of 20074. No government intervention was reported in the negotiation process. However, 
Chun’ming Textile factory remained intact in 2008. One reason is the policy released by Shanghai Municipal 
government in the 2000s to support redevelopment of former industrial sites which is in contrast with the 
interest of the real estate developer. 

In order to facilitate tertiary economy and to phase out second industry, the policy encourages reusing 
former industrial buildings for “creative industry”5. This policy was carried on in Shanghai by the Shanghai 
Economic and Trade Committee. As for No.50 Moganshan District, with more and more spaces occupied by 
famous international galleries, it grew into famous “Art Hub” attracting international tourists every year. 
With support of the government policy, the owner of Chun’ming textile factory initiated a construction 
overhaul and the factory was official named as ‘M50 creative industry district’ by the Shanghai Municipal 
Government in 2005. The first phase of the regeneration project was completed in 2008 with many 
commercial entities, and galleries poured in.  

                                                             
3 "Balance between Art and Commerce in Shanghai Soho Probably Widespread," The Bund 2006 June 18.  
4 Ibid. 
5 "谨防“退二进三”中的国有资产流失 
Be Cautious for the Real Estate Lost in the Process Of "Phase out Second Industry, Facilitate Tertiary 
Industry"," Liberation Daily 2009 Aug 24. 
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Figure 4 (left and middle) the renovation of No.50 Moganshan District in 2005; (right) the renovation plan 

of No.50 Moganshan District in 2005 (source: Demoyingzao, and Chen’xudong. Second Hand Moderm. 
Beijing: China Electrical Publisher, 2008-9.) 

3 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: FAILURE OF MARKET OR F AILURE OF POLICY? 

Abandoned from 2002 to 2007 with the legal land lease permitting development, Moganshan district is 
obviously undervalued. There are two things could be concluded from the case study: (1) only the 
government sector benefited from the establishment of this quasi-neo liberalism land market. On one hand, 
the developer invested on land paying for leasing and relocation upfront fee without gaining any profit from 
real on site construction. On the other hand, government sectors managed to increase the local revenue 
within this newly established land market. (2) The government sector exert more power on urban 
development decisions than private sectors for the policy to support “Art Factory” development obviously 
overrule the private developer’s intention for new developments.  
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ABSTRACT: This paper clarifies the activities of the bottom-up styled associations for the conservative 
urban reform in Grenoble, France. The Commission for the Preservation of the Old Grenoble was born in 
1968 and came to have the major function of the technical consultation. In other hand, the unions of area 
continued acting positively and came to have the major function of the bottom-up styled consensus making. 
As a result, as the two organizations worked together in some cases, these two functions amplified each other. 
Finally, they realized the collaboration with the administration, thanks to the two functions. And this system 
was installed in the major cities in 1982 by the PLM law 
KEYWORDS:  bottom-up, association, consensus making, technical consultation

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Recently the need for conserving the cultural history has arisen in the cities in the world. The 
intermediate groups, which have a definition of the organizations acting between the inhabitants and the 
administrations, such as the French associations and the Japanese non-profit organizations (NPO), are now 
developing the bottom-up styled urban conservation1. 

2 THE HISTORICAL TENDENCY OF THE ASSOCIATIONS IN GR ENOBLE 

Grenoble is a city where we can find the activities of the local associations such as the unions of area 
since 1920s’, which are one of the earliest examples in France. The Commission for the Preservation of the 
Old Grenoble was created in 1968, in a time of a rapid urbanization; it generated the major function of the 
technical consultation to fight against the urban violence leaded by the Olympic games. On the other hand, 
the unions of areas continue acting positively and generating the main function of the bottom-up styled 
consensus making.  In 1961, the Commission of Liaison of Unions of Areas (CLUQ) was instituted and 
their activities became more active. Nowadays we can find 22 unions of areas in Grenoble (Tab.1 and Fig.1). 

Table 1 The institution of the major commissions of area until the 1960s’ (made from ref.1) 

Year Name Year Name 

1926 
The Union of the Owners and the 
Inhabitants in the Île-Verte Area 

1959 
The Union of the Inhabitants of Capuche 
and the Avenue 

1927 
The Union of the Owners and the 
Inhabitants in the Les Eaux Clairs Area 

1960 The Union of Area of Exposition Bajatière 

1930 
The Commission for the Preservation 
of Capuche 

1960 The Union of Area of Alliés Alpins 

                                                           
1 We can find the detailed comparative analyze in Kolin, K., “The Associations of the Citizens: the 100 
Years of the French NPO Law” Tokyo, Otashuppan, 2003. 
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1932 
The Inhabitant Society for the 
Preservation of Alliés Area 

1960 The Inhabitant Association of Teysseire 

1932 
The Fraternal Society of Cité des 
Abattoirs Area 1961 

The Union the Inhabitants of the Isère 
Right Bank 

1934 Cité Jean-Macé Fraternity 1961 
The Union the Inhabitants of the 
Libération Mistral 

1937 
The Preservation Society of Bajatière 
Area 

1964 
The Inhabitant Association of Léon 
Jouhaux Group 

1942 Beauvert Free Commune 1964 
The Inhabitant Union of Area of 
Notre-Dame Alentour 

1946 Île-verte Free Commune 1965 The Union of Area of Championnet 

1948 Capuche Free Commune 1965 The Union of Area of L’Abbaye 

1958 
The Union of the Inhabitants of Les 
Eaux Clairs 1966 

The Inhabitant Association of Chorier 
Berrriat Vercors 

1959 
The Union of the Inhabitants of the 
South of Grenoble 

1967 The Union of Area of Jean Macé 

 
 

 
Figure 1 The principal information of recent unions of areas (source: CLUQ HP 

http://www.cluq-grenoble.org modified by the author) 

 

3 THE FUNCTION OF THE CONSENSUS MAKING AND THE TECH NICAL CONSULTATION 
OF THE ASSOCIATION 

3.1 Heritage and Development, The Commission for the preservation of the Old Grenoble 

    Nowadays the Commission for the Preservation of the Old Grenoble is composed of 3001 adherents and 
30 central members, who are architects, contributors, professors, carpenters and so on. Its main activities are 
the publication of “Letter of Information” for the grand public in twice a year and the activity as the 
consultative organization for every union of areas when they have the problems concerning the urban 
heritages. Furthermore, when the administration examines the application of the renovations and the 
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demolitions, the commission functions as the consultative organization to answer the questions of the 
heritages. This process is not regulated by the code of urbanism but by the city of Grenoble uniquely. 
Following to these facts, we can figure out that the commission, who is the bottom-up styled association, 
came to have the strong effectiveness on the heritage conservation particularly by the transmissions of the 
professional acknowledge, the responses to the consultation, the heritage conservations through the 
investments in the 1980s’ (Tab.2), the emissions of the information, the co-operations with the other 
organizations to make the basis of the function as a technical consultative organization. 

Table 2 The examples of the technical consultation of the Commission for the preservation (ref.2) 

Year Object 

1966 
The restoration of the stone presumed as the heritage of the port in the corner square of 
Bérule; Madeleine street 

1968 
The conservation and the transformation of the Farm of Prémol, which became Social 
Center 

1969 
A long action until 1984 for the protection and the maintenance of the Astronomic Clock of 
Father Bonfa at Stendhal High School 

1970 
The removal by the Group of Restoration and Excavation, of a wing of cloister of 
Notre-Dame, hidden and forgotten behind the wall 

1972 
The protection of the powder magazine of Vauban, menaced by the extention of a parking of 
the Administrative Area 

1974 
The partial correspondence to the gate of the eighteenth century for the palustrade of the 
Terrasse in the public garden 

1978 
The Preservation of remarkable architectural elements came from the lot of Trois Dauphins, 
of the Saint-Laurent street 

1979 
The remise of the situation of its cover of the powder magazine of Vauban, damaged at the 
time of the event of the hill of the territory which recover it 

1979 
Diverse interventions concerning the City Garden, historic place which was concerning the 
life of citizens in Grenoble; the interventions of total order, at the time of its re-maintenance 

1980 
The removal of the trees overgrew over the roof of the powder magazine of Vauban, 
executed with the cooperation of the officer Génie 

1980 
The Preservation of remarkable architectural elements came from the lot of Trois Dauphins, 
in the Trois Dauphins street 

1982 
The restoration of the stone presumed as the heritage of the port in the corner square of 
Bérule; Madeleine street 

1982 
The correspondence until 1984 to the abusive advertisements over the wall of Isère side in 
the City Garden 

1985 The investment to the statues of Bayard, which were bared surreptitiously 

1987 The investment to the statues of Phlis de la Charce, which were bared surreptitiously 

1987 The implantation the jardinières ornamenting the terrasse of Stendhal 

1988 The correspondence to the statue “Le Torrent” in the City Garden 

1991 The renovation of the market in Place Sainte-Claire 

1992 The renovation of inclined glacis heading the foothills 

2005 The renovation of the Cros-Chasnel building and the Pierre-Büchere 

 

3.2 The examples of the activities of the associations 
To know the more detailed effectiveness of the commission and the local associations, I would like to 
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deal with two particular examples of the buildings that were conserved and made most of its potentials by the 
local groups. Firstly, I would like to focus on the example of the Croy-Chasnel building and the 
Pierre-Büchere building in the Brocherie street. In the second half of 1970s’, it was the area of 
Brocherie-Chenoise which was the place suffering from the problem with the insanitary the worst. The city 
designated this area as the special development area (ZAD) and executed the policy to control the price of 
the land by the transformation of the lots to the social residences by the acquisition of the land by the city to 
resolve the shortage of the residences caused by the increase of the population and the problem of the 
insanitary at the same time. After this acquisition, it was planned that social residences was sold again. But 
this project did not well considered about the conservation of the architectural heritages because it was 
rapidly decided. Fig.2 is the area (marked with the dot line), which had been planned to have the research on 
the insanitary situation. Though the Crois-Chasnel building and the Pierre-Bouchere building,(the gray 
building in the middle of the image) which are designated as the historic monument nowadays, the 
conservation for these building had not been specially proposed at that time. The city researched the opinion 
pole about the area including the buildings to have the consensus of the inhabitants. But the heritage value of 
the Croy-Chasnel building and the Pierre-Büchere building was not well recognized because this research 
was not objected to the conservation of the architectural heritages but to the examination of the method of 
the renovation of every building. Furthermore, it is decided to institute the organization composed by the 
councilors, engineers and local associations because of the difficulty of the consensus making with the 
inhabitants who were against the renovation of the area. The city instituted the special organization to discuss 
about the particular buildings composed of the inhabitants who hoped to express  

We can focus on the other example of the market in Place Sainte-Claire (Fig.3). The market was built in 1874 and 
had the plan to improve the insanitary situation in 1990. But the plan by the city was aimed to only bloom the economy 
by destroying the architectural heritages. So the union of area and the Commission for the Preservation of the Old 
Grenoble made efforts and changed the plan to bring more value to the heritages. 

 

                  
Figure 2 The research planned area    Figure 3 The market in Place Sainte Claire (04/2009) 
(ref.5 modified by the author) 

3 CONCLUSION 

    As a result, the two organizations worked together in some cases; these two functions amplified each 
other. Finally, they realized the collaboration with the administration, thanks to the two functions. And this 
system was installed in the main cities in 1982 by the PLM law. I notice that at least one bottom-up styled 
technical consultative organization should be installed in the each area to promote the consensus making 
with other organizations by informing the people. 
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ABSTRACT: Water is one of the key resources for sustainable development. It is an ecological resource and 
an economic good. There is uneven distribution of water, both in the physical water distribution and in the 
second order system in a society, for a long time (Jenniver Sehring, 2009), which makes water management 
involves much cooperation and confliction between many actors working in different sectors of government. 
Consequently, water governance is not seen as regulation and management by one authoritative actor, but as 
interaction between interdependent collective actors among local, regional, national and international levels.  
    This paper introduces proposed research to examine changing forms of water governance and 
management mechanisms within the urban context in Taipei in four periods: the Qing Dynasty, the Japanese 
colonial period, the post war era and the period after the 1990s. The paper asks three questions: What kinds 
of institutions are involved in the three historical periods? How do they negotiate and influence each other? 
What kinds of water governance so they create? The research intends to understand not only the water 
governance trend in Taipei, but also the interaction from time to time. 
KEYWORDS: institutionalism, Taipei, water governance 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Taiwan’s urbanization was initially based on agricultural production, and started in the south. Since 
Japanese colonization in the late 1800s, the introduction of industrialization steadily shifted urbanization to 
the coastal cities in the north. Especially Taipei, the capital city in Japanese colonial period, have urbanized 
rapidly at that time. From the post war era around 1950s, urbanization accelerated and migration began to 
concentrate in the large cities. Taipei took the rapid urban expansion as well. Until 2009, there are over 6 
million people in Taipei metropolitan1 and the average density reach 10,000 per km2.  

Taipei, as a capital in Taiwan, plays a domestic role in cultural, economic and political aspects since the 
1900s. The domestic phenomenon shows in many territories. Most institutions for urban development lead 
from the government rather than the cooperative participated process. Although more and more 
local-oriented events like performance art, IT services and creative promoting projects illustrate the release 
of social structure from the late 1990s, it still lacks of the studies about the water governance process through 
institutional approach. It remains the “black-box” decision-making process until now. The systematic 
absence is the start of the research. It aims to realize the water institutional structure from time to time, and 
also the domestic sectors. It starts in a short illustration of water governance in international scale, then hosts 
in the Taipei city to explain the entangle situation, and concludes the results at the end of this article. 

2 GLOBAL TRENDS: FROM WATER MANAGEMENT TO WATER GOVERNANCE 

Tony Allen (2003) identified four paradigms as shaping modern thinking about water management. First, 
the paradigm of industrial modernity started at late 1800s. Followed by the ecological paradigm in the 1960s 
and economic approach around 1990s, it moves to the political institutional paradigm since the beginning of 
21st century.  

                                                           
1 Published by Directorate General of Budget, Accounting and Statistics, Executive Yuan, ROC 
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Figure 1 International discourse on water management (J. Sehring, 2009; based on Allen, 2003) 

As shown in figure 1, Sehring’s (2009) use “approach” instead of paradigms to emphasize the 
simultaneously interaction in between. In general, water has seen as an industrial resource since 19th century. 
The rising environmental awareness in the 1960s awaked the approach with ecological priority which 
criticized the huge water infrastructure to reduce the loss of bio-diversity. In early 1990s, the Dublin 
Principles2 illustrated water with its economic value and should be recognized as a good. Sehring (2009) 
argued it by lacking of the adequate pricing mechanism and also causing for inefficient and wasteful water 
usage. Finally, the political-institutional approach started around the year 2000 as a forward point of view to 
deal with the global water scarcity. Now, an adequate solution strategy demand not only financial and 
technical means, but the societal capacities to handle and distribute the available water resources effectively 
and equitably are scarce as well.    

After the 2nd World Water Forum in The Hague in 2000 and 2001 Bonn Freshwater Conference, good 
water governance has become as one of the main global challenges. This article tries to analyze the 
happening in Taipei within the global trend of water governance. 

3 THE PROCEDURE OF WATER GOVERNANCE IN TAIPEI 

3.1 The feudal society before 1895 
Water governance in Taiwan started around the 1700s, when large-scale immigration moved from 

Fujian and Guangdong Province to Taiwan. These Chinese fishing and rice-farming families developed the 
water system on their own for irrigation. For instance, Liu-Gong ditch was built during Qing Dynasty by Mr. 
Xi-Liu and his workers. Mr. Guo built up a ditch flowed by Xin-Dian River. This project took about 30 years 
to finish and irrigated over 9200 hector of agricultural lands in south-eastern Taipei.   

 At this time, Taiwan was a small island located far away that neither central nor local government 
would invest water infrastructure here. Therefore, local gentries funded by themselves to build irrigation 
water ditch, and negotiated the usage priorities on their own. Both physical constructions and water 
management were private products which are able to deal to others. In other words, water institutions was 
created and formalized within certain powerful families.  

The total private water administration somehow caused the problem for long-term maintenance. Some 
parts of Liu-Gong ditch were abandoned not because of the water system but the decline of the family. At the 
feudal society in Taiwan, water facilities took a high risk to destroy by the confliction or competition after 
changing the generations, and hard to work sustainably. 

3.2 Japanese colonial period (1895-1945)  
After losing the first Sino-Japanese war, Qing Empire officially ceded sovereignty over Taiwan to Japan 

in 1895. Japanese administration ruled really strict and lead people to give up their Chinese name, customs 
and use Japanese language as their everyday vernacular (Leitner, H. and Kang P., 1999). Meanwhile, 
Japanese government built up the first “public ditch” in 1901 and forfeiture the private ditches systematically. 
Until 1922, almost all physical infrastructures and the power of water distribution were transformed and 
belonged by the government. Japanese government so established the “Farmland Irrigation Associated” to 

                                                           
2 The Dublin Principles were published in 1992 as one of the preparing conferences to the 1992 Earth 
Summit in Rio de Janeiro. 
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manage and plan for further development. In 1911, many ditches3 joined into Liu-Gong ditch and became 
the biggest irrigation facility which extended the drainage area from the south Eastern Taipei to the whole 
city4.   

Japanese government controlled and legitimized their political rights during the colonial period, which 
also indicated in the water governance strategies clearly. It also shrank the administration of water usage 
successfully from private to central government. From now on, the water governance became a centralized 
institution.   

3.3 Rapid urbanization after the Second World War    
After the Second World War, the administrative power shifted from Japanese to KMT governors, who 

soon loosen their last bastion in 1949 in China and move to Taiwan. Taiwan suffered serious social unrest in 
the first decade. From 1960, an economic approach strategy published by the central government as a leading 
direction followed by several heavy infrastructure projects. Shihmen Reservoir was built up in 1962 and 
Feitsui Reservoir started later on. Both of them aimed to provide the source of water for domestic and 
industrial usage in Taipei metropolitan. Furthermore, the Flood Control Project for Taipei metropolitan was 
published in 1973, and added the dike into 200-year flood duration in 1987. This policy was so strict that 
several consanguineous villages, such as Hou-Jou village, were demolished for the Erh-Chung Flood Way, in 
order to complete the flooding management.  

The irrigation system in Taipei also changed and removed in the 1970s. Because of the rapid 
urbanization of Taipei city, there were less than 300 hector of farmland still irrigated by Liu-Gong ditch 
around 1970s, and most parts of ditch were used for wastewater. After the engineering project covered the 
ditch to widen the road starting in 1972, the irrigation usage of Liu-Gong ditch was officially over and used 
as a main branch of sewage system in the city.  

During this time, the water governance in Taipei kept its central-oriented structure from the Japanese 
colonial period. It somehow created the persuaded debate to give up the existing villages in order to achieve 
the “public benefits.” Meanwhile, there were no private investments and opinions involved in these huge 
water infrastructure projects. The negotiation and cooperation only happened within different governmental 
sectors.  

3.4    Water regeneration after the 1990s    
On the other hand, some community-oriented regeneration projects started around late 1990s. In 1998, 

Da-Shan neighbourhood made a consensus with Taipei city government to recover the branch of Liu-Gong 
ditch nearby. Although this project was delayed for many years by lacking of funding, the whole project was 
finished and linked the branch in NTU campus in 2003. This case is the first time that Taipei citizens fight 
for regeneration the covered water system. However, the following project announced by department of 
urban development in city government, which propose to recover the main part of the ditch under 
Sing-Sheng highway, reject by other sectors in city government in 2008. It is difficult to negotiate within 
conflicting interests in any cases.  

4 NEW AGENDA FOR WATER GOVERNANCE 

The article illustrates the development of water governance in Taipei since the beginning of seventeenth 
in order to read the water governance process through institutional points of view. At the end of this article, 
we provide three main points for conclusion. First, Taipei, as a global city, neither really matches the global 
developing procedure nor achieves the political-institutional approach of water governance. It is still seen as 
the product which has to be handled by engineering management. Because of lacking the multi-dimension 
understanding, technical approach is always as the only way to deal with our water issue until now.  

Secondly, the aim of water governance in Taipei changed from irrigation to domestic and industrial 
usage within these three centuries. As well as the authority transformed from private to the government. The 

                                                           
3 There were eight ditches combined into Liu-Gong Ditch: including Shou-Lian ditch, Da-Tsu-Wei ditch, 
Hsei ditch, Shen-Bai-Kao ditch, Hsei-Tu-Di-Gong ditch, Hsei-Tu-Di-Gong ditch, Ya-Liao-Pu ditch and 
Neo-Thai-Pu Ditch. 
4 Please refer to appendix 1. 
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central institutions are so powerful that private sectors forced to remove in some cases. However, several 
community-oriented projects formalize a potential institutional structure in the future. These private-oriented 
projects might focus on physical improvement spreading in the city fragmentally, but they still regenerate the 
abundant ditch into friendly water lanes for citizen’s daily life successfully.  

Finally, city is written from time to time. All changes are kept in our urban context to digest and 
transform again in a new way. The society needs to realize that good water governance is a democratic and 
coherent coordination and regulation process that leads to equitable, efficient, and sustainable water usage 
instead of pure technical programmes, and provides more kinds of sectors participate and negotiate in the 
institutions in order to governance water resources in a border way. 
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ABSTRACT: Is it possible to establish an organised network of global cities that would have more in 
common with each other than their hinterlands? Saskia Sassen has already given us a global ranking system 
for cities, could we, by building on this, actually establish a system based on independently assessable 
factors, and governed by an independent international body? Shanghai’s history may well give us a clue as to 
how this could work at the city level. Between 1842 and 1943 Shanghai was a self-governing Treaty Port, 
free to act as it saw fit with the result that it became one of the world’s largest and richest cities. The 
downside of this was of course the poverty and depravity that existed alongside the city’s wealth and 
glamour, this paper’s proposal aims at eradicating such inequality, but by basing the new network of global 
cities on the idea of the Hanseatic League, then ‘The Shanghai Model’ could well be applied to the global 
scale. 
KEYWORDS: Global city. Network. Economic crisis. Shanghai. Hanseatic League. 

 

New urban questions require new urban answers. This paper contains a radical new proposal for 21st-
century urban development. Addressing the phenomena of the new super-agglomeration in different parts of 
the world, this conference intends to discuss attempts at establishing planning on a regional level – in fact 
this paper goes one step further and asks why not plan at the international level? Why not establish a network 
of global cities that would have more in common with each other than their hinterlands? (From which they 
would be freed politically and financially – while still obliged to benefit them.) 

For the first time in history more than fifty percent of the world’s population lives in urban areas. 
However, the view that the world can be simply divided into urban and rural is somewhat naïve. The urban 
environment embraces a huge range of varying types, from the rural village to the glittering global 
metropolis. Even the urban fabric itself contains a bewildering array of types, everything from the sleepy 
suburb to the twenty-four-hour dynamo that spins at a city’s centre. 

Some urban environments are certainly more dynamic than others, some are more important, larger, 
or simply more urbane. And while there are any number of factors that determine a city’s importance, be it 
economic or infrastructural, it can also be something less tangible, such as culture or history, or even 
freedom of expression or quality of life. Cities are graded according to a wide variety of factors, Saskia 
Sassen has highlighted one of them in the Globalization and World Cities (GaWC) Research Group’s ranking 
system in Global Networks, Linked Cities1. In this system the world’s major metropolises are divided into 
alpha, beta, or gamma, with London and New York as alpha cities, Hong Kong and Singapore as beta, and 
Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta as gamma. This global grading system takes into account a number of important 
factors and yet all it is doing is reflecting the sophisticated and highly ordered system of self-organisation 
that operates between these cities. In many ways this is much the same as the way in which cities organise 
themselves internally, by a sort of autopoesis. 

One thing nearly every city has in common in the 21st century is that they will be interacting ever 
more closely in an increasingly globalised economy. What makes this interaction particularly vital is the fact 
that this global economic system has become more and more homogenised simply because it has no real 
alternatives: China’s embrace of capitalism in the 1970s followed by the collapse of Soviet-style economics 
in the 1990s means that the world can be said to operate one economic system, i.e. that of global capitalism. 

                                                      
1 Saskia Sassen, Global Networks, Linked Cities, p. 101. 
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And yet globalisation is not quite as new as some may think. Saskia Sassen has estimated that the 
international financial markets of the late-19th and early-20th centuries were as massive as today’s – this is 
certainly true when volumes are measured against the national economies of the time2. The world at the end 
of the 19th century was a surprisingly globalised one, the difference with today is that this globalisation took 
place within different imperial systems: the British, French, Russian, Japanese, etc. The cities of these 
empires were also organised according to strict hierarchies, each with its metropolitan centre, such as London 
or Paris, serviced by colonial enclaves, like Hong Kong or Hanoi. Of course, then as now, some parts of the 
world fell outside the influence of the international markets, either because they were too inaccessible, or too 
poor, or because they chose to isolate themselves for political or religious reasons. 
 

THE GLOBAL CITY 

Saskia Sassen sees global cities operating as a unified system rather than simply competing with one 
another, and what competition there is is tempered by strategic collaboration, with a division of labour that 
enables these cities to fit into the global hierarchy. Mobility of capital has led to new forms in the mobility of 
labour with the result that there is a degree of centralisation in some cities. This is hardly surprising, people 
go to where the jobs are; what is surprising, however, is that no one saw it coming. The new technologies 
that have enabled long-distance management and services seem to have actually increased the importance of 
certain cities. Why is this? If we are able to interact with colleagues anywhere in the world at the touch of a 
button then why have certain cities became even more important as nodes in the global network? Why not 
simply stay home and communicate at long distance? The answer is simple: people require face-to-face 
contact in order to do business; people need to meet one another in order to establish relations of trust. 

This is what Manuel Castells refers to in his trilogy The Information Age as ‘informationalism’3. He 
sees the new economy as producing information, as opposed to the old economy, or ‘industrialism’, which 
preceded it (where the main sources of productivity were labour, capital, and natural resources). Castells sees 
informationalism as inseparable from the new social structures that have given rise to what he calls the 
Network Society. Information technology has turned producer services into tradable goods, and cities that 
provide these new and increasingly mobile services have become not simply nodal points in the co-
ordination of these global processes, they have become sites of production in their own right. 

In order to produce and disseminate information, complex physical infrastructure is required. Certain 
cities have a strategic advantage because this infrastructure is extremely immobile. The management of the 
complex interaction between massive concentrations of material resources that information technologies 
allow have reconfigured the interaction between capital fixity and hypermobility, with the result that cities 
that were already major global players find themselves with a new competitive advantage. These are the 
cities where the global players congregate, so this is where you will have to go if you want to do business 
with them. Or, as David Harvey puts it in The New Imperialism, fluid movement over space can only be 
achieved by fixing certain physical infrastructures in space (physical infrastructure can mean roads, railways, 
airports, and port facilities, cable networks and fibre-optic systems, as well as electricity grids and sewerage 
systems, etc.)4. These require a lot of capital to set up and maintain, and the recovery of these investments 
depends upon their use in situ. 

Harvey also sees an identifiable territorial logic of power arising from this infrastructural 
centralisation, which he terms ‘regionality’5. He see this as the necessary and unavoidable result of the 
molecular processes of capital accumulation in space and time, with the result that inter-regional competition 
and the specialisation in and among regional economies becomes one of the fundamental features of 
capitalism. One of the side effects of this is that the global city becomes increasingly isolated from its 

                                                      
2 Saskia Sassen, The Global City, p. 76. 
3 Defined as the ‘…mode of development in which the main source of productivity is the qualitative capacity 
to optimize the combination and use of factors of production on the basis of knowledge and information’. 
Manuel Castells, End of Millennium: The Information Age, Volume III, p. 8. This topic is also discussed by 
Castells in Chapter 1 of The Rise of the Network Society: The Information Age, Volume I. 
4 David Harvey, The New Imperialism, p. 99 (italics in original). 
5 Ibid., p. 103. 
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hinterland. K. Anthony Appiah puts this even more forcefully in his Foreword to Saskia Sassen’s 
Globalization and its Discontents: these global cities can become not only increasingly isolated from, but 
actually actively antagonistic to their regional cultures and economies6. David Harvey gives us some 
examples of this: the Pearl River Delta in China (Hong Kong, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen) as well as the 
Lower Yangtze region (Shanghai), he sees these as areas that encapsulate dynamic power centres that are 
economically (though not necessarily politically) dominating the rest of the country7. 
 

COLONIAL TO GLOBAL 

Modern telecommunications have not created networks out of nothing. The nodal points in the global 
city network have formed themselves in places where networks already existed, cities such as Hong Kong, 
Singapore, and Shanghai.  

 
Figure 1 East Asia 

 

Shanghai is an interesting case in point, whereas Hong Kong and Singapore made the almost flawless 
segue from colonial entrepot to global city, Shanghai was cut off from the rest of the world after 1949. The 
city found itself forced to operate as the engine for Chinese development under the Communists. Ironically it 
was only after the Open Door economic reforms of 1978 that Shanghai began to have its position 
undermined, when it began to fall behind new national rivals like Shenzhen. The staggered series of 
economic reforms introduced to the city from 1984, culminating in the development of the Pudong Special 
Economic Zone in 1990, eventually allowed Shanghai to pick up the threads – the city is once again being 
taken seriously as a global player. Perhaps it will never regain its once pre-eminent position in the region – 

                                                      
6 K. Anthony Appiah, ‘Foreword’ in Globalization and its Discontents, Saskia Sassen, ed., p. XII. 
7 David Harvey, The New Imperialism, p. 105. 
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even the Chinese leadership no longer refers to it as the coming New York of Asia8 – but as we have seen 
from Saskia Sassen’s analysis, global networks depend for their success on the strength of interaction 
between cities, not the pre-eminence of any one of them. (That’s not to say there isn’t specialisation – 
Singapore’s foreign exchange markets spring to mind – but there are no benefits to the network by one city’s 
utter dominance.) 

So what has enabled some of these key cities to become so important? Manuel Castells sees 
geopolitics as providing the grounds by which the politics of postcolonial survival became successful 
developmental policies, paving the way for some of the tiger economies that so startled the world at the end 
of the 20th century. This can be taken as a sign that there is an important link between colonial networks and 
global cities. Ackbar Abbas has also investigated this phenomenon, taking the specific cultural spaces of 
Hong Kong as his point of departure9. His work has highlighted the important link between Hong Kong, the 
colonial enclave, and Hong Kong, the global city. In fact, he is convinced that colonial networks make useful 
foundations for global ones. 

One other important point, and one which ties back into Saskia Sassen’s analysis of global cities, is 
the fact that the construction or improvement of information and communication-technology networks 
cannot substitute for social networks. What facilitates these social networks in the case of a city like Hong 
Kong – the stability of the business environment, the investment in infrastructure, and the adherence to 
international standards of business law – is the fact that they were all founded by the British to service their 
colonial city and went on to act as the foundation for the territory’s global pre-eminence today. 

One important element in this continuity of development is identified by Manuel Castells as being 
Hong Kong’s civil service, the administrative class of elite scholars recruited by the colonial service in 
Britain, usually from the better colleges of Oxford and Cambridge10. These people had strong social and 
ideological cohesion, as well as shared professional interests and cultural values. They ran Hong Kong for 
most of its history, and their power was exercised primarily in the service of Hong Kong’s business 
community, a group which enjoyed far greater freedom in its operations than most others in the international 
capitalist system during the second half of the twentieth century, something which has helped Hong Kong 
become the global leader it is today.  

Ackbar Abbas has also pointed out that colonialism has pioneered the methods required to 
incorporate what were pre-capitalist, pre-industrial, non-European societies into the world economy; 
establishing ways of dealing with ethnically, racially, and culturally different societies11. In Hong Kong: 
Culture and the Politics of Disappearance he states that colonial cities can be viewed as the forerunners of 
the contemporary global city, suggesting that is was colonialism that allowed imperialism make the leap into 
globalism12. This is true, think how much more cosmopolitan a place like Hong Kong or Shanghai was in the 
19th century, compared to the likes of London or Paris at the same time. As global capitalism rose from the 
ashes of empire, some cities of these erstwhile empires found themselves perfectly placed to become global 
players.  
 

SHANGHAI 

If Hong Kong managed to turn itself from a colonial entrepot into the very model of the global 
metropolis in the second half of the 20th century, perhaps we can look to Shanghai for the way forward in the 
21st. Shanghai in the colonial era was a unique urban entity, consisting of three separate jurisdictions: a self-
governing International Settlement, a French Concession, and a Chinese city. This odd arrangement resulted 
in some administrative anomalies, such as the fact that policing in each jurisdiction was separate, so that a 
criminal could evade capture simply by crossing from one part of the city to another. Apart from 
idiosyncrasies such as these, the city seems to have operated as a seamless whole. 

                                                      
8 Gregory Bracken, Thinking Shanghai, pp. 17-22. 
9 Abbas does this in his book Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance. 
10 Manuel Castells, End of Millennium: The Information Age, Volume III, p. 288. 
11 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, p. 3. 
12 Ibid., p. 3. 
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Shanghai was in an ideal position to become East Asia’s most important commercial hub. Its 
geographical position, halfway up China’s coast and at the mouth of the Yangtze River, enabled it to operate 
as China’s gateway. It was Shanghai’s success as a commercial centre that drew the attention of Western 
powers in the 19th century, particularly Britain’s. Western powers wanted a share in the lucrative trade in tea, 
porcelain, silk, and cotton, but this trade began to be a drain on Western resources, particularly Britain’s 
(which took to tea more than most). The British decided they’d better redress this imbalance, notoriously 
deciding to import Bengali opium to balance their books. When the Governor of Canton destroyed Britain’s 
stocks of the drug in 1839 it sparked off the First Opium War, resulting in a humiliating defeat for China 
three years later. The Treaty of Nanking, which ended the war, opened five Chinese cities to international 
trade; known as the Treaty Ports, the two most important of these were Hong Kong and Shanghai. 

The first British arrived in Shanghai in 1843, their settlement consisted of 140 acres along the 
Huangpu River, north of the old Chinese city. The Americans established an unofficial settlement further 
north, on the other side of Suzhou Creek. Along the western bank of the Huangpu ran a muddy towpath, the 
British, using the Hindi term for a waterfront, promptly renamed it the Bund. At first there was a no-man’s-
land between the British settlement and the old Chinese city, but the French arrived in 1849 and squeezed 
themselves into this leftover space. The Second Opium War (1856-60) was a joint British and French effort 
and ended in another humiliating defeat for China. The subsequent Treaty of Tientsin opened up the Yangtze 
to Western trade and also forced the Chinese government to allow tariffs on opium imports – effectively 
legalising the drug trade. Stocks of opium were then stored on a pair of sailing hulks moored off the Bund, 
while opium dens, known as ‘divans’, proliferated – a habit which had long been tolerated as an upper-class 
vice spread rapidly to all levels of society, with devastating social consequences. 

 

 
Figure 2 Colonial development 

 

Shanghai’s growth continued to be prodigious throughout the 19th century, with its population 
doubling between 1895 and 1910, and again nearly tripling by 1930. This growth put the different parts of 
the city under enormous pressure. The Chinese, under the modernising influence of the Nationalists, planned 
a new Civic Centre to the north of the city in 1931. It was intended to draw attention away from the foreign 
concessions, facilitating business, as it was closer to the mouth of the Huangpu. Designed by an American-
educated Chinese architect called Dong Dayou, it incorporated Chinese and art deco elements attractively in 
the few (now sadly neglected) buildings that were built. As a plan it failed, mainly due to the fact that the 
Japanese invaded the city in 1932. The Japanese were rebuffed but tried again in 1937 and this time were 
successful. They took over everything except the foreign concessions, which became known as the Lonely 
Island. This lonely island eventually fell when Japan declared war on America in December 1941. 
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After the Allied victory in 1945 Shanghai was once again open for business, but civil war between 
the Nationalists and Communists meant that the smart money had already begun to move out. The 
Communists won the war in 1949 – the Nationalists fleeing to Taiwan – and Shanghai promptly disappeared 
behind the Bamboo Curtain. The city became the engine of development for the rest of the country, 
following Marxist economic lines, but two years after Mao’s death in 1976 China instigated its Open Door 
policy which saw the beginnings of Western-style economic reform. Shanghai was gradually opened up to 
foreign investment in the 1980s and it was the decision to develop Pudong in 1990 that finally enabled the 
city to reassert itself globally. 
 

A NEW HANSEATIC LEAGUE? 

Colonial networks set up in the 19th century still link cities like Hong Kong, Singapore, and Shanghai 
to each other and the rest of the world. These cities used to trade in the goods of empire, now they 
increasingly trade in information. 19th-century infrastructure, such as rail and telephone, are being used 
alongside and sometimes as the basis for 21st-century technology, like fibre optics. Some cities, like Hong 
Kong and Singapore, have other advantages, including the use of the English language, as well as the civil 
service probity and rule of law we saw highlighted earlier. Perhaps it is time for these cities to organise 
themselves properly, instead of cooperating willy nilly as they currently do. Perhaps they could be organised 
along the lines already seen in the Globalization and World Cities (GaWC) Research Group’s ranking system. 
This would make places like London, New York, and Tokyo A-grade cities, while Hong Kong and Singapore 
would have a B-grade listing, and so on. If this grading system were to be organised according to 
independently assessable factors, and administrated by an international body under the governance of 
something like the United Nations, then these global cities could be grouped together more advantageously, 
meaning that the network as a whole would operate more efficiently and for the cities’ better mutual benefit. 
A city could apply to be listed, much like a company lists on a stock exchange, and once it met certain 
criteria it would be accorded its status, A, B, or C (with different requirements and privileges according to 
these groupings). If it subsequently failed to live up to these requirements it could then be de-listed until it 
had corrected its shortcomings. 

This would not be unlike the Hanseatic League, a union of 200 or so cities in Northern Europe at the 
end of the Middle Ages. The Hanse, even without a strong institutional structure, managed to act as a 
powerful force for economic growth, providing mutual support for cities in a hitherto poor and unconnected 
part of the globe. The result was an upsurge of trade and economic activity, bringing them back to levels not 
seen since the fall of the Roman empire. 

In an increasingly globalised world, any attempt to recover the discipline of urbanism under 
conditions of urban transformation and economic crisis is going to require bold and imaginative new 
thinking. Think how much faster cities in such a closely linked global network would be able to react under 
conditions of global crisis? Freed from having to move at the slower pace of their geographical hinterlands 
(from which they could be separated politically and economically – while still obliged to aid and service 
them) these nodes in the global network could well be able to react fast enough to staunch or even head off 
the downward spiral before it degenerated into the sort of crisis we saw in 2008. Shanghai’s foreign 
concessions operated such a system, divorced from yet benefitting, and in turn, servicing their hinterlands. 
Faster reaction time will not guarantee the prevention of future crises, but this system could well diminish 
their magnitude and misery. 

The downside of choosing Shanghai as a model, as anyone familiar with the city’s history will tell 
you, is of course the poverty and depravity that existed alongside its wealth and glamour. This proposal is 
being made as part of ongoing research into the feasibility of establishing such a regulatory system for global 
cities, one of the aims of which would be the eradication of the sort of inequality seen in 19th-century 
Shanghai, as well as the eradication of the sorts of problems that have resulted from the unfettered 
competition of global capitalism. How this could work would perhaps be for other, better qualified people to 
decide, I am merely pointing out that it could well work. 
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ABSTRACT: The paper contributes to our understanding of the role of urban imagery in making the post-
socialist city. The literature on urban transition pays modest attention to the politics of urban development 
and remains largely descriptive (Feldman 2000; Gel’man 2002). The use of urban regime or growth coalition 
frameworks (Logan and Molotch 1987; Stone 1989) can fill some theoretical gaps but these frameworks are 
too criticised as “empiricist and localist” (Ward 1996). To avoid these limitations the research on urban 
development in post-Socialist cities should become better connected with modern debates on Neoliberalism 
(Brenner and Theodore 2002), urban governance (Swyngedouw et al 2003a) and urban imagery (Massey 
2007). The paper uses the resurrection of the Kul-Sharif Mosque in Kazan Kremlin (1996-2005) as a case 
study of the emerging in Kazan model of urban governance which is characterised by the dominance of the 
authorities and the use of powerful imagery to achieve political mobilisation and financial support. 
 
KEYWORDS: urban governance, urban development projects, urban imagery, Kazan, Tatarstan, Russia, 
post-socialist city, growth machine, urban regime, Kul-Sharif Mosque. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The paper contributes to our understanding of the role of urban imagery in creating the post-socialist 
city. The post-Socialist urban literature pays modest attention to the politics of urban development and 
remains largely descriptive (Feldman 2000; Gel’man 2002). The use of urban regime or growth coalition 
frameworks (Logan and Molotch 1987; Stone 1989) can fill some theoretical gaps but these frameworks are 
criticised as well as “empiricist and localist” (Ward 1996). To avoid these limitations the research on urban 
development in post-Socialist cities should become better connected with modern debates on Neoliberalism 
(Brenner and Theodore 2002), urban governance (Swyngedouw et al 2003a) and urban imagery (Massey 
2007).  
 This paper seeks to analyse the role of the image of the city in the formation of local development 
regimes in one of the Russia’s regional capitals by exploring the question as to how urban imagery is used to 
promote development projects and legitimise political order and governance practices. Kazan is the capital of 
Tatarstan Republic and a large industrial, commercial and scientific centre located in the centre of the 
western part of Russia, about 800 km east of Moscow. The case study of Kazan shows that the authorities 
use themes of nationalism, religion, regional identity to promote urban development as well as to legitimise 
own power. The recent transformation of the image, physical structure and governance of Kazan provoke 
numerous questions about the political choices and governance mechanisms behind specific development 
schemes and projects.  
 
2. URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS AND URBAN GOVERNANCE 
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Literature on urban development in post-socialist cities often pays little attention to the governing 
mechanisms behind urban development projects. The transformations of urban space are often presented as 
theoretically unproblematic, “natural” consequences of transition to a market economy and democracy. The 
pre-existing institutions, governing practices, uses of urban space are often seen as “legacies” that slow the 
progress in the “right” direction down (French, 1995). Although it has been acknowledged that cities are 
important for the very process of “transition” (Kostinskiy 2001, p. 451; Harloe 1996, p. 3), little research has 
been done to explore possible connections between urban governance, urban space and development 
programmes and projects and wider socio-economic transformations. 
 The use of urban regime type of frameworks (Logan and Molotch 1987; Stone 1989) can fill some 
theoretical gaps in research on urban governance in post-Socialist cities and shed light on the emerging 
schemes of public-private cooperation and political coalitions that drive the development process. According 
to Harvey (1989) “urban governance” means much more that urban “government”, because the real power 
lies “within a broader coalition of forces within which urban government and administration have only a 
facilitative and coordinating role to play. The power to organise space derives from a whole complex of 
forces mobilised by diverse social agents” (Harvey 1989, p. 6). The public sector has become increasingly 
dependent on the private sector involvement in urban development projects. The institutional arrangements 
which allow actors to work together under conditions of ‘limited and dispersed authority’ and achieve 
publicly significant results have become known as urban regimes (Stone 1989, p. 9). According to Logan and 
Molotch (1987) progrowth forces build a coalition that makes a city a “growth machine”, which is defined 
by the authors as “an apparatus of interlocking progrowth associations and governmental units” (pp. 32-33). 
To some extent this depicts the situation in post-Socialist cities. At the same time, the theoretical transfer of 
urban regime theory remains a debatable question. Urban regime theory has been criticised as “empiricist 
and localist” (Ward 1996, p. 428), as having weak explanatory power (Davies 2002, p. 13) and having little 
applicability beyond the US-context (Wood 2004, p. 2103).  
 To avoid these limitations the research on urban development in post-Socialist cities should become 
better connected with modern debates on Neoliberalism (Brenner and Theodore 2002), urban governance 
(Swyngedouw et al 2003a). The transition to the Neoliberal city should not be seen as a linear process, rather 
as “a contested, trial and error searching process in which Neoliberal strategies are being mobilised in place 
specific forms and combinations” (Brenner and Theodore 2002, p. 375). Swyngedouw and Moulaert (2003) 
suggest that urban development projects play a more important role than a mere instrumental one in 
attracting investment and conceptualised urban development project as a laboratory and testing site of urban 
governance. There is a growing literature that examines the role of urban development projects in the 
formation of urban governance models. Large-scale urban development projects (UDPs) have become a sort 
of new urban policy that actively produces, enacts, embodies, and shapes the new political and economic 
regimes that are operative at the local, regional, national and global scales. They are the material expression 
of a developmental logic that views mega-projects and place marketing as major leverages for generating 
future growth and for waging a competitive struggle to attract investment capital. Urban projects of this kind 
are, therefore, neither mere result or response, nor the consequence of political and economic change enacted 
elsewhere. On the contrary, we argue that such UDPs are the very catalysts of urban and political change; 
UDPs incorporate processes that are felt locally, but regionally, nationally, and internationally as well 
(Swyngedouw et al 2003, pp. 2-3). 

Here urban development projects are analysed in the light of globalisation process and specifically 
within the interaction of the global and the local (“glocal”). Urban development projects play an important 
role in the processes of social, economic and political restructuring are used as “the lens through which we 
can begin to excavate the myriad processes of socio-spatial change that have reshaped … the co-ordinates of 
everyday life” (Swyngedouw et al 2003a, p.11). Urban development projects are not only the final result or 
product of governance, they are the process through which governance is performed and patterns of power 
are constructed. Actors involved in urban development project through them exercise the governing power. 
This discussion provokes further questions about the role of the image in local development regimes and 
governing mechanisms. 
 
3. THE ROLE OF THE IMAGE OF THE CITY IN URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
 
3.1 City Image and Local Identity Construction 
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The promoters of large urban development projects have always used powerful imagery to promote 

urban growth and reinforce own positions of power (Sudjic 2006). Commonly this imagery is built upon the 
rhetoric of nationalism Graney (2007; 2009); statehood revival (Anacker 2004; Šír 2008) economic power 
(Pagonis and Thornley 2000). According to Philo and Kearns (1993) history is implicated in selling places in 
three different ways: 1) as a source of pride and inspiration for the present; 2) through the use of ‘heroic’ 
imagery surrounding specific historical processes as a lever for money making and persuasion in the present; 
3) through adoption of all manner of historical references, particularly architectural references (p. 6).  
 
3.2 City Image and City Marketing 
 

The literature on city marketing and “selling places” treats image as instrumental to the purposes of 
local economic development (Short et al 1993). Architecture helps to advertise urban development projects 
and promote speculative investment (Crilley 1993, p. 231). Smyth (1994) considers the preparation of a 
marketing strategy for a building project, a development area or the whole city as isomorphic processes (p. 
2). The literature on city marketing conceptualises the image as a part of re-branding and re-packaging of 
places through “the promotion of new urban images, of new lifestyles and of new ‘city myths” (Goodwin 
1993, p. 149). City marketing, city branding and selling the city techniques can be seen as tools of 
entrepreneurial urban governance together are informed by the urban competitiveness logic (Kavaratzis and 
Ashworth 2005). 
 
3.3 City Image and Political Legitimacy  
 

The production of imagery is deeply embedded into the socio-economic relations and economic 
production, investment and culture (Harvey, 1990). Apart from the economic logic behind the production 
and use of a new image of the city described in city marketing literature, there is also a strong social power 
logic as place promotion activities may be “designed to convince local people, many of whom will be 
disadvantaged and potentially disaffected, that they are important cogs in a successful community and that 
all sorts of ‘good things’ are really being done on their behalf” (Philo and Kearns 1993, p. 3). Lovering 
(2007) argues that the ‘performative turn’ in urban governance has been a result of the diminishing capacity 
of urban governance actors to deliver qualitative change in economic growth and attempts to “present 
themselves as if there is something that they can actually be seen to achieve” (Lovering 2007, p. 360). The 
following sections will attempt to demonstrate how these three aspects of the image play out in the project of 
the Kul-Sharif Mosque resurrection. 
 
4. CASE STUDY: THE RESURRECTION OF THE KUL-SHARIF MOSQUE IN KAZAN 
KREMLIN (1996-2005). 
 

During the heydays of the Tatarstani sovereignty (1990-1999), Kazan was positioned as the “capital 
city of the Republic of Tatarstan”. The Kul-Sharif Mosque was resurrected in the Kazan Kremlin (1996-
2005) as the most important symbol of Tatarstani statehood. The project required nine years to be finished 
and millions of dollars of construction costs. The rest of the section will discuss the role of the Mosque in 
three areas: 1) local identity construction; 2) city marketing / economic development; 3) political legitimacy. 
 
4.1 Local Identity Construction  
 

In the 1990s in Tatarstan the aspirations for sovereignty from Russia and growing national and 
religious awareness required relevant material symbols of admiration and worship. Khalitov (1997) argued 
that Kul-Sharif was not just a mosque, and not even the main mosque of Kazan and the state. It is the new 
symbol of Kazan and Tatarstan, the centre of attraction of the entire Tatar Diaspora (p. 243). Kul-Sharif 
Mosque played a significant role in substantiating the Tatarstani statehood with national and cultural identity. 
The resurrection of the Kul-Sharif Mosque was an interesting example of inventing heritage as a part of a 
wider process of constructing a new Tatar identity. The Kazan Kremlin as the historic core of the city 
became the site of exploration of the city’s historical roots and at the same time the place that witnessed the 
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construction of a new history. The Kazan Kremlin was always perceived as a centre of Tatarstani statehood. 
A senior research fellow in the Tatarstan Republic Academy of Science revealed during interview that the 
Kremlin had always been a symbol of the alien power because of the Russian garrison and the Governor’s 
palace. That is why it was so important to demonstrate that the Tatarstani authorities had the political power 
and economic strength to build such an ambitious project as the Mosque located right in the Kremlin. The 
symbol of the Tatarstani statehood revival re-emerged exactly where the statehood was lost (Interview, 
2007). 
 
4.2 City Marketing / Economic Development 
 

Although the empirical study have not revealed any direct links between the resurrection of the 
Mosque and strengthening the positions of Tatarstan on the market, the Tatarstani diplomacy skilfully have 
used the regional ethnic and cultural characteristics to promote the foreign trade and international relations. 
As a special advisor to the president of Tatarstan Republic has stated during interview 

We produce a lot of goods but they will be impossible to sell in the UK. That is why we are looking 
at the Asian and Turkic markets… The Tatar language helps to work on those markets. It is easier for us to 
work with the Muslims because they understand us better. But we use the Orthodox Christianity as well 
when visiting Greece for instance - we say here are our Christian traditions, when dealing with an Islamic 
country – here are our Muslim traditions (Interview, 2007). 

Additionally the image of the Mosque became publicised and reproduced in all promotional 
materials about Tatarstan and Kazan. The Investment Guide to Kazan called “Kazan – the third capital of 
Russia” describes the Mosque as “magnificent” and the “biggest in Europe”. According to the guide, the 
Mosque was built as “a symbol of revival of the national and religious traditions of the Tatar people and their 
desire to have equal relationship with other peoples” (Merya Kazani 2007). The Mosque was also mentioned 
the investment guide for the Tatarstan Republic along with other ‘grand projects’ (Ministerstvo Torgovli 
2007). These guides are distributed at investment forums and to the foreign businessmen visiting Kazan. 

 
4.3 Political Legitimacy 
 

The project of the Mosque resurrection has helped the authorities to refine the format of the 
relationship with the religious organisations. The project has demonstrated that the political authorities of 
Tatarstan took the lead and made all the significant decision about the destiny of the Mosque, it also showed 
that in Tatarstan the Muslim clergy promised their loyalty to the authorities in exchange of economic 
support.  
 A special Kul-Sharif Mosque Fund was established by the government to accumulate donations and 
manage the construction process. Although no official information is available on the cost of construction 
and sources of funding, the authorities maintained that voluntary donations were the only source of funding. 
The main bulk of the required funding came from large industries that played the main role in supporting the 
construction. The Tatarstani president Shaimiev explained the origin of funding as follows (cited in Yakupov 
2006): 

The oil-industry workers have helped to construct the Mosque. Although Islamic states offered 
money to build the Mosque, we said that the Mosque was significant for the republic and would be built by 
ourselves. We did a God pleasing thing when we decided to do so... It happened that there was a good 
harvest that year. I called together the heads of district administrations and told them: God sent us rain in 
time and we have collected two extra centners of grain from a hectare, which we otherwise would have not 
collected” Then, according to Yakoupov, meetings were held in villages where people voluntary decided to 
transfer surplus grain as a donation to the Kul Sharif Fund (2006, p. 181). 
 Table 1 below summarises the findings of 34 interviews conducted in 2007-2008 in Kazan during 
several field trips as part of a PhD project. The table shows different aspects of the Kul-Sharif Mosque image 
were perceived / used by different actors in Kazan. 
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Table 1. The perception of the Kul-Sharif Mosque by different actors (compiled by the author). 
 
 The role of the Kul-Sharif Mosque as perceived by different actors 
Actors Regional Identity 

Construction 
City Marketing and 
Economic Development  

Securing Political Legitimacy 

The 
authorities 
of 
Tatarstan 
Republic 
the City of 
Kazan 

Emphasises ethnic and 
religions differences 
between Tatarstan and 
Russia. 
Helps to achieve political 
mobilisation in front of 
the Russian authorities. 

Helps to make the republic 
and the city recognisable for 
foreign investors.  

Symbolises the revival of the 
Tatarstani state 
Helps to position Tatarstan as 
a semi-independent region 
Helps to strengthen the power 
positions of the regional elites 
domestically. 

Domestic 
Businesses 

 Helps to make the city 
recognisable for foreign 
investors 
Strengthens regional 
sovereignty and helps to 
retain more economic control 
at the regional level. 

Strengthens links between the 
authorities and businesses. 
Facilitates access to the 
authorities. 

Muslim 
clergy 

Helps to strengthen the 
Islamic component in the 
local identity and recruit 
more supporters. 

Positions the city on the 
global map as the northern 
centre of Islam and may 
create opportunities for 
foreign aid 

Facilitates access to the 
authorities. 
Helps to receive support and 
protection from the 
authorities. 

Voters Helps to “heal the scars” 
of forced Russification 
and Christianisation 
Helps to build national 
pride 

 Helps the voters to recognise 
the political regime as 
“legitimate”. 

 
5. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The study of the resurrection of the Kul-Sharif Mosque in Kazan Kremlin (1996-2005) has 
illustrated the role of the powerful urban imagery in constructing new urban governing regimes and 
practices. In the 1990s the aspirations for sovereignty from Russia and growing national and religious 
awareness required the creation of recognisable urban landscapes and symbols. The Mosque was ideal for 
this purpose because the Tatarstani statehood had always been linked to Islam. The Mosque has satisfied the 
expectations of the Tatar part of the population by offering the most vivid representation of the Tatarstani 
statehood revival and the nation’s spiritual renaissance. The Mosque worked as “cultural packaging” of the 
ideas of sovereignty that helped to communicate the message of Tatarstan’s status of a semi-sovereign 
republic domestically, to the Russian authorities and beyond in the most effective, visually recognisable and 
long lasting way. 
 The state supported the project using the state controlled industries as financial donors. A quid pro 
quo model of relationship formed between large industries and the authorities where the businesses 
supported various projects initiated by the authorities and in exchange received protection from competition, 
access to credit and other benefits. Both the state and the industries benefited from Tatarstan’s special fiscal 
arrangements with Russia’s central authorities achieved as a result of Tatarstani sovereignty. 

The Mosque was not a mere ‘product’ but as an important creative element of the sovereignty 
project. It did not simply show the return to ‘the cultural roots’ but gave the federal government in Moscow a 
clear message that Tatarstan was different from the rest of Russia and was looking for more independence. 
The Mosque was called to demonstrate to the federal centre the capacity of the Tatars to mobilise and see 
themselves as a nation with symbolic attributes of a nation including monumental art and architecture. 

The paper has demonstrated that the boundaries between commercial, symbolic and political 
rationale for urban development projects are becoming blurred which forms a new cultural and political 
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landscape as well as a new political economy of urban space. This paper argues that large urban development 
projects like the resurrection of the Kul-Sharif Mosque in Kazan Kremlin (1996-2005) are indeed 
laboratories of urban governance where political actors work out the schemes of cooperation and new urban 
forms, images and governing mechanisms are produced through a trial and error process. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper addresses the current status of a PhD research on changing public and private roles 
in urban area development in the Netherlands. Socio-economic and organisational developments towards 
more Anglo Saxon principles, National spatial planning policy’s emphasis on the planning development 
concept, and the coercive tendering procedures of European Law puts established relationships between 
public and private actors in urban area development under pressure. In particular, the tenability of the joint 
venture as a conceptual Public Private Partnership model for the future is questionable. At the same time, 
current practical applications of the more private sector dominated concession model, raises debates on what 
the actual roles of public and private actors in Dutch urban area development ought to be. In this paper I 
discuss the changed relationship between public and private actors based on literature research, as well as the 
current use of the concession model in the Netherlands through case study research. 
 
KEYWORDS:  Anglo Saxon model, concession model, public private cooperation, planning development, 
Rhineland model, urban area development, urban planning 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Urban area development in the Netherlands can be characterised as the integral development of a 
defined area with a mixed functional program. The way public and private actors initiate, design, realise and 
manage urban areas is subject to change. The public private power balance in recent years has shifted 
towards more private sector involvement throughout the entire development process. The main reasons and 
indicators for this new situation are described in section 2. As a result existing public private partnership 
models in urban area development no longer entirely represent current power relations.  

Therefore, in practice we notice a new phenomenon in the way public and private actors organise urban 
area development processes – the increased use of the concession model. This model potentially is more in 
line with current power relations, the need for a more effective and efficient development process, and the 
need for more transparency of roles performed by public and private parties. One of the main characteristics 
of this model is the disconnection of the public and private domain; tasks, risks, responsibilities and revenues 
are separated. At the same time this model is characterised by a more private sector managed development 
process. These model characteristics implicate that governmental institutions solely facilitate and mandate 
urban developments, while private organisations perform a larger role in the development process. 

The research problem relates to the knowledge gap in academic literature on Dutch urban planning, and 
in daily practice relating to the way public and private actors (should) cooperate in a model based upon the 
disconnection of the public and private domain and a private actor managed development process. The 
objective of this research is to design a cooperation model that is in line with the changed public private 
power relations. Therefore, we (amongst other things) analyse current concession model cases in the 
Netherlands on their characteristics, effects, and problems, alongside public and private actors’ experiences. 

This paper is divided into three main sections. Firstly, it addresses the current status of the research 
through Literature Findings on the societal, organisational, urban planning, and juridical indicators for a 
changed public private relationship. Secondly, the Empirical Case Studies section explains the current status 
of the application of the concession model in urban area development in the Netherlands. Finally, the Overall 
Conclusion section deliberates on current results and future research activities. 
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2 LITERATURE FINDINGS 

In current urban area development in the Netherlands different changes in the way public and private 
actors organise and manage development processes can be noticed. This section provides insight into the 
main indicators for the increased influence of Anglo Saxon values in Dutch society, organisations, and urban 
planning, which is interesting in their impact on new roles for public and private actors in urban area 
development. 

 
2.1 Socio-economic & organisational developments towards a more Anglo Saxon principle 

Central to the increased influence of the private sector in urban area development is the discussion on 
the role of the State and the Market. On a political and economic level authors like Albert (1998), Giddens 
(1998), Hall and Soskice (2001), and Rifkin (2004), refer to two different types of capitalism that exist in 
Western countries. These are the Anglo Saxon model most applicable to the USA, UK and Canada, and the 
Rhineland model generally applicable to most Western European countries. These two ideal type models 
exist with different interpretations on the roles of the State and the Market. In short, Anglo Saxon countries 
have free market economies with limited government control and legislation based upon Case Law, while the 
Rhineland countries emphasis lies on the regulated market economy with some sort of government control 
and legislation based upon Civic Law. In the Netherlands the ‘established’ Rhineland model is under severe 
influence of the characteristics from the Anglo Saxon model. Fig. 1 shows the main differences between 
Anglo Saxon and Rhineland model characteristics at Societal Level. 

 

 

Figure 1 Differences between Anglo Saxon and Rhineland model characteristics on Societal Level 

From a Dutch historical perspective Van der Cammen and De Klerk (2003) identified that three 
National Government Cabinets-Lubbers (1982-1994) directed the reorganisation of the economy and the 
society towards more neoliberal ideologies on six different fields; reduction in financial burdens, reduction 
of the government’s deficit, reorganisation of the collective sector (subsidy expenditures), a mobilised work 
market, privatisation of government businesses, deregulation and decentralisation. These pragmatic reforms 
in the Netherlands during the 1980s and 1990s clearly have some sort of similarity with the instances of 
destruction of former socio-economical ideologies and the moments of creation of later neoliberal 
economical ideologies introduced by Brenner and Theordore (2002) in “Spaces of Neoliberalism”. 
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In a political respect, the Rhineland model in the Netherlands is gradually being replaced by values from 
the Anglo Saxon model (Rooy et al, 2006), which started with government retrenchments and privatisations 
in the Dutch economy in the 1980’s (Van der Cammen and De Klerk, 2003). Furthermore, on an 
organisational level Brouwer and Moerman (2005), Bakker et al (2005), and Godijk (2008) also indicate that 
there are obvious influences of Anglo Saxon principles in the way organisations are structured and managed 
in the Netherlands. They argue that Anglo Saxon thinking is becoming more dominant in several 
organisation related activities. ‘We see this in government policies, in the way firms and their managers think 
and act, and even in the content of current management courses’ (Bakker et al, 2005). Fig. 2 shows the main 
differences between Anglo Saxon and Rhineland model characteristics at the Organisational Level. 

 

 

Figure 2 Differences between Anglo Saxon and Rhineland model characteristics at the Organisational 
Level 

 In conclusion, it is important to mention that characteristics from both ideal types of models do coexist in 
Dutch societal and organisational systems. However, the main message here is that Anglo Saxon principles 
are now more widely accepted and applied to several domains such as healthcare, infrastructure and financial 
systems. But does this Anglo Saxon wind also influence the formation of urban policies in the Netherlands?  
 
2.2  National spatial planning policy’s emphasis on the planning development concept 

Urban planning policy formation represents a reaction to these changes in society. Rooy et al (2006) 
argue that current urban planning in the Netherlands is faced with changed spatial assignments and changed 
relationships. The National Spatial Planning Policy’s emphasis on the planning development concept instead 
of the formerly used permitted planning concept, can indeed be seen as a reaction to these changed 
circumstances. Spatial planning policy under government leadership has disappeared to a large extend. The 
relative simplicity of former policies is replaced by pluriformity and changeableness, with more varied actors 
involved and less fixed relationships. The rise of planning development can be attributed to dissatisfaction 
with the visible shortcomings of the classical permitted planning (Hobma, 2005). Within the latest National 
Spatial Planning Act (Ministerie van VROM, 2006) the shift towards increased influence from the Market 
and Citizens is recognised and mentioned as the management philosophy shift from government towards 
governance or network governance; ‘Collaboration between public actors, societal organisations, citizens and 
companies is needed to effectively handle problems and to seize opportunities’.  
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Thus, we can state that the policy shift from restrictive to planning development concepts has impacted 
the way public and private organisations cooperate in urban area development processes. Indeed, as a result 
of policy changes we see that Public Private Partnerships (PPP) gained ground as an organisational and legal 
instrument for organisations to cooperate on spatial developments. In the Netherlands, most profoundly we 
notice an evolution in the existence of PPP models towards more private sector involvement. This is due too 
several reasons related to the financial position, the availability of resources, and the status of competencies 
(amongst others) of the public and private sector. The evolution of Dutch PPP models is characterised by a 
gradual shift from a publicly managed development processes (building claim model) towards public-private 
managed development processes (joint venture model) into privately managed development processes 
(concession model).  

As a consequence, the role of public and private actors in urban area development processes is changing 
as well. On the one hand market parties are operating more often and further into the classic government 
domain in urban planning, due to the increased number of private initiatives and investments – something 
referred to as ‘the forward integration of the market sector’ (De Zeeuw, 2007). The role of the private sector 
becomes more active. On the other hand, local governments more often retrench themselves from the 
development decision-making and urban design processes, focusing on formulating conditions for plans and 
authorising them through public law procedures. The role of lower governments becomes more reactive. Fig. 
3 shows the main differences between Anglo Saxon and Rhineland model characteristics at the Urban 
Planning Level. Some Anglo Saxon characteristics are already applicable to Dutch urban planning policy and 
practice. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Differences between Anglo Saxon and Rhineland model characteristics at the Urban Planning 
Level 

Investments, and with that risk taking in urban area development, thus becomes more and more a private 
sector affair, which can only be secured by market parties when something is gained in return; the 
manageability of the process. As a consequence PPP models are also evolving into private sector 
management development processes. The increased use of the concession model in urban area development 
practice can be considered as the interorganisational translation of the new public private reality in urban 
planning.  

Therefore, although urban planning in the Netherlands since the 1950’s can be regarded as State led, we 
have put forward several indicators for a more Market led urban planning practice. This situation however is 
not something the Netherlands is totally unfamiliar with. Historically urban planning in the Netherlands 
always has been a country in which private initiatives went along with public spatial guidelines. In this 
respect, the period from 1950’s until approximately the year 2000 can be regarded as an exception. The 
current economic crisis might cause a new PPP, but nevertheless will not change the need for a closer look at 
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the roles public and private parties have in a private sector managed development process, it will only 
influence the features of the roles themselves. 

 

2.3  Coercive tendering procedures of European Law 
There is another development that changes the way public and private actors cooperate in urban area 

development in the Netherlands; the application of European tendering procedures for PPPs in urban 
planning. This phenomenon is a reoccurring issue in the Dutch planning debate and in practice. In particular, 
the often used joint venture model (an institutionalised PPP with a single corporate body commonly jointly 
owned by a public and private organisation) is under pressure from Brussels for several reasons related to 
European Law (EU) principles. 

The first reason is that the single corporate body in joint ventures in the Netherlands in the initiative 
phase of a development is often formed without clear competition among private parties. Private parties are 
selected based upon their coincidental interest or involvement in a development and thus obtain a favored 
position in relation to other private parties, by which the EU competition principle can be violated.  

The second reason why the joint venture form of public private cooperation in relation to the selection of 
private parties is dubious is the unclear definition of the subject of the tender by the public organisation in 
the early stage of an urban area development. The European Commission (2004) has frequently diagnosed 
that the tasks appointed to public and private parties within the single corporate body are defined 
inaccurately and in some cases are totally absent in the contract. This leads to problems with EU 
transparency and equality principles and the detriment of the objectives of common interest by public parties.  

The third reason is that in the realisation phase, the hybrid role of both public and private parties in urban 
developments within the single corporate body creates the so-called ‘double hat problem’ (Wolting, 2006). 
This problem occurs when public parties gain financial profits out of a development under private law, but at 
the same time are acting as the guardian of common interest. They have specific qualitative wishes which in 
their turn are disadvantageous for the exploitation of the single corporate entity. This threatens the EU public 
legitimacy principle and brings along unnecessary financial risks for the public parties. 

The message from Brussels can be regarded as a message for the disconnection of the public and private 
domain. This means that public private cooperation should be based on clear description of public and 
private roles. Public private cooperation models in urban area development in the Netherlands thus face the 
challenge of separating tasks, responsibilities, risks, and revenues instead of the sharing them. In order to 
achieve the best possible solution to this problem, we first need to understand the characteristics, experiences, 
effects, and problems of current applications of the concession model used in Dutch urban area development 
projects, a model based upon the disconnection principle. 

3  EMPIRICAL CASE STUDIES 

This section provides insight into the current status of the concession model as a public private 
cooperation model. The main characteristics of this model are the disconnection of the public and private 
domain and a private sector managed development process. These characteristics are not representative of 
the way public and private actors have cooperated in urban planning in the Netherlands in recent years. 
However, seen in the light of the indicators mentioned in section 2, we can state that this way of cooperating 
will not be an exception in the future. Within academic and professional literature little empirical research is 
conducted on the current status of the concession model. Through qualitative data analysis we want to 
determine what the characteristics, effects, experiences and problems related to the use of the concession 
model at this moment are. This provides us with the necessary information to determine which aspects of this 
new public private cooperation model are in need of solutions. In successive order, the Literature Review 
Concession Model, the Case Study Methodology, and the Case Study Den Haag Ypenburg Deelplan 20 are 
presented. 

3.1 Literature Review Concession Model 
The concession model in urban area development has been subject to debates and professional and 

academic literature writing for some years now. In practice the concession model is more and more used as a 
new form of public private cooperation. However, until recently, no clear definition for this phenomenon was 
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provided in literature. The definition used by Gijzen (2009) is the most proper one and will also be used for 
this research; 

‘A concession in urban area development is a contract form with clear preconditioned agreements 
between public and private parties, in which a conscious choice from the public parties has been made 
to transfer risks, revenues, and responsibilities for development planning, preparation, realisation and in 
some cases exploitation for the whole urban area development towards private parties, within the 
previously defined public spatial requirement framework in which the objective is to create an effective 
and efficient role and task division and a clear separation of public and private responsibilities.’ 

 
The concession model is presented as a new public private cooperation instrument for urban area 

development. The promising aspects of the concession model put forward by the Commission Dekker (2008) 
is that ‘public and private parties both are doing what they are good at: determining and legitimising 
frameworks respectively innovating and enterprising’. Van Rooy (2007) declares that current urban planning 
and urban area development practice is confronted with several problems. Some of the solutions can be 
found in a simplification of public and private sector’s roles. Van Rooy argues that the hybrid character of the 
Rhineland and Anglo Saxon management model in Dutch decision-making processes creates (unnecessary) 
hybrid roles of public and private actors. The concession model in his opinion can be a solution for a 
clarification of roles which results in clear tasks and responsibilities appointed to public and private actors.  

Klundert (2008) adds some other advantages of the concession model; the increase of competition, 
transparency, creativity and innovation, the increased manageability of political discontinuity and complex 
decision-making and procedures, and the decrease of project delays and budget overruns. De Zeeuw (in 
Heurkens et al, 2008) claims that the development of an area based upon the concession model has several 
advantages compared to other public private cooperation models employed; an optimal task and risk division 
between public and private actors, an effective use of private land ownership, and the compliance with 
European tendering procedures. De Graaf (2009) formulates other advantages or expectations of the 
concession model; a possible end to the extensive number of negotiations common in PPP joint ventures, and 
a possible end to the hybrid role of governments in PPPs. 

In conclusion, we can state that all these promising aspects can be narrowed down to four advantages; 
• More effective; objectives are achieved easily 
• More efficient; reduces project delays and budget overruns 
• More transparent; clarifies public and private roles 
• More spatial quality; supports innovation and creativity 

 
However, some disadvantages of the concession model exist as well. For governmental institutions for 

instance there is a lack of management and control possibilities after the concession agreement has been 
signed. Other disadvantages can be seen as conditions for the application of the concession model. For 
instance, the concession model is considered unsuitable for complex urban area projects. Within complex 
projects contract formation and risk management is too difficult. The conditions for a successful application 
of the concession model in urban area development projects are mentioned in Heurkens et al (2008); 

• Manageable scale and functional program 
• Minimal complexity and political risk profile 
• Manageable duration and phasing of the project 
• Maximum freedom to act as a private actor within the public actor’s defined boundaries 

 
Thus in literature many advantages and conditions for the application of the concession model can be 

found. However, these presumptions are not supported by solid empirical research results. In other words, the 
concession model is presented as a possible new public private cooperation model for several different 
problems. A cross case analysis of urban area developments based upon the concession model could reveal if 
the advantages are met and if the conditions are also applicable. 

3.2  Case Study Methodology 
The study uses qualitative research methods to collect and analyse empirical data. In order to obtain the 

empirical data on the concession model in urban area development we use case studies. Case study 
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methodology is often used in qualitative research paradigms, especially in applied academic fields like urban 
planning and management. But why use qualitative data methodology for this research in particular? 

First of all, qualitative research is interested in the comprehension of the ‘meaning of action’ (Miles and 
Hubermann, 1994). In this research we want to comprehend the way public and private actors cooperate in 
urban area developments based upon the concession model.  

Secondly, qualitative data refers to ‘essences of people, objects or situations’ (Miles and Hubermann, 
1994). In this research it is clear that the objects of study are urban area developments, delivered on the basis 
of a concession model (certain situation), by public and private actors (certain people).  

The main objective of the case studies is to describe the experiences of public and private parties with 
the application of the concession model and to determine the characteristics and effects of the development 
process. Furthermore, current problems occurring in practice and possible improvements are also discussed. 
The identification of currently unsolved issues in private sector managed development processes is based on 
the data collection activities in this research which include; 

• Interviews; with the involved public and private actors in the applicable case 
• Document reviews; analysis of contracts and cooperation agreements of the cases  
• Observations; location visits for the applicable case 

 
Through literature research 22 concession cases have been identified. Because the list was determined at 

a certain period in time (April 2009), several other new concession model project examples might be carried 
out in practice. At that time this was the most accurate list, and therefore the basis from which to formulate 
selection criteria.  

The selection of case studies is based on criteria which relate to conditions formulated in section 3.1: 
• Definition; case should meet the concession model definition of Gijzen (2009) 
• Urban areas: both urban fringe and inner city developments 
• Urban assignment: both regeneration and new developments 
• Functional program: mixed use developments 
• Project status: realisation phase in progress 
• Actors: presence of both public and private actors 
• Pragmatics: network contact and literature access 
• Experiences: both positive and negative experiences (if applicable) 

 
Furthermore, in qualitative research methods like case studies we have the issue of scope versus depth. 

As it is undoable to analyse all cases within a time span of six months, we need to decide what a reasonable 
number of cases is. As we are interested in cross case analysis we want to compare cases. Kantor and Savitch 
(2005) argue that ‘determining a sizeable number of cities (aka cases) can be tricky but, comparisons should 
contain substantial variation allowing the researcher an adequate range of subjects of comparison’. With this 
it is possible to distinguish what is incidental and what is inexorable. Thus, a sizeable number of cases is in 
fact a choice made by the researcher. For this research we decided that the analysis of 12 cases constituted a 
sizeable number of cases. It allows the researcher to find an optimum between an adequate range of subjects 
of comparison and thorough substantial variations, along with the possibility of in depth study of a single 
case. Eventually this provides a solid basis for the cross cases analysis and drawing conclusions.  

With the selection criteria and the scope versus depth issue resolved, the following 12 urban area 
development projects based upon the concession model are selected for case study analysis in this research: 
Amsterdam Park de Meer, Den Haag Ypenburg Deelplan 20, Enschede De Laares, Maassluis Het Balkon, 
Middelburg Mortiere, Naaldwijk Woerdblok, Rotterdam Nieuw Crooswijk, Tilburg Koolhoven, Tilburg 
Stappegoor, Tilburg Wagnerplein, Utrecht De Woerd, Velsen Oud-IJmuiden. 

3.3 Case Study Den Haag, Ypenburg Deelplan 20 
Because the cross case analysis at the time of writing this paper has not taken place yet, we here present 

the findings from a single case study, Den Haag Ypenburg Deelplan 20 (Fig. 4). 
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Figure 4 Urban plan Den Haag Ypenburg Deelplan 20 (ING Real Estate) 

Deelplan 20 is located in The Hague; it is an urban fringe project and therefore a new urban area 
development. The total area surface is five acres, with a functional program that contains the development of 
470 dwellings, in a range of affordable and owner-occupied units. In this concession the public actor 
involved is the Municipality Den Haag, the private actor involved is ING Real Estate. The objective for the 
Municipality is to speed up the production of housing in Ypenburg. For the development of Deelplan 20 the 
Municipality carried out a public tender competition with predefined qualitative public conditions among six 
preselected developers in 2006. Furthermore, they formulated that the development should take place on the 
basis of the concession model. Out of the competition three parties were selected from which ING Real 
Estate was selected as the winner on the basis of their bid, planning, and enthusiasm.  

The tasks performed by the public actor include; determining a global program, setting spatial 
conditions, making financial agreements, making land available, judging plans on spatial conditions, taking 
care of permit allotments and zoning plan procedures. The tasks performed by the private actor are; 
determining a detailed program, making of a image quality plan, designing a spatial plan and zoning plan, 
buying land for development, and realising real estate and public space. The tasks performed by actors on 
paper are completely in line with the (principle) tasks divided within the concession model described by 
Heurkens et al (2008). However, in practice we notice that the Municipality has a lot of influence in the 
design decision-making process. Designs made by ING Real Estate are not only judged on the agreed spatial 
conditions. Several wishes of the public actor not defined in advance are incorporated during the design 
process of ING Real Estate. The reason for this is a passage within the contract which explains that it is the 
right of the Municipality to refuse designs by the private actor for reasons not incorporated within the 
agreement. The intensive involvement of the public actor with the design process on the basis of this 
agreement can be seen as one of the major problems for the efficiency of the process. 

The risks involved for the private actor can be linked with the feasibility and realisation phase of the 
development process. Each time the Municipality Den Haag makes adjustments to plan proposals from ING 
Real Estate the costs involved for the approval of plans totally lies with the private actor. The development 
risks also are taken by ING Real Estate relating to the feasibility of the plan. The municipality bares only the 
risks of the procedural cost in relation to their obligation to determine a zoning plan for Deelplan 20. 

The revenues (or losses) of the land and real estate development are linked with ING Real Estate. The 
Municipality Den Haag has the benefit of a free land purchase of the public space, which they will manage in 
the period after project delivery by ING Real Estate. 

The responsibilities of both actors are well described within the realisation agreement. Matters like the 
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sale and purchase of land are explained formally. Furthermore, agreements on process related issues like the 
on-time judgment of plans and control of the delivered product are described alongside procedural matters. 
For ING Real Estate the responsibilities are related to the on-time and ‘within the agreed conditions’ delivery 
of Deelplan 20. There is a penalty of a perscribed amount of money for each housing unit not delivered on 
time (before 2010). The Municipality’s responsibility is to ensure public law procedures run smoothly. 

The Municipality Den Haag made the conscious choice to choose the concession model as a means to 
realise the project. The most important motives to do so were the lack of labour capacity and transferring 
risks to the private actor. Other motives such as the lack of financial means, unsolicited proposals by private 
actors, and private sector land ownership, often involved with the choice for the concession model are not 
applicable to this case. 

When we look at the interviewees’ experiences with this cooperation based upon the concession model 
we notice the following. The Municipality Den Haag declares that the communication with ING Real Estate 
is not optimal because of the disconnective character of the concession model. The performing of tasks and 
the decisions made by each partner are not made in cooperation. For instance, during the process several 
unforeseen circumstances (an example of which is the currently unfavourable market condition) caused 
adjustments to designs and the housing program made by ING Real Estate. Because this type of decision is 
solely made by ING Real Estate and no explanation is provided alongside new plan proposals delivered to 
the Municipality, misconceptions arise. This is further affirmed by the project leader of ING Real Estate who 
explains that there is situation of distrust among both parties caused by the clear task division which is 
characteristic for the concession model. There is no cooperative sphere between the actors, but a sphere of 
‘us against them’. Furthermore they mention that there is no common ground for cooperation because the 
financial sense of urgency is not felt in the pockets of the public actor.  

Both actors argue that the concession model applied to this case in this form is does not meet its 
intended effects. It is not an effective tool to realise objectives, it is not beneficial for the efficiency of the 
process, roles are not performed in a transparent manner (although they exist on paper), and spatial quality is 
not obtained easily because of the lack of cooperation on design which does not evolve into a commonly 
supported urban plan. Here, we must state that these single case study findings are not representative for the 
overall case study findings which have yet to be obtained through the cross case analysis of all 12 projects.  

4 OVERALL CONCLUSION 

With this paper we tried support the fact that in the Netherlands urban area development is more and 
more characterised by private sector managed development processes. This has been done on the basis of 
literature reviews on the socio-economic, organizational, and urban planning level. We have seen that Anglo 
Saxon or neoliberal thinking and acting has entered into several domains in the Netherlands. The fact that the 
latest urban planning policy in the Netherlands underlines the necessity of private investments and initiatives 
for the delivery of urban projects makes it particularly clear that the public sector no longer holds the 
mandate in urban decision-making processes in the Netherlands. Another sign of increased private sector 
influence is the birth of a new interorganisational relationship, namely the concession model. From the 
concession case study Den Haag Ypenburg Deelplan 20 we can conclude that the current use of the 
concession model has many drawbacks that are not yet resolved. This model potentially acts as the 
organisational translation of the new public private relationship in the Netherlands. The advantages ascribed 
to this model on the basis of the single case study however are not met. But, here we must state that a 
provisional analysis of five other concession cases rejects the fact that the advantages are not met. 

However, the most interesting assignment for this research relates to the current discrepancy between 
the Rhineland planning culture in the Netherlands and the Anglo Saxon characteristics based concession 
model. The first one is characterised by a high level of public and private cooperation through the common 
performing of tasks, while the latter is based upon the disconnection of tasks and responsibilities. As it is not 
the researcher’s intention to change Dutch planning culture, it is necessary to determine how the new reality 
of a changed public private relationship can be translated into a new cooperation model that still matches the 
Dutch ‘polder’ planning culture.    
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ABSTRACT: The possession of a strong sense of place has been linked to the undertaking of 
environmentally responsible behaviours. As it is elusive at its deepest level, sense can only be addressed 
indirectly through the study of legibility. One of the aspects of legibility is the role of names and meanings in 
reinforcing the identities of places. That aspect has been highlighted by research on cultural landscapes and 
heritage parks. Acknowledgement of the relevance of the relationship between narrative and place within 
them has resulted in the construction of the concept of communicative place. Moreover, a growth of the 
demand for communicative places has been suggested. Understanding the way in which the growth of the 
endogenous share of that demand manifests in our environment is the aim of this article. 
 
KEYWORDS: Sense of place, narrative, communicative place, participatory planning 

NOMENCLATURE 

ILCL International Laboratory on Cultural Landscapes 

EASW European Awareness Scenario Workshop 

AVTN Associació de Veïns de Trinitat Nova 

PCTN Pla Comunitari de Trinitat Nova 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

The limits to growth that were foreseen more than three decades ago by the Club of Rome (Meadows, 
Meadows, Randers & Behrens 1972) have become all too evident in recent years. The debate that used to 
follow the approaches that dared taking those limits into consideration, has now moved to decision making 
on how to respond to the consequences of their transgression upon the environment. 

In this context, several environmental professionals have linked the possession of a strong sense of place 
with the undertaking of environmentally responsible behaviours (Ardoin 2004),1 following the reasoning 
that “People who know a place may come to care about it more deeply. People who care about a place are 
more likely to take better care of it” (Thayer 2003, as quoted by Ardoin 2004). 

Regarding sense of place, architects that work and research on urban planning – such as the author of 
this article – are more likely to focus on how environments can enhance it, than on how it can be enhanced in 
their inhabitants. Therefore, among the several available definitions, they may find Kevin Lynch’s a pertinent 
one – hoping that non-architects will also do: 

 
[Sense is] the degree to which the settlement can be clearly perceived and mentally differentiated 
and structured in time and space by its residents and the degree to which that mental structure 
connects with their values and concepts – the match between the environment, our sensory and 
mental capabilities, and our cultural constructs (1981:118). 
 

                                                           
1 The author refers to the sources that sustain this statement, which we just paraphrase. 
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Thus, tackling sense of place – even through a definition coined by an outstanding colleague – puts 
architects in front of a challenge: the challenge of extending their understanding beyond space, not only into 
time, but into how both time and space are experienced by people. Some architects have taken the challenge, 
however, and the conclusions of their works seem more than solid to build upon, as we wish, our answers to 
the new urban question. 

 
2 SENSE OF PLACE AND PLACE COMMUNICATIVENESS 
 
2.1 Narrative and place 

It is right among the holders of Lynch’s intellectual legacy that we find some of the most valuable 
contributions to the understanding of contemporary sense of place. Here we will refer to the products of the 
International Laboratory on Cultural Landscapes (ILCL), founded by several professors and researchers from 
the UPC and the MIT – the former, based in Lynch’s cherished Barcelona; the latter, his alma mater – in 
2001.2 

Lynch’s acknowledgment of the elusive root that characterises the deepest level of sense – which he 
named significance – (1981:143) was probably the reason for an early focus of his research on the second 
deepest: legibility, or “the degree to which the inhabitants of a settlement are able to communicate accurately 
to each other via its symbolic physical features” (1981:139). As one of its consequences, his first book – the 
imponderable The image of the city – already regarded names and meanings as qualities of form that can 
strongly reinforce suggestions of identity which are latent in physical form itself (1960:108). 

Through its studies of relevant interventions in European and American cultural landscapes, the ILCL 
has pursued this thread. One of the ILCL’s founders, Joaquim Sabaté, has proposed a polished definition of 
the concept of cultural landscape3 and linked it to the one of heritage park: 

 
A cultural landscape is a geographical area associated to a historical event, activity or figure, which 
therefore possesses aesthetic and cultural values. The creation of a heritage park involves 
guaranteeing the conservation of the heritage resources of a particular cultural landscape, whilst 
using them to reactivate the region in economic terms (2004a:8). 
 
As it may be seen, when dealing with cultural landscapes the abovementioned time dimension becomes 

particularly important. Furthermore, its development into the concept of history has a counterpart in the 
development of names and meanings into the concept of narrative. The reason is that, as William Cronon 
puts it, “although narrative may not be intrinsic to events in the physical universe, it is fundamental to the 
way we humans organise our experience” (1992:1368). ILCL’s co-founder Dennis Frenchman confirms it 
with a simple yet extremely eloquent schema (2001:263) that illustrates the relationship between narrative 
and place (see Fig. 1 below). 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Narrative and place (reproduced from Frenchman 2001) 
 

Frenchman describes the schema as follows: 
 
[The schema] compares aspects of literary culture, involving printed words and language, to 
parallel notions of material culture, involving objects, physical forms, and spaces. The products of 

                                                           
2 A complete presentation of the ILCL can be found in Sabaté (2005a). 
3
 With regards to the ones given by the UNESCO and USA’s National Park Service. 
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both cultures can be divided into those relating to folkways, the common wisdom and activities 
shared by a particular group, and scholarship, involving the documentation of knowledge and 
critical reflection. Within the literary realm, stories are narratives shared by a particular group; 
history consists of documented narratives. Within the material realm, place is created when 
narratives are joined with form. [...] Finally heritage refers to the combination of documented 
narratives and documented forms (or places) inherited by each generation from its predecessor 
(2001:263-264).   
 
The sharpness of the model shows the correspondence between the literary and the material realms, as 

well as the difference between them. It is the latter that leads Frenchman to stress the importance of the 
communication and translation devices – summarised as media within the schema – that provide a bridge 
between the two and make it possible to talk about communicative places: places the history of which can be 
experienced simultaneously to their forms, owing to the incorporation of communication and translation 
devices within the environment (2001:265).4 

 
2.2 Typology of communicative places 

 
Frenchman (2001:269) takes the model one step further with the construction of a typology of 

communicative places. Within it, each type finds its position according to the relative importance of 
communication and form in relation to the experience of their users (see Fig. 2 below).  

 

 
 

Figure 2 Typology of communicative places (reproduced from Frenchman 2001) 
 

Frenchman provides two examples:  
 
For example, re-created environments – those that provide a setting for living history – are places 
that have both high form and high narrative content. By contrast, traditional museums have low 
form and low narrative content, because they house collections of artefacts (or even buildings) that 
are removed from their environment and explained with labels (2001:270). 
 
Frenchman goes on to suggest that the diagram transcends the mere mapping of the types: it also 

informs increasing connections between them in cities, along the lines that it implies. Since these lines are 
two crossing diagonals, the type placed at their intersection – he argues – can be seen as the matrix for 
interconnecting and organizing the other ones (2001:270). That central type is the interpretive landscape, 
which was pioneered at Franklin Court – at the National Historical Park in Philadelphia – where the original 
home of Benjamin Franklin is outlined as a steel ghost structure in response to the lack of knowledge of its 

                                                           
4 Frenchman does not give a strict definition. The one we propose infers from his argumentation, where the 
expression “communicative places” (2001:263) alternates with “narrative places” (2001:258/269). Even 
though the latter is the one reflected in the title of the article, we consider the former to be more accurate, for 
it alludes not only to narratives, but also to their communication. 
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actual appearance, and quotations of the Father of the Nation, exposed foundations and other artefacts 
provide a “sense of the person as well as the place” (2001:268). Consequently, a “balance and interplay 
between narrative content, media, and symbolic form, allowing each message to find its appropriate place 
without overpowering the others” is reached (2001:270). 

Finally, Frenchman suggests that the demand that public spaces be not only convivial but also 
communicative is growing significantly (2001:258). The role of communicative places as potential enhancers 
of sense makes us regard that suggestion as one of utmost relevance to this argumentation. Therefore, a 
question that is related to it is posed here: how does the growth in demand for place communicativeness 
manifest in our environment? 

 
3 GROWTH OF THE DEMAND FOR PLACE COMMUNICATIVENESS 
 
3.1 Reinterpretation and representation of place identities 

Who demands that a place be communicative? When do they do it? And how? These are queries that 
stem from the main question. There is more than one valid answer to each of them. An immediate one – or 
more precisely, a set of three – is related to the peak of tourism in the information society: visitors to a 
touristic site often expect it to be easy enough to be interpreted – in other words, communicative – especially 
if they have to pay for entrance. When that is not the case, it is not rare that they complain about it. Most 
readers may recall similar experiences. However many we may gather, though, they are likely to share a 
common feature: the exogenous character of the demand that is involved. That does not play down their 
importance at all, nonetheless it seems distant from the accent on the residents required by the definition of 
sense upon which this argumentation is based. Therefore, we may focus on the endogenous demand.  

In the effort to do this, the narrative-place model in Fig. 1 needs to be expanded by examining an aspect 
that we have not yet touched on: the transition from the schema’s folkways to scholarship – referring to the 
latter as knowledge from now on to avoid misunderstanding. The integration of translation and 
communication devices within the environment is the result of a process. But what is the process itself? 

A broad answer may start from Niels Boje Groth’s insights on contemporary place identities.5 Groth 
draws attention to how globalisation, on the one hand, has caused changes in the economies of regions and 
cities so radical that they risk losing their identities. On the other hand, it forces them to become more visible. 
Thus, today’s regions and cities face the threat of losing identity as well as the challenge of finding new ones 
(2002:17).  

In this context, discourses on identity exhibit two strands, which have been named ethnos and demos.6 
Groth summarises and interprets them as follows: 

 
One strand, ethnos, stresses the importance of heritage. [...] The arguments are emotionally-based, 
binding individuals and community together in common feelings and inherited cultural values. The 
other strand, demos, stresses the importance of the contract. [...] The arguments are rationalist, 
binding citizens and society together in joint agreements on civil rights and duties.  
[...] urban and regional identities owe much to multi-layers of historical and current processes 
rather than one all-embracing cultural spirit of each urban and regional community. Urban and 
regional identities are not inherited in any authentic manner. Rather, they are artificial and have to 
be visible by interpretation and representation of local culture, practice and aspirations 
(2002:17-19). 
 
What Groth refers to in a rather harsh tone – we may have chosen the adjective spontaneous instead of 

authentic – is none other than the process that we are aiming to modelise. Although that process is indeed a 
problematic one, the distinction between ethnos and demos may shed light on it. In order to test it, we shall 
adopt that distinction not as a mere antagonism, but in a dialectic key. 

It is possible in this way to understand the transition from folkways to knowledge as triggered by the 
reinterpretation of local culture, practice and aspirations that are required to make a place identity visible. As 
a result of this understanding we may identify the aspects of folkways with the common feelings and 

                                                           
5 We are in debt to Hague (2005) for the awareness about this source. 
6 The author refers to the sources that sustain this statement, which we just paraphrase. 
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inherited cultural values of ethnos, and their reinterpretation with the contract featured by demos. Is it 
possible thus to identify the aspects of knowledge with a new, synthetic,7 ethnos?  

The consequence of accepting this prospect is a description of place identity as dialectic between 
(re)presentation – ethnos – and (re)interpretation – demos – that leaves room for both emotional communion 
and rational agreement. According to this, the schema in Fig. 1 corresponds to (re)presentation, and may as 
well be extended to (re)interpretation. We thus undertake this extension, by means of an extrapolation: 
narrative – as the presentation of literary culture – will give way to narrative-making – as its interpretation –; 
and the combination of narrative and form – within the material realm – will yield its place to the 
combination of narrative-making and form-making. 

 
3.2 Communicative place-making 

The next step is to establish the facets of these processes that relate to both folkways and knowledge. In 
the former case – the study of which somewhat transcends the scope of this paper – it may be sufficient to 
agree that the aspect of narrative-making is storytelling itself, and the aspect of the combination of 
narrative-making and form-making is what social scientists straightforwardly call place-making. On the other 
hand, the identification of knowledge-related aspects requires a closer understanding of the reinterpretation 
of place identities. For the purpose of attaining that understanding, we shall resort to the expertise of Cronon 
and Sabaté in literary and material realms, respectively. 

Cronon (1992:1371-1374) suggests ways not to succumb to the complexity of such processes of 
reinterpretation. Following the proposal of a list of qualities that a contemporary story should aim for – such 
as depth, breadth, simplicity, inclusiveness, coherence, erudition, innovation, and pleasantness – he 
acknowledges that success depends on the fulfilment of at least three other conditions. While the former 
qualities can be considered as constituent of the narrative, the latter refer to its relation with reality and – 
what makes them more relevant to us – have implications in making itself. They involve three dimensions. 
The first one concerns the historical dimension: a story cannot contravene known facts about the past, nor 
their significance. The second one concerns the environmental dimension: a story cannot ignore the nature 
and the complexity of its setting. The third one concerns the social dimension: a story must meet the 
expectations of the informed, diverse local community. The last condition, however, encompasses – or at 
least verifies – all the others, to the extent that a truly informed and diverse community may not accept a 
deficient story. As Cronon puts it: 

 
“The stories we tell about the past do not exist in a vacuum [...]. We write as members of 
communities, and we cannot help but take those communities into account as we do our 
[historiographical] work. [...] They [members of those communities] are in a position instantly to 
remind me of the excluded facts and wrong-headed interpretations that my own bias, self-delusion, 
and lack of diligence have kept me from acknowledging” (1992:1372-1373). 
 
As if engaged in a dialogue with Cronon, Sabaté remarks with regard to the material realm:  
 
“Along these lines, we may stress that residents themselves are very important cultural resources, 
in fact essential for the future of a heritage park – due to their knowledge, their memories, their 
history, and their enthusiasm – once they realise the value of the accumulated heritage. 
[...] The best initiatives of heritage parks acknowledge it, and involve the residents in their design 
and promotion. The best projects that we have analysed are highly participatory. The great majority 
of the ones that have succeeded are boosted by local actors – the so-called grassroots – and arise 
from the people – bottom up” (2004a:24; tentative translation). 
 
The conclusions of both authors enable us to put forth the knowledge-related facets of the 

reinterpretation of place identities that we aimed to recognise. Within the literary realm, collective writing 
may be the more accurate expression to refer to the process of documented narrative-making that we have 

                                                           
7 As a consequence of interpreting folkways as a thesis, and its reinterpretation as its antithesis – hence 
completing a dialectic triad.  
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discussed. Within the material realm, participatory planning appears to be the best practice in the 
combination of documented narrative-making and documented place-making. Together with the ones that we 
have identified previously, these concepts construct the new, extrapolated schema of the relationship between 
narrative-making and place-making (see Fig. 3 below). 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Narrative and place making 
 
Just as the previous schema gave rise to the concept of communicative place, this one makes it possible 

to put forward its counterpart within the sphere of identity reinterpretation, which we may term as 
communicative place-making. The conjugation of both charts should be the best way to show the correlation 
between the two concepts (see Fig. 4 below). 

 

 
 

Figure 4 Communicative place-making 
 

Generally, what the figure schematizes is the cultural evolution of an environment, starting from a 
pre-story stage that is characterised by the lack of narrative, and the consequent identification of a 
non-informed space as its material aspect. Specifically, this schema may be understood as the genesis of a 
paradigmatic heritage park.  

Now it is possible to take up again the three queries and respond to them from an endogenous viewpoint. 
To the first query – who? – we can answer that the ones who demand that a place be communicative are the 
grassroots community. In response to the second query – when? – we may say that that demand is related to 
current processes of reinterpretation of place identities. With regard to the third query – how? – we have 
discussed that the demand for place communicativeness goes together with, or even boosts, practices of 
collective writing of local history, and participatory planning. In this way, we have reached an understanding 
of the demand that is sufficient for our purpose. From this point, we shall analyse its growth.  

 
3.3 Typology of communicative place-making processes 

In discussing the growth in demand that places be communicative, first of all we need to acknowledge a 
recent increase in the number of heritage parks (Sabaté 2005b:20). Specialised literature also informs us of a 
growth in the existing types – industrial, mining, agricultural, river, war, archaeological, and others – (Sabaté 
2004a:11-12), and in the geographical areas where they are planned – besides the USA, Europe, Latin 
America, Canada, Mexico, and, more frequently, China (Frenchman 2005:39). Even if some of these projects 
may not fulfil completely the model of interpretation that we have adopted and expanded, this data is 
undoubtedly evidence of an increase in the demand for place communicativeness. The same seems to apply 
to the increasing attention for another type of communicative place that the ILCL has studied, the so-called 
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event place (Sabaté 2004b:13).8  Do these trends exhaust the growth in demand for place 
communicativeness?  

In order to answer this question satisfactorily, we shall attempt to expand the model further. The reason 
is that testing the performance of the rules that sustain the typology in Fig. 2, at the construction of a 
typology of communicative place-making processes, may enable us to deduce the existence of other 
dynamics related to the growth of the demand for place communicativeness. Within the new typology, a 
process will be given a high communicative value when involving broad, proactive public participation, and 
a high formal value when entailing a direct transformation of the physical environment – regardless of its 
aesthetic and functional qualities. The result is reflected in Fig. 5.  

 

 
 

Figure 5 Typology of communicative place-making processes 
 
Although it is concerned with all processes in the diagram, urban planning may be said to comprise only 

the three types that take up the lower right quadrant, the outer corner of which represents low communicative 
value and high form value. These types are: non-participatory planning, reactive participatory planning, and 
– the adjective proactive could precede it – participatory planning. As indicated by their names, the 
difference between them is the degree of participation that they involve. For the purpose of this argument, 
reactive participatory planning – where reactive suggests that participation is performed as a mere response 
to legal requirements, thus at the minimum level possible – may be equated to non-participatory planning. 
Since the role of participatory planning in the growth in demand for place communicativeness has already 
been recognised, the next task is to explore the potential of non-participatory-planning. 

 
3.4 Demand for communicativeness of indistinct places 

Non-participatory planning is characterised by excluding the grassroots from decision making. 
Therefore, a process of reinterpretation of place identity based on non-participatory planning will also 
exclude them. If, as we have discussed, residents are essential to document local narratives, such a process of 
reinterpretation will leave out narratives together with the residents. If we were to illustrate it through a 
schema similar to the one in Fig. 4, the inclusion of non-participatory planning instead of participatory 
planning would thus result into empty boxes within the literary culture row to the right of folkways. The 
material outcome of it all could just be called a non-communicative place. 

On the one hand, this shows that there is no direct link between non-participatory planning and the 
growth of the demand for place communicativeness. On the other hand, it raises a potentially relevant 
realisation: while the richness of the set of processes that lead to the development of a heritage park limits its 
spread beyond a certain threshold,9 the simplicity of the set that brings about the transformation of a place 
into a non-communicative place appears to make it easily reproducible. The reason is that the objects of the 
former set are environments that stand out for the importance of their material heritage, whereas the latter set 
may affect any type of places, especially indistinct ones. So the two sets of processes involve values the 
combination of which would bring us closer to the answer to our question – connection with the growth in 

                                                           
8 An event place is a place characterised by an intimate relationship between a festive activity and spaces 
that makes them memorable (Sabaté 2004b:10).  
9 Designation of cultural landscapes itself must be limited not to be debased. 
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the demand for place communicativeness, and spreadability – but so far they seem to involve them 
separately. 

At this point we may undertake the last stage of the extension of our theoretical model, aiming to 
establish whether there may be a bridge between the two observed values or not. In the effort to, we shall 
consider the role of the diagonal lines that connect the types in Fig. 5. Do they inform us, as the ones within 
Fig. 2 did, of increasing connections between the correspondent processes in cities? And, should the type 
placed at their intersection be understood as the matrix for their interconnection and organisation?  

Let us assume that both the answers are affirmative. Let us suppose, too, that these relations sustain a 
new chain of processes that results from a cross between the two previous sets. In other words, let us test the 
capacity of participatory planning to join the two processes that are confronted within the typology and 
within reality – non-participatory planning, and the demand for alternate planning – and thus give rise to a 
set of processes to which even an indistinct place may be the object of the demand for place 
communicativeness. The overall result seems ready to be represented without its framework, as in Fig. 6. 

 

 
 

Figure 6 Demand for communicativeness of indistinct places 
 

The model of understanding thus suggests that a relevant manifestation of the growth of the endogenous 
demand for place communicativeness is the extension of the claim for public participation in planning; and 
that it is so to the extent of which the replacement of non-participatory plans by participatory plans, in 
response to that claim, entails an increase of the communicativeness of the resulting schemes.  

 
4 CASE STUDIES 
 

The model has been tested in Barcelona, where a number of processes of urban renewal have been 
highly influenced by local demand for alternate planning in recent years. The redevelopments of Trinitat 
Nova, the Parc Central de Poblenou Area, and Lesseps Square have been chosen as case studies. Some of the 
reasons behind the choice have been their contemporary nature, their potential link with the phenomena 
described by the model, their representativeness, and the fact that they share enough common features to be 
able to be analysed by the same method, and at the same time possess specific qualities that add value to 
multiplicity. Although the records of each case go back in time, the time spans that are considered relevant 
for each analysis begin between the summer of 1999 and the winter of 2000-2001. Trinitat Nova is a 
suburban housing neighbourhood, Parc Central Area is a former industrial area reallocated to 
knowledge-based business activities, and Lesseps Square is a central public space 

In the case of Trinitat Nova, the detection of a well-spread, structural building pathology during the 
1990s was addressed by the municipality with the organisation of a top-down competition for the 
redevelopment of a large part of the neighbourhood. The award-wining project was fully based on functional 
and optimising criteria, and regarded the whole area as a tabula rasa. Residents rejected it and arranged what 
they called “their own ideas competition” (Velázquez 2000; tentative translation), which was actually an 
EASW10 participatory workshop. Having its focus on the construction of a shared vision for the 
neighbourhood, the main outcome of the workshop was an agreement on building the future upon local 
history, with the aim to become “the water neighbourhood” (AVTN and PCTN 1999:13; tentative translation). 
This objective was related to the fact that, though bad-quality housing was developed within Trinitat Nova 
from the 1950s, the area had previously been the site of an impressive set of water supply facilities for the 
city, a part of which still exist. With the course of time, neighbours managed to convince the municipality to 

                                                           
10 European Awareness Scenario Workshop initiative was launched by the European Commission DG XIII D 
in 1994.  
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accept their arguments and to elaborate a completely new plan that was based on their vision. Today, while 
the materialisation of the new housing is still under way – with special regard to the water-cycle design – the 
refurbished, century-old water facilities have already become a part of a metropolitan landscape interpretive 
net. 

In the case of Parc Central de Poblenou Area, the plan for its transformation into a business estate was 
related to the 22@bcn project for the renewal of the whole industrial quarter of Poblenou. Although the 
scheme was sensitive to the unusual, qualifying manner in which the antique industrial buildings within it 
were combined with medium-sized exterior areas, it involved the replacement of most of the former with 
new office blocks. However, an increasing civic awareness about the relevance of the local industrial 
heritage triggered a campaign for the preservation of the whole complex. The slogan of the campaign, 
“Salvem Can Ricart”,11 referred to the fact that the seemingly independent buildings within the site were 
originally parts of a single, truly outstanding 19th century factory that was named after the owner’s family – 
the Ricarts. This fact, which not even the current users of the complex – most of them industrial workers – 
were aware (Marrero 2008:63), became broadly accepted through the “research-action” that the campaign 
involved (Tatjer 2008; tentative translation). A process of negotiation between the municipality and civic 
representatives finally led to the approval of a new scheme that implied the preservation of 100% of the 
premises and 67% of the original buildings, as well as the documentation and communication of the history 
of the factory both in situ and within a larger interpretive system. 

In the case of Lesseps Square, refurbishment was a part of the electoral programme of the governing 
party at the municipal level. The area had been one of the city’s hot spots since the 1970s, when the 
urbanisation of the first city bypass entailed the implementation of an intricate, car-centred plan that made it 
extremely difficult for pedestrians to either cross the square or stay within it. After a quarter-century the 
municipality finally organised an international competition. The award-winning proposal was swiftly 
developed into a detailed project, and contractual requirements for its materialisation started being fulfilled. 
However, when the project was presented to the residents as one ready to be built, their initial astonishment 
soon became rejection. The reason being that the main issue they expected the plan to address – the 
restitution of the area’s original topography, highly altered by the bypass’ section – had been disregarded. 
The neighbours’ claim led the municipality to discard the project and set up a mixed commission in which 
representatives of both parties joined the architects and a group of independent technicians to follow the 
development of a new proposal. Once a pre-agreement about its essential objectives was reached, it was 
presented to the residents during a three-day participatory process, with the aim of taking their feedback into 
consideration before further elaborating the scheme. As a result, a narrative of the square as a “place for the 
encounter” of the people and the neighbourhoods that share it (González 2004:177; tentative translation), – 
which was very much related to the history of the square – was adopted. The final project was based on this 
and was finally approved with the agreement of the vast majority of residents. Today, the recently 
inaugurated square includes devices that communicate aspects of its antique history, but also the names of 
neighbours that took active part in its construction are engraved in paving stones.  

 
5 FINAL REMARKS 
 

Sense of place is a delicate dimension. Its relationship with place communicativeness is delicate, too. 
The number of places that convey messages is indeed increasing within cities in the information age. 
However, many of them do not match the concept of communicative place as it has been defined here. The 
reason is that the choice of the message matters. While a good message can encourage environmentally 
responsible behaviours, a bad message may result in the degradation of both human behaviour and the urban 
environment, which is why the processes that inform decision making are so important here. Depending on 
their performance, we may find ourselves addressing alienation instead of sense when dealing with a given 
place, no matter how many translation and communication devices may be found within it.  

In this context, focus on the endogenous facet of the demand for place communicativeness may be more 
than just a feature of this research. It may be a key issue to prevent alienation from gaining ground. Today, 
cities like Barcelona are welcoming millions of visitors every year. Tourist buses – the users of which not 

                                                           
11 “Let us save Can Ricart”, which was also the name of the civic platform that upheld it. 
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only travel from one mediated place to another, but receive information about the city through headphones 
on the way – are more frequent than regular ones in some areas. On the other hand, manifestations of local 
demand for place communicativeness are still largely regarded as expensive whims.  

Nevertheless, debate is already on the streets. We may agree in interpreting it as part of a larger debate: 
the debate about the need of our information society to become an actual knowledge society. If we do so, we 
may also come to adapt a famous dictum, and start regarding participatory planning as the worst form of 
planning, except for all those other forms that have been tried.  
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ABSTRACT: In this essay I argue that the incorporation of Web 2.0 culture and underlying principles in the 
organizational models for metropolitan governance is a good alternative to planning institutions. The 
challenge is to develop an open and collaborative culture of planning and creation, and to give the floor to 
the ‘creators’ of the metropolitan area. Most ‘creators’ don’t plan, they create. They adjust to the new realities 
of metropolitan life. There day-to-day decisions and actions are transforming metropolitan regions. Civic 
leaders will have to learn to plan – or better co-create – the future of metropolitan regions together with these 
‘creators’. There is a new kind of leadership emerging, not based on making decisions, but on offering 
conditions through which ‘creators’ can contribute. It is an open process, without a masterplan. I suggest to 
call this new planning style: co-creative planning     
KEYWORDS: planning culture, top-down and bottom-up, urban strategies, web 2.0 culture, leadership, 
open-source

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Based on personal experiences – developing policies for creative industries in Amsterdam - on literature 
and discussions with peers, this essay explores possible implications of web 2.0 culture and principles for the 
role of public planners in the (re)development of metropolitan areas. The paper starts with a short description 
of web 2.0 culture and its underlying principles, which focuses on the concept of open source communities. 
This concept seems well-equipped to open new ways of planning. So the main question that I address is: Is it 
possible to organize the planning of metropolitan areas like an open source community?         

The answer to this question will be highly speculative at this point. It is based on promising, but 
small-scale cases in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area and on a limited, exploratory study of literature.    

2 WEB 2.0 CULTURE 

 The web 2.0 concept marks a turning point in the development of the web (O’Reilly, 2005). Web 2.0 
refers to fundamental and structural changes. Users are becoming participants. On the web they participate in 
social and professional networks, and they download, share, produce and develop music, photos, movies, 
opinions, articles, ideas, software, projects, and so on. On the web new forms of collaboration, like Linux 
and Wikipedia, are emerging. It is a new set of principles and practices, like ‘the web as a platform’ and ‘rich 
user experiences’. 

2.1 Open source communities 
 The open source definition, formulated in 1998, is not a legal document, but a specification for software 
licenses to be accepted as open source. The user of open source software has the right to make copies, to 
improve it, and to redistribute copies or derived works. The specifications include that open source doesn’t 
discriminate against persons or fields of endeavour.  
 Open source is more than a specification. It is part of a culture of collaborative creation. This culture can 
be applied to other fields than software development. O’Reilly (1999), Leadbeater (2008), Shirky (2008) and 
others have described the ethics and underlying principles of this culture. Open source users help themselves. 
The first principle is that open standards, protocols, mechanisms and licenses allow people to connect with, 
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and build on the work of others without having to get permission. A second principle is the ease of 
contribution. The modular architecture of open source projects allows users to make small contributions, 
according to their own needs, skills, time and motivation. The third principle is community development. 
Open source communities start around an actor – individual, group, institution, company and so on – that 
expresses a real need (issue, problem, passion, common cause). This unity of original actor and need is the 
core of the open source community.    
 Open source communities are often governed by their founders. The communities are not self-organising, 
but leadership tends to be open and accountable for, not focused on making decisions, but on offering 
conditions through which others can contribute. ‘They focus on creating the norms and rules through which 
many other people can take responsibility for small parts of what the community does’ (Leadbeater, 2008). 
By decentralising decision-making to smaller self-governing communities, open source communities succeed 
to structure large numbers of small and occasional contributions around a common cause.             

3 OPEN SOURCE IN PLANNING  

 Planning is, like politics, a creative process, a way for people to work on their shared concerns, to ‘call 
something into being which did not exist before’ (Arendt, quoted in Stone, 1995). The governance of 
metropolitan areas is a matter of large-scale coordination, it is a ‘multi-actor and multilevel game’ (Hooghe 
and Marks, 2001), in a context of institutional fragmentation. Formal authorities are limited, and often absent 
at a metropolitan scale. This weakness of (formal) authority makes leadership a formative experience, 
‘mobilizing various resources by giving direction, identity and a shared aim to a group of actors’ (Stone, 
1995). 
 Web 2.0 culture and the underlying principles seems to be well-equipped to open new ways of  planning. 
Is it possible to govern metropolitan areas like an open source community? A community with a wide range 
of actors, who govern themselves, and work together on the (re)development of metropolitan areas.  
 The open source movement is one of the reflections of networked collaboration, so it is not surprising that 
elements of this movement are already present in our day-to-day experiences.  

3.1 Policies for creative industries in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area  
 In the last decade many metropolitan areas throughout the world have developed policies using creative 
as an adjective. The first policy document on creative industries is probably published by the Department for 
Culture, Media and Sport of the United Kingdom in 1998. In 2001 their Creative Industries Mapping 
Document presented the creative industries as the fastest sector of economic growth in the UK. ‘The rise of 
the creative class’ (Florida, 2002) declared creativity as the driving force of economic growth in regions, at 
the same time acclaiming poets, novelists, artists, entertainers, actors, musicians, architects and designers as 
members of the core of the creative class. The seductive image of the creative industries as driver for 
economic growth was born, and quickly developed into a ‘creativity script’ with ‘routinized practices’ (Peck, 
2005). 
 One of the goals of the Amsterdam City Council (Amsterdam Topstad, 2006) is : ‘Amsterdam will 
continue to be a place where creativity can thrive’. The aim is ‘to ensure that Amsterdam carves out its own 
unique niche among Europe’s world-class cities’. These goals are challenging, open, and attract attention. 
There is an unlimited amount of ways to realize them, and this will involve public, private and non-profit 
actors. It is all about: ‘the right mix of entrepreneurial know-how, creative energy, and public policy’ (Scott, 
2000). The ‘Programme Creative Industries 2007-2010’ (Amsterdam City Council, 2007) is a collaboration 
of the cultural, economic, spatial and social departments. City officials are coordinating the programme and 
they report periodically to city council. The programme functions like a platform, and  enables various 
actors - with different values, interests and resources – to work on the implementation of a set of 6 headlines. 
 They work on better links between creative industries and education, utilize the cultural diversity as an 
asset for the growth of the creative industries, stimulate creative entrepreneurs, make connections between 
creative industries and other industries, or between media, culture and ICT. They accommodate the growth of 
the creative industries (appropriate places to live and work, planning for an attractive and diverse city) and 
market Amsterdam as a world-class creative city. Public, non profit and private partners are involved in the 
realization of the goals that are set for these headlines. Some of these efforts are part of their day-to-day work. 
But often they depend upon new connections between actors, ideas, money and other resources.  
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 Within the headlines ’autonomous’ programmes operate. Affordable and suitable studios and (living and) 
working spaces for ‘creatives’ are a rare commodity in Amsterdam, so the city plays an active role to 
maintain the existing stock of affordable studios and working spaces and to find locations for the 
development of new working spaces. The objective of the Art Factories Programme is to create 100-150 new 
workspaces for artists and creative groups, each year. Art factories have been set up in more than 40, mostly 
old buildings in the city, providing a total of 1.250 spaces, offering a place to work and occasionally live to 
more than 2.000 artists, creative businesses and artisans. The City Council has allocated over € 40 million for 
the programme (2000-2008). The Bureau Broedplaatsen (Artfactories) defines policies and objectives in 
cooperation with all those involved: housing corporations, architects, estate agencies, project developers, 
user groups, banks, city boroughs and other local authorities in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area. It is a 
platform (or a community of practice) for a wide range of partners, who exchange experiences, create 
common values, and collectively provide all the commitment, expertise and resources needed to create new 
art factories. 
 The programmatic approach incorporates features of open source. Like in open-source communities the 
difficulties of collaboration - and managing creative work in general - are resolved by partly decentralizing 
decision-making down to small groups. Discussions on what to do, and how to do it, are not only time and 
energy consuming, but also often frustrating collaboration. Another important feature is to accept that various 
actors - who differ in values, interests and goals - can work in a great variety of ways on a common cause.  

3.2 Supporting unconventional choices 
 Creating a platform around the programme creative industries, and working together with institutions like 
the Chamber of Commerce or the Tourist Board, is relatively easy. In projects such as the Artfactories the 
city officials were already experienced in real estate projects. It seems less easy to involve citizens, creative 
individuals and small businesses in to these kind of programmes.  
 Ettlinger (2009) argues that business networks , ‘forging connections in the everyday economy’, offer an 
often overlooked context for meaningful interaction. In her approach respect and trust among people (social 
capital) develops through working relations. Her social agenda entails multiple mixed networks that overlap 
and interact. Each network has a business signature, but is socially mixed in terms of gender, age, class, race 
or ethnicity. She argues that networks that explore unknown economic, cultural and other territories, start 
with individuals, who choose to make a living in an unconventional way. These individuals act like founders 
of a open source community. A network will take-off when enough people are able, and willing to participate. 
Together they develop a kind of prototype that resembles the core of an open source community.  
 From the point of view of metropolitan governance it is a matter of supporting these unconventional 
choices and ‘scaling up’ prototypes with financial and technical support. It implies a shift from output to 
process, and from control to setting the conditions for unconventional, creative and innovative communities 
to develop.                

3.3 The transformation of the NDSM-site 
  On the northern bank of the River IJ, to the north-west of the Central Station of Amsterdam, is the site of 
the former Netherlands Shipbuilding and Dock Company (NDSM). Ships have been built here since the end 
of the nineteenth century. Like so many shipyards in Europe NDSM closed in the eighties of the last century. 
During the eighties and nineties the site was discovered and gradually squatted by all kinds of people who 
used the large buildings and open spaces for all kinds of experiments. Nobody else was interested in the site. 
This situation changed dramatically in the second half of the nineties. The city decided to redevelop the 
docklands and real estate developers started turning the warehouses into apartments, offices and leisure or 
retail spaces. 
 To preserve the character of the NDSM-site a private (citizen) iniatiative of artists, craftsmen, skaters and 
non-profit organisations, calling themselves Kinetic North, presented a plan for the redevelopment of the 
former shipyard.(86.000 m2) into a cultural hotspot and largest hotbed for artistic and young talent in the 
Netherlands. In 2002 they were given the opportunity to start the redevelopment and lobbied with success for 
a 10 million euro credit to restore the derelict NDSM Warehouse, owned by the local city council of 
Amsterdam North. The NDSM hall - a hangar-like structure 20,000 sq. meters, 20 meters in height - houses 
now an art city with studios and workspace, a skate park and a hip-hop school. 
 The redevelopment is based on the methods of an alternative town planning strategy called 'City as a 
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Hull’. A philosophy which aims to develop urban areas the bottum up, and to create a living city where 
people take personal responsibilty. Citizens are not seen as passive consumers but as equal partners in the 
development and control of buildings, neighbourhoods or even cities. At the NDSM Wharf Kinetic North 
approached and organised 200 artists and cultural entrepreneurs who were willing to contribute time, ideas, 
and money to the development of the plan. Casco's were developed wherein the end-users take responsibility 
to build their part of the Art City. Kinetic North invested 2 million euro to build a metal framework with 
concrete floors. These basic units - over 100 ‘casco’ have electricity, water and sewerage connections. The 
units are then completed by the individual artists and companies (end-users), who together invested 5 million 
euro. Together the units form a small city of artists’ studios and workshops on one or two levels, connected 
by a network of long broad streets and narrower side streets. The Art City opened in 2007 and the result 
proves that it is possible for a large number of end-users to organize themselves in a true open source spirit. 
 The former wharf, a site of 32 hectare, is divided into several development areas with a mix of developers 
and development strategies. Mediawharf is a a project of Red Concepts, a private company with a focus on 
the development of creative city zones. Their aim is to turn parts of the former shipyard into an international 
media-centre and to give creative companies the opportunity to turn the derelict buildings into their own 
statements. In 2005 MTV Networks decided to make theirs in NDSM’s former carpentry spaces. The 
monumental facade of this hall (6.800 m2) was renovated and the interior was transformed into offices and 
studios, that opened in 2007. 
 Near the NDSM a 270 metre long crane jetty was discovered by an architect. On top of this concrete 
construction, with a width of 10 metres and standing on 14 metre high pillars, she designed a 3-story 
building, with more than 12.000 m2 flexible floor space. She convinced the local authorities not to demolish 
the construction, and together with a private developer turned her vision into reality. 
 The former shipyard is gradually transforming into a cluster of creative industries. In this process 
different actors, like end-users, architects or traditional developers, have taken the lead, from time to time, 
and from site to site. Through their individual actions evolves a creative milieu.                

3.3 The creative milieu 
  Hippolyte Taine developed the concept of an artistic milieu in 1865 (see Hall, 1998). For him it was a 
state of manners and mind, a ruling personality that stimulates particular talents to flourish in a certain place, 
and at a certain time. He also argues that, at the same time, this ruling personality suppresses the 
development of other talents.    
 Contemporary concepts of the creative milieu reflect the fragmented and individualised character of 
society. Features like diversity, openness, personal freedom, tolerance, (free) access to information, and 
creative atmosphere are often mentioned (Florida, 2002, Howkins, 2007, Leadbeater 2008, and others). To be 
creative and build communities or platforms people need ‘places’ to develop and to share their creativity. 
These ‘places’ are communities on the web, newspapers and magazines, festivals, museums, theatres, 
art-schools, clubs and bars, places to live and work, squares, and so on. Like the internet, cities are prominent 
examples of the potential of networked collaboration and open source communities. Both offer 
infrastructures and spaces for people to ‘mix and mingle, sharing and combining ideas from different vantage 
points and traditions’ (Leadbeater, 2007).  
 Creative milieus often develop in ‘run-down’ parts of the city, e.g. abandoned industrial sites like the 
former NDSM wharf and inner city areas. The ‘creatives’ are not only attracted by affordable places to work 
and live, but also by the opportunities to adjust spaces to their own needs. In this way they co-create their 
own neighbourhood, which develops through individual decisions to turn a space into a workplace, club, or 
gallery. The individuals share a common ‘creative attitude’ and they benefit from each others presence 
(spill-over effects). In a way they choose certain neighbourhoods as a platform to co-create there own 
creative milieu. The creative milieu develops without a masterplan. The ‘creators’ share ‘a way of living’. It 
is this ‘state of matters and mind’ that organizes the ongoing process of cultural and physical transformation 
of creative milieus.  

4 CO-CREATIVE PLANNING 

 Nowadays it seems nearly impossible to plan the development of metropolitan regions. How to develop, 
and more important implement, an integral plan for an open, fragmented, expanding and globally connected 
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metropolitan region? With the participation of stakeholders and citizens. In a context where metropolitan 
authority is lacking; where citizens, companies or governmental institutions don’t like to be told what to do 
anyway. They will not feel represented by metropolitan government. From their perspective, political and 
administrative integration on a metropolitan scale is just a technocratic or bureaucratic solution for 
institutional fragmentation. And even if there was (public) support for  metropolitan planning institutions it 
would be next to impossible to coordinate the ‘multi-actor and multilevel game’, and to develop and 
implement metropolitan planning in a ‘traditional’ way. The incorporation of Web 2.0. culture and principles 
in the organizational models for metropolitan governance might offer an alternative for planning institutions.  
 Open source communities succeed to structure large numbers of contributors around a common cause by 
decentralizing decision-making to smaller self-governing communities. This kind of collaboration seems 
well-equipped in a context were (formal) metropolitan authority is weak, like in the Amsterdam Metropolitan 
Area, which is a collaboration of 27 ‘autonomous’ local authorities, 1 regional body and 2 provinces. Is it 
possible to govern metropolitan areas like an open source community? 
 The realization of the Development Scenario 2040 for the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area, a process that 
started in 2007, is primarily an administrative collaboration aimed at developing a shared point of departure 
for 29 structural visions to be formulated by the ‘autonomous’ authorities concerned. The Development 
Scenario 2040 is also the base for deliberations with national authorities. The process was primarily caused 
by the new national Planning Act and the development scenario started as a ‘traditionally’ public-sector led 
process, with consultation of private partners, not-for-profit organizations, international essayists and 
children who illustrated their dreams for the future. A side effect of this process however is that the 
Amsterdam Metropolitan Area is becoming a recognizable platform for collaboration. This might set the 
stage for the development of open source communities. 
 The programmatic way in which policies for the creative industries in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area 
where developed, and implemented, already incorporates features of open source communities. The 
difficulties of collaboration are resolved by partly decentralizing decision-making down to small groups, at 
the same time accepting that various actors – who differ in values, interests and goals – can work in a great 
variety of ways on a common cause.  
 The Development Scenario 2040, and the already involved actors, has the potential to transform into the 
core of an open source community. One of the basic principles of open source communities is that users - in 
our case citizens, companies and other actors - are allowed to make contributions without permission. 
Community development often starts with an intense collaboration of capable and passionate, early creators, 
who in turn attract a larger crowd. In an open process the community generates different viewpoints, 
different ways of working, and many possible solutions, which are simultaneously tested, developed, rejected 
or put into practice.  
 The transformation of the NDSM-site, and especially the development of the Artcity, shows the 
possibilities of ‘bottom-up’ development of urban areas, where citizens organize themselves in a open source 
spirit. In this process of transformation different actors, end-users, architects and traditional developers and 
planners take the lead - from time to time – and gradually transform the former shipyard into a cluster of 
creative industries. The ‘creators’ are not only attracted by affordable places to work and live, but also by the 
opportunities to adjust these places to their own needs. The individuals share a ‘creative attitude’. In a way 
they choose certain urban areas as a platform for an ongoing process off cultural and physical transformation. 
They co-create their own creative milieu. This milieus develop without formal planning.                     
 Open source communities take off when enough actors are willing and able to make a contribution to the 
core. So the real challenge is to develop an open and collaborative culture of planning and metropolitan 
creation. To close the gap between the ‘planners’ and ‘creators’ of the metropolitan region. Most ‘creators’ 
don’t plan. They create. They follow the flow. They adjust to the new realities of metropolitan life and the 
globalizing world. They participate in social, cultural and professional networks. Often they (re)act local and 
global at the same time. There day-to-day decisions and actions are transforming and developing 
metropolitan regions. 
 Planners will have to learn to plan - or better to co-create - the future of metropolitan regions together 
with ‘creators’ (public, private, non-profit actors and citizens). There is a new culture of planning emerging, 
not primarily based on making plans or decision-making by planners, but on decentralizing decision-making 
to self-governing communities of ‘creators’. 
 These open source communities are not self-organizing or without leadership. And collective action, 
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where a group acts as a whole, is still needed to organize metropolitan areas. Real-time coordination in every 
day life offers an often overlooked context for meaningful networks and collective action to develop. From 
the point of view of metropolitan governance, ‘planners’ can act as the core of an open-source community, or 
they can join open source communities with a non-public core. For ‘planners’ this implies a shift from output 
to process, and from control to collective action. The collective action of metropolitan areas is organized 
through a wide range of open source communities that overlap and interact. These open-source communities 
govern themselves. 
 The National Spatial Strategy of the Netherlands (Nota Ruimte, 2004) aims to create space for 
development, to decentralize where possible, and to give greater responsibilities to ‘the provincial and 
municipal councils, the institutions of civil society, and not least to individual citizens’. They want to move 
from a permission-based to a development-based planning. The incorporation of web 2.0 culture and 
underlying principles - and organizing the implementation of the National Spatial Strategy through a set of 
self-governing open-source communities – implies radical changes to planning culture, theory and practice. 
In the business world the concept of co-creation refers to the growing practice of company and consumers 
working together on the development of products and services. So I suggest the term co-creative planning for 
‘planners’ and ‘creators’ working together on spatial strategies.  
 Co-creative planning starts with a culture of collaborative and collective creation. The open source 
definition was formulated 10 years ago, and social media that make collective action work, and socially 
accepted, are one or two years old. We are just starting to learn, by doing, how open source communities 
work. So the first outlines of co-creative planning is highly speculative at this point. 
 Co-creative planning aims to structure large numbers of contributions around a common cause by 
decentralizing decision-making to smaller self-governing communities. Actors are allowed to make 
contributions without prior permission. Decentralizing decision making from planners to self-governing 
communities of ‘creators’ is crucial. But also decentralizing responsibilities within the public sector in a way 
that planners are allowed to co-create with creators in open source communities.  
 Co-creative planning needs a recognizable platform for collaboration. Spatial strategies, like the 
Development Scenario 2040 for the Amsterdam Metropolitan area, can function as a platform, and develop 
into an open source community. As long as the spatial strategy expresses a real need, is open for 
improvement and attracts actors with different skills.   
 Co-creative planning accepts that various actors, with different values, interests and goals, can work in a 
great variety of ways on a common cause. The diversity of actors is seen as a source for innovative collective 
action. The collective action is organized through a wide range of multiple mixed open source communities 
that overlap and interact. 
 Co-creative planning supports unconventional choices, made by citizens and other actors who are able 
and willing to do so, by ‘scaling them up’ to open source communities, that will create unknown and 
unpredictable outputs. 
 Co-creative planning implies a shift from an output-driven process to setting the conditions for collective 
action. Planning becomes an open process, without a masterplan, and the ‘planner’ is just one of the actors in 
an open source community. But paradoxical: in working together with ‘creators’ in an everyday setting, 
planning becomes part of its own implementation, and the impact of the ‘planner’ on spatial development 
will increase. 
 ‘When the outcome drives the process we will only ever go where we’ve already been. If process drives 
outcome we may not know where we’re going, but we will know we want to be there’. (Bruce Mau, 2000).    
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ABSTRACT: This paper analyses how the Olympic Games have been integrated into the spatial planning 
process to reach social, spatial and environmental objectives since the 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games. It 
will focus on the motives for hosting the Games, on the urban development strategies to implement the 
formulated motives and the effects which are expected from these strategies. Based on the empirical case of 
Barcelona, the paper elaborates on the changing approach of spatial planning and urban governance in the 
integration of short-term spatial interventions and long-term urban development perspectives, from resolving 
problems of the past to getting ready for the future. The city of Barcelona wanted to influence its destiny by 
using its local potential and change its urban configuration. The socio-economic and urban effects of the 
1992 Barcelona Olympic Games are evaluated, in order to define the extent to which the original objectives 
have been realised by using the mega-event strategy. 
KEYWORDS: Mega-event, strategic spatial planning, urban governance, urban regeneration, sustainability. 

1    INTRODUCTION: THE MEGA-EVENT STRATEGY AND STRATEGIC SPATIAL PLANNING 

Host cities increasingly use a mega-event as a tool in strategic spatial planning. This paper addresses the 
relationship of these two concepts on the basis of the case study of Barcelona. We will first introduce the 
concepts of the mega-event and strategic spatial planning, as well as the relationship between them. The 
mega-event strategy has been considered as a new tool of area development and urban governance. We will 
illustrate this using the case of Barcelona, which was the first Olympic city to implement this strategy. In the 
conclusion of the third section we will extend the argument to future Olympic cities, which should learn and 
benefit from the strategies used by previous host cities. This paper will also approach the short-term Olympic 
event from a sustainable perspective. Increasingly the comprehensive concept of social, economic and 
environmental sustainability has received attention in the planning of Olympic events.  

1.1     The mega-event strategy 
Mega-events – such as the Olympics or a World Expo – are short-term and high-profile international 

events which have a long-term impact on host cities. Looking beyond the event itself, the mega-event 
strategy is basically one using the mega-event as an engine for urban development. Therefore it can be 
considered as a tool of urban governance. Usually host cities of such mega-events have to accommodate a 
large urban programme. For example, Olympic Games host cities have to provide sports facilities, an 
Olympic village, a Media Park, hotel accommodation and supporting infrastructure. The scale of these 
projects is very large and they have a huge social, economical and environmental impact on the host cities or 
even entire regions. Recognising this, cities started to make enormous efforts on trying to fit event-related 
projects within the long-term perspective of strategic spatial planning, including the post-Olympic use of 
projects. 

When re-launched in the late 19th century, the Olympic Games did not have much influence on urban 
development. Traditionally the short-term Olympic event was not approached from the urban development 
perspective. Usually in a very short time period large investments were made in additional sports facilities 
and (temporary) housing for athletes. However, in recent decades, the Olympic Games have gradually 
emerged as a significant catalyst for urban transformation, starting from the preparation period of the 
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Barcelona 1992 Games. Compared with former Olympic cities, the Olympic projects in Barcelona exceeded 
the scale of building new sports facilities, and represented a new planning approach of urban regeneration. 
This was achieved by transforming, brownfields, amongst others, into new urban areas with service, culture, 
leisure and residential functions. The successfully improved spatial quality of public open spaces played a 
meaningful role in generating a new identity and increasing the socio-cultural integration in the city. This 
approach was integrated into the strategic planning for the city as a whole (Fig. 1). 

In the era of globalisation, the potential of the Olympic Games has been considered from the policy 
point of view. It can be viewed as means of creating landmarks to attract global investment, facilitating 
fast-track development and promoting a new urban image through place marketing. Facilitating such a 
high-profile event can serve as a stimulus in local development in the context of limited federal aid and 
increasing global economic competition (Andranovich et al., 2001). Moreover, the environmental perspective 
has recently become a key issue for hosting the Games as a result of the environmental commitment added to 
the IOC Charter. This was reflected in the Sydney 2000 and Beijing 2008 Olympic Games which both made 
Green Olympics a core theme. They transformed polluted land and removed the sources of air and water 
pollution. This was in line with the long-term sustainable development goals of both cities. 

But there are also other objectives which can motivate cities or a city region to make a bid to host the 
Olympics. In 2007, the Dutch National Olympic Committee (NOC) presented its Olympic Plan 2028, which 
illustrated the NOC strategy for the development of the Dutch sports infrastructure. In the short term the 
strategy consisted of stimulating and improving the number and quality of (inter)national sport events and 
facilities. In the long(er) term, the NOC focused on organising the Olympic Games in the Netherlands in 
2028. The aim of organising the Olympics has also been integrated into the visions for the Randstad 2040 by 
the Dutch Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (Ministry of VROM, 2008), in order 
to have the Deltametropolis Randstad grow into a coherent urban system and a sustainable and competitive 
top region within Europe (Chen et al., 2009).  

 

  
Figure 1  Barcelona: the coastal front under construction in 1990 and the Olympic village in late 1991 

Source: Busquets, 2005 

1.2 Strategic spatial planning 
Both the mega-event strategy and strategic spatial planning relate to place making concepts prevailing 

in Europe in the 1990s. Strategic spatial planning then emphasised on promoting strategic places, in order to 
relieve some of the economic, environmental, social and political pressures in a city (Healey, 1998). In many 
West European countries, the traditional spatial planning approach, focusing on land use control through a 
zoning system and regulations, was considered insufficient to implement the city’s planning policy. A more 
development-led approach was subsequently adopted. This was previously a public sector led socio-spatial 
process, through which a vision, coherent actions and means for implementation were produced (Albrechts, 
2006). The ideal of improving the quality of life of a city was asserted through promoting and managing 
‘place making’ with a strong preoccupation for the quality of place. When comparing the two planning 
approaches, the tensions between the two are the regulation of private land use rights and the promotion of 
quality of places, with the broader aim of promoting social, economic and environmental objectives (Healey, 
1998). The place promotion purpose of strategic spatial planning is becoming much more important 
nowadays, as stakeholders become aware of the importance of quality of place in the global or regional 
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economic competition. 
Strategic spatial planning is not a completely new concept, but already occurred in the middle of the 

20th century. It was deserted in the 1980s in many – but not all – European countries, when the emphasis 
shifted toward large renewal and transformation projects. However, it was reintroduced at the end of 20th 
century because of European Union initiatives (Salet and Faludi, 2000). Healey (2004: 46) defines strategic 
spatial planning as “self-conscious collective efforts to re-imagine a city, an urban region or a wider territory 
and translate the result into priorities for area investment, conservation measures, strategic infrastructure 
investments and principles of land use regulation”. One of the many reasons for the renewed interest in 
strategic spatial planning is the promotion of ‘sustainable development’ (Healey, 2004). Sustainable 
development is usually defined as a pattern of resource use that aims to meet human needs while preserving 
the environment so that these needs can be met not only in the present, but also for future generations. 
Usually a distinction is made between economic, social and environmental sustainability.  

Facing the opportunities and challenges brought by economic globalisation, episodes in strategic spatial 
planning are often linked to processes of ‘re-scaling’ identified in the European context within interactions 
between global forces and local dynamics. Thus several criteria were raised to evaluate concepts of space 
and place. Examples are the treatment of scale and the treatment of the position of a site in a wider context 
(Healey, 2004). 

Along with these new ideas on strategic spatial planning, mega-events have started to be considered as a 
tool in area development in recent decades and are increasingly integrated into spatial planning frameworks. 
For example, nowadays the contribution of the Olympic event to the built environment is already far beyond 
the Games themselves. The Olympic sporting facilities have gradually emerged as ‘large urban projects’ and 
are strongly integrated in the new urban planning approach. They have exceeded the scale of new sports 
facilities alone as they now also include infrastructure provision, urban regeneration and environmental 
improvement.  

The following sections of this paper will explain how this process has emerged by analysing the 
Olympic city of Barcelona as the first city to start such a process. In order to evaluate the effects of the 
mega-event strategy in Barcelona, we first developed an evaluation framework that covers most of the items 
related to motives, urban development strategies and expected results. The items defined in the framework 
are based on a literature review. There is a wide range of literature on Olympic Games, even if we narrow the 
scope to motives for the Games and their effects. Broadly, we can distinguish between the motives for 
organising the Olympics, the chosen strategies to implement the different motives and the expected effects of 
the different strategies. We thoroughly reviewed a long list of literature on Olympic Games in order to 
complete our proposed model. All mentioned motives, strategies and effects were clustered according to four 
perspectives: (1) the economic, (2) social, (3) environmental and spatial, and (4) governance perspectives 
(Table 1). The fourth perspective is an addition to the usually distinguished perspectives – governance has 
been defined as the framework of social and economic systems and the legal and political structures through 
which humanity manages itself. The inter-relationship of these perspectives is essential to obtain robust 
sustainable development (Furrer, 2002). 

 
2    THE OLYMPIC CITY OF BARCELONA 

2.1 Strategic spatial planning in Barcelona  
Generally speaking, strategic spatial planning in European countries emerged to clarify overall 

objectives for the cities, with short-term achievable programmes and a wide range of stakeholders involved, 
based on public-private partnerships (Marshall, 1996). In Barcelona, in the 1970s and 1980s the ‘natural’ 
political response to new forms of globalisation occurred. This resulted in a shift from urban management to 
urban entrepreneurship (Harvey, 1989; Marshall, 1996). Along with the process of economic globalisation, 
Barcelona was forced, by the ever increasing interurban competition among European countries, to improve 
their urban image in order to attract a flow of people and capital from, for example, multinational companies 
and tourists. This was achieved by means of strategic projects, such as the provision of physical 
infrastructure to facilitate further urban development. The Barcelona city council formulated its vision in 

 
Table 1 Evaluation framework for Olympic host cities 
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‘Barcelona 2000’ planning exercise of 1988-1992 (Table 2), in order to identify and meet the essential needs 
of the city and metropolitan region (Marshall, 1994).  

From the strategic spatial planning perspective, in Barcelona the Olympics played a role as an essential 
means of practice. However, this was started without the terminology or methodology of strategic spatial 
planning in the early stages. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of the approach reveals some of the key 
characteristics, which are essential to strategic planning. Among these are the very effective economic and 
political motives, the relationship between short-term programmes and long-term perspectives, the large 
number of stakeholders involved and the close links between goals and implementation. The Barcelona 1992 
Olympics had enormous advantages for politicians who wished to rescue the city with a public project, as all 
sorts of accumulated services and infrastructure deficits could easily be linked to the overall goals of urban 
development (Marshall, 1996). 
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Table 2  Major objectives and strategic lines of the Barcelona 2000 Strategic Plan  

Main Objective 

 
Consolidate Barcelona as an enterprising European metropolis, with influence over its 
region and with a modern, socially balanced quality of life 
 

Strategic lines 

 
− Make Barcelona one of the key centres of the region 
− Improve the quality of life for people 
− Support for industry and for advanced services to business 
 

Source: Ajuntament De Barcelona, 1990 
 

2.2 Motive for hosting the Games 
The motivation behind bidding for the 1992 Olympic Games came mainly from the economic urgency 

which arose from the crisis faced by the city in the early 1980s. The political competition factor was a 
significant additional incentive for the city council. Significant investments were required during that period 
due to the demands of a growing population, the high levels of unemployment and the severe deprivation in 
particular neighbourhoods (Gold and Gold, 2007; Brunet, 1995). These authors argue that the Barcelona 
Olympic Games were meant to be a protective buffer against the economic crisis that affected Europe. This 
motive was elaborated into detailed socio-economic and spatial-environmental objectives, such as the 
upgrading of inner and outer deprived urban districts, the massive extension and improvement of the network 
of public spaces and facilities, the building of new ring roads and drainage systems, the improvement of the 
telecommunication infrastructure, and the transformation of the old port. On the one hand, there is the motive 
of adapting the city to the opportunities brought by economic globalisation; this is reflected in the 
implementation of strategic plans. On the other hand, there is the motive to solve problems in the city caused 
by periods of crisis and stagnation; these focus on an economic re-launch of the city.  

2.3 Urban development strategies 
Compared with other former Olympic cities, the most essential of Barcelona’s experiences is the 

emphasis on a long-term vision and strategic planning towards urban revitalisation, rather than specific 
piecemeal interventions. Many of the plans and projects for the Olympics were designed in the 1960s and the 
1970s, and were not the result of new proposals purely developed for the Games. This shows the continuity 
of the urban strategy of the city. These strategic projects were supported collectively by both the public and 
the private sector. A flexible planning approach was used in order to stimulate mixed functional land uses 
and further regeneration of adjoining areas, allowing significant private investments thereby sharing the 
financial risks between the public and private sectors. From the spatial point of view, the shift from quality to 
quantity was a strategy to attract private investment, as well as an instrument to generate consensus in a 
depressed economy. ‘Rebranding’ Barcelona was considered as an essential form of ‘city marketing’ (Ward, 
1998). The Olympic Games were the perfect opportunity to provide the ideal ‘flagship’ event to develop a 
new image for Barcelona and replace the image of the old industrial city (Chalkey and Essex, 1999; Monclús, 
2000). In the mid 1980s public subsidies were used to stimulate private investment, which was seen as 
‘leverage’ to reorient the urban policy towards ‘entrepreneurial urban development’. A more business-like 
and less controlled urban management approach and a new method of spatial intervention was introduced to 
cope with the exceptional circumstances arising from the Olympic Games, including the joint venture 
between local and central government, which would normally have been impossible to realise. Although the 
Barcelona experience had most of the essential characteristics of strategic planning – goals and 
implementation being closely linked – there was still no terminology or methodology during that period 
(Marshall, 1996). Instruments that represented the conventional planning approach were used in the planning 
process to guarantee the implementation of the Olympic projects, such as penalties for failure in deadlines 
(leading up to 1992). 

Many of the Olympic investments in Barcelona were genuine gains for the city’s population as a whole. 
For example, the location of the Olympic village utilised abandoned industrial land, as an essential step in 
the redevelopment of the whole coastline. The same goes for the construction of the Barcelona ring roads, 
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the creation of various new centres and the Olympic zones of Montjuïc, Diagonal and Vall d’Hebron (Brunet, 
1995) (Figure 2). In recent years, other waterfront development projects, taken up for internationalisation 
reasons, were in this same line – an example being the Forum of Cultures 2004. However, some citizens 
feared that regular schemes or programmes, which were not part of the overall Olympic plans, would obtain 
less funding. It generated criticism from the social point of view that work to improve outer districts would 
fall behind, given the council’s determined focus on the Olympics (Marshall, 1996). 

 

 
Figure 2 The Olympic zones in Barcelona  

Source: Busquets, 2005 

2.4 Expected effects and evaluation 
Evaluation of the Barcelona Olympic Games should be based on the level of compliance with the main 

objectives, as well as the real economic, social and environmental benefits. The outcome of the urban 
transformation was fruitful, including an enlarged airport, a new ring road and 35 kilometres of major 
highways, new urban centralities, renovated stadia, 4,500 new flats derived from the Olympic village, two 
communication towers and five kilometres of new beaches (Gold and Gold, 2007). The successful 
transformation of the city through these projects would normally have taken decades, but was actually 
implemented in only six years because of the Games.  

Changes in the urban configuration of Barcelona due to the 1992 Olympic Games have been enormous, 
and there have been many economic effects. However, it is not easy to quantify this economic impact, since 
on the one hand the preparation period was the same as the one in which Spain joined the European 
Community (1986) and on the other hand one must consider the impact of other projects and investments 
which were indirectly linked to the event. The Games themselves were financially self-sustained, and there 
were remarkable figures showing the economic boom of the city. The difference between revenues and 
expenditures shows a positive account (Brunet, 1995). In December 1993 the city’s unemployment figure of 
11.9% was somewhat below that of Catalonia (12.2%) and well below that of Spain (16.6%). These figures 
also show a positive social impact by the urban development during that period, and moreover, Barcelona’s 
city marketing effort was not accompanied by increased social polarisation or geographic social segregation, 
when compared to other cities (Calavita and Ferrer, 2000). 

However, there were also some negative effects like the increase of housing prices. The revival of the 
real estate market was rapid and fierce in the 1990s, but it is hard to determine whether this was because of 
the Olympics or the de-regulation of housing policy. Nevertheless, gentrification was a concomitant of the 
socio-spatial transformation process of the Olympic Games (Mullins, 1991). The process of urban 
transformation aroused by the Olympic projects, had – similar to other urban regeneration projects – a drastic 
effect on the poor, through increasing housing prices and decreasing housing accessibility for the local 
population and thus caused displacement and gentrified centres (Marshall, 1996; Broudehoux, 2007). It 
symbolises the changes in social classes on the event locations, replacing the existing working-class 
population and industry-related urban functions with middle-class residents and service-related functions 
(Olds, 1998; Hiller, 2000). An on-going gentrification process and a ‘brandification’ of urban space go hand 
in hand in reinforcing the lack of diversity of many urban areas. For example, due to touristic promotion 
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some urban areas are directly or indirectly linked with tourism, which diminishes the goal of a diversified 
and integrated city, both in urban and social terms (Munoz, 2006).  

Last but not least, the environmental effects of the Barcelona Olympic Games should also be included 
in the overall evaluation. However, it is a challenge to evaluate the results from a green perspective, since it 
was not considered as the main goal, compared to the socio-economic objectives. Nevertheless, there are still 
voices from the environmental perspective. For example, some argue that the project was a wasteful and 
anti-ecological one, since too much emphasis was given to road and air transport and the urbanisation 
process was too fast, particularly in some areas that could have been developed better, with more social 
benefits at a slower pace. However, it expresses a position, which is almost certainly a small minority in the 
city, and has been given little political voice (Marshall, 1996). 

3    CRITICAL REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Mega-events – such as Olympic Games – have increasingly been considered as a deliberate strategy of 
spatial planning and a new tool in area development and urban governance. This started with the case of 
Barcelona, when for the first time in history Olympic projects were aiming at the promotion of the strategic 
development of the city and its region as a whole. This has generated new forms of urban governance that 
seek the opportunities brought by global forces. Here, the aim is to materialise a vision for the future of the 
city, with the support of various stakeholders, including economical, social and environmental objectives for 
sustainable development. Enormous results have been seen in the host cities, especially in the improvement 
of the physical infrastructure, the quantity and quality of public spaces and the boom of real estate 
development. 

The results of Barcelona case are fruitful. In terms of both the resolution of past problems and preparing 
for the future, most direct and indirect investments of the Olympic Games were in civil construction projects 
and infrastructure, with an aimed legacy in urban transformation and economic restructuring, such as new 
centralities, increased productivity and city competitiveness (Brunet, 1995). Barcelona was transformed from 
the 1980s city, with large deficits in services and infrastructure and in the midst of a deep economic crisis, to 
a restructured, dynamic and outward-looking metropolis in the mid-1990s. This is seen as a testimony that 
some cities can indeed exercise an influence over their own destiny (Marshall, 1996).  

We evaluated the items in the evaluation framework in Table 1 for the Barcelona case in order to show 
whether we can speak of a sustainable approach of the Olympics in which social, economic, spatial and 
environmental perspectives are balanced as a result of a long-term vision on urban development. In Table 3 
we indicate in bold and italics those issues on which the organisation of the Barcelona Olympics focused. 
Analysis indicates that more emphasis was given to socio-economic and spatial issues, and less to 
environmental issues, especially when compared with the subsequent Olympics in Sydney and Beijing. 

Besides the positive impact of a mega-event on a host city, there are also lessons to be learned from 
former experiences in further mitigating the negative impact on host cities. Using Olympic cities – in 
particular the city of Barcelona – as cases, we found that although each case needs to be judged within its 
own spatial, economic, social and political context, it is recommended to put a plan in place to mitigate the 
negative effects: 

1) Since Barcelona 1992, host cities of Olympic Games have taken the opportunity to solve existing 
urban problems such as a downgraded inner-city area and insufficient infrastructure. The Olympic Games are 
now also considered as a means to improve the urban competitiveness of a host city in the global urban 
system. Olympic projects were used as showcase for the city. However, as a consequence, the limited 
resources of the public sector were mainly used to subsidise Olympic-related projects, so that the 
government had to cut back on social welfare spending. 

2) Gentrification, as a by-product of large urban projects, happens under the influence of market forces 
along with the implementation of large-scale Olympic projects. This usually causes social and functional 
changes in the key-project locations, thereby replacing the existing working-class population and industrial 
functions with a middle-class population and commercial functions (Hiller, 2000). This relation between 
mega-event and urban regeneration, as well as the associated gentrification process, may happen particularly 
in post-industrial cities. Social justice needs to be well considered within the process of realising 
event-related large projects, so as to avoid the consequence that the private investors share most of the profit 
of growth, while the local tax-payer bears the loss. 
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Table 3  Evaluation results of the Barcelona case 

 
3) Long-term effects need to be well-evaluated in the host cities, rather than be viewed only in terms of 

the short period of the mega-event. There are insufficient analytical tools to comprehensively assess the 
socio-economic and environmental impacts of the mega-event on the host city. This includes the approaches 
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which integrate organising the Olympics and the post-Olympic use of event facilities and urban development 
in the post-event period. As there are usually conflicts between event requirements and post-event usage of 
Olympic facilities, strategic appraisal of the initiative in the pre-project stage is necessary. This should 
include proposals on how to re-integrate the event heritage into urban networks in the future. Generally 
speaking, for the aims of mega-event strategies and the nature of strategic spatial planning, the distinction 
between publicly provided social objectives and privately produced economic opportunities has blurred. 
‘Business’ became increasingly the main feature, using promotion strategies and the profit-making sector to 
increase the share of capital investments from entrepreneurs, tourists or local consumers (Roche, 1994; Waitt, 
1999). However, by using scarce public resources in Olympic projects, as subsidies for developers, welfare 
spending had to be cut to meet the urge for city competitiveness and growth (Baade, 1994; De Lange, 1998; 
Owen, 2005; Horne and Manzenreiter, 2006). Due to the direct participation of private capital, local 
authorities sometimes behaved as private real-estate developers (Waitt, 1999). The main economic benefits 
seem to fall in the hands of the global broadcasting industry, as well as local business owners and real estate 
speculators, who benefited from newly revitalised areas (Nauright, 2004). However, the costs are generally 
borne by the disadvantaged who endure inflation, soaring rents, and debts that undermine future welfare 
investments (Whitson and Macintosh, 1996; Burbank et al., 2001). Therefore social equity should be 
considered as an important measurement of the social sustainability of the host cities (Broudehoux, 2007), 
not only for the event related projects, but for the strategic planning of the city and region as a whole. 

In general, considering the huge potentials that may be brought to cities, the mega-event strategy – as 
represented by ‘Olympic urbanism’ – will continue to be used in the 21st century, as a concept related to 
planning strategies towards social, economic and ecological sustainability. However, it must be accompanied 
by more pro-active urban governance approaches.  
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ABSTRACT: This study proposes a frame to analyse whether urban design process has both cohesion and 
flexibility and what kind of features are required to make this combination possible. By the frame of time and 
scale, the author investigated physical proposals on a district scale, so-called SPvE in the Netherlands, and the 
decision-making procedure Plaberum, an internal rule of the city of Amsterdam. A case study on Borneo en 
Sporenburg of Eastern Docklands is conducted to examine the functionality and implications of the frame. In 
conclusion, the significant finding to maintain cohesion and flexibility is multiple scales of urban design 
documents SPvE under the condition of step-wise decisions by phases from an abstract to a concrete scale 
defined by Plaberum. Furthermore, supplemental studies and detailed references to an architecture scale at an 
early stage suggest possibilities of elaborating on a new role of urban design to link individual building 
activities to framework on a higher scale. 
KEYWORDS:  frame, urban design process, cohesion, flexibility, multiple scales and Amsterdam

1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the decades, there has been a significant shift in planning processes in the field of urban planning. It 
was a common practice to have a pre-determined plan with a larger scale that served as the basis for granting 
permissions for subsequent proposals and actions. However, because of a rapid change of economy and society, 
the decrease of governmental power and financial resources and the attention to the quality of life, it has been 
extremely important to adapt urban planning system to market and social dynamism. Consequently, the 
demand to speed up approval and permission processes has emerged (Friedman 1997). In this context, the 
planning process has shifted from permission planning according to pre-determined plans to planning with 
collaboration and creativity (Dammers et al. 2004; Healey 2006). 

In this shift to collaboration planning with diversified stakeholders, the roles of the private sector and of 
the citizens have become more important. Demands from and opinions of economical and social communities 
are quite varied and it is difficult to predict trends which are developed as the sum of individual wishes. A 
widespread consensus has therefore emerged that planning processes have to become more flexible to reflect 
the opinions and actions of a wider range of stakeholders. At the same time, these opinions and actions tend to 
be fragmented, and require producing some degree of coherence. (Healey et al. 1997, p.15) 

That is why, the coexistence of both cohesion and flexibility is crucial in collaboration. On the one hand, 
cohesion -- which means the idea to have a logical relationship between physical proposals and different scales, 
such as policies, plans and realisation -- is important to make each element function properly and to avoid 
problems with conflicted fragments. This is not only for avoiding negative effects, but also for creating 
positive influence by creating entity and identity of places. For diversity, on the other hand, the concept of 
flexibility is important to create room for a discussion including diverse opinions. In urban developments, for 
example, flexibility can be maintained by the fact that public policies do not define function and housing types 
in too strict and detailed ways; then, this leaves possibilities for discussion and choices in the process among 
architects, developers and future users. By contrast, the relationship between cohesion and flexibility is 
contradictory. To make things coherent, it tends to control many aspects strictly; on the contrary, too many 
restrictions might hamper flexibility. Likewise, for flexibility, a simple way is to make everything free from 
restrictions, which in turn makes it difficult to sustain cohesion.  

Therefore, the shift from the conventional system, which meant keeping cohesion by a top-down system, 
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is necessary. In this system, the framework, for example spatial structure plans and masterplans, is to approve 
of or permit the implementation of private architectural projects or urban developments. Recently, because of 
the above-mentioned trend, the connection between reference frameworks and individual activities has been 
weakened and, furthermore, individual activities have even changed the framework in practice (Hoetjes et al. 
2006). That is why, the way to keep both cohesion and flexibility or, even more, the way to generate a 
framework for cohesion from diversified individual activities for flexibility should be sought in collaboration.  

In this discussion, urban design plays an important role in the consideration of cohesion and flexibility in 
the collaboration planning. In fact, because of the involvement of market parties, urban design has received 
more attention since the 1990s, for example in England and Canada (Friedman 1997, Carmona 2003, 
Madanipour 2006). “Urban design” in this paper means a plan for a group of buildings, involving public spaces 
on a district scale. By this definition, the planning scale of urban design can be placed between urban planning 
and architecture. Generally speaking, the urban planning policies are implemented physically as an 
accumulation of individual physical projects, particularly architecture and public spaces. So, it is possible to 
say that the urban design assists to translate urban planning policies into individual projects. In the 
development process of physical proposals, the question how to keep both cohesion and flexibility should be 
raised, when transformed from abstract into concrete images. 

However, urban design can be a black box in the process (Albrecht 2006, Tiesdell 2007), where logical 
consequence is difficult to understand. Therefore, it is vulnerable to maintain cohesion and flexibility in 
collaboration. One of the reasons is a difference in nature between policy and architecture as specialisations. 
While urban planning policies are generally expressed as texts accompanied by abstract drawings, 
architectural design is basically proposed by drawings with rather accurate form. Thus, urban design is crucial 
to consider cohesion and flexibility and this study focuses on the evaluation of this urban design.  

Accordingly, the unknown here is how ‘cohesion and flexibility’ in urban design process could be 
analysed. This paper suggests the frame to analyse whether the discussion process of urban design maintains 
coherence and flexibility. If so, a further question is: what are the features to make this combination possible? 
The conclusion could reveal conditions of urban design to bridge the gap between the reference framework in 
urban planning and individual architectural activities and, furthermore, it could suggest the first step to 
consider a new system to gather individual activities into the framework on a higher scale.  

As a case study, the author chose an actual project in Amsterdam to analyse what could the answer be in 
the city with a strong tradition of urban design. The Netherlands has a long tradition to ensure the connection 
between the spatial frameworks and individual activities (Healey et al. 1997; Hoetjes et al. 2006). In addition, 
urban design has performed the role to connect them. Thanks to the municipal ownership of land, the city of 
Amsterdam has kept strong power on city transform and, at the same time, as in the case of other capitals, the 
competition between cities forced the city service to change its planning tradition to work together with market 
parties. As a case study, Borneo en Sporenburg of Eastern Docklands project is taken because it was executed 
as one of the first collaboration projects between the market and the local government and new organisational 
collaboration was tested. This project was discussed in decision-making procedures, phased by Plaberum, 
which is an internal rule for urban design process of the city of Amsterdam. 

2 METHODS 

Some important studies about the difference between abstract plans and concrete plans in physical 
planning have been done in the Netherlands. Among others, Faludi and Valk (1994) described the difference 
between strategic plans and project plans by stating clearly that strategic plans are frames of references and 
that they are decision-orientated, while project plans are determined and material-orientated. Roo and Hoogd 
(2004) showed these two types of plans in an important schema. They applied the frame with time and scale to 
express the difference between strategic plans as plans with long-term and high-abstractness, and operational 
plans (meaning almost the same as the project plans by Faludi and Valk) in the other way around, thus 
short-term and high-concreteness. Further, they mentioned about tactics plan to bridge between them and this 
idea to point out the existence of in-between plans is crucial discussion for this study. 

According to the study by Roo and Hoogd (2004), the frame of time and scale is applied in this paper to 
analyse a process in urban developments because it is suitable to examine the development of a physical 
proposal. The horizontal axis represents time for progress in decision-making, while the vertical one a physical 
proposal on a scale from concrete to abstract. The frame can be expressed as shown in Fig. 1. This frame is 



 
 

1303 

often used to demonstrate the feature of a process for urban planning, especially for process management 
(Ruyven 2006).  

Time and scale are taken into consideration because of the following reasons. Time is one of major factors 
in a process. Generally speaking, series of decisions for complicated matters are made step by step in the 
progress of time. In addition, physical proposals can be described on varied scales from abstract to detail. 
Although the terminologies strongly depend on the system of each country, the scales of physical drawings are 
generally divided into the following: urban planning, urban design and architecture from abstract to detail 
(Fig.1). By using this frame, the proposals in urban design process are analysed. 

 

 
Figure 1  The Frame of Analysis 

As materials, the Dutch urban design system and a concrete project are studied because the Netherlands 
has experienced the transition from pre-determined planning to collaboration planning since the 1980s and has 
tried to create a new approach and strategy for urban developments (Louw 2003; Hoetjes et al. 2006). The 
objects of research are set as both urban design documents called ‘SPvE’ and the decision-making system of 
process for urban developments, so-called ‘Plaberum’ from the city of Amsterdam1. This is because the 
enquiry into Dutch most populated cities shows that both are representative for the collaboration between 
different stakeholders. SPvE is an acronym for the Dutch ‘Stedenbouwkundig programma van Eisen (urban 
design programme of requirements)’, while Plaberum for the Dutch ‘Plan- en besluitvormingsproces voor 
ruimtelijke maatregelen (spatial measures for plan and policy making process)’. As a case study, the author 
choose Borneo en Sporenburg, one of sub-districts of the Eastern Docklands in Amsterdam because their 
development process applied both SPvE and Plaberum and this project is an innovative example of 
collaborative planning, due to the transformation of the city policy for a private and public cooperation. 

To examine SPvE and Plaberum, besides the above-mentioned frame, an enquiry, literature and 
documents studies as well as interviews were carried out. The enquiry was conducted in order to explore 
representative style of urban design documents and process for development in the Netherlands. Among the 
most populated 50 cities, 25 cities2 answered the enquiry. In addition, for the understating of the relationship 
between urban design documents and process, literature studies and interviews have been conducted to 
discover the details, especially in Amsterdam. Lastly, the documents for the case study were closely analysed 
to learn what kinds of decisions were made in the process. These documents were limited in physical proposals. 
To confirm the findings from the document studies, some interviews were carried out for professionals who 
had been involved in the case study. The contents of proposals were studied by means of the frame of time and 
scale. 

                                                           
1 In this paper, Plaberum of version 2003 is used because the case study was discussed in the 1990s. Since 
2006, a new system has been implemented in the City of Amsterdam, and it has fewer phases than the one of 
2003. This change has been executed a part of “de Grote Vereenhoudiging (the Great Simplification)”. 
2 In the order of population: Amsterdam, Rotterdam, ‘s-Gravenhage, Tilburg, Almere, Breda, Nijmegen, 
Haarlem, Amersfoort, Maastricht, Leiden, Zwolle, Ede, Sittaard-Geleen, Westland, Alkmaar, Leeuwarden, 
Deventer, Helmond, Amstelveen, Roosendaal, Oss, Purmerend, Schiedam and Almelo 
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3 DEFINITION OF URBAN DESIGN DOCUMENTS AND PROCESS 

3.1 SPvE; Urban Design Programme of Requirements 
The enquiry among 25 cities showed that all the cities used SPvE or documents with similar contents. Not 

only Amsterdam but also more than half other cities answered that they use the acronym SPvE; so, from now 
onwards, the acronym SPvE will be used as representative. 

The method of the enquiry was multiple-choice and it was prepared from the pilot research, and the author 
provided the possibility of answering differently from the prepared choices (the numbers given below in round 
brackets refer to the number of the cities which chose a particular answer). The results of the enquiry show 
three general features of SPvE. The first feature is that SPvE is a tool to express physical design at district level. 
About two thirds of municipalities choose “a concrete proposal at district level (15)” and “a design study or 
feasibility study for new projects at district level (16)”. These are the answers to the question of ‘Why do you 
make SPvE?’ The most frequent answer to the question of ‘What is a role of this document?’ is as follows: 
“proposal of spatial image to define quality of space (22)”. As the second character, more than half of the cities 
consider SPvE as a tool of communication. The chosen answers to the role of SPvE are “to create dialogue 
between different stakeholders (15)” and “to fix agreement between different stakeholders (15)”. Furthermore, 
in all the cities, SPvE is authorised by either “the unit of mayor and aldermen” or “the municipal council”. To 
summarise, SPvE is used as an official decision with different stakeholders. The third feature of SPvE as a 
“bridge between urban planning on a larger scale and architecture on a smaller scale (17)” and, in other words, 
a “connection between demands in numbers and concrete space (17)” are the answers to the role of SPvE.  

From the answers about contents, SPvE can be expressed in many physical proposals on different scales. 
Although they do not have a standard index or format, most cities gave the following answers as standard 
contents: “position in a context of plan on a larger scale(17)”, “sector plans (such as green, traffic housing and 
public space) (17)” and “plan for land use and concept or principle of spatial composition(17)”. The other 
answers were: the “number of dwelling or area of offices and facilities (13)”, “models (12)”. This shows that 
most of the cities have a similar image of the SPvE. In order to confirm the result of the enquiry, the analysis of 
real documents in practice was performed for 20 documents of SPvE for the concrete projects from Amsterdam 
and Rotterdam. As a result, in the actual SPvE, more physical elements are contained, such as detailed image of 
urban design plan, references to architecture, public space and sections of streets.  

3.2 Plaberum; Definition of decision-making process for urban design developments 
As already mentioned, the Plaberum of Amsterdam is a document which defines a decision-making 

process for urban developments. The enquiry revealed that 7 cities have defined names for phases and that 3 
cities have the written definition of the decision process for urban developments. For the analysis, the 
Plaberum of Amsterdam is chosen because it has been used in practice for the longest period since 1986.   

The Plaberum defines who makes an official decision with what kind of contents to avoid confusion in a 
planning process. According to the written explanation of Plaberum, firstly, Plaberum is a communication tool 
which aims to give the clarity of a process to participants. Secondly, by means of Plaberum, city executives 
and a project leader gain an opportunity to steer a process. These functions are required because, before the 
introduction of Plaberum, many similar plans with different names by different sectors made it confusing what 
an authorised decision was in order to succeed in a further process.  

 Plaberum consists of three definitions: the phases in a process, the decision-maker for each phase and the 
contents of a product per phase. The decision-making process is divided into seven phases. For each phase, 
Plaberum designates to define the purpose, the task for each public service, the contents of a product and the 
political decision. The purpose is represented by the title of the phases: starting note (phase0), feasibility study 
(phase1), note of starting point (phase2), urban design programme of requirements, namely SPvE (phase3), 
urban design plan (phase4), realisation (phase5) and maintenance (phase6)3. 

Furthermore, Plaberum defines who makes a decision per phase. Each phase has to finish with a decision 
by the alderman, who is in charge of spatial planning. Only for phase 3, the mayor and the city council have to 
agree with the proposal as well. This decision-making by the council makes the position of a proposal 
important in social context. All decisions per phase are open to the public.  
                                                           
3 In Dutch, phase 0: Startnotitie, phase 1: Haalbaarheidsonderzoek, phase 2: Nota van Uitgangspunten 
(NvU), phase 3: Stedenbouwkundig Programma van Eisen (SPvE), phase 4: Stedenbouwkundig plan (SP) , 
phase 5: Realisering and phase 6: Beheer 
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Finally, the biggest number of pages of Plaberum is used to define what should be written in products for 
proposals. For instance, phase 2 consists of: purpose of development, possibilities and problems, research from 
different sectors, map of planning area, plan with study of function and programme, plot plans and land use 
plans. Most of the components of phases 4 and 5 are drawings and their indication of scales, for example at 
1:1000 for a plot plan in phase 4 and at 1:200 for a facility plan in phase 5. The definition of contents shows 
that, as the process goes further, the contents contain more drawings and details.  

3.3 Discussion 
The analysis by the frame demonstrates the following features of Plaberum. Figure 2 shows the definition 

of Plaberum, which is applied to the frame of time and scale. Especially for phases 2 to 5, the further the 
process goes in time, the more detailed the scale of physical proposals for decision becomes. Thus, a 
decision-making trace which is shown by Fig.2 can be presumed.  

 

 
Figure 2  The Structure of Plaberum 

This step-wise structure of decision-making and the definition of Plaberum creates a possibility of having 
cohesion between decided proposals in a process. This structure from an abstract to a concrete scale would not 
only by itself be sufficient to grantee cohesion. However, Plaberum defines to makes reference to the decision 
of a former phase, so there is a possibility that it can maintain cohesion to some extent. 

Further, SPvE is examined in detail. Although, according to the names of the phases and to the definition 
of the contents by Plaberum, both the urban design programme of requirements, thus SPvE (phase 3), and the 
urban design plan (phase 4) can be considered as the proposals of urban design, the proposal in phase 3 (SpvE), 
is considered as urban design documents for this study. This is because, from the contents, phase 3 is placed at 
the transition point from a text-based policy to more physical drawings. In addition, the decision of SPvE is the 
most important one because it is the only phase in which the city council is involved in decision-making, and 
they decide whether to go further or to stop the planning process for a project.  

As Fig.3 shows, in the frame of time and scale, the components of SPvE make layers on scales. The scale 
of main proposal for decision is urban design on a scale of 1:5,000 to 1:500. Furthermore, it is accompanied by 
both an explanation of the former phase on a more abstract scale and references on a detailed scale. 
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Figure 3  The Contents of SPvE 

Here, SPvE is evaluated by the criteria of cohesion and flexibility. To begin with, the layer of scale 
supports to maintain cohesion. All the cities answered in the enquiry that they refer to the plan on a higher scale. 
Moreover, in Amsterdam, Plaberum defines that the proposals of each phase have to contain the decision of the 
former phase. In fact, from the analysis of existing SPvE documents, the contents of SPvE (phase3) normally 
include the description of the decision of phase 2 at the beginning of the report, as “what decided before”. In 
the second place, references to architecture are added in order to illustrate how the urban design proposal could 
be implemented later. A reference means that they are no definitive decisions and just shows possible solutions. 
As a consequence, in such a way of expressing, the proposals at detailed level can leave choices open for later 
phases. Generally speaking, proposals on different scales should not conflict with each other in one document. 
In this way, the layer of scales helps to keep cohesion, while the reference on a detailed scale, thus architecture 
here, helps to keep flexibility for later stages. 

4 CASE STUDY 

4.1  Process of urban design for Borneo en Sporenburg of the Eastern Docklands 
In this subsection, the first case study is conducted. Borneo en Sporenburg is one of the sub-districts in the 

Eastern Docklands, a major urban development in the city of Amsterdam. The whole Eastern Docklands 
occupy the area of 313 ha, including two thirds of water surface and they consist of 8500 dwellings. Borneo en 
Sporenburg, as a part of the Eastern docklands, contains about 2100 dwellings. The Eastern Docklands 
development began to be planned in the 1970s and sub-districts started to be built in the 1980s.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

During the development of the Eastern Docklands, the ratio between the subsidised housing categories 
decreased from 100 to 50 per cent for other sub-districts, and then to 30 per cent in Borneo en Sporenburg. 
Because of this change, the collaboration between the municipality and market parties was increasingly needed 
in a planning process. For Borneo en Sporenburg, the new method of collaboration was tried out; the 
organisation called the New Deal was founded as a consortium of housing corporations and developers, and it 
participated in the project as a representative of market parties from the early stage of the process in order to 
reflect market value. 

The decision process of SPvE for Borneo en Sporenburg is examined in detail. As well as other 
sub-districts in the Eastern Docklands, it followed Plaberum. However, besides the proposal according to  
Plaberum, supplemental documents were approved of by the city service and the New Deal between phases 2 
and 3: two urban design proposals and two design studies. By following Plaberum, the Note of Starting Points 
(phase2) was designated for the whole Eastern Docklands in 1990. Then, in 1994, the SPvE (phase3) was 
authorised by the city council. The supplemental documents between phases 2 and 3 are the Starting Points of 
Urban Design in 1992 and the Vision of Urban Design in 1993. In addition, two design studies were conducted 
between these informal documents: Urban Housing with its Own Front-Door in the Street and Post Research 
on the Vision by West 8, both in 1993 (Fig.4). These extra documents were basically meant for the dialogue 
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with a municipal design team and the New Deal in order to reach an agreement.  
Two urban design documents -- the Starting Points of Urban Design and the Vision of Urban Design -- 

were prepared as preliminary designs for negotiations towards the official decision of SPvE. The Starting 
Points of Urban Design in 1992 showed the idea of the municipal design team from spatial planning service 
(dRO), and then three external urban designers were invited to participate in a competition, as well as other two 
sub-districts (Jolles 2003). Selection was made together with the New Deal, and the selected idea by West 8 
became the Vision of Urban Design in 1993. In comparison with the Starting Points of Urban Design, this was 
more detailed, and SPvE is more elaborated than the Vision of Urban Design. 

 
Figure 4  The Urban Design Process for Borneo en Sporenburg 

 
Besides the mentioned urban design documents, two other studies -- Urban Housing with its Own 

Front-Door in the Street and Post Research on the Vision by West 8 -- were conducted because the New Deal 
had a question about the contents of those urban design documents. For example, in the Starting Points of 
Urban Design, the proposed idea was to have the housing typology with its own front-door in the streets, 
which was a kind of status of Dutch housing in the market. However, the market parties wondered whether it 
did not conflict with the required density of 100 dwellings per hectare. This question was difficult to be 
answered only with a proposal on an urban design scale. Therefore, the study was commissioned to six 
architects in order to propose possible solutions for keeping housing typology and density at the same time. 
The result of the study showed the possibility of building such housing types with 3 or 4 storeys with the 
required density and, therefore applied into the Vision of Urban Design. The other study also solved the 
problem with implementation cost of housing typology with repetitions of void and mass in the Vision of 
Urban Design by transforming typology into patio-housings (Maar 1999, Brouwer 2002). 

These questions from the market parties were probably raised because of an abstract scale in urban design 
proposals. The urban design proposals are often drawn on the scale up to about 1:500 (section could be on 
1:200). This scale, however, is not detailed enough to imagine a plan at architecture level and to judge the 
quality of housing, especially from the viewpoint of market demands. As a consequence, it was necessary to 
show possible plans of dwellings for the market parties as if they could be discussed from market parties’point 
of view. 

 

4.2  Discussion 
The process between phases 2 and 3 is illustrated in the frame with time and scale in Fig.5. The unofficial 

documents added more steps between the official phases 2 and 3 in Plaberum on the decision-making trace in 
Fig.2. The design studies were drawn on much detailed scales. 
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Figure 5  The Deviation of the Studies 
The evaluation by the criteria gives an explanation for this deviation. Such an analysis would help the 

cohesion of the contents in a process. The essential point of this study is that, although it is detailed on an 
architecture scale, the proposed plans are not definitive and they allow for the possibility of development or 
plan change at a later stage. Thus, the references to a smaller scale also maintain flexibility because studies and 
references can leave room for discussion, and diversion can happen later. 

It can also be seen that concrete images for architecture might keep cohesion. These references played an 
important role to solve a doubt from the market party, the New Deal. This means that without these studies the 
New Deal could not agree and share the urban design plan. By drawing architecture at more detailed level than 
SPvE, the feasibility of the urban design proposal was checked, and then the resulted studies on architecture 
became more reliable for the market parties. It can be said that later architectural elaborations, as 
commissioned by developers, could keep more cohesion with the urban design plan, SPvE. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

To answer the research question whether the Dutch urban design process has both cohesion and flexibility, 
the findings of the analysis are summarised here as follows. First of all, Plaberum forms the basis for 
stakeholders to share the urban design process. It has a simple structure, decisions are made with physical plans 
from an abstract scale to a concrete scale by time, and it is defined by the names and contents for physical 
proposals per phase. Although it is an internal rule in the city service, SPvE of phase 3 has to be decided by the 
council and it makes the status of a decision official.  

To maintain cohesion, three features are pointed out. Firstly, according to Plaberum, the contents of one 
phase have to describe and to refer to what is decided by the former phase. Thus, to some extent, logical 
development from the plan of the former phase to the one of the next phase is secured. Secondly, cohesion 
could be maintained by multiple layers of physical proposals on different scales of SPvE. There are three 
layers: the proposal of the former phase (phase2) is described as what decided before, urban design plans as 
SPvE (phase3) and architecture references for later phases as possible development from SPvE. Generally 
speaking, proposals in one document have no conflict; therefore, this layer structure makes it possible to have 
cohesion between proposals on these three scales. Thirdly, the concept of reference can also contribute to the 
creation of cohesion because, if stakeholders share it, it can maintain the idea of SPvE, namely the urban design 
at a later stage. 

For flexibility, as an obvious feature, a decision trace by the rule of Plaberum, deciding on physical plans 
on a abstract scale leaves the possibility of elaborating on a concrete scale in several ways in later phases. From 
the analysis of Borneo en Sporenburg, the idea of Note of Starting Points (phase 2) could be translated into 
three ideas by designers, and one idea is chosen. This contributes to make the discussion between the New 
Deal and the city service more flexible. Furthermore, the case study reveals that supplemental proposals and 
studies are added to the proposals defined by Plaberum. It is significant to note that these studies are not 
compatible with the one direction of decision from an abstract to a concrete scale. By doing this, reference 
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images in the studies have reflection on the result of SPvE. Consequently, cohesion between SPvE and 
architectural references becomes more feasible in realisation. At the same time, flexibility is secured because 
they are studies on possibilities and they are not bound to happen.   

To summarise, first of all, participants share the process of decision-making, which is defined by time and 
scale. On the basis of time and scale, decisions are taken from an abstract to detailed scales. Secondly, an urban 
design document has a layer of scales in which a proposal refers to the former decision properly, helping to 
have cohesion and references in order to make following choices flexible. Thirdly, in practice, effective 
supplemental proposals which are reflected on one of the layers of an urban design document can help to make 
cohesion more feasible. 

In conclusion, urban design documents which are described on multiple layers are significantly 
meaningful for keeping cohesion, by defining physical relationship with bigger and smaller scales, and for 
leaving further choices open to flexibility at later stages. Although decision-making can follow the order of 
scales from abstract to detailed, strategic proposals with the deviation from the order of scales can play an 
important role in achieving both cohesion and flexibility. 

Moreover, this deviation suggests the possibility of considering a new role of the urban design in order to 
generate reference frameworks with higher scales on the contexts of individual building activities. In the case 
study, a proposal with irregular scales, such as studies conducted with more detailed scales than the one of the 
urban design, could help to keep cohesion and to reach agreement by showing possible solutions to further 
phases. This implies that to share concrete activities before the decision of the urban design can help to guide a 
realistic urban design, and that the image of individual activities might stimulate to reach agreement on the 
spatial framework on a higher scale. 

Finally, three further studies are suggested. First, in order to test and to elaborate this frame of analysis, 
more projects should be analysed in the same way. In particular, to examine the last findings, projects with pilot 
projects developed before the urban design proposal are to be investigated. Second, the latest Plaberum 2006 
should be examined. It suggests inadequacies of Plaberum 2003 intended to be solved. Plaberum drastically 
changed in 2006 to speed up and to ensure more involvement of market parties. So, a comparative study of the 
latest and the old Plaberum as well as the applied projects could possibly offer more findings.  
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ABSTRACT: Over the last two decades globalization has emerged as a major driver of economic and social 
transformation. Globalization is also transforming the role of regions and cities, which are now involved in a 
quest for competitiveness. 

City rankings are published, and local and regional governments are engaged in city branding strategies, 
in order to appear high on the hierarchy. The prevailing thinking of local public institutions is that becoming 
competitive in a globalized world requires focusing efforts on building business and industry friendly 
environments. Nevertheless this is not a viable strategy for all cities and regions, irrespective of their size, 
locations or endowments. In order to attract investors plans tend to design large expansion areas that, in 
shrinking regions, hardly ever get developed. Cities grow in a scattered way. Just as an example in small 
cities at the Spanish inner region Douro Corridor, 66% of urban areas remain as empty plots. Sustainability 
and quality of life suffer in the process. But, what do habitants have to say about? 

In a context of shifting urban patterns, changing life styles and a political and technical bias towards 
competitiveness, it is hard for people to make themselves heard. Within this context, planning with the 
people and “as if people mattered” becomes a real challenge. Nevertheless it is by putting public interest and 
collective decision making back into the political agenda, that urban conviviality will be strengthened and 
ecological sustainability enhanced.  

In order to achieve these aims we suggest a method to overcome fragmented views that typically arise in 
sectorial and urban plans, through the application of “synergic satisfiers”. It is done adapting the concepts of 
fundamental human needs - affection, protection, participation, creation, identity, understanding, leisure and 
freedom - developed by Max-Neef and Elizalde.  

 Given its ability to configure public spaces and spatial systems, town planning and urban design might 
provide effective levers to meet those fundamental human needs closely related to urban spatial conditions. 
The proposed method focuses on interaction between people (social environment) and the built environment, 
considering three key aspects: physical conditions, regulatory framework and cognitive environment. The 
paper concludes with some examples of the possibilities to apply the method to urban requalification of 
peripheral spaces in a participatory process that enhance public life and sustainability.  
KEYWORDS:  Planning Culture, Governance; Public participation, Synergic satisfiers, Fundamental human 
needs, Sustainable development, Top-down and bottom-up urban strategies

1 COMPETITIVINESS, WINNERS AND LOSERS? 

Over the last two decades globalization has emerged as a major driver of economic and social 
transformation. Globalization is also transforming the role of regions and cities, which are now involved in a 
quest for competitiveness. 

1.1  Cities to compete 
Nowadays cities appear to be engaged in a race, chasing public investment resources and competiting 

against each other for their inclusion in strategic infrastrucure plans, to attract private investments and 
economic activities. “Governments and private capital often determine which cities will grow and which will 
not by deciding on the location of key investments, such as roads, airports, universities, communications, or 
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capital, which influence a range of economic activities that lead to population growth or in-migration. (…) In 
many countries, urban growth is initially driven by national governments, and then further propelled by local 
authorities and other actors, such as the private sector. The growth of cities through local initiatives reflects a 
rising trend towards greater urban entrepreneurialism and more intense city competition”. [1]  

1.2. Oversimplificacion: city rankings 
Viewing the relationship between cities as a competition turns them into winners and losers. And this 

view leads to city rankings. These rankings are published, and local and regional governments are engaged in 
city branding strategies, in order to appear high on the hierarchy. The prevailing thinking of local public 
institutions is that becoming competitive in a globalized world requires focusing efforts on building business 
and industry friendly environments. Nevertheless this is not a viable strategy for all cities and regions, 
irrespective of their size, locations or endowments.  

2 URBAN WORLD, POLARIZED TERRITORY 

Since 2008, for the first time in history, more than half of the world’s population lives in cities. What 
happens in cities is becoming more and more relevant as we now live in an urbanized world. As Serrano 
points out [2], both at global and at European scale, there is a trend that consolidates the concentration of 
wealth, population, and political and economic control in a reduced number of metropolitan, highly 
urbanized spaces. 

This process also takes place at country level. As an example, the following map reflects how 
population is increasingly concentrating in coastal areas1 and around the capital city of Spain.  

 

Figure 1. Demographic polarization in Spain. 1990-2000 evolution (in %)2 

                                                           
1 Coastal areas have always been preferred locations for human settlements, both in ancient times and 
today….`  

Europe, North America, Oceania, and Latin America have the most urbanized coastal areas, with more 
than 80 per cent of the population along coastlines living in cities. (pg4)# 
 
2 Map from Proyecto AUDES http://alarcos.inf-cr.uclm.es/per/fruiz/pobesp/dat/munic.htm 
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2.1 European territorial policies aim at closing the gap 
The European Union has solved, at least theoretically, the dilemma between competitiveness and equity, 

between socio-economic planning and spatial planning. Europe, as envisioned by its leaders, could become 
the most competitive region in the world if it is able to overcome the current concentration of productive 
activity around the major urban zones –particularly around the central space of the continent-. The Green 
Paper on Territorial Cohesion [3] endorses the approach that “promoting territorial cohesion is part of the 
effort required so that the whole European territory has a chance to contribuye to the program of growth and 
employment”. 

3. CITIES THAT DON’T MATTER 

3.1. An inner uncertain region 
Studies and reports rarely look into cities with population below 10,000 inhabitants; nevertheless it is 

worth looking at small towns. Polarizating processes are replicated at regional level, and the region of Douro 
Valley illustrates it perfectly. In demographic terms, it is a shrinking region, despite its recent economic 
prosperity due to wine industry. In 1982 its wine, Ribera del Duero, received Denomination of Origin (DO) 
status, and since then viticulture has expanded considerably. Even so, the territory is nowadays absolutely 
polarized between main cities and the rest (emptiness). The ever-increasing concentration of functions in the 
cities, that strive to become development nodes, results in a growing dependence of the latter, which remain 
unable to attract people to settle. Small cities tried to prevent decaying by turning into a pleasant destination 
for migrants from their hinterland.  

Many peripheral –even isolated– rural areas are shrinking; quite often the priority for most of small 
villages is simply not to disappear. Local authorities at small towns along the middle stretch of Douro Valley 
have been struggling to be attractive and to stand out of the rest, regaining a role as secondary center, hence 
focusing efforts on attracting business and industry.  

The strategy is also called for in the European Spatial Development Perspective (SDP) which 
recommends [4] “strengthening [of] small and medium-sized towns in rural areas as focal points for regional 
development and promotion of their networking”. Unfortunately, that is easier said than done. 

3.2. Emphasis on offering land for productive activities and new residential types 
In order to attract investors, plans tend to design large expansion areas that, in shrinking regions, hardly 

ever get developed. Cities grow in a scattered way. A sequence of maps reflecting the demographic and urban 
area’s evolution of Peñafiel, a small city in the Douro Valley will help to understand and visualize the 
progressive dispersion of uses and population. Other small towns in the area experienced similar processes. 
Based on De Jong’s method [5] dispersion within a municipality is quite accurately determined by the 
position of the built-up area (in green) on the map. Population statistics per municipality are drawn as red 
circles of 120 and 36 m radius of 1.000 and 100 inhabitants (42m2/inhabitant). These circles represent the 
built-up area such a population needs at average in Spain (it does not take into account secondary and empty 
houses). Their location is roughly determined by the urban topography read from the map. 

Spots overlapping implies a higher demographic density than the current average in Spain, on the 
contrary when spots density is lower it reflects larger built areas per capita, usually due to empty houses or 
large percentage of other uses. Industrial sites and non residential built areas are left uncovered by red 
circles.  
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1950  Pop. 5 188 inhab (=100) 1985 Pop. (81)5 238 inhab (101) 2005   Pop. 5567 inhab (107) 

Figure 2 Peñafiel. Demographic and urban evolution. 1950-2005 

The maps above show how built areas were confined and closely linked to population until the mid 50s. 
For centuries physical barriers –both natural as the stream and the hill and artificial as the railway– had 
constrained urban expansion and only in the 40s urban uses have started to jump over those barriers. 
Afterwards built areas expansion beyond the city historical center has accelerated. Industrial areas accounted 
for an important rate of this expansion. Residential developments and demographic growth were not 
correlated, and it has induced the abandonment and progressive drainage of habitants from the center of the 
town into the surroundings. 

3.3. Alternative to an unsustainable process: putting people first 
Over an interval of 55 years, Peñafiel increased its population by around 400 inhabitants. During that 

same period of time, the occupied surface multiplied by 2, and urban areas grew at an even higher rate. 
Along the way, spatial quality and urban vitality diminished. 

Penafiel is not an exceptional case: in small cities at the Spanish inner region Douro Corridor, 66% of 
urban areas remain as empty plots. Sustainability and quality of life suffer in the process [6]. Most of the 
areas included in Master Plans were never developed. But for those exceptions that have became a reality, 
the final quality of realizations is discouraging. In the development planning instruments necessary to start 
the urbanizing process, any memory of quality objectives stated in Master Plans vanished away. As a result 
in new areas developed there are roads with pavements narrower than 1.20 meters, green spaces where no 
tree or plant has been planted, central “squares” lacking of any sense of place.  

Besides those extensions, there are specific policies and plans to preserve historical areas. There has 
been also a considerable effort –though often with a strong face-lifting bias– to revitalize city centers and to 
promote commerce at neighbourhood level, but peripheries and new developments are not considered in 
those strategies. What do habitants have to say about this? 

4. TOWN PLANNING. START FROM AND FOR THE PEOPLE 

In a context of shifting urban patterns, changing life styles and a political and technical bias towards 
competitiveness, it is hard for people to make themselves heard. Within this context, planning WITH the 
people and “as if people mattered” becomes a real challenge. Only by putting public interest and collective 
decision making back into the political agenda, urban conviviality will be strengthened and ecological 
sustainability enhanced.  

To make this desirable scenario possible, expectations towards urban planning should be readjusted. 
The prevalent conception gives priority to competitiveness and growth, assuming that once when they are 
achieved, people’s life will improve as a natural consequence. Urban policy should go beyond its bias 
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towards building business and industry friendly environment to compete in a globalized world. It is not a 
viable strategy for all cities and regions. It is time to bring back Schumacher and plan and design “as if 
people mattered”. It is time to reorientate urbanism goals, learning lessons from the recent past.  
 
4.1. Cities for Citizens 

Cities for citizens should provide: [7]  
• Individual freedom, so that each person takes control of time and space, 
• Social responsibility gives access to complex network of facilities, relationships, activities and 

stimuli, in a comfortable and recognizable space. Legibility and recognition, allow inhabitants to 
be part of different social networks, (not only virtual, physical contact linked to the space, to 
appropriate it and make it appropriated).  

• Ecological responsibility, linking personal and current experiences to the future, in a respectful 
way. 

4.2. Role of urban planning. A good place for living   
A liveable city has to be able to host a variety of uses and social classes. It also needs to offer 

well-balanced areas with an adequate connection between urban public facilities, green areas and public 
spaces for citizens to encounter and play their role. Urbanism should be a key enabler to achieve these 
conditions, based on its social role and leveraging the social function of property. In short, we need to use 
public spaces and collective facilities as places that allow us to fulfill ourselves, developing human 
potentials.  

Social function of property is –supposedly—firmly established in Spanish urban tradition. When it 
comes to set policies and design urban plans many interests are likely to conflict. And not all interests are 
backed by the same amount of power and ability to prevail. The way in which this social function is 
interpreted is in many cases dubious. As an example, take a small village in the mountains, where its 
inhabitants are not allowed to change the look nor the volume of their houses. What public interest is 
supposed to be protected here? The attractive contribution of rural architecture to landscape. How can this 
contribution be assessed? Looking at these houses from the road. This way the “visual recreation” of the 
drivers prevails over the inhabitants’ opportunity to transform their house. 

This is just an example, but it reveals the importance of specifiying who decides and under what criteria 
when the social function of property is considered and urban proposal are put forward. 

A criterion to orientate plan’s goals is to what extent they contribute to increase quality of life. Quality 
of life depends on the possibilities people have to adequately satisfy their fundamental human needs. That 
can only be clarified in a collective process.  

4.3. Human needs approach 
This paper endorses the concept of “Human Scale Development” developed by Max-Neef, Elizalde and 

Hopenayn [8] and works on the assumption that human needs do exist and are universal3. They do not 
change with culture or across history. What changes over time and between cultures is the way these needs 
are satisfied. It is a position contrary to subjectivist and cultural relativist approaches.  

In Max-Neef Model of Human-Scale Development, fundamental human needs are: 

                                                           
3 Human needs -according to these authors are few, finite and classifiable. A standpoint opposite to 
economic rationalists, who affirm that human beings have a limitless desire for material possessions. There is 
no hierarchy of human needs, no need is per se more important than any other contrary to the well-known 
Maslow theory: “Simultaneities, complementarities and trade-offs are characteristic of the system's behavior. 
A pre-systemic threshold must be recognized, below which the feeling of a certain deprivation may be so 
severe, that the urge to satisfy the given need may paralyze and overshadow any other impulse or alternative.  
The case of subsistence may serve to illustrate this clearly. When the possibilities of satisfying this need are 
severely impaired, all other needs remain blocked and a single and intense drive prevails. But such a 
situation does not hold true only in the case of subsistence. It is equally relevant in the case of other needs. 
Suffice it to say, that total lack of affection, or the loss of identity, may lead people to extremes of 
self-destruction”.   (Max Neef, Elizalde and Hopenhayn, 1991) 
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Figure 3 Fundamental Human Needs 

Given its ability to configure public spaces, public facilities’ networks, and spatial systems, town 
planning and urban design might provide effective levers to meet those fundamental human needs closely 
related to urban spatial conditions. The proposed method focuses on interaction between people (social 
environment) and the built environment, considering three key aspects: physical conditions, regulatory 
framework and cognitive environment.  

4.4. Physical conditions 
Town planning and urban design shape public spaces and make key decisions that might structure the 

city (with public facilities, housing typologies, road networks…). And the pattern of activities will be 
strongly influenced by those conditions. For example: do streets give priority to four-wheeled traffic? Are 
streets sunny in winter and do trees provide shadow in summer time? Is there collective place for joining, 
sitting, creating or celebrating? 

Protection is probably one of the human needs more narrowly linked to physical conditions determined 
by urban planning. People should be kept from uncomfortable weather conditions, from noise and air 
pollution. Climate considerations in urban design have been object of study since long time ago, and there 
are useful tools, like Givoni’s or Olgyay’s climate comfort psychometric charts. There are plenty of 
indicators, many related to energy efficiency, but also to the potential use of public spaces or to measure the 
microclimatic benefits of trees. There are also computer models for energy simulations, like Envi-met or 
Townscope. Safety in streets and public spaces has also extensively been studied, from generic and specific 
groups (women, elderly...). 

4.5. Regulatory frame 
Urban planners are also involved in normative and regulations of the use of public space. Some times 

those prescriptions are part of Master Plans; usually they are independent municipal ordinances or decrees. 
Regulations establish what can be done, where and when and who can do it.  

For example, let us consider creation. Do people use the public space for creating, doing, manipulating 
and playing? Those activities get us ready for comprehensive understanding, and the possibility for those 
actions depends mostly on the regulatory frame, if they are allowed or not. Places where creative activities 
are allowed are decisive against alienation. It helps to people’s appropriation and engagement with the public 
space. Creation is not synonymous of transferring maintenance works to the users. 

Interacting in the public space turns it into a political space. Participation  leads to collective decision 
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making and sets the foundations to overcome isolation and marginalisation. Of course in spaces where 
people feel good, comfortable, probabilities of meeting other people increase and meeting helps to interact. 
Both spatial conditions and regulations are decisive to allow participation. 

4.6. Cognitive environment 
Cognition is the process involved in knowing, or the act of knowing, which in its completeness includes 

perception and judgment. Cognition includes all processes of consciousness by which knowledge is 
accumulated, such as perceiving, recognizing, conceiving, and reasoning. 

Understanding and identity  might certainly be encouraged by the cognitive environment. In this sense 
identity is defined by Lynch [9] as “the extent to which a person can recognize or recall a place as being 
distinct from other places”. Places can enhance personal identity, with the help of preexistences, 
representative elements –natural and built- and morphological characteristics. But identity as a human 
–individual- need has also a collective character. The “social construction of identity always takes place in a 
context marked by power relationships” [10].  

As a synthesis, in the chart below the Human Needs flower is overlaid with these three key aspects, 
indicating which human need is under the influence of each one.  

 

 
Figure 4.  Physical conditions, regulatory framework and cognitive environment affect Human 

Needs fulfillment 

 
Needs are a system, and can not be considered independently, for example you would hardly even 

participate in a space where you feel unsafe. On the contrary an event like “dancing on the street” understood 
as one of Alexander’s pattern languages, is an example of synergic satisfier of creation, affection, 
participation and leisure. 

 

5. THE RECONSTRUCTION OF THE CITY AND CONVIVIALITY.  A PARTICIPATORY 
PROCESS 
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The paper concludes with some examples of the possibilities to apply the method in urban 
requalification of peripheral spaces in a participatory process that enhance public life and sustainability. It 
tries overcome fragmented views that typically arise in sectorial and urban plans, through the application of 
“synergic satisfiers”.  

5.1. Participation, keystone for a successful process 
A development oriented towards the satisfaction of human needs cannot, by definition, follow a 

top-down approach. It cannot be imposed through laws or rules. It can only stem directly from the actions, 
aspirations and creative and critical conscience of social players themselves. These players then change their 
traditional role as object of development to become the subjects of development. [11] 

A question to be asked to urban designers is to what extent spatial conditions facilitate or even foster 
participation. Because there is no lack of design guidance and recommendations to enhance public life, but 
they would only succeed if technicians, politicians, social agents and the community involved is committed 
to that goal. If enhancing public life is also their goal. 

When dealing with small towns, the whole town is a neighborhood. It offers a promising frame to 
recover or improve conviviality and collective decision-making 

5.2. Urban requalification 
An example serves us to explain how a participatory process can be applied to urban requalification of 

peripheral spaces, to enhance public life and sustainability. 
Not every public space should be targeted to fulfill all the human needs. Physical conditions that trigger 

use intensity like density, level of occupation, variety of uses and activities are determinant to identify the 
potential of each place. 

Through the analysis of the site and the surroundings, the main opportunities and problems have been 
identified. First: working with the people, to translate their conclusions about quality of life into new uses 
and conditions for the public space and collective facilities. And, to make sure that the nodal interventions 
are well communicated to other nodes of learning and interacting and to the green corridors nearby. Second, 
identifying the spaces that would fulfill easily different human needs at a time; Third: Recognizing where 
landmarks, references and new street layout are needed. Fourth, reconsidering urban design to get those 
spaces ready for public life.  

Therefore to make interaction possible a systematic study of current conditions has been conducted. 
And the specific issues on which the discussions focused were mapped. Here below there is an example of a 
legend to apply in a confusing area with orientation problems, unnecessary space devoted to vehicles, and 
underused public spaces reflecting a vanishing community life that once did exist. 

 

 
Figure 5  Example of legend to work with neighbours. Analysis of current situation 

 

 
Figure 6 Example of legend to work with neighbours. Proposed requalificated areas, reclaimed areas 
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6. FINAL REMARKS  

In our ever-increasing urbanized world, cities compete to attract public and private investments and 
economic activities. Viewing the relationship between cities as a competition turns them into winners and 
losers. Wealth, population, and political and economic control are being increasingly concentrated in a 
reduced number of metropolitan, highly urbanized spaces. Polarizating processes have sharpened and small 
cities struggle to prevent –or revert– decay. Many peripherical –even isolated– rural areas are shrinking; 
quite often the priority for most of small villages is simply not to disappear. The most common strategy small 
towns adopt consists in attracting investors. For that reason plans tend to design large expansion areas that, in 
shrinking regions, hardly ever get developed. Cities grow in a scattered way. 

Expectations towards urbanism have to be readjusted. Urban policy should go beyond its bias towards 
building business and industry friendly environment to compete in a globalized world. It is not a viable 
strategy for all cities and regions. It is time to bring back Schumacher and plan and design “as if people 
mattered”. It is time to reconsider towns as the places were individual freedom, social and ecological 
responsibilities are met. Urbanism should be a key enabler to achieve these goals, based on its social role and 
leveraging the social function of property. In short, we need to use public spaces and collective facilities as 
places that allow us to fulfill ourselves, developing human potentials. 

Urban planning efforts should contribute to increase quality of life. Quality of life depends on the 
possibilities people have to adequately satisfy their fundamental human needs. That will be better clarified in 
a collective process.  

Participatory processes should be applied to urban requalification of peripheral spaces, to enhance 
public life and sustainability. Not every public space should be targeted to fulfill all the human needs. 
Physical conditions that trigger use intensity like density, level of occupation, variety of uses and activities 
are determinant to identify the potential of each place. 
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ABSTRACT: In the governance context of neoliberal urbanization in which certain interests are in danger, 
Lefebvre’s concept of ‘the Right to the City’ gained new relevance. Originally a rather revolutionary concept, 
and a plea for a new and radical kind of urban politics, it is now widely spread and used as well in more 
reformist ways. This paper explores present theories and applications of the right to the city and presents an 
analytical model based on the concept in order to conduct a case study on the urban transformation of 
Barceloneta, a neighborhood in the Spanish city of Barcelona. Furthermore this paper explores how the right 
to the city could be applied as a tool for urban social movements in Barceloneta. Among others the right to 
the city as a method to unite social movements, the right to the city as a method to unite different 
stakeholders in one issue or the right to the city as ‘frame’, were identified. 
KEYWORDS: right to the city, Barcelona, Barceloneta, gentrification, bottom-up planning, urban social 
movements, governance

1 INTRODUCTION 

In the last decades an urban renaissance occurred simultaneously with the rise of neoliberalism, which 
led to the comprehensive transformation of urban governance in European cities. The public and private 
sector are exploring new forms of cooperation, in which the private sector plays an increasingly dominant 
role. The public sector is limiting its activities, and its urban and economic policies are besides deregulation 
characterized by a more aggressive restructuring of urban space in favor of private interests (Jacobson 2007, 
Peck and Tickell 2002). This new governance context of neoliberal urbanization led to massive gentrification 
processes, which Sassen described as the “physical displacement of low-income households, non-profit uses 
and low-profit firms, expressed directly in evictions or indirectly through the market” (2006, p.18).  

In this context the concept of ‘the Right to the City’, coined by Henry Lefebvre in the late sixties, 
gained new relevance. Originally a rather revolutionary plea for a new and radical kind of urban politics, it is 
now widely spread and used as well in more reformist ways (Dikec 2001, Harvey 2003, Lefebvre 1967, 
Purcell 2002, UNESCO & UNHABITAT 2009). This paper explores the original concept of the right to the 
city and its different interpretations in the course of history. Furthermore, the concept is operationalized and 
transformed into a research model in order to be able to analyze the present state of this right in a certain area. 
This model is used as a starting point for a case study on Barceloneta, a small but centrally located 
neighborhood in the Spanish city of Barcelona. Barceloneta is a classic example of a working-class area in 
the city center of a European city that has been discovered by development companies and real estate 
investors and is presently undergoing some major transformations. Urban social movements consisting of 
concerned inhabitants are contesting these developments and are acting against the policies of the local 
government.  

Elaborating on this case study the paper explores the value of the right to the city for urban social 
movements and discusses three possible new applications of the concept. This lays the foundations for 
recommendations for the movements in Barceloneta and the answer on the main research question: How can 
the right to the city be applied in the work of urban social movements in Barceloneta?  
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1 THE RIGHT TO THE CITY 

1.1 The original concept 
In 1967 the French philosopher and sociologist Henry Lefebvre wrote ‘La Droit à la Ville’, or ‘the Right 

to the City’, a passionate plea for a new and radical kind of urban politics. Lefebvre states that the right to the 
city can only be conceived as a “transformed and renewed right to urban life” (Lefebvre 1967, p. 132) and 
explains the concept by discussing different aspects of this right. A central theme in his work is the 
perception of the city as an ‘oeuvre’, a collective artwork of all the inhabitants and users of a city. They can 
contribute to the ‘oeuvre’ by collectively shaping the future of urban space and by inhabiting their urban 
environment actively, for example by participating in the public life of their community, but especially by the 
appropriation of both time and space of their city (Lefebvre 1967, 1973, 1974). The emphasis on 
appropriation is based on Lefebvre’s opinion that everybody has the inalienable right to use all space of the 
city in order to provide themselves with the necessities of daily life. According to him, the appropriation of 
space is more important than the domination of those who own space. Therefore, in the city-as-an-oeuvre the 
use value of space has the priority above the economic value, which means that the social function of space 
is always more important than the profit that can be made by its exploitation or selling (Lefebvre 1967). 
Another important theme in his work is the ‘centrality’ of space. Inner cities are epicenters of social 
interaction and human creativity and everybody has the right to access the center and appropriate space of 
centrally located areas. 

Lefebvre’s right to the city is not a closed system of set procedures, but should be seen as a mentality, 
which implies the right to the ‘oeuvre’, the right to appropriation and the right to have a final vote in decision 
making processes. These rights need to be fought for permanently in the urban environment or as Lefebvre 
states: “the right to the city does not abolish confrontations and struggles. On the contrary!” (Lefebvre 1973, 
p. 195)  

1.2 The right to the city as a radically different urban society 
In recent years the right to the city has gained new attention and has been interpreted in many different 

ways. A group of predominantly social scientist stay close to the original meaning of the concept and 
contributed extensively on the elaboration of the concept. Others, especially human right activists, 
development workers and more reformist social movements work on the incorporation of different aspects of 
the right in official treaties and other legal structures, in order to make them enforceable at local and national 
governments. Most of the social scientists, however, expanded Lefebvre’s concept and interpreted the right to 
the city as a call “to radically rethink the social relations of capitalism, the spatial structure of the city and the 
assumptions of liberal democracy” (Purcell 2008, p. 92). Purcell states that the right to the city could be a 
tool in the resistance against neoliberal globalization that in his view has led to decreasing levels of 
democracy, greater inequality and more social problems. Their right to the city is not a blueprint or a full 
scale alternative but ‘a new kind of urban politics’, that completely alters the methods of decision making in 
the city and when realized will mark the beginning of an urban revolution (Purcell 2002, 2008). 
According to Purcell two concepts are central in the right to the city: participation and appropriation. 
Participation is much more then just taking part in the decision making processes within the structures of 
liberal democracy. It’s the fundamental right for all inhabitants (as opposed to ‘all citizens’) to exercise full 
influence on all decisions made in respect to the production of space and the city. The right to appropriation 
subsequently challenges directly the structures of capitalism and therefore both the use of space as a lucrative 
factor of production and the priorization of the economic value of space above the use value of its inhabitants 
as well (Purcell 2002). Harvey adds that it is a fundamental human right to take control of urbanization and 
urban transformations and “to change the city after our heart’s desire” (Harvey 2003, p. 393). Both Harvey 
and Dikec emphasize that the right to the city doesn’t belong to a single individual, but should be perceived 
as a certain relationship between an individual and the rest of the society. It’s an ‘enabling right’, that offers 
all inhabitants of a city the possibility to participate in public life, which is much more then the well-known 
participatory planning. It leads to a city as a political collectivity, where the public interest is permanently 
redefined and realized through political struggle (Harvey 2008, Dikec 2001, 2002). 

1.3 The right to the city as an individually enforceable right 
These authors were vital to the development of the concept of the right to the city and influenced many 
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other scientists who refined the ideas and worked on the elaboration of different aspects of the concept. In 
this literature the right to the city is used in its original, radical conception, and linked to various 
revolutionary ideals. Many moderates who were inspired by the idea of the right to the city used the concept 
as a strategy to achieve change within the present structures of society. There have been groups that tried to 
incorporate the right to the city in various treaties en declarations from and between governments and 
between government and citizens that are supposed to guarantee different aspects of this right.  

UNESCO and UN-HABITAT for example started a joint project called ‘Urban Policies and the Right to 
the City’ that focuses on “contributing to meeting the Millennium Development Goals and reducing poverty 
by identifying good practices and initiatives in law and urban planning” (UNESCO & UN-HABITAT 2009, 
p.3). Their analysis of the right to the city is based on the work of Lefebvre, Purcell and Dikec, to which they 
refer extensively. They don’t find however a solution to deal with the radical aspects and state that 
“Lefebvre’s work was disconcertingly vague as to how it could be implemented” and that “there is little 
practical guidance on what the right to the city entails, or how it can influence relations between urban 
dweller and state” (UNESCO & UN-HABITAT 2009, p.15). Subsequently they limit themselves to an 
interpretation of the right to the city that is made to create consensus between local authorities, other policy 
makers and economic partners.  

Besides the combined UNESCO – UNHABITAT project there are many local, national and international 
initiatives that use the right to the city for a reformist agenda, for example the ‘World Charter for the Right to 
the City’-project and ‘La Chartre Montréalaise’ from the Canadian city of Montreal. A very special example 
in which the right to the city is put to practice is the ‘Estatuto da Ciudade Brasil’. This Brazilian City Charter 
contains three elements that come all very close to the original concept, namely the regulation of informal 
settlements and democratization of urban governance, but most innovative is the new law which states that 
the right to property comes always second to the social function land or real estate can fulfill. Even the 
surplus value generated on property can be employed for the benefit of society. 

There are clear indications that the radical ideas of Lefebvre, Purcell, Harvey, Dikec and others are used 
for reformist agenda’s, something most of these authors predicted and were negative about. According to 
them, the right to the city should not be incorporated as an individual right in the present structures of liberal 
democracy, but should be perceived as a permanent collective political struggle. Clearly the two approaches 
to the right of the city promote different roads to establish full participation of inhabitants and users of the 
city. While many contributors to the academic debate seem to assume that both approaches are mutually 
exclusive, or at least conflicting, not much is known on how the radical and reformist approach interact in 
practice.   

1.4 The right to the city as an analytical model 
For this paper an analytical model was developed, that makes a clear distinction between the two 

different main interpretations of the right to the city. The present state of the right to the city as a radically 
different urban society is identified to the extent by which a radical political struggle is collectively organized 
in a neighborhood. The quality of the right to the city as an individually enforceable right on the other hand 
is identified to the extent by which aspects of the right to the city, for example participation options or the 
quality of housing, are offered to citizens and to the extent by which people both know about and use these 
possibilities and actively lobby for its conservation and expansion.  

Both the more radical and more reformist interpretation of the right to the city can be very broad with 
respect to the scope of their analysis or proposed solutions. A radical different urban society is automatically 
very comprehensive and also most of the reformist practices usually contain extensive lists of rights that 
should be included in the right to the city, such as access to education and the job-market. However, 
considering the character of the case study, it focused on physical transformations and their relationships 
with issues of the right to the city. 

This case study was carried out by conducting interviews with representatives of most of the important 
stakeholders in the area, all of them cooperating voluntarily and providing information on their connection 
with the case, their opinions about the situation and their strategies for the future. The reflection on the case, 
the discussion of the different developed applications of the right to the city is based on a workshop with the 
participants of the KRAX-Jornadas, a conference on urban social creativity focusing on Barceloneta, and on 
interviews with experts on both the right to the city and neighborhood struggles.  
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2 BARCELONETA 

2.1 Introduction 
In the middle of the 18th century Barcelona was in a period of economic and demographic growth and 

was in strong need of expansion. Around that time Barceloneta was built on a peninsula outside the city walls 
and was on the other sides surrounded by sea. The new neighborhood filled up quickly and soon the original 
one or two story buildings were raised to 5 stories. The old apartments were split twice over time and soon 
Barceloneta became one of the most dense areas of the Catalan capital. These houses, called ‘quarts de casa’, 
were inhabited by large families and were lacked any decent sanitary amenities (Permanyer 2003, Vilanova 
2003). In 1830’s the first neighborhood associations were founded and started fighting for better living 
conditions in the houses and working conditions in the nearby factories. During the dictatorship of Franco all 
neighborhood associations were prohibited, although in 1950 the first business communities were allowed to 
assemble and in 1964 the establishment of the ‘Associació de Veïns de Barceloneta’ was ratified. This 
neighborhood association gained popularity quickly and effectively contested the ‘Ribera plan’, which 
proposed a comprehensive modernistic restructuring of the inner city. After Franco’s death in 1975 a rapid 
process of transition towards democracy started, in which both social movements and neighborhood 
associations played an important role. The first democratic elections in Barcelona took place in 1979 and 
were won by a coalition of socialists and communists, who remained in power in the 80s and in the 90s.  
 

 
Figure 1: a map of Barceloneta and on the left its location in the city 

 
Despite the power of the social movements and neighborhood organizations during the transition, they 

were excluded by the city council in the years that followed and were marginalized to the extent that nothing 
remained of the old structures. Furthermore, the ‘model Barcelona’ was developed, a term used to describe 
the various aspects and context of urban governance in Barcelona in the years after the transition, during 
which the city experienced a comprehensive transformation. In the first phase the Barcelona model contained 
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mostly improvement programs for run down neighborhoods and upgrades of public space in and around the 
city center. In 1986 it was announced that Barcelona would host the 1992 Olympics, which resulted in the 
development of large urban transformation plans. From the preparations of the Olympics onwards the city 
council started promoting the city with various marketing campagins focusing on both tourists and the 
international business community. A fierce competition started with other large European cities and gradually 
the Barcelona model changed and was increasingly characterized by neoliberal urban politics (Capel 2007, 
Citymined 2006, Jacobson 2007). Despite the leftwing character of the city council processes of deregulation 
were introduced and urban space was restructured in favor of private interests. Recently the city council 
repeated that “there is a need to attract investors on a large scale, because of the exceptional necessity to win 
the game of globalization” (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2004). With the new urban transformation programs 
and the arrival of many tourists, multinationals and high-income expats, extensive gentrification processes 
sprouted around the city. These processes played an important role in the development of Barcelona in the 
last 15 years and implied for many neighborhoods a top-down transformation, from which especially the 
original inhabitants and the social structure suffered (Paz Balibrea 2001).  

Although Barceloneta is located next to the medieval city center, it always felt slightly isolated because 
of the obstacles – initially the city walls, later industrial areas and recently a highway - that separated the 
neighborhood from the center. However, during the Olympics of the early 90s ‘the city turned towards the 
sea’ and the edges of Barceloneta were transformed. The Parc and the Passeig de Joan de Borbo were 
upgraded, the highway (Ronda del Litoral) was tunneled. On top of the tunnel an attractive public space was 
realized, which made the neighborhood intuitively much more accessible. As a result of the fact that 
Barceloneta now ‘joined’ the city center and because of the strongly rising number of tourists, the 
neighborhood became a target for real estate investors and development companies. In just a very short time, 
it became one of the most popular development areas of the city (Tatjer 2007, Jacobson 2007). 

Recently, different consequences of these processes were researched and the following were identified: 
the privatization of facilities and the public domain, increasing housing costs, decreasing tolerance with 
respect to non-traditional dwelling forms, such as those of Roma, homeless and squatters, a strong 
commercialization of the neighborhood and especially the boulevards, and a very high influx of tourists and 
expats (Jacobson 2007). In addition, because of the former relative isolation, the neighborhood had 
developed a very strong identity, with social networks, cultural associations and neighborhood associations 
playing a very important role in local life. Many inhabitants however feel that the policies of the city council 
don’t offer any protection against the consequences of these processes, and that these processes are 
destroying their traditions and ways of life.  

Most inhabitants of Barceloneta are members of the ‘Associació de Veïns de Barceloneta’, originally a 
grassroots neighborhood association defending the neighborhood’s interest during the tough years of the 
dictatorship, but in recent years dominated by the Socialist Party, who also occupies the majority of the seats 
in the city council. The former president of the association, Julian Garcia, is an influential person in the 
neighborhood and associated with the socialists as well. He previously had a prominent position in the 
nearby harbor, where many inhabitants of Barceloneta work, and was also president of the local sporting club 
CNAB. He is seen by many as the ‘cacique’ (godfather) of the neighborhood and is married to Paca 
Quilloreni, the representative for Barceloneta of the Socialist Party. They are good friends of Carles Marti, 
the former ‘regidor’ of Ciutat Vella (head of the city district). This trio obtained a firm position in the 
neighborhood and was supported at the political level by the district and the city council, at the neighborhood 
by the Associació and the sporting club CNAB and from the business community by the harbor and the 
ACIB (association of companies and shops of the neighborhood). These persons, organizations, governments 
and companies together form a power block , based on clientelist traditions. 

In 2004 the new Pla General Metropolità (PGM) was ratified by the city council, in which the general 
spatial policies for the city were laid out. The details for Barceloneta were worked out in the Pla Especial de 
Reforma Interior, in which the neighborhood association participated. Many inhabitants of Barceloneta did 
not agree with the persistent speculation and gentrification in the neighborhood and believed that neither of 
the plans indicated a change in this respect. At the same time they noted that the neighborhood association 
formed part of the dominant power block, did nothing to stop these processes and that various persons linked 
to the association benefited from these developments.  

Various groups of independent inhabitants started to organize and in 2005 an alternative neighborhood 
association was founded, called ‘L’Ostia’. They demanded plans made by inhabitants, the protection of 
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historical heritage, preservation of the identity of the neighborhood and an end to speculation. At the same 
time other organizations were founded with similar demands, that started cooperating and soon formed a new 
group of local social movements. Among them were ‘la plataforma per la defensa de la Barceloneta’, the 
squat ‘Miles de Viviendas’ and ‘Bomba Hotel Vela’. These social movements are the only form of political 
self-organisation in the neighborhood and created various possibilities for collective decision making, like a 
weekly open meeting and the grassroots participation platform ‘Barceloneta habla e decide’ (‘Barceloneta 
speaks and decides’). Furthermore, they organize actions around the neighborhood both to inform other 
inhabitants and to protest the policies of the district and the city council. 

Just after the ratification of the PGM the Associació Barceloneta Alerta, the elderly association, 
announced the results of a research on the living conditions in Barceloneta, which stated that especially the 
accessibility of buildings for elderly was inadequate. The city council arranged the partial financing of the 
construction of elevators and the Foment Ciutat Vella, the public private partnership created by the district 
‘Ciutat Vella’ (old city), announced a revision of the PGM with the proposal to build elevators in every 
building in la Barceloneta. Since there is no space left for elevators in the packed buildings of the 
neighborhood, in many of the buildings a full vertical row of dwellings will make place for an elevator, with 
the remaining space divided over the remaining apartments. A system was worked out in which the majority 
of owners of every building was assigned the power to decide if an elevator would be built or not. Since this 
inevitably would lead to a decreasing number of dwellings, also the construction of 200 new dwellings just 
outside the neighborhood was proposed. 

Only later the plan, that had the endorsement of the traditional neighborhood association, became 
known with the new social movements. Although they agreed that solutions needed to be found for the 
problems of accessibility, they started immediately a campaign to stop the plans of the Foment Ciutat Vella. 
According to the social movements, tenants would have no voice in the decision and therefore could be 
forced to leave the neighborhood. Even regular property owners would be no match for large property 
owners, who could decide by themselves about the situation thanks to their larger amount of shares. Besides, 
many tenants have ‘indefinite contracts’, that would be opened in case of the alteration of the property 
relations in the apartment blocks, which could lead to a wave of speculation. According to the social 
movements, this plan could lead to disputes among neighbors, the elimination of neighborhood cohesion and 
the expulsion of 1500 to 2000 inhabitants. 

Despite the intense reactions from the neighborhood the revision was ratified in the spring of 2007. 
Since the so-called ‘elevator plan’ didn’t contain concrete interventions but just procedures in which the 
decision making was arranged, nothing was certain about the outcomes of the plan. Very soon different 
opinions and interests led to a conflict between neighborhood groups. The traditional neighborhood 
association still advocates the plan and states that the social movements are creating unnecessary unrest, that 
the improvements are inevitable and that in theory nobody has to leave the neighborhood. According to them 
just a small group would be accommodated in the nearby newly built houses. The social movements on the 
other hand state that these dwelling are located outside the urban fabric of Barceloneta, where there is lack of 
social relations like in the neighborhood itself and that are so important for especially the elderly. 
Furthermore they presented an alternative plan, in which no elevators would be constructed and the elderly 
with accessibility problems could be relocated in converted dwellings in former shops on the ground floor. 

During the new elections, just after the ratification of the revision of the PGM, the social movements 
called to give in a blank vote, to which 40% of the neighborhood responded. The socialists won again, but 
lost so much on the previous elections that they had to present a new, more neutral regidor, called Itziar 
Gonzales. She realized that large groups of inhabitants did not agree with the present plans and after 
persistent pressure of the social movements decided to put the plans on hold. Furthermore she expanded the 
possibilities for participation and facilitated the ‘Llei de Baris’ (neighborhood act) for Barceloneta. The Llei 
de Baris was a form of participatory budgeting, in which inhabitants could work together on working out and 
requesting funding for improvements of the neighborhood. Despite the scope of the Llei de Baris is limited 
to interventions in public space and socio-economic programs, the inhabitants of the neighborhood seem to 
be very satisfied and even the opposing neighborhood associations participate. 

The last important change that was received with less joy in the neighborhood was the construction of 
the five star Hotel Vela on the outer tip of the peninsula. This 120 meter high Hotel is located on a piece of 
land owned by the port authority that has a special form of political autonomy and can construct without the 
permission of the local government and without presenting the plans. Groups of inhabitants of this 
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predominantly working class area described the sudden appearance of the hotel as ‘an insult’, are 
campaigning against its opening and stated that ‘after everything, they even privatized the horizon’. 

2.2 Discussion: The right to the city in Barceloneta 
Allthough the academic debate is characterized by tensions between the two interpretations of the right 

to the city, both types of the right to the city are put into practice simultaneously and stakeholders can use 
both types at the same time to pursue their goals. They apply various practices that can be placed on a 
continuum of which both types of the right to the city are the extremes. There are no indications that ‘mixing’ 
approaches leads to a lower effectiveness. On the contrary, it could be hypothesized that the complement 
each other. Social movements in Barceloneta for example take part in the Llei de Baris processes offered by 
the district and organize grassroots participation platforms like ‘Barceloneta habla e decide’ at the same time. 

On the one hand, it can be concluded that the right to the city as an individually enforceable right, has 
been established in Barcelona to a certain extent. First of all, Barcelona signed the ‘European Charter for the 
Safeguarding of Human Rights to the City’ which opens with ‘The right to the city for everybody’. Clearly 
not all the promises of this charter are yet fulfilled, but for sure more and more possibilities for participation 
and even a participatory budgeting system, called “Llei de Baris”, are installed. Large parts of the civil 
society in Barceloneta participate extensively in this program, the more traditional business and 
neighborhood associations as well as the newer social movements. The provision of information was 
adequate during the ‘Llei de Baris’, but varied during other projects and was non-existent concerning the 
Hotel Vela. Other aspects of this interpretation of the right to the city, for example decent and accessible 
social housing for the people of the neighborhood, are crucial but sometimes largely ignored, which is 
protested by all the existing neighborhood associations. 

On the other hand there are clear obstacles in current Barcelona’s governance practices towards 
establishing a ‘full’ right to the city. From the radical perspective current practices systematically ignore 
minority interests. In this context it is important to for who the right to the city exists. In Barceloneta, large 
groups of inhabitants have a sleeping membership of the main neighborhood association and therefore in fact 
automatically agree with the present politics. The social movements, consisting of mostly more precarious 
inhabitants, are smaller in number. The right to the city seems realized when – in a liberal democracy – a 
majority of the people agree with the present policies, plans and changes regarding their urban environment. 
However, in this type of the right to the city the concept implies another, more radical type of democracy. It’s 
not a game of majorities versus minorities, but a collective process with an inclusive character is implied 
(Dikec 2001). Viewed in this way the right to the city is definitely not realized, because most decisions seem 
to be made behind closed doors by the government, a clientelist neighborhood association and the business 
community together. This type of the right to the city is not something offered by some external entity, for 
example a government, but on which an active political claim should be made by collectively organized 
inhabitants. Even with respect to this point there is still a long way to go, but since the new social 
movements came into existence the first steps have been made. They conduct a permanent struggle against 
the plans of the local government and the present power block of the neighborhood. In recent times this led 
to a clear new political voice in the neighborhood which resulted in some concrete achievements and the 
establishing of the first, small but collective and inclusive decision making processes. Besides, in many ways 
the city and the public domain have been collectively appropriated, which is very essential in this type of the 
right to the city, for example by various actions around the neighborhood and by squatting dwellings by 
younger inhabitants of Barceloneta. 

3 LESSONS: THE RIGHT TO THE CITY AS A TOOL FOR URBAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

3.1 Traditional applications of the right to the city 
The present social movements of Barceloneta achieved some good results so far. It is important 

however that they keep expanding their present work and seek to develop new strategies. The right to the city 
could in many ways be a very useful and broadly applicable concept. Two traditional interpretations of the 
right to the city have been discussed so far and both are applied widely – without using the name of the 
concept – in the context of Barceloneta. Although it was concluded that the political activities of social 
movements are often not perfect examples of one of the two traditional types of the right to the city but can 
be placed on a continuum between the two extremes, both types also imply different actions, when used by 
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social movements. 
The first type implies conducting a permanent political struggle, based on organized but voluntarily 

cooperating inhabitants. These people make a continuous political claim to their ‘right to the city’, which 
implies different actions. Firstly structures should be made in which the collective can take decisions on the 
city and its transformation, and secondly an effort should be made to collectively appropriate urban space. 
This can be done by using public space for political statements or organizing cultural activities or converting 
empty buildings into dwellings, offices or a social center. The other right to the city implies a campaign for 
the incorporation of this right into local declarations or treaties in order to make this right for all citizens 
legally enforceable. Furthermore they can secure aspects of the right to the city in these legal structures, like 
possibilities for participation in decision making processes, full provision of information on urban 
transformations, decent and sufficient social housing, and much more. 
Based on interviews with representatives of different social movements and experts on the right to the city 
and neighborhood struggles three new applications of the right to the city for urban social movements have 
been developed. All three applications can be used in both more radical and more reformist practices at the 
same time, even when social movements frequently change their tactics or practice them simultaneously. 

3.2 The right to the city as a link between different social movements 
The right to the city has been criticized for its broadness and with that a lack of content and focus. 

However, this broadness can be an advantage if for this reason various individuals and different groups and 
organizations can agree on the presented terms. The right to the city offers the possibility for social 
movements to create links between different entities. 

Two applications of the right to the city are based on this finding, although they might lead to very 
different outcomes. First of all, the right to the city offers the possibility to build bridges between social 
movements with different backgrounds, themes and agendas. The struggle for affordable and decent housing 
seems to be very different from for example the struggle for the education of migrant’s children, but if they 
adopt the right to the city as a central framework, there actions can be linked. Both immigrant groups and 
tenants associations then fight for their right to claim the possibilities a city offers in fulfilling their basic 
necessities.  

This application of the right to the city is already been practiced in the United States since a few years. 
In 2007 many different groups that are in one way or another ‘material deprived or culturally oppressed’ 
united themselves in the ‘Right to the City Alliance’ (Marcuse 2008). Among others migrant groups from 
Los Angeles, grass root unions from Miami and homeless organizations from New York came together not 
just to form a broader and stronger movement, but especially because of the critical need to jointly shape the 
city and decide collectively about its future. The right to the city appeared to be the useful concept and 
functions as a framework in which all connected groups can cooperate and pursue their goals (Perera 2007, 
2008). 

3.3 The right to the city as a link between stakeholders 
Besides linking movements with different themes and backgrounds, the right to the city also offers the 

possibility to bring together different groups within a social issue. Social movements are never operating in 
isolation but find themselves always in an arena where besides themselves and the government many other 
actors operate. These other actors and stakeholders can have very different socio-economic, ideological or 
ethnic backgrounds and therefore cooperation or contact with social movements is not obvious and even 
unwanted. In for example the imaginary case of a random Spanish city a part of the historic urban fabric will 
be demolished in order to make place for hotels and new apartments. Spanish low-income households on the 
upper floors are connected to various social movements and used to the common methods of protest, but the 
Pakistani shopkeepers on the ground floor are less embedded in the local culture and not familiar with the 
existing social movements. If the Pakistani shopkeepers become convinced of the fact that it is as well their – 
and also their workers without papers’ – right to use the space of the city to make a living without being put 
under pressure by the economic interests of the government or the hotel chains, the right to the city could be 
a very powerful tool to create cooperation concerning this issue between the different stakeholders , both the 
Spanish tenants and the foreign entrepreneurs. 

3.4 The right to the city as a frame 
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A third application of the right to the city is a consequent ‘framing’ of the issues with the discourse of 
the concept. There are multiple reasons why especially the right to the city can be such a useful frame for 
social movements. First of all, the right to the city is a very clear message and can simplify very complex 
processes. In case the policies of the city council indirectly and in close cooperation with private partners 
lead to the construction of apartments for high-income households, increasing rent prices and the destruction 
of the naturally grown social relations of the neighborhood, the right to the city states that it’s the right of all 
inhabitants to shape the future of their city and the right to stay in the neighborhood where they live. 
Secondly, the right to the city as a frame is flexible and broadly applicable. Its discourse is extensive, it is 
characterized by a broad conceptual framework and can be interpreted in many ways for different agenda’s. 
The right to the city can be applied in different cases with different problems, whether it concerns the lack of 
democratic decision making or increasing rent prices. Thirdly, social movements often frame their issues 
according to a classic activist discourse originating from the left of the political spectrum, which is often 
perceived as radical and utopian. The right to the city offers a new vocabulary which can be used to 
communicate a clear but reasonable message without compromising on a radical political line. The right to 
the city as a frame can be used for common targets as the media and politicians, but also for inactive 
neighbors or for internal purposes. 

3.5 Recommendations for the urban social movements in Barceloneta 
Based on interviews with representatives of social movements and with experts on neighborhood 

struggle and ‘the right to the city’, recommendations for these social movements are formulated. Regarding 
the two traditional, more fundamental applications of the right to the city, extensively discussed before, the 
experts are rather clear. Firstly, they discern a paradox in the fact that although the right to the city as an 
individually enforceable right was to a larger extent realized then the right to the city as a radically different 
urban society, the application of rather radical politics led to better results on the ground compared to the 
more reformist tactics. Therefore - although they acknowledge that in practice both types of the right to the 
city can be used simultaneously - for building effective strategies they have a preference for tactics 
originating from the radical type of the concept. The more reformist right to the city has not proven very 
successful in the past, because no concrete achievements were obtained on the main issues using this type. 
Also in the future not much is expected from the application of this type, because of the clientelist character 
of local politics and the fact that the district handed many responsibilities over to an enterprise, whose 
shareholders have important business interests in Barceloneta. Furthermore, according to the experts this 
strategy will lead to ‘social peace’, in which the action readiness and the autonomy of social movements will 
decrease. The application of more radical politics led to a new political voice in the neighborhood and 
reduced the power differences in such a way that the ‘elevator plan’ is temporarily frozen. The experts expect 
concrete achievements when this type of the right to the city is increasingly put to practice and encourage the 
present social movements to keep building social relations and networks, in order to expand their scope.  

Regarding the three new applications of the concept, they think that connecting to other social 
movements should not be a priority at the moment. It might be very relevant for global social movements as 
a whole, but considering the present state of affairs in Barceloneta there is first of all a critical need to 
expand their practices in the neighborhood before looking abroad. Besides, they warn for simply copying the 
American Right to the City Alliance, since the issues and the political context in Spain as well as the history 
of social movements are very different. The application ‘connecting different stakeholders’ is expected to be 
more useful, since broadening its base is crucial for the development of social movements in Barceloneta. 
Working together with other organizations and convincing them of the need to struggle is very important, but 
for many groups their deeply rooted clientelist traditions will remain an obstacle. Using the right to the city 
as a frame is regarded as the most successful option, since it could be a good method to make clear to both 
the media and key politicians what the social movements regard as the problems in the neighborhood. 
Furthermore, inactive inhabitants could be convinced of the fact that urban transformations aren’t something 
that just happens, but important issues that are vital to one’s living conditions and something everybody can 
(co-)decide about. 

4 CONCLUSION 
 

The Frenchman Henry Lefebvre was the first to write about the right to the city, that over time has been 
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used in various ways and especially in recent years gained popularity. Especially in academic fields the 
radical line is continued, but in practice the right to the city is increasingly used for more reformist agenda’s. 
In this paper the right to the city is used in two innovative ways. Firstly, it is transformed into an analytical 
model in order to make the right to the city researchable in certain area. Secondly, the right to the city is used 
as a starting point for the development of three new applications of the concept as tools for urban social 
movements. In Barceloneta, researched with an analytical model in a case study, there is a limited right to the 
city ‘as an individually enforceable right’, although many aspects of this interpretation are still largely 
ignored. Also the right to the city as a radically different urban society is certainly not realized. However, 
radical politics appeared to have led to better results then more reformist practices and for this reason experts 
on the right to the city and neighborhood struggle advise social movements to built future strategies around 
the radical interpretation of the right to the city. Furthermore, they noted that not so much ‘connecting to 
different social movements’, but rather ‘connecting to different stakeholders’ and ‘framing the issue’ are 
useful applications of the right to the city for the urban social movements in Barceloneta in order to bring 
their work to a higher level. 
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ABSTRACT : The Catalonian Law 2 / 2004, improvement for districts, urban areas and villages that 
require special attention, has been a leading tool to start developing an urban planning with a gender 
perspective. The point 6 of the law is about the promotion of equal opportunities in the use of public 
facilities and public spaces by the means of urban renovation.  

A comparative analysis of a selection of the proposals submitted so far, and an on-site analysis of the 
projects already completed will permit to draw the evolution of the application of gender perspective on 
urban planning.  

Summing up, this research could be the opportunity to review what has been done and how, giving as 
result new recommendations for next interventions to be applying the gender perspective in urban planning. 
KEYWORDS : Urban renewall.  Gender perspective. Neighbourhoods. Everyday life. Catalonian urbanism. 

 
I/ INTRODUCTION  

 
A close and complex look on urban space is needed; that is, there should be a planning program with no 

simplifications which includes analysis and interpretations at different levels.  Everyday situations, needs of 
the reproductive world should be considered just the way in which needs of the productive world are 
considered. The two spheres, that of reproductive and that of productive work, should be put in the same 
level and thus appraised in equal terms. Disregarding the needs derived from the tasks ascribed to the female 
gender (as has been the situation so far) results in unequal opportunities and duties which are mainly 
prejudicial to women and people who depend on others like children, the elderly and people affected with 
illness. 

In order to reverse this situation, it is essential to foster women’s involvement in the processes of 
acknowledgment, exploration and development of neighbourhoods, so that their involvement allows us to 
draw direct knowledge of urban realities from their very experiences, stemmed from the role traditionally 
and culturally assigned to women.  Women are the social actors who mostly use, enjoy and put up with 
public spaces and facilities, and often the use they make of public spaces and facilities revolves around the 
use made of them by others. 

The wide variety of activities we carry out and of which we are accountable for leads us to seek routes 
for optimizing time.  We women seek to manage our time in the most efficient way possible, and for this, 
there should be complex urban spaces combining different uses (shopping, schools, civil and administrative 
activities, etc.) while being linked to other city areas by means of efficient and varied public transport 
services. 

Public space is the connecting space of activities where people live their daily lives individually or 
collectively and where they establish social and cultural bonds. Thus, from a gender perspective, public 
space is not considered a merely functional space but as a space of vital experiences, and that is why it 
should guarantee equal opportunities and equity of use.  In this sense, mixed uses should be sought granting 
the activity a sustainable mobility which values proximity and prioritizes pedestrian movement, equal 

                                            
1Research referred to group CSO2008-04337/SOCI. Principal researcher: Pilar García Almirall. UPC, Centro 
de Políticas de Suelo y Valoraciones. Inmigración, vivienda y ciudad. Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovación. 
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accessibility for all, a positive perception of safety and an active, interwoven relation with facilities, shops 
and buildings in general. 

As a space of memory and social identity, it should be a referent of women, acknowledging the 
importance of their contributions. One of the most immediate mechanisms for this is naming public spaces in 
feminine forms, which highlights the active role played by women in the history of neighbourhoods, towns 
or cities, which in general is inexistent in current names of streets.  

In order to balance responsibilities, organize reproductive tasks assigned to the gender and provide 
equal opportunities to women and men, facilities should incorporate the concept of “infrastructure for 
everyday life” by providing new spaces of activities or facilities as society evolves. A reflection on different 
experiences in the contemporary city broadens the list of needs and makes sure that the physical space of 
facilities provides room for exchanging, sharing, supporting, integrating and viewing the “time of use” as a 
determining factor to promote access and participation.   

For all of what we have just explained, one of the most innovative contributions of the 2/2004 Law is 
the inclusion of the gender perspective in planning and urban development legislation. The sixth field of 
intervention establishes “gender equity in the use of urban space and facilities” as one of the financeable 
aspects that should be considered in urban reform projects submitted by Catalonian town councils. The 
general aim of the Law is improving neighborhoods, urban areas and towns requiring special attention. 

As in the case of every law, the political context in which it has been drafted is a clue, so that a brief 
explanation follows. In 2004, the Autonomous Government of Catalonia was a coalition government made 
up by three progressive political forces, within which the Catalonian Institute of Women (Institut Català de 
les Dones, ICD2) responds directly to the president’s office. This situation in the political organizational 
structure resulted in a broad reach of the gender question in all public policies. A transversal approach is an 
essential tool for behaving with a gender perspective, as it entails (among other things) that women are not 
considered a minority or a problem, but an essential constituent of society, and for this, it is necessary to 
redirect the systems of thought and behaviour in place, which are based on an abstract neutrality 
corresponding to exclusively male experiences and trends of thought.  Thus, the fact that the ICD responded 
to the president’s office enabled its four women governors to play an active role within government in all 
spheres, bringing their knowledge and expertise from the women’s perspective to their job.  The present 
Neighbourhood Development Law has been embraced in all of these interventions.   

 
CASE ANALYSIS WITHIN CURRENT LEGISLATION 

 
Within the framework of this law, our aim is to analyze the past, present and future implications of the 

sixth field of intervention for urban reform proposals and, more widely, the implications of the gender 
perspective for the urban development project. 

As we have already mentioned, the sixth field of intervention is an innovative contribution which has 
given rise to considerable uncertainties. Throughout different calls for proposals, it can be noticed how 
progress has been made on these matters, and how some technical teams have gained new valuable 
knowledge and have incorporated gender as a tool for analysis, understanding and drafting of projects.  
There is still a lot of work to be done, but the examples we had analyzed shown different ways to approach 
urban projects from a gender perspective. 

In the first years of the call for proposals, most fields of action were restricted to the following:  
1.  Social activities: Workshops and awareness-raising campaigns on gender.  Immigrant women and 

integration   
2.  Facilities needed to carry out above activities 
3.  Safety.  In most of the cases, it refers to improving street lighting in dark public space areas 
The enhancement of available knowledge and the improvement in the use of gender criteria in projects 

have been possible thanks to the support provided to experts’ research by different government levels 
(Generalitat, Regional Council of Barcelona and other town councils), the organization of meetings and 
workshops, the publication of bibliographic works and the delivery of technical and civic responsibility 
courses.    

                                            
2 ICD’s President Marta Selva i Masoliver, Deputy President Mercé Fernández i Gesalí, Manager Anna Solà 
i Arguimbau and Program Director Isabel Segura i Soriano (2003-2006) 
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Today, August 2009, it is not possible to make a complete assessment of the outcomes achieved by the 
implementation of these criteria, as only two of the ninety-two projects funded by the Neighbourhood 
Development Law have finished, namely the neighbourhoods of Santa Caterina in Barcelona and Can 
Anglada in Terrassa.  In any case, the implementation of the law can already be analyzed provisionally in 
many neighbourhoods included in the first and second calls for proposals.  It can also be observed that in the 
latest proposals submitted, attempts are being made to work in more transversal ways, applying gender 
criteria comprehensively within the urban reform project.   

Projects related to the public space and mobility aimed at improving aspects of people’s daily lives 
show efforts in which the transversality of the implementation of the gender perspective can be traced.   

From our analysis from the gender perspective of three cases we would seek to determine if the 
implementation of the sixth field of intervention improves the public space and facilities for women, and in a 
further transversal analysis we will seek to determine if efforts in other fields have been made from the 
gender perspective as well. The cases we have selected for analysis view the implementation of social 
participation as a tool for urban project development in many different ways.   
 
CASE STUDIES 

 
Neighbourhood: Collblanc/Torrassa, L’Hospitalet de Llobregat (2004-2008):  
 
Regarding its urban typology, Collblanc-Torrasa neighbourhood is a historic site, with a high density of 

residential buildings dating from the fifties and sixties.  Besides the poor quality of many of the buildings, 
the narrowness of streets hinders inner mobility and affects the quality of public spaces.   

The Gender Equity Project, promoted by the Municipal Program for Women, is a proposal which has 
been submitted by the social policies area aimed at making the program a tool for including social issues and 
gender perspective in urban projects.  With this objective in mind, efforts were made to strengthen the social 
fabric through exchange and mutual understanding.  One of the main primary aims was creating an 
association of women who lived in the neighbourhood, which (unlike in other districts) did not exist there 
before. 

The proposal includes six related programs: 
Coha: Mediation services to share housing 
Apropar (“coming closer”): Social involvement of immigrant women 
Bellugant-nos (“moving”): Physical exercise and intercultural coexistence 
Participa: Promoting the creation of a women’s association in the neighbourhood 

Xarxa de dones (“women’s network”): Involvement of women living in the neighbourhood in  planning 
process from a gender perspective 

Estudi de mobilitat (“mobility study”): Mobility adjusted to meet the needs of daily life. 
As a characteristic of the social fabric, nearly 30% of the neighbourhood’s population is made up of 

non-EU immigrants, a population which has consolidated in the last six years.  In many cases, this gives rise 
to coexistence issues in the use of public spaces, mainly because people do not know each other and are 
afraid of each other.   

Women’s perception of safety is much influenced by this phenomenon.  The Information Centre for 
Women, which runs the Gender Equity Project, aims at promoting mutual understanding among different 
cultures and enhancing their coexistence.   

Within the framework of this program, once the women’s association was set up, a report on the 
perception and demands for improvement of public spaces was drafted and submitted to the town council for 
analysis.  The main points include:  

Improvement of public spaces: 
Planting trees, placing benches under the shade of trees and improving existing green areas (Guernica 

square). 
Perception of urban insecurity (Marquesa Park). 
Cleanliness in the neighbourhood: cleaning services should be deployed in all streets, not only the main 

ones. 
Appraisal of spaces for practicing sports: 
Today, they are inadequate, due to the large population and the territorial extension of the district. 
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Opening up school facilities for the general public beyond school hours, without ruling out the 
possibility of building adequate sports facilities in the long term. 

Providing nursery services or children’s play centres in sports facilities, so that women with children 
can have access to sports. 

More adequate facilities for the women’s group: 
Premises in a central area, outward-facing and visible to the general public, well-ventilated and well-lit. 
The mobility study is probably the approach which is most closely linked to the urban development 

project proper.  Carried out by the Institute of Regional and Metropolitan Studies of Barcelona (Institut 
d’Estudis Regionals i Metropolitans de Barcelona, IERMB) run by Carme Miralles-Guash, assisted by 
researchers Gemma Solé Masó and Angel Cebollada Frontera. Besides analyzing the uses and perception of 
public spaces and mobility strategies, the study puts forward eleven proposals for action, among them: 

Ensuring safety in public spaces with the presence of people in the streets. 
Prevention policies in order to prevent the setting up of unsafe areas.  
In the development of public spaces, avoiding out-of-sight hidden areas and areas which may give rise 

to urban insecurity. 
Adjusting and expanding the scope of public services to suit the current needs of the population. 
Develop the Urban Mobility Plan with the maximum involvement of the general public. 
Improving safety in metro stations and wagons. 
Widening sidewalks, putting up handrails in the streets and ensuring street lighting and visibility. 
The Gender Equity Project also delivered participatory workshops to women in the neighbourhood 

where they described their daily lives and shared their knowledge about the neighbourhood from their own 
experience.  Experiences shared at these sessions were then featured in a dossier called “Urbanismo y 
género, el papel de las mujeres en la configuración de la ciudad” (“Urban Development and Gender: The 
Role of Women in the City Configuration; Zaida Muxí Martínez and Col·lectiu punt6 www.punt6.net).  This 
work aimed at acquainting all women to the reflection on urban issues by offering a tool for the visibility, 
information and technical training from the gender perspective in urban spaces. 

 

  
Figure 1:  guide book, Urban Development and Gender: The Role of Women in the City Configuration 
 
Neighbourhood: El Congost, Granollers (2006-2010) 
 
The neighborhood is characterized by a high percentage of immigrants who dwell in social housing 

blocks built in the sixties.  Its location between the bank of River Congost and the railway route hinders 
communications and mobility to adjacent neighbourhoods. Added to this, the neighbourhood has significant 
urban development deficits due to poor or lack of public spaces and facilities.   

One of the main aims of the project is improving mobility, public spaces and facilities of collective use 
in line with social programs which foster coexistence and equal opportunities. 
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The Equal Opportunities Plan is the tool used by the Equity Department to carry out activities with the 
specific aim of involving women in the neighbourhoods to play an active role in urban development in the 
framework of the Neighbourhood Development Law. 

In order to know the multicultural reality of women in the neighbourhood, it was necessary to gather 
statistic data by sex, as these data were not broken down in most census. Demographic, socioeconomic and 
family situation indicators were used. This information was further completed with qualitative data gathered 
from interviews to different groups of women grouped by nationalities (Spanish, Latin American, Maghrebi, 
and sub-Saharan), representatives of the neighbourhood school and technical staff from the city council. This 
information made it possible to carry out a previous analysis with a gender perspective. 

The first contributions regarding women’s needs in relation to their urban experiences can be drawn 
from the social work carried out by intercultural discussion groups, on the one hand, which created the 
Intercultural Commission of Women of Congost, and a first experience known as “Banco de tiempo”, on the 
other.   

 

Figure 2:  Workshop 1st session in El Congost. The Major assumes the necessities expressed by women 
as a must for the urban project. 

 
The commission worked jointly with the Gender Equity Department in the Equal Opportunities Plan, by 

defining the criteria to deliver a participatory workshop with the women of Congost (“Las mujeres hacemos 
piña”) . The aims set by the workshop were detecting issues to be dealt with and listening to women’s needs 
and concerns. 

The first meeting included a full day’s work attended by 98 women accompanied by 87 children. 
Children took part in special activities guided by trained staff so that mothers could participate in the full 
day’s work simultaneously.  

Discussion groups were set up under the supervision of Col·lectiu punt 6 (www.punt6.net) specialized 
in urban development and gender, who delivered four thematic workshops: public spaces, safety, mobility, 
and public facilities, and a workshop including a photographic tour around the neighbourhood on foot for 
recognizing the area. 

The most outstanding outcomes of the first meeting were: 
Perception of urban insecurity in public spaces caused by different factors: low walls which are 

architectural barriers and hinder vision as well; dirty streets; inadequate lighting; street furniture and trees 
damaged by vandalism; the misappropriation of public spaces by groups which engage in illegal activities; 
buildings with empty flats; dangerous tunnel under the train which lacks lighting and visibility. 

Accessibility and mobility problems: sidewalks and streets in poor conditions; lack of ramps; pedestrian 
crossing not respected; speeding; lack of public transport to and from densely-concentrated working areas; 
lack of cycleways; lack of information at bus stops.   

The requested facilities were a sports hall, which already exists but is closed and in poor conditions; a 
playground for young people to play basketball, and a municipal nursery. 
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Figure 3:  unsafe public spaces, El Congost. 

 
During a second meeting, the neighbourhood’s office proposed solutions for the requests made at the 

first meeting. The proposals involved general improvements of public spaces regarding women’s demands of 
good lighting and visibility; civic education campaigns to improve relations within the neighbourhood; 
improvements in the public transport system and remodeling of the tunnel under the railway lines. As regards 
facilities, proposals include remodelling the sports hall; putting up basketball hooks in squares; opening 
school playgrounds beyond school hours as public spaces; a municipal nursery. 

At present, the process continues to be conducted with the transversal work group. People living in the 
neighbourhood are invited to receive information on the project and share their views on every work that is 
completed, and meetings are held with the intercultural commission of women of the Congost so that efforts 
are coordinated for improving the neighbourhood. 

 

   
Figure 4:  redesigned sidewalks attending women’s needs. 

 
CONCLUSIONS ON THE  ANALYZED  PROJECTS 
 

The first conclusions we can draw based on the aims established as a starting point are: 
There is an essential combination of parallel social cohesion processes, though they were started before 

the urban development project itself. 
These projects have made progress by shaping or strengthening the social fabric that will participate in 

the modification of its own daily surroundings. We should consider that even though everybody has 
empirical knowledge of public spaces, it is necessary to teach people to appraise and take part in daily 
experiences as a wealth of knowledge of a certain reality.  

As for the sixth field of intervention specifically, there is a wide range of methodologies for integrating 
women living in the neighbourhoods into civic and participatory life and, in particular, for reinforcing 
networks of knowledge and solidarity among them, as well as drawing the value of their experiences as a 
form of urban knowledge. 

The analyzed cases integrate women in more direct aspects of the urban development project to a 
greater or lesser extent. A more general analysis of the ninety- neighbourhood projects in place by the 
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beginning of 2009 shows that a great number of projects view women’s involvement and gender perspective 
applied to the urban development project as social integration aspects. The proposals range from training to 
recreational activities for “women” (cookery courses, knitting courses, etc.) and, in the best of cases, 
building facilities for carrying out these activities. 

The lack of interwoven relations between social aspects and spatial or urban aspects (if they can 
possibly be set apart) impoverishes the projects and undermines their legitimacy. 

The projects which best seem to understand and adopt the incorporation of the gender perspective are 
those which help integrate all the fields of intervention proposed by the law (which are then broken down for 
administrative purposes in their corresponding budgets) in the written reports submitted for subsidies. 
 

Points to consider regarding the design of public spaces, facilities and the gender perspective 
 

Carrying out detailed studies of street typologies which allow the drafting of specific, non-generic 
proposals. In these studies, it is essential to analyze the permeability relations which allow ground-floor 
buildings both in their design and their proposed uses. Prioritizing pedestrians, bearing in mind that the work 
unit is the neighbourhood itself, and that efforts should aim at reinforcing its inner structure.  Public spaces 
should be viewed as a space for building relations and gathering.  

Integrating public facilities to public spaces of daily use. Enabling visual permeability of school 
courtyards, for instance, contributes to safety in the streets: it is preferable to use railings than blind walls. 
Widening sidewalks in the access to public facilities in order to create relationship spaces. 

Integrated poorly used or isolated spaces to the most widely used route networks. Reducing stairs, 
uneven surfaces and walls which hinder pedestrians’ way and visual continuity, guaranteeing all forms of 
mobility with adequate accessibility. A perception of safety can be achieved through intensive and varied use 
of public spaces. 

Integrating a variety of activities in daily routes so that the time of travelling routes is a practical and 
safe experience. 

Planning public facilities with a focus on their visual and spatial permeability in relation to the 
surrounding public spaces. 

Granting visibility to the stamp left by women’s actions and lives in the city. Spaces used by women in 
the past may be recovered, such as old washhouses in towns, and streets, squares and facilities may be named 
after women as well. 
 

Aspects related to the studies carried out as part of the project 
 

Carrying out qualitative studies to gather more detailed and significant information, setting up work 
groups made up by women living in the neighborhoods willing to appraise public spaces and facilities of the 
daily use network. 

It is vital to incorporate daily mobility studies that indicate how public spaces are used as a connecting 
element of different activities carried out by people. It is important to take into account statistical data broken 
down by sex besides age, as well as to identify which issues stemmed from the perception of insecurity affect 
the free mobility of women in the neighbourhood. 

This information is essential for designing and improving pedestrians’ routes, as well as for stops at bus 
and metro stations. 

Knowing the social dynamics of public spaces. The design of a sociogram allows gathering information 
of how social organizations and bodies of the neighbourhood relate to each other. This information is 
essential for knowing public space social actors, their dynamics, identities and sense of belonging. 

Participatory design. Making direct consultations on specific public spaces in order to set design criteria 
jointly with users. The special need programs of projects should be based on direct participation processes. 

Incorporating the views of the little ones, as they and their caregivers are the ones who use public 
spaces most and have specific needs to be considered. 
 

Aspects related to management-coordination 
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The running of the project should be transversal and dynamic, with direct knowledge of the sector in 
which works are being carried out in order to know social dynamics and the spatial situation directly. Very 
often statistical knowledge gathered through census and planimetries does not reflect the complexity of 
reality, especially the different roles and uses of spaces by men and women. 

Having an office for delivering information and promoting the project near the community. 
Timely information, before and during the implementation of a project, in the cases of public space 

works, has an impact on the trust of affected people who can participate and get involved directly.  
Information channels should be as varied as possible so that information reaches every man and woman in 
the neighbourhood. 

Most importantly, the members of the technical staff working in the project should be sympathetic and 
sensitive. Moreover, they should coordinate their efforts into a flexible organization which makes it possible 
to adjust to situations or modify their course of action based on the daily experiences on site. 

The technical staff should include interdisciplinary teams; the exchange of knowledge and information 
among the different fields of intervention is vital. 

The appraisal of the project should be ongoing so that the project is a living process instead of a closed 
formula. 

Urban development teams and social workers’ teams should work in close cooperation. Building on 
knowledge drawn from previous experiences in the neighbourhood and, as done through the neighbourhood 
network, learning from other neighbourhood development projects.  Guaranteeing equal participation for 
both sexes, all ages and cultures is vital to carry out the project successfully. The projects should take into 
account the aspects of daily life of all the people who will use those spaces. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
The Neighbourhood Development Law has allowed the clear identification of women’s needs in the 

neighborhoods. Although there is still a lot to be done to fully incorporate their daily lives and reproduction-
related needs in conditions equal to those derived from production, urban development planning has adopted 
a course of action which will modify and further develop future urban development projects. 

 
 



 
The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 

 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 
The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

1339 

 

PLANNING BETWEEN RELIABILITY AND FLEXIBILITY   
– CONTEMPORARY URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN CHINA   

  
Chiu-Yuan Wang*  

 
*Researcher, Delft University of Technology, Faculty of Architecture, Department of Urbanism  

P.O. Box Number 5043, 2600 GA, Delft, the Netherlands  
Email: C.Y.Wang@tudelft.nl 

 
ABSTRACT: In recent years, China has undoubtedly undergone a dramatic process of urban growth and 
transformation. Apart from its speed and scope, the processes confronting the Chinese planning institutions 
with new and unexpected demands almost on a daily basis are least recognized. This article intends to 
illustrate how contemporary urban transformation in spatial, social and economic conditions introduces a 
new context of requirement for urban planning practices in China, how urban planning in China is facing 
these challenges and to what extent the planning approaches and methods have been adapted to the new 
situation. In addition, the specific historical roots of Chinese town planning and its related philosophies will 
be elaborated to place the current confrontations within the Chinese culture of planning. By reflecting 
ancient experiences and contemporary demands of the Chinese society, this article illustrates the changes, 
challenges and demands of the new conditions, approaches and results of contemporary urban planning in 
China. Argumentation suggests the application of the concept of Planning Culture for a better understanding 
in building up the discourse between the changes of the society and the demands of the new planning 
approaches.  
KEYWORDS:  planning culture, urban transformation, contemporary Chinese urban development 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Transformation of contemporary urban development in China  
“Spatial transformation must be understood in the broader context of social transformation…the key 

endeavor of planning in the metropolitan regions in the Information Age is to ensure their connectivity, both 
intra-and intermetropolitan. Planning has to deal with the ability of the region to operate within the space of 
flows….The major challenge for urbanism in the Information Age is to restore the culture of cities.” (Cast 
ells, 2005) 

From late 1970s, China has undoubtedly undergone a dramatic process of urban growth and societal 
change. This transformation was triggered on the one hand by the inward demands of modernization that led 
the country towards the development of a prosperous society and on the other hand by the impulse of 
reacting to the external world-wide impact of globalization and the new social, technological, and spatial 
context in which we live. This resulted in the existing society that was based upon the embodiment of 
planned-economy, communism ideology and top-down political organization has being required to change. It 
was replaced and challenged by new arising interests in favour of the open-market entrepreneurial society. 
The overwhelming reformation of economy, politic and society had undermined the ethics of traditional 
Chinese norm and value system and therefore, its historical and cultural context. Although China has an 
urban tradition of thousands of years, modern urbanization of the country commenced rather late. In 1978 
only 172 million people (about 18 % of the total population) lived in cities (China Statistic Yearbook, 2001). 
However, after the reversal of Chinese policies in 1978 and the opening of the country for market initiatives 
and foreign investments, the perspectives changed profoundly. Due to the market reforms and the opening up 
of the socialist economy an accelerated urbanization was initiated that is unprecedented in the history of 
mankind (Logan, 2002). Undeniably, doubts have risen since the mid-1980s due to the obviously 
exaggerated official estimates on the size of China’s urban population (Wu, 1994). However, the last census 
of the year 2006 shows evidence that China’s urban population rose to 593.79 million, reaching 44.9 percent 



 
 

1340 

of the entire population (Statistic Communiqué of the P.R.C, 2007). It remains unclear to which extent 
China’s increased urban population should be attributed to such arbitrary factors as administrative changes 
and modification of the urban definition. Nevertheless, the outcome of continued economic development in 
the 21st century will therefore be the massive economic and spatial transition from the rural to the urban 
sector if current trends of market reform and the relaxation of state control continue (Lin, 2002). Such a 
massive rural-urban transition will pose great challenges not only to the Chinese decision makers but also to 
anyone concerned with the sustainability of global development in general and of human habitat in 
particular.  

 
1.2 The challenges of urban planning in the reconstruction of the society and the city  

As the role of cities in the economic system - as rehabilitated, contemporary urban transformation in 
spatial, social and economic conditions - introduces a new context for urban planning practices in China. A 
new balance between public planning and private development, top-down and bottom-up approaches is 
required that is able to generate both a reliable and responsible framework for long term urban development 
and a flexible system of implementation that meets the needs of changing conditions and new demands. Not 
only the Chinese cities, but also the planning approaches and methods are in rapid transition. The rapid 
changes in the Chinese society, the fast processes of urbanization, the appearance of the market economy and 
growing foreign direct investments are confronting the Chinese planning institutions with new demands and 
new conditions. The supposed certainty of the planned economy is replaced by the increasing complexity, 
uncertainty and unpredictability of recent transformation processes; new parties such as private investors and 
developers become involved in urban development, bringing in their own interests and following their own 
logics; new user groups are demanding space for their own initiatives. Growing social contradictions are 
leading to increasing segregation and in many cases to a concentration of poverty in certain parts of the city. 
Last but not least, mobility questions and environmental problems have become key issues for the 
development of Chinese cities. In general, the energy consumption of buildings is much too high and has to 
be reduced profoundly, the increasing motorization and in particular, the fast growing number of private cars 
not only generate daily traffic jams, but are also the main cause of air pollution existent in most of the cities 
in China. 

The fact that the above-mentioned phenomenon is generating new challenges to Chinese society in a 
relatively short period cannot be ignored. Therefore the scope and the scale of this transformation and 
challenge is much more overwhelming than any other kind that we have experienced in human history. It is 
argued that by investigating the contemporary urban transformation and development in China will 
contribute not only to Chinese urban studies but also to the wider urban debate that will tackle the ongoing 
challenges and demands of understanding the urban growth, both of today and tomorrow. It is deceptively 
obvious, that we are now at the beginning of a long journey, seeking enlightenment for a better discourse in 
order to understand and to be better able to confront the wave of urbanization worldwide. Some 
contemporary research has revealed that the Chinese experience of urbanisation has provided a significant 
real case to illustrate the heterogeneity and irregularity of the post-modern world which the neo-classical 
economic school has been unable to grasp with logical reasoning and deduction (Lin, 2001), so as Friedmann 
(2005) emphasized, China’s current system of physical planning is still “under construction”. But one could 
also argue it is demonstrating one of the most extreme cases of pre-modernization instead of 
post-modernization in the contemporary urban development. A lot of unclear presumptions about the Chinese 
economical and political reform remain, which does not bode well for the future. Therefore, the motivation 
to investigate under those circumstances returns to what strategies could be extracted from the planning 
practices by an in-depth research based on analyses of respective political and economic changes in 
planning.  

1.3 The idea of Planning Culture 
Planning systems, traditions, concepts and decision-making processes are always related to the cultural 

context and cultural background of the people and societies involved. The conditions of society define the 
conditions of decision-making and thus the conditions of planning. The links between society and planning 
emphasized by the German sociologist Karl Mannheim, who in 1936 stated that planning is necessary and 
inevitable for free and open societies. In his book ‘Man and Society in an Age of Reconstruction’, published 
in the English language in 1940, he distinguished four types of societies resulting from variations in 
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participation and centralization of the societal decision making processes: 
- Dictatorship is the result of low levels of participation and high levels of centralization. 
- Anarchy results from high levels of participation and low levels of centralization. 
- Anomie results from low levels of both participation and centralization. 
- The ‘democratically planned society’, Mannheim’s clearly favoured outcome, is a result of high 

levels of both participation and centralization.   
Mannheim’s book was a fundamental attack against both the top-down approach of the fascist 

dictatorship and the ‘laissez-faire’ of the liberalistic market economy. It triggered what became known as the 
Great Debates about planning and society that affected both USA and post-war Europe. The main questions 
were: who are the actors of planning, which (democratic) institutions should be involved in planning 
decisions and what are the rights of citizens in planning processes. The debate had a strong influence on 
planning practice and on planning legislation in almost all Western countries, resulting in highly formalized 
procedures for public planning, including the obligation for people participation or at least information. 

In the 1990’s the debate about planning and society arose anew, in particular in Europe. An important 
reason for this revival was the process of European unification and the growing demand to harmonize 
planning procedures and planning legislations and to understand the divergences and dynamics of planning 
approaches in different European countries. In addition, the rapid and fundamental changes of planning 
approaches and planning paradigms; caused by the political changes in Europe and in the resulting new 
actors’ constellations, attitudes and modes of action as well as planning instruments; induced the recognition 
of the high relevance of ‘soft’ and culturally driven orientations by planning researchers (Keller, et al.  
1993).  

Within this framework a new term is introduced, subsuming all perceived and interrelated differences 
and changes of style and notion of spatial planning: the idea of ‘planning culture’ (Brech, 1993). Based on 
different international studies, John Friedmann defined planning culture ‘as the ways, both formal and 
informal, that spatial planning in a given multi-national region, country or city is conceived, institutionalized 
and enacted’ (Friedmann 2005). The link between planning, political culture and history is important: 
‘Because planning in this sense continues to be primarily a responsibility of the state even as it draws upon 
the contributions of other societal actors, it is deeply embedded in the political culture of the country and/or 
individual cities and, as such, is always historically grounded’. Planning Culture here refers to the collective 
ethos and dominant attitudes of planners regarding the appropriate roles of the state, market forces, and civil 
society in influencing social outcomes (Sanyal, 2005).                                                                                                 

Friedmann (2005) argued, despite the growing international communication within the profession, 
major differences exist in the ways that planning is conceived, institutionalized, and carried out. The 
planning of cultures worldwide can exist only in the plural, even as global restructuring is challenging them 
in similar ways. If that is true, then it is necessary as Fainstein (2005) emphasized to avoid a narrow 
definition of planning theory resulting in theoretical weakness arising from the isolation of process from 
context and outcome, planning activities needs to be rooted in an understanding of the field in which these 
are operating and the objective of planning as the conscious creation of the just city, which requires a 
substantive normative framework. She further contends that the object of planning theory should be to 
formulate answers to the following questions: (1) Under what conditions can conscious human activities 
produce a better city for all citizens? (planning vision; planning mission). (2) How do we explain and 
evaluate the typical outcome of planning as it has existed so far?  

By reflecting on the concept of planning culture, it is much easier for us to understand the ongoing 
changes in Chinese society, especially in the last 20 years. Inward transformations took place in many 
different dimensions. Amongst the many other things the Chinese had to learn - was that the market can do 
little to transform an economy without a parallel shift in class relationship, private property and all the other 
institutional arrangements that typically ground a thriving capitalist economy (Harvey, 2005). Therefore, the 
transformation of the society and the urban planning had to be embedded into its own root and its own path.    

From the very beginning, the idea of planning culture has the advantage of being developed as cultural 
differentiation; related to specific historical, political and social environments of countries, regions and cities. 
It allows us to approach the recent changes in urban development in China in a more original and specific 
way. I will use the theory of planning culture as an analytical, scientific approach to investigate the recent 
developments in urban planning in China, interpret them as ‘cultural turn’ - embedded in the changing 
political culture of the country and simultaneously grounded in the tradition of Chinese town planning. 
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2  A TIME OF CHANGE: REFLECTING THE ANCIENT CHINESE UR BAN PLANNING AND 
PHILOSOPHY IN CONTEMPORARY URBAN DEVELOPMENT   

Although the extent of contemporary urbanization and transformation is a unique phenomenon within 
the history of China, it is historically not the first time that Chinese society has undergone such vast urban 
transformation. A relatively comparable adaptive planning approach was once introduced within ancient 
urban practices. The ancient character of this development allows one to understand contemporary demands 
better as they generally are based on Chinese tradition. Therefore, this article aims to outline the urban 
planning experiences in Chinese history before entering the debate on contemporary urban developments.  

In the late 10th century, during the transition from the Tang (618 – 906 A.D.) to the Song dynasty (960 – 
1125 A.D.), China already experienced a comparable shift from a dominant top down approach in urban 
planning to a more flexible system that would give space to citizen’s initiatives. The transformation from 
Tang to Song dynasty illustrate how new urban planning idea and concept is required under the condition of 
a new society and how time of change introduced a new planning idea and approach that enable reshaping of 
the urban form, where a new urban space is able to rehabilitate a new way of living in a new civil society.        

   
2.1  Cities of Aristocrats and Cities of Bureaucrats 

In his book ‘Cities of Aristocrats and Bureaucrats’ (1999), Heng Chye Kiang presents two cases that are 
representative for this transition: the city of Chan’an - the ancient capital of the Tang dynasty - an example of 
imperial top down planning order and the city of Kaifeng - the capital of the Northern Song dynasty - an 
example of a city developed in the context of free trade. The Tang and the Song capitals represent two stages 
in the development of the Chinese medieval city. Chan’an was a city built from scratch, tailored to the needs 
of a new dynasty. On the contrary, Kaifeng grew towards being an important entrepot and prosperous city. 
The two capital cities, each with their own urban structure and cityscape, reflected the respective periods that 
produced them. Chan’an was rooted in a strong aristocratic power with a highly hierarchical social structure, 
while Kaifeng was shaped by a diverse and mercantile society and managed by pragmatic professional 
bureaucrats. The emergence of this new urban paradigm was introduced in the context of a demand for 
political reforms as well as important social and economic changes in which the transformation of urban 
institutions and a rapid urbanization were integral. This transformation took place, on the one hand, during 
the collapse of the regulative power over commercial activities within the late Tang Dynasty. During this 
time, a new social order was built. It replaced the old ruling aristocracy with a professional bureaucracy that 
was recruited through open civil examinations. This had a significant impact on the official attitude toward 
commercial activities and later was followed, during the Song Dynasty, by an increase in agricultural 
productivity, rapid growth in population, the development of an extensive communication network and a 
more efficient method of transporting goods for the rapidly growing urban consumer population. 

 
2.2  A new urban paradigm and the open city 

A new urban paradigm and the concept of an open city were introduced during this time. It included a 
change in the urban form, layout, skyline as well as governance. The city became less controlled and more 
open to public involvement as well as the change in urban scale and urban density. As described by Heng, 
“…physically, the open city was significantly different from its predecessors. Driven by increasing 
congestion and economic consideration, there was a tendency, slight thought it may be, to vertical 
expansion…rapid urban population growth also led to the emergence of suburbs at strategic locations around 
the city. Within the walls the gridiron plan eroded to a more subtle network filled with T-junctions, cranked 
intersections, and oblique streets over a complex urban fabric. Toward the end of the North Song, a new kind 
of city was born.”  

The Tang-Song transition period, important in many aspects for the Chinese social, cultural, and 
economic history, is equally critical in the history of Chinese cities. The transformation from one to the other 
was long and tortuous. The reasons for such a development were equally complex and multifaceted. When 
disregarding the causes for a change in the social structure; one can conclude that in the spatial and structural 
dimension in which the transition was taking place, that the city was forced to re-adapt and re-establish a 
new urban paradigm - the open city which Heng describes, was transformed into an open system in order to 
enable multifunctional street activities dynamically and spontaneously. 

Because the transition from one to the other was a long and often non linear process influenced by many 
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factors, no definite conclusion can be made for each individual case concerning which interactive forces 
caused the adaption of the system towards an open city and how it had been transformed into spatial 
structure of the city. However, even today, within research on urban change and urban transformation, there 
are demands to explore in depth the reasons behind formal transformations, how cities were perceived and 
what they meant to their founders, planners and inhabitants based on an extension of Heng’s research.      

  
2.3  The demands of reliability and flexibility in the ‘City of Bureaucrats’ 

“Cities of Aristocrats” was based on the manner and approaches in which the planning system operates. 
This operation is dominated by the logical response of strict top-down regulation and control while the 
“Cities of Bureaucrats” was introduced as an adaptive apparatus capable of responding to diverse bottom-up 
incidents. Heng illustrated in his article on a description of the capital Chan’an: “To its founders and 
administrators, it may serve critical political, military, and economic functions. To its inhabitants, it is the 
crucible in which they forge their lives, make their living, establish meaningful personal relations, entertain 
themselves, modify their environment, and eventually mold their own culture. They are also regulated by its 
laws, restricted by its layout, and affected by it landscape.”  While, the comparative description of the 
capital Kaifeng is: “The central authorities seem content to be involved only in general zoning, in the 
transportation network, and in the selection of sites for critical government functions. Installations that were 
detrimental to health such as cemeteries and kilns were relegated to areas distant from the city…the rest of 
city building-residential, commercial activities, and non-hazardous industries, and perhaps open space-seems 
to have been left to the initiative of the common people.” 

 In other words: More than a thousand years ago, the planning system of the city of Kaifeng already 
realized an optimal balance between a top down and bottom up approach by integrating a reliable long term 
framework for urban development (general zoning, transportation network, locations for public institutions) 
with a flexible (open) system ‘for initiatives of the common people’ (residential buildings, commercial 
activities, non-hazardous industries and open space). The question is to what extent this balance can be 
retrieved under the conditions of current urban developments in China and within a society that is again in 
transition. 

3  CONTEMPORARY URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN CHINA  

Obviously, the complex mechanism of China’s urban transition has been and will continue to be 
interpreted in different perspectives. What are the new paradigms for urban planning in China, what are the 
new conditions of the society and the political system? To answer these questions, there is the need for better 
understanding in a systematic manner and courageous efforts to search for paradigms and formulas to guide 
China’s continuing urban transition. Some important facts can be highlighted which contributed to the urban 
transformation during the contemporary urban development.    

3.1  Market reforms and relaxation of state control     
Until its end the Maoist regime seemed to maintain a strong anti-urban stance (Bergère 2000; Lin, 2002). 

The peculiar system of cities under the Maoist strategy of regional development was to favour the inland 
regions over the eastern coast for both the reasons of ideological commitment of spatial equality and national 
security.(Fan,1995,1997; Wei and Ma,1996). This strategy has been reversed since Deng Xiaoping and other 
reformists initiated institutional changes in 1978. The period since 1978 has been characterized by a rapid 
surge in the number of designated cities as a result of both relaxation of state control over city designation 
and the operation of spontaneous forces of market reforms and globalization. Rural development has 
provided tremendous impetus for the upgrading of towns into cities and the expansion of small cities. Lin 
(2002) concluded that this remarkable reversal has been inseparable from the three powerful forces; 
including the state shifting development emphasis from the interior to the eastern coast, phenomenal growth 
of rural industries and relaxed control of the state over the upgrading of towns into cities1. This resulted in 
two major developments: Firstly, existing cities of different sizes have expanded in both population and land 

                                                           
1 the designation of cities in China has been handled by the Ministry OF Civil Affairs. In 1984, the Ministry relaxed its criteria for 
city designation. These relaxed criteria were approved by the State Council and disseminated in a 1986 circular titled “On 
Adjustment of Standards for City Designation and Conditions for City to Administer Counties.” For detailed discussion, see Hsu 
1994, pp 516.  
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area and secondly, a large number of newly designated cities have been added to the existing system of 
cities2. It unveiled that structural and spatial changes of the Chinese cities over the past two decades have 
been shaped by the re-articulation of the socialist state whose functions were shifted from being 
interventional to regulatory. At the same time, the scope and scale of the state sector under central planning 
have been gradually reduced to make room for the growth of the private sectors and operation of free market 
forces. The transition of the Chinese political economy from central authoritarianism to local corporatism 
and from plan to market means that the nature of cities as both administrative and economic entities will 
undergo profound transformation. This power is now well on its way.   

  
3.2  New urban paradigm: Region-based agglomeration 

The transition of power from the Maoist plan-ideological into post-Mao market-regulatory regime has 
ushered in a new development strategy that values efficiency over equity, individual creativity over 
collectivism, and regional comparative advantages over defence or ideological consideration (Fan, 1995 and 
1997; Lin 1997). Since institutional changes were initiated in 1978, the trend of structural and spatial 
redistribution of cities has been shifted. Notably, large and extra large cities enjoyed significant expansion 
whereas the growth of small cities suffered from contraction in the Maoist era. Now, the latter have become 
the most dynamic urban settlements with the highest annual growth rate (Lin, 2002). Geographically, the 
eastern region has demonstrated the highest growth. Recognition of the inherent economic comparative 
advantages of the cities, particularly those alone on the eastern coast, has led the government to set up four 
Special Economic Zones in 1979 and designated 14 coastal open cities in 19843 (Teung and Hu, 1992; Wu 
1999). Along with the two coastal provinces of Guangdong and Fujian, these cities were given greater 
autonomy to attract foreign investment. Now they have become pioneers of economic reforms and centres of 
modernization. Because of their inherent advantages in agglomeration economies, these large urban 
settlements received more than 60 percent of all fixed asset capital invested in cities since 1990s. This new 
urban paradigm polarized the co-existence of dual-track system of a top-down manner to the dominance of 
large and super-large cities in the urban hierarchy on the one hand and a large number of newly emerged 
small cities and towns subsequent to rural transformative development from below on the other (Lin, 2002).  

This phenomenon has been conceptualized as “urbanization from above” and “urbanization from 
below”, but McGee and Ginsburg have argued that both models have seen urban transition as a city-based 
process shaped by the forces of agglomeration economies and comparative advantages, which may not be the 
only option for Asian urbanization. It has been observed that a distinct process of region-based urbanization 
has been taking place in the extended metropolitan regions as a result of economic restructuring, influx of 
foreign capital investment and revolutionary advances in telecommunication and transportation. This process 
has led to the formation of zones of intensive urban-rural mixture and interaction located in the area 
surrounding and between metropolitan centres (McGee, 1991; Ginsburg, 1990). It shows the trend that in 
some areas a polycentric region has been emerging and a pattern of multi-layered governance, which 
originates in some regions of the European Union, has been established (Yang, 2008).  
 
3.3 From planned economy to urban planning: Urban as an experimental base  

It is argued that urban development in the earlier stages of the opening up reformation was not initiated 
by the central government with full confidence of implementation. It was the mutual awareness among the 
central group of party leaders as planned economy entered a dead end and could no longer promise the future 
development of the country that led to the understanding that economic reformation needed to take place. 
Reformations were on two dimensions: on the one hand the reformation took place in order to open up the 
country to the outside world while on the other hand it afforded the opportunity for China to learn new ideas 
and knowledge from foreign countries. There is a double meaning behind this, to open up means not only to 
open the country to the outside world but also to make it possible for other countries to get acquainted with 
China. China had been isolated since 1949; therefore it became important to explore the possible and 
appropriate approaches for its own benefit that will lead to the establishment of a new Chinese society.  

During the period of new development, problems were recognized. The most rigid challenge among 
                                                           
2 The number of cities drastically rose from 193 in 1978 to 668 in 1998, an increase of 475 new cities in twenty years, far greater 
than the 61 new cities established over the previous decades. For detailed discussion, see Lin 2002, pp. 106  
3 The four Special Economic Zones established in 1979 included Shenzhen, Zhuhai, Shantou, and Xiamen. In 1988, Hainan Island, 
previously part of Guangdong Province, was designated as the fifth and largest Special Economic Zone.  
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them was the question of how the reformation can be realized in reality since the “market” was totally an 
unknown economic term for the country and was never addressed in the communist regime. Therefore, the 
idea of experimental-base (Shi-Dian) was addressed in the central government. In this framework, urban 
(city) played an essential role as the experimental base in order to practice the “market”. At the same time, 
the central government started to study many comparative cases in many other different countries, such as 
the export processing zone, tax-free district and trade-free zone for example. Even though the open-up policy 
is the right track, for Chinese communist society it was a tremendous new experience and the existing 
facilities and programmes were not built to support it. On the other hand, China had been isolated from the 
outside world for a long time and there was lack of experience on how to trade with other countries. 
Therefore, one could argue the establishment of the special economic zone and the initiative of the urban 
experimental base was a very unique and most important factor that triggered and influenced the 
contemporary urban development of China.  

3.4  The changing role of the government and the challenges of planning approach 
In the blueprint era, the government played its role as planner, operator and investor. Thus, the 

government monopolized the national sources of planning ultimately, including land distribution and land 
ownership. Master plans were made as tools to legalize the restructuration of the land. But in the post 
blueprint period, the government is no longer the almighty controller and with its limited economic resources, 
the making of planning decisions is becoming a process of negotiation and collaboration with other actors. 
Spatial restructuring depends on the demands of the market and the contributions of different parties (Peng, 
2007). A top-down planning approach was formulated by the strong hierarchical bureaucratic system in the 
Maoist regime. This system is now challenged by the emergence and divergence of new collective interests 
of different players involved. In other words, not only is the role of the government changed but also their 
planning skill and planning attitudes are required to adapt to the new demands of the society. Within the 
progress of market economy system reform, the problem of government function transformation has been 
especially highlighted, seeking to clarify the governments’ role of “economic regulation, market supervision, 
social administration, and public service”. (Gao, 2008)     

 
3.5  Multi-level governance and the threats of the GDP based-planning approach 

Subsequently, the demand of multi-level governance is becoming increasingly important due to the 
polycentric development tendency (Zheng and Yang, 2008). It suggests that to build up the reasonable 
authority division in vertical structure (the relationships between planning departments at the state, province 
and city levels) and simultaneously to straighten out the administration system in horizontal structure (the 
relationships between the planning departments at different levels and relevant departments).  

Another impact due to the changing role of the government in the planning system is the shift towards 
GDP-based planning approach. In order to have an outstanding growth of GDP result, the local government 
collects farmlands from farmers at a very low price and gives the development rights to private parties and 
retain no control over the environmental effects. Frankly speaking, the GDP growth does not compensate for 
the cost of the long-term environmental maintenance (Peng, 2007). The increment of GDP has become the 
main criteria for planning decisions. However, this approach does not take into account the long-term loads 
and burdens (of the environment, for example) and the subsequent costs to repair and maintain the 
environment. 

 
3.6  Invalidating the master plan  

Since the 80s, discussions have arisen focused on the validity and sufficiency of the Master Plan. In the 
traditional urban planning approach, city scale was required to be defined by two criteria: the planned growth 
of the population and the predicted scale of the built-areas in relation to its population. In order to claim 
more land for expansion of future urban use, the local government tries to exaggerate the expected 
population amount in the Master Plan. The result in inefficient use of the land and a huge overhead cost of 
public means for investment in public facilities when the “expected” result does not happen or the market 
does not follow it (Peng, 2007).  

On the other hand, evidence has revealed the invalidation of Master Plan in contrary dimensions. It is 
mostly happening in those regions and cities with an unexpected scope of accelerated development where the 
prognosis of the population in the Master Plan is much lower in comparison to the growth of population in 
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reality. That is to say that the Master Plan is not able to cope with the speed and demands of real 
developments. This presents enormous pressures on the planners confronted with the continuous change of 
circumstances, an unknown experience to them with the past of the Maoist regime.   

 
3.7  New planning organization and planning process  

New urban phenomenon has also triggered the reformation of the planning organization and the 
planning approaches. For example, in 1993 the Shenzhen Master Plan (SMP) (1996-2010) was proposed and 
followed by the Regional Plan for the Pearl River Delta in 1995. After seven years, the State Council 
approved it in 2000. During this period, a new system of scrutiny was introduced and the public’s general 
opinion was integrated4. Furthermore, the Shenzhen Urban Planning Committee was set up, including both 
city officials and—for the very first time in China—stakeholders representing local business interests. The 
assigned role of the Committee was to conciliate district level plans with the municipal Master Plan. 
Ordinary residents and the floating population continued to be virtually invisible and inaudible. 
Unfortunately, many Shenzhen planners considered the Urban Planning Committee a nuisance, deeming this 
attempt at enlisting participation of a limited number of private stakeholders in the planning process as ‘too 
advanced’ for China. Nevertheless, the planning process has slowly becoming more transparent (Friedmann, 
2005).  
    
4  DEMANDS OF NEW PLANNING CULTURE FOR THE INTEGRAL  URBAN PLANNING 
DISCOURSE   

It is argued that (Bergère, 2000) perspectives have changed after the reversal of Chinese policy in 1978 
and the opening of the country to foreign investments and technology. The republican era was increasingly 
perceived as the starting point of the forceful modernization drive; as a time of economic, cultural innovation 
and creativity to which contemporaries should turn to for inspiration. Castells (2005) has emphasized that the 
major challenges for urbanism in the Information Age is to restore the culture of cities. The direct impact to 
the Chinese urban planning system requires dynamic and adaptive urban policy as well as strategic vision of 
the desirable evolution of the urban space considered in the duality of global space of flows and local space 
of places. As a guiding tool, the vision must result from the dynamic compromise between the contradictory 
expression of values and interests resulting from the plurality of urban actors. Chinese urban planners and 
urban designers who used to follow the top-down and blueprint planning approaches need to learn the skills 
of compromise and negotiation to deal with the new urban phenomenon.  

The recent changes in the Chinese society demand fundamental change in planning culture, based on the 
societal rules and values of an open society, integrating the specific perception and meaning of space in 
China as well as that of Chinese planning traditions and philosophies. The new planning culture has to 
redefine the role of state, market and civil society in the planning process and has to generate a new balance 
between centralization and participation and between top-down and bottom-up approaches (Mannheim, 
1940).  

By replacing the top-down approach of the Maoist period, the new planning culture has to fulfil 
contradictory demands. In this framework, planning strategies have to be developed not to avoid and reduce 
the uncertainties of the society but instead to generate flexibility for new and unexpected developments in 
order to work with complexity; and not to reduce unpredictability but to generate and build up a reliable 
framework for sustainable long-term developments in order to face the uncertainty of initiatives from diverse 
public and private actors.  

Nevertheless, despite the worldwide influential impact of the globalization or urbanization, China still 
belongs to the group of highly state-controlled countries in comparison with capitalism Western societies in 
urban planning. Planning could be a powerful instrument to realize a better vision for the country’s future 
that may also suffer with the faults and mistakes of its own political and societal limits. Those conditions 
have to be taken into account in this context as well. 

The above argumentations suggest the importance to establish the embodied context of an individual 
case. It indicates that planning is more an instrument that serves certain demands in the functioning of 
society and an intervention with the intention to alter existing course of events. The role of planners is often 

                                                           
4 The draft Third Master Plan was scrutinized for a 30-day period by the general public. Cadres and scholars from neighbouring 
cities were invited to comment on the draft. (Friedmann, 2005, pp 189) 
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challenged by the new demands and new conditions of the society; provision of security for the functioning 
of society in planning operation is often challenged by why and in what situations should planners (planning) 
intervene? All the above new confrontations are relatively new challenges to the Chinese government and its 
planners. China is experiencing a cultural turn of society and thus fundamental changes in planning culture. 
New experiences and new experiments are explored almost on a daily basis. Furthermore, they differ greatly 
depending on local conditions and until now these changes have been barely documented. 

The dynamics of globalization and urban transformations in Europe and in North America have been 
extensively documented and analyzed. Compared with this body of knowledge, the number of studies about 
the recent transformation processes in China is rather limited. Only a few studies place the contemporary 
changes within the framework of Chinese history of the last centuries. Hou (2003) argues that the 
modernization of China has a delay of about 160 to 200 years, in comparison with western industrialized 
countries. In addition, development has become retarded by political turmoil, (civil) wars, foreign invasions 
and occupations. As a result, China is confronted with a double challenge: to catch up with the delay of the 
past and to simultaneously deal with the current challenges of globalization and economical transformation 
worldwide. This situation is generating a special mode of development: the processes of industrialization, 
urbanization, decolonization, westernization and post-industrialization are affecting the country not in a 
linear-subsequent manner but simultaneously in multiple layers. The discourse between the effects of this 
layered development on the system and on the approaches of spatial planning in China will require a better 
understanding of its own cultural context. This understanding will make it possible for China to enrich and 
stimulate the public planning debate and promote a further exchange of knowledge and opinions on planning 
issues worldwide.   
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ABSTRACT: Governance is a concept and process to explore the coordination and integration among 
government, market and public. When China is facing great socio-economical transformation, Chinese 
government introduced the concept of Governance and Good Governance timely to deal with the 
management challenges brought by the complex social realities in such a new era. In order to elaborate the 
practical influence of such a conceptual transformation, this paper selected the innovations in city 
management of Hangzhou in 4 major aspects: system reform, market-oriented operations, Open Decision, 
and “Digital City Management” as the study case. The essay suggested that the city management of 
Hangzhou has possessed the characteristics of Governance and Good Governance. But in the aspects of legal 
system and citizenship consciousness, many problems still wait to be settled. The related specialists should 
give full consideration of the national situations when researching the Chinese-style Good Governance. 
KEYWORDS:  Governance and Good Governance, city management, innovations

 
1    GOVERNANCE AND GOOD GOVERNANCE–NEW  MANAGEMENT THINKING 

 
Governance has caught the close attention of western scholars since it was first mentioned by World 

Bank who used “crisis in Governance” to describe the African situation of that time in 1989. In “Our Global 
Neighborhood—Report of the Commission on Global Governance”, Governance was defined as: 
“Governance is the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their 
common affairs. It is a continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be 
accommodated and co- operative action may be taken. It includes formal institutions and regimes 
empowered to enforce compliance, as well as informal arrangements that people and institutions either have 
agreed to or perceive to be in their interest.” From that, Governance is not a set of rules or a kind of activity, 
but a process. Different from Government, Governance has its own characteristics: 1) the subjects of 
Governance include both public and private institutions; 2) the authority of Governance comes from the 
community of all participants; 3) Governance bases on top-down and bottom-up coordination and 
interaction.  

Western scholars proposed the Governance concept and advocated to replace Government with 
Governance, since they had witnessed the market failure and state failure in social resource distribution. But 
Governance also has its own limitations. For instance, Governance cannot possess the coercive force of state, 
and it cannot allocate most resources both spontaneously and effectively as market does. For these reasons, 
Yu Ke-ping1 indicated that “Effective Governance must be executed on the basis of market regulation and 
state regulation, and it should be a supplement to the other two.” 2 To cope with the probability of 
Governance failure, researchers put forward a derivative theory—Good Governance. 
                                                           
1 Yu Keping: the head of Contemporary Marxism Research Institute of Central Compilation & Translation 
Bureau (CCTB) of China, the director of Comparative Political Economy Research Centre of CCTB of 
China. 
2 Cited from Yu Keping , “Introductions to Governance and Good Governance”, Marxism and Reality, No.5 

(1999), pp. 37-41. 
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In general, Good Governance is a social management process which could maximize the public interest. 
Its substantive characteristic is that Good Governance is a co-management of public life operated by both 
government and citizens, and establishes a new relationship between government and civil society. There are 
six basic elements of Good Governance: legitimacy, transparency, and accountability, rule of law, 
responsiveness and effectiveness.3 
 Yu Ke-ping claimed that there were several reasons leading to the vigorous growth of Good Governance 
theory and its practices: 1) the social foundation of Good Governance—civil society—is expanding rapidly; 
2) Good Governance could apply to many other fields beyond government administration; 3) Governance 
could coordinate international contradictions under the backdrop of globalization; 4) Good Governance is an 
inevitable outcome of the democratization process, which is a distinct feature of our age. 
 
2 FROM GOVERNMENT TO GOVERNANCE-TRANSFORMATION OF T HE MANAGEMENT 
THINKING IN CHINA 

 
When China is facing great socio-economical transformation triggered by Marketization, the traditional 

Government mode can no longer effectively respond to the complex issues of modern society; under the 
backdrop of globalization, Chinese society is also reflecting all the changes of the world. Against these 
backgrounds, Chinese scholars and government absorbed the western concepts of Governance and Good 
Governance timely to research and practise. 

The transformation of management thinking in China is not an impulsiveness, but was generated upon 
on a solid foundation of reality: 

To begin with, political system and economic system contradict with each other. After 30 years reform 
and opening-up, China has shifted from a planned economy to a market economy. With the rapid 
development of economy, social structure is changing: civil society is emerging; the free market is 
reinforcing the right of corporations greatly; government, market and civil society are turning into the 
multiple stakeholders altogether. However, the traditional Government mode of the planned economy is not 
only unable to balance the benefit appeals of diverse stakeholders effectively, but also inhibiting economic 
growth. Therefore, Governance and Good Governance need to be introduced to coordinate the developments 
of political system and economic system. 

Secondly, people’s democratic consciousness and legal awareness improve. Since the promotion of the 
democratization and legislation process has improved the citizens’ democratic and legal consciousness, more 
interests of citizens need to be considered and coordinated. Yet, the top-down managing mode of 
Government could not hear the voice of people, not to mention coordinating the conflict of interests. 
Accordingly, the introduction of Governance and Good Governance which can better deal with this social 
reality provides an opportunity for us to turn China into a real people’s State.  

Finally, the government needs to improve the efficiency of management. The management style lacking 
transparency and justice not only hurts the public interests, but also places the top-down Government of state 
into an extremely unstable state due to lacks of supervision and restraint. Well, Good Governance could 
increase the management efficiency based on its six factors, which are legitimacy, transparency, and 
accountability, rule of law, responsiveness and effectiveness. 

 
3 THE INNOVATIONS IN CITY MANAGEMENT OF HANGZHOU-RE PRESENTIONS OF THE 
CONCEPTUAL TRANSFORMATION 

 
In order to elaborate the practical influence of such a conceptual transformation, this paper selected the 

innovations in city management of Hangzhou as the case study for two reasons: 
First, city is the main place of human activities, and the construction and maintenance of urban space 

are fundamental to all the other social-economical activities. While China is promoting urbanization, “the 

                                                           
3
 1) legitimacy—the public order and authority need to be approved and complied with self-consciously; 2) 

transparency—essential government information should be opened; 3) accountability—people should be 
responsible for their own behaviors; 4) rule of law—everyone is equal before the law 5) responsiveness—the 
officials in public authority should respond to the citizen’s requests timely and responsibly, 6) 
effectiveness—management should be effective. 
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major tasks of government are urban planning, construction, and management”.4  Therefore, city 
management is a representative field.  

Second, Hangzhou is one of the most developed cities in China. Hangzhou is a political, economic, and 
cultural center of Zhejiang province, located at the southern wing of the Yangzi River Delta. Taking the 
opportunity brought by the administrative division adjustment, which expands the urban area from 683km2 to 
3068km2 in 2001, Hangzhou implements a series of innovations leading the development direction of 
Chinese urbanization. Those innovations also covered city management.  

At present, the city development of Hangzhou is experiencing a series of changes.5 Within the new 
period of city construction and management, the way of managing the city has become the critical factor 
which restricts the further growth of Hangzhou. Thus, Hangzhou Municipal Government has confirmed the 
principle of “Coordinating City Construction and Management; Emphasizing City Management” and 
implements new acts bearing the characteristics of Good Governance in the aspects of system reform, 
method innovations and democratic interaction, in order to enrich the government’s capability of public 
management and service in facing the impending complicated socio-economical problems. 

 

3.1 System Reform————Authority Adjustment Inside the Government 
“City Management System is the material carrier and ensurance of the smooth implementation of the 

management process. As a comprehensive concept, CM system includes institutional structure of CM and its 
function system, leadership system and hierarchy system of municipal, district and sub-district; its core issue 
is the allocation of function, authority, and responsibility among different institutions.”6 

The reposition of function, authority and responsibility progressed in both vertical and horizontal 
direction. (Figure 1) 

In vertical direction, Hangzhou Municipal Government takes the lead in China to establish the 
management system of “Two-level government, three-level management, four-level service”.7 1) Based on 
apanage principle, led by Hangzhou Municipal Administration Office, a part of managing authorities and 
responsibilities are allocated to district governments, delegating management responsibilities to the 
grassroots level. Therefore, district governments hold more authorities of management and coordination, and 
municipal government’s function turns into the indirect administrative permission, supervision and 
inspection from the direct management. 2) Then, district governments transfer some responsibilities of 
management to sub-district offices that are in charge of integrating the resources of city management in their 
administrative area. While the managing scope is subdivided, the authorities and responsibilities of the 
administrative body are clearer. 3) On the community level, an autonomous system of self management by 
the community residents is established, and the service station of community management with professional 
staff would promote the cooperation between government and residents. As a result of the innovations above, 
a new city management structure of “Municipal Government leads, district governments take charge, 
sub-district offices implement, and community residents participate” is taking form. 

 

                                                           
4 Cited from “Circular of the State Council Concerning Strengthening the City Construction” 1987 
5
 At present, the city development of Hangzhou is experiencing a series of changes: 1) its developing pattern 

is changing from the introversive city development to the coordinating development of city core and 
peripheral areas; 2) its developing stage is changing from the modestly developed city to the developed city; 
3) its city structure is changing from the urban-blocks to urban-networks; 4) its developing phase is changing 
from “Xihu Era” to “Qiantang River Era”; and 5) its developing objective is changing from the increase of 
quantities to the improvement of qualities. 
6 Cited from He Rongkun, “Current Analysis and Countermeasures of City Management in Hangzhou” 
7 “Two-level government” includes the Municipal Government and district governments (or management 
committees). “Three-level management” consists of municipal managing departments (including Municipal 
City Management Office and Law-Enforcing Bureau as the main departments, and other 19 functional 
departments), district managing departments (including City Management Committees and 
Law-Enforcement Division, and other functional divisions), and sub-district office (including City 
Management Section and Law-Enforcing Squadron). “Four-level service” refers to the city-management 
service on city, district, sub-district and community levels. 
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Figure 1 The Structure of City Management System 
 

In horizontal direction, Hangzhou Municipal Government carries out “five separation” strategy among 
city management, maintenance, law enforcement, construction, and operation. 1) The separation between 
management and maintenance: the duty of municipal maintenance and sanitation are allocated to district 
government. 2) The separation between management and law enforcement: the city management and the 
administrative sanctions respectively are implemented by two subjects of administration, one of them is 
Hangzhou Municipal Law-Enforcing Bureau of City Administration established in 2001. 3) The separation 
between management and construction: Municipal Administration Office is in charge of management while 

Municipal Construction Committee takes charge of construction；4) The separation between management and 
operation: Hangzhou Urban Construction Investment Group Co., Ltd, which was founded in 2003, is 
responsible for the assets management and daily operation. To sum up, this functional segregation in 
horizontal direction clearly defines responsibilities of each department and creates a power balance system to 
prevent abuses of authorities. 

 

3.2  Market-oriented Operation————Exploration on Marketization as Governing Tool8 
Tense funding of construction and management is the principal contradiction in modern urban growth. In 

order to deal with it, Hangzhou implements franchising management in municipal and public service 
                                                           
8 Reference: He Rongkun, “Current Analysis and Countermeasures of City Management in Hangzhou”, 
www.cn-hw.net 
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industries with setting related policies, standards, and implementing rules, which permits the subjects of 
market to participate bids for the public product supply in city management. Until now, “Measures for 
Franchising Management on Urban Public Passenger Lines of Hangzhou” has been revised to be perfect; 
“Comments on Promoting Marketization Process in Municipal and Public Service Industries” and the first 
draft of “Regulations on Franchising Management in Municipal and Public Service Industries” have been 
made. Hangzhou also has organized and implemented bid work of 6 minibus routes, finished 3 agreement 
texts of franchise operations on gas pipe, Tianziling Second Refuse Landfill and Qige Sewage Treatment 
Plant, and introduced biding documents about the maintenance of the public facilities, sanitation and road. 
Besides, Municipal Government is strengthening supervision to related industries, to regulate the market 
order of the public product supply in city management. 

 

3.3 Open Decision————New Development on Interactive Democracy9 
Open Administration is an inherent requirement of building Chinese socialist democracy and an 

important means to realize Good Governance. However, inexperience and the constraints of traditional ideas 
and administrative practice have caused many realistic problems in implementing Open Administration. One 
problem is unilaterality: government is the leader of Open Administration and has the right to decide its form, 
procedure and content, while citizens could only receive the information provided by government. Another 
problem is singleness: the disclosed content in Open Administration only involves the results of government 
activities. The last problem is lack of interaction: because of lacks of participating consciousness and 
channels, the will of people could not be heard by government.  

In response to these problems, Hangzhou Municipal Government recently carried out “Open Decision”. 
Open Decision is actually the deepening and expanding of Open Administration and “Sunlight Government”; 
and its opening feature covers the whole process of pre-decision, decision-making and post-decision, and its 
opening objects include citizens and media. Before the government’s decision-making of social economic 
affairs, it will broadly listen to the ideas from citizens through the discussion about the drafts of the policies 
published by internet. During the decision-making conferences, the deputies of People’s Congress, the 
members of CPPCC and the representatives of citizens will be invited in attendance as observers, and the 
conference will also be broadcasted live on line during which the conference attendees are able to express 
themselves orally while the netizens are allowed to participate by posts in government on line forums. After 
the conferences, the related departments will answer the questions raised by netizens and the decision 
documents will be published through internet and Hangzhou Daily together. The whole process will turn the 
one-direction announcement of government decision to an open process which integrates the bottom-up 
delivery of public opinions with the top-down implementation of government decisions, so as to better 
reflect the notion of people-oriented Governance. The use of advanced information technology and modern 
media has helped to realize the “openness, transparency, participation and interaction” of government 
decision process. 

From November 14, 2007 to November 26, 2008, the Executive Session of Hangzhou Municipal 
Government has already invited 108 deputies of the People’s Congress, members of the CPPCC and 48 
representatives of the public in attendance as observers; and also invited 63 citizens to communicate with the 
mayor directly through the internet live broadcast during the meetings. Since April 2008 the Routine 
Conference of the government has been broadcasted live through multiple media. The pageview of the 
internet broadcast has amounted to 14251 person-times; the click rate of the related internet forum has 
reached 53594 person-times; and 1981 suggestions have been made directly through the posts in these 
internet forums. 

When social interest appeals are more pluralistic, diversified and multi-stratified, the “Open Decision” 
not only could better guarantee the expression of the appeals of different social stakeholders through more 
legitimized democratic methods, but also will facilitate government to balance the interests of different social 
stratums during the policy-making process, in order to reconcile the confliction between justice and 
efficiency within public decision making. Because the expression and absorption of the public opinions are 
considered as one indispensable section of the government’s decision-making process, the finally made 
policies will surely gain more supports from citizens which will benefit its implementation in turn. 
                                                           
9 Reference: Documents on the Special Topic of “Open Decision of Hangzhou Municipal Government” from 
Hangzhou.gov.cn 
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3.4 “Digital City Management” ————Technological Innovation of Management Methods10 
The “Digital City Management” system, which was based on the experience of Dongcheng District of 

Beijing and initiated in 2005, is a technological innovation of management methods of Hangzhou 
Government in order to better cope with the complicated requirement of ongoing city management. “Digital 
City Management”, abbreviated DCM, is a method which utilizes advanced information technology to 
digitalize city management sectors, standards and management behaviors in order to form a completely 
closed system of problem detecting, disposing and supervising process. During the process of operation, the 
DCM has already formed distinguishing features of Hangzhou and been named the “Hangzhou Pattern” by 
Chinese Ministry of Construction. Its four major features are: 

1) Establishing the New Operation Pattern of “Double-Axes” 
Dependent on the management network of “City-District-Sub-district-Community”, the DCM 

established the new pattern of “Double-Axes” of the Information Center of City Management and the 
Coordination Platform of City Management. The former fulfils the responsibility of problem detecting, 
assigning, verifying, analyzing and estimating, forming the “commanding axe”; while the latter is in charge 
of problem dispatching, supervising and coordinating, forming the “supervising axe”. The DCM strengthens 
the cooperation and coordination of different government sectors to eliminate the blind areas within city 
management. 

2) Marketization of Information Gathering 
Based on the notion of “buying information under the expense of government”, the DCM deals with the 

information gathering by Marketization. Through bid invitation, five information companies have been 
selected to manipulate the collection, sorting and verification of the daily information of city management to 
reflect potential problems more accurately. 

3) Seamless Platform between Government Departments 
With the help of government internet construction, the DCM has provided the platform which shares 

both resources and information between different government departments so as to better connect different 
management levels and expand the government’s service capability into the lowest level. By establishing the 
interacting channels throughout different levels of government institutions, the DCM realized the multi-route 
guarantee within city management, such as the System of Video Inspection of Public Security, flood 
prevention in urban area, and on-line monitoring of bridges. The DCM increases the government’s 
capabilities to warn and handle emergencies. 

4) Standardization of Regulations 
In order to guarantee the healthy operation of the DCM, Hangzhou has enacted The Standards and Time 

Restriction of City Affairs Disposition and Execution, distributed The Operation Index of DCM and The 
efficiency index of DCM, established the mechanism of the disposition of city management difficulties and 
problems. 

Till now, “Digital City Manager” has been operated on line within the Main-City District of Hangzhou, 
the Scenic Spots and Historic Sites of West Lake and the Economic and Technological Development Zone, 
covering an area of 235.8 km2. Since its operation “Digital City Manager” has detected 1,876,000 problems, 
and solved 1,481,000 of them, which raised the problem solving rate from initially 46% to now 99.13%. The 
execution of DCM has established the process of general problem detecting and then specific department 
intervention, which actually revitalized the traditional city management procedures. 

Under the cooperation of the city managers, constructors and all sectors of the society, the city 
environment of Hangzhou has been improved greatly. Hangzhou has received the Habitat Scroll of Honour 
Awards and the designation of International Garden City from UN. Moreover, Hangzhou has been estimated 
as the NO.01 city of the “Best Overall Investigation Environment of Chinese Cities” by World Bank and has 
been given the honor of the NO.01 city of the “Top Rated Chinese Economic Cities, Mainland” by Forbus for 
two years.11 

 
                                                           
10  Reference: Documents on the Special Topic of “Digital City Management of Hangzhou” from 
Hangzhou.gov.cn 
11  Reference: “The Outline of the Eleventh Five-Year (2006-2010) Plan for City Construction and 
Management of Hangzhou” 
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4    CONCLUSION 
 
The innovations in City Management of Hangzhou have shown the characteristics of Governance and 

Good Governance. 1) The main bodies of management are diversifying: “Two-level government, three-level 
management, four-level service” delegates management responsibilities to the grassroots level, and 
market-oriented operation entrusts many construction works to enterprises to increase efficiency, leading to 
the gradual transformation from “large government, small society” to “small government, large society”. 2) 
Top-down Government combines with bottom-up feedback: Open Decision gives citizens an opportunity to 
participate the management process of State affairs; and “Digital City Management” renders technical 
support to the effectiveness of the interaction. 3) The direction of these innovations is Good Governance: all 
these reformations aim at clearly defining responsibilities, stressing openness and transparency, optimizing 
for responsiveness, increasing management efficiency and improving the legal system.  

But, many problems need to be settled since the reform has just begun. To start with, the legal system 
needs to be further improved. At present, a sluggish growth of the legal system weakens the authority and 
efficiency of city management, because most management activity lacks necessary legal support. Secondly, 
democratic consciousness of citizens needs to be further strengthened. Although government is the policy 
maker, civil society is the major impetus of Good Governance; the effective interaction between government 
and citizens could only happen when citizens have democratic consciousness. Besides, human resource 
optimization is also crucial for the effective promotion of management innovations.  

The concepts of Governance and Good Governance are exotic for China, when researching the 
Chinese-style Good Governance, the related specialists should give full consideration of the national 
situations, which are summarized in 3 points: socialist market economic system; the 5000-year-old Chinese 
traditional culture—centralization, Confucianism, weak civil society; the long and powerful administrative 
hierarchy.12 After all, there is no “ideal model” for Good Governance.  
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ABSTRACT:  On August 27th 2008 the IMPLAN of San Pedro Garza Garcia, organized a series of sessions 
as part of a new methodology, in order to produce a strategic and sustainable agenda, as an innovative 
planning approach for this municipality. San Pedro Garza Garcia is one of the 13 municipalities that make up 
the metropolitan area of Monterrey Mexico. In the past few years, Institutes of Municipal Planning or 
IMPLAN have been established in several municipalities in Mexico. These organisms decentralized from 
public administration have their own judicial personality, and study the social, economic, ecologic, and 
political phenomena that influence cities, with the intention of guiding public and private sectors so as to 
produce a sustainable and ordered development. The IMPLAN´s main objective is to encourage the quality 
of life of its inhabitants and to generate sustainable urban growth. With this in mind, San Pedro´s IMPLAN 
hired CEPA (Centre of Environmental Studies) an Argentine organization of urban studies, to generate the 
main structure of this agenda. The agenda was conceived with the help of over 40 participants of San Pedro 
from 40 diverse public and private associations, as a result, all of them are considered to be co-authors of this 
agenda.  

This strategic and sustainable agenda is nothing new; it joints concepts from New Urbanism and 
Sustainable Urbanism. Still, its main contribution consists of being a true example of citizen participation 
and an honest attempt at introducing sustainable notions and design strategies for future urban 
transformations.  The participants as authors not actors have generated a common enthusiasm that has 
provoked the integration of diverse committees heading projects that are currently being developed together 
with other activities like conferences and courses. The sponsorship of different public and private sectors has 
allowed the agenda to remain autonomous as a joint effort of the community. This is expressed in the 
agenda´s main objective, which is to reach collective and shared agreements in the joint endeavor of creating 
a sustainable city. The structure of the agenda, though concluded in December 2008, is considered a live and 
open instrument with established aims and ideals, but with an open-ended configuration that allows 
unlimited new projects to be introduced. In light of the coming state and municipal elections in July as well 
as with new metropolitan legislations soon to be introduced, it is interesting to see how this planning 
example withstands these tests and its resiliency. 
KEYWORDS:  design strategies, local identity, urban design, public participation, sustainability. 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

On August 27th 2008 the IMPLAN of San Pedro Garza Garcia, organized a series of sessions as part of 
a new methodology, in order to produce a Strategic and Sustainable Agenda, as an innovative planning 
approach for this municipality. This Strategic Sustainable Agenda has been a learning process and according 
to Confucius there are three methods by which we may learn wisdom: first, by reflection, which is noblest; 
second, by imitation, which is easiest; and third, by experience, which is the most bitter. In this case the three 
methods may have been employed. Through a brief reflection on how to produce sustainable urban change, 
the municipality of San Pedro through the IMPLAN decided to imitate other cities that had been 
experiencing interesting planning and political policies of sustainable urban development and renewal. Cities 
like, Curitiba, Portland, and Medellin were analyzed with the idea of introducing some of their tactics in 
order to experience a positive change.  Although this is not a new planning approach it is indeed new for San 
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Pedro, for Monterrey and for Mexico. My recount of this agenda will centre basically in the methodology 
used and the philosophy that sustains it. My individual insights as both a participant and as an urban 
landscape architect and urban designer will colour for sure my comments and conclusions. So in order to 
begin my personal account of this experience, it would be desirable to start by describing the municipality of 
San Pedro Garza Garcia.   

               
Fig.1 Map of Mexico, the state of Nuevo Leon and Monterrey      Fig. 2 Map of Monterrey and San Pedro                                            
 

San Pedro Garza Garcia is one of the 11 municipalities that make up the metropolitan area of Monterrey, 
capital of the state of Nuevo Leon, located in the northeastern part of Mexico.  It was founded as the 
Hacienda Los Nogales, the 20th of November 1596, with its first urban settlements appearing until 18701. 
Located at an altitude of 540 meters with 69.4 square kilometers in territorial extension, this municipality 
consists of a valley contained by a river bed to the north and the spectacular Sierra Madre to the south. It was 
conceived as a suburb of Monterrey in the 40´s on what was then agricultural land. It now houses a 
population of 125,978 inhabitants that reside in 128 neighbourhoods, and has one of Mexico´s highest 
income per capita. In the past ten years, this municipality has been facing serious changes. Housing areas 
have not only been transformed into commercial and financial districts, but also have been displaced towards 
the Sierra Madre and out of this municipality. This creates intense vehicular activity and deteriorates the 
balance of this mountain and valley ecosystem2. With this in mind, San Pedro´s IMPLAN decided to pursue 
the challenge of producing a Strategic and Sustainable Agenda, in an attempt to control the urban sprawl, 
reduce traffic, and preserve San Pedro´s character.  
       

Image. 1 Suburban character of San Pedro.            Image. 2 Introduction of commercial and financial 
activities.                                            
 
2   ORIGIN OF THE AGENDA 
 

IMPLAN  stands for (Municipal Planning Institute)3. There are about 30 of these institutes in Mexico 
and their original concept was born in Curitiba, Brazil some 30 years ago. These organisms are decentralized 
from public administration and have their own judicial personality and financial management. They study the 
social, economic, ecologic, and political phenomena that influence cities, with the intention of guiding public 
and private sectors so as to produce a sustainable and ordered development, through participation and the 
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development of an urban culture. Their main objective is to enhance the quality of life of its inhabitants and 
to generate sustainable urban growth, while attempting to transcend the three year period of each municipal 
government.   

The IMPLAN in San Pedro was established in 2005 in response to the complexity of San Pedro´s urban 
development and high level planning, conversely to its lack of real achievements and implementations. The 
main objective of San Pedro´s IMPLAN is to give continuity to the strategic plans and projects in spite of the 
political and administrative changes of this municipality. It is organized as an entrepreneurial model with an 
Administrative Council and a General Director. Its members come from public initiatives, professional 
associations, neighborhood representatives, and civil advisors, all with the same objective; to serve their 
community. One of its most important achievements was the Strategic Sustainable Agenda. This Agenda was 
created to face and cope with San Pedro´s impending problems. For this purpose the IMPLAN hired CEPA, 
(Centre of Environmental Studies)4, an Argentine institute of urban studies, in order to produce the main 
structure of this agenda. The agenda was generated with the help of over 40 participants of San Pedro from 
40 diverse public and private associations. These participants were enlisted because they represent various 
local, social, political, academic or entrepreneurial groups within San Pedro or because of their professional 
experience.  Most of them accepted immediately, others later on as they recognized the seriousness of the 
project, and finally other professionals experts ask to join the group as advisors. All of them are considered 
to be co-authors of this agenda.  
 
3 THE AGENDA: METHODOLOGY AND DESCRIPTION 

 
CEPA were selected based on their cost and the quality of their service. They were chosen among other 

Latin American options for their sustainable vision. Ruben Pechi, director of CEPA, headed the group and 
initiated with general concepts stemming from sustainable urbanism5, strategic planning6 and new urbanism7. 
Their methodology which in reality is based on a participatory decision-making process mixes concepts of 
New Urbanism and landscape analysis, as well as, general notions of strategic planning and SWOT analysis8. 
Using the concept of urban interface also known as peri-urban interface9, it establishes two main issues: the 
environmental and social issue.  In doing so, it divides the decision-making process in two groups: the Eco-
form and the Socio-form. Eco-form was defined as the form of the ecosystem considering its depth, integrity 
and complexity in order to generate the basis of its natural condition and the identity of its cultural landscape 
in both its micro and mega dimensions. Socio-form, on the other hand was defined as the social form of a 
city has based on its local development, its ability to generate employment, the quality of life it offers, and 
the integration of all of its sectors.  

               
Image. 3 Eco-Form participatory group.                          Image. 4 Socio-Form participatory group. 
 

Four key sustainable premises were established as the Eco-form, Socio-form, Time-form and 
Negotiation-form. These premises gave shape and main structure to the agenda and to the projects and 
programs it generated, as well as, to their management and operation. The Eco-form premises were based on 
the protection of the natural habitat and its flows of material and energy. While the premises for the Socio-
form were based on a multi-centre city system created by economic urban attractions that encourage 
participation, local development and social inclusion with a free flow of information and social spaces.  The 
Time-form premises determined various stages and the socio-economical and environmental feasibility of 
the agenda´s programs and projects. It also considered their flexibility and adaptability in time. While the 
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Negotiation-form premises took into deliberation the social, economic and institutional negotiations, as well 
as the participation process needed to reach social consensus in addition to legal, cultural and political 
policies.    

Once this structure was established as the theoretical background, the large group of over 40 institutions, 
organisms and local neighborhood representatives were divided into two groups, the Eco-form and Socio-
form. Using a participatory decision-making method, very similar to the Delphi method10, that uses focus 
interactions between participants to built relationships; improve awareness, learning and negotiation; these 
two groups were assigned their own facilitator in order to reach agreements and compromises. One day 
workshops were then established monthly during six months, in order to proceed with the following process:  

1. Diagnosis of conflicts and of potential opportunities.  
2. Identification of decisive primary conflicts.  
3. Identification of key potential opportunities and premises for solutions. 
4. Elaboration of a preliminary proposal as an action model or diagram based on: Power Ideas, Programs 

and Projects.  
5. Elaboration of a preliminary spatial model or diagram locating on a map the programs and projects 

established in the proposal.  
6. Definition of different phases (short, medium and long term), as well as different of policies. 
7. Definition of managerial forms considering the diverse levels of action (national,      metropolitan, or 

local). 
The result of these workshops were revised and adjusted by the IMPLAN and CEPA team. 
 

           
Fig.3 Diagram of Eco-form Conflicts                                            Fig. 4 Diagram of Eco-form Potentialities                                            
 

The diagnoses of conflicts and of potential opportunities were identified on a diagram or map based on 
the four premises and evaluated according to their importance or hierarchy on a chart or table. These 
diagnoses led to the most creative part of the process which was the construction of action models or 
diagrams for both the Eco-form and the Socio-form of San Pedro. These diagrams or maps were then used to 
establish, through their power ideas, the programs and projects for both the Eco-form and the Socio-form.  

         
Fig.5 Diagram of Socio-form Conflicts                                       Fig. 6 Diagram of Socio-form Potentialities   
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The diagnosis of the Eco-Form was reached by identifying and categorizing the conflicts and 
potentialities of San Pedro. Tthus arriving to the development of the following Eco-Form Power Ideas: 

Power Idea 1. Sustainable urban development with diversity in order to share and live with  
                      quality.  
Power Idea 2. Restore San Pedro´s the natural heritage for everyone.  
Power Idea 3. Take care of the natural resources in order to insure our future. 
 
 

 
Fig. 7  Eco-Form Power Idea 1 

Sustainable urban development with diversity in order to share and live with quality 
 

 
Fig. 8   Eco-Form Power Idea 2 

Restore San Pedro´s the natural heritage for everyone. 
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Fig. 9 Eco-Form Power Idea 3 

Take care of the natural resources in order to insure our future. 
 

The diagnosis of the Socio-Form was reached by identifying and categorizing the conflicts and 
potentialities of San Pedro.  Thus arriving to the development of the following Socio-Form Power Ideas: 

Power Idea 1. San Pedro San Pedro bets on a community life with urban quality.   
Power Idea 2. Urban development reached in harmony through participation and education  
Power Idea 3. Connections: in San Pedro walking is possible. 
Power Idea 4. San Pedro invests in everyone’s future.   

 
Fig. 10 Socio-Form Power Idea 1 

San Pedro San Pedro bets on a community life with urban quality 
 

 
Fig. 11 Eco-Form Power Idea 3 
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Connections: in San Pedro walking is possible. 

 
Fig.12 Interpretation of San Pedro´s Urban Structure     Fig. 13 Interpretation of San Pedro´s Mobility 
Structure 
 

These power ideas were also mapped in order to determine their situation in San Pedro´s territory and to 
graphically establish their physical characteristics. This helped each participant to visualize and interpret 
each power idea. These maps or diagrams were used to establish the Interpretation of San Pedro´s Urban 
Structure, the Interpretation of San Pedro´s Mobility Structure, the Interpretation of San Pedro´s public 
transport structure and finally San Pedro´s Urban Conceptual Model.  All of these help to determine the 
programs and projects that would constitute the proposed actions towards a sustainable community. 

      
Fig.14 Intrepretation of San Pedro´s public transport structure     Fig. 15 San Pedro´s Urban Conceptual 
Model   
 

From these Eco-Form Power Ideas programs and project were derived mapping them on a diagram and 
evaluating them on a chart.  For instance Eco-Form Power Ideas developed the following programs: 

Power Idea 1. Reform the existing technical and legislative instruments for sustainable  
          norms and regulations.  
Power Idea 2. Greenways and conservation of flora and fauna.  
Power Idea 3. Develop legislative criteria for sustainable buildings and encourage  
          sustainable urban development. 
From these Socio-Form Power Ideas programs and project were derived mapping them on a diagram 

and evaluating them on a chart.  For instance, Socio-Form Power Ideas developed the following programs: 
Power Idea 1. San Pedro multi-center city system created by economic urban attractions.   
Power Idea 2. Strengthen public opinion towards a sustainable development and  
         community life.  
Power Idea 3. Strengthen public transport and develop other means of mobility. 
Power Idea 4. Promote the purchase of land destined to public interest investments.   
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These programs and projects were also organized into groups in a chart that designated the people 

responsible for their development and the time required for them being short, medium or long term. These 
programs and projects were also organized in chart that determined the organizations and institutions 
responsible for their sponsorship and for their legislative support.  The end product of this agenda was a list 
of 70 sustainable actions or projects through which sustainability and community participation would be 
accomplished. Because of the difficulty in achieving this task, these 70 projects or actions are expected to be 
put in operation during the next 20 years, due to the magnitude of the solutions required and to their social 
and political concerns. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

Once the agenda was finished in December 2008, the difficult task was to give it continuity and to 
maintain the interest of the community and the local authorities. This continuity was given by involving the 
coauthors of this agenda in the 70 projects that were outlined. As a result, eight committees with action 
programs were pledged to coordinate different projects under the general supervision of the IMPLAN and 
with the Agenda as the generator of all of these projects.  This consequently keeps the people as well as the 
local authorities, involved and interested.  One of the most difficult tasks of the IMPLAN and the Agenda 
was to find acceptance and support from the municipal authorities. This was especially important during the 
elections for new major of San Pedro, this past 5th of July. For this reason, during the election campaign, the 
IMPLAN presented the Agenda to all of the different candidates explaining its benefits and the quality of the 
objectives, as well as presenting the people involved in it. Today, there is an excellent relationship with the 
newly elected major Mauricio Fernandez. He is very interested in the Agenda and would like to carry out 
projects inspired in it as well as to support the IMPLAN. 

The IMPLAN, or more specifically its director Gabriel Eugenio Todd Alanis, is now creatively 
propagating and promoting the Agenda in San Pedro, as well as in other municipalities in Mexico. There is at 
present a “popular” or ordinary version of the agenda for the common citizen. The agenda is also being 
promoted in the web11, Google Videos12 and other publicity media in order to get the people in San Pedro 
informed and interested in participating. Todd is also giving conferences in Mexico and having personal 
talks with majors of other municipalities in Mexico endorsing the Agenda and its benefits with the hope that 
this experience will be replicated in other parts of the country. According the director of the IMPLAN, the 
Agenda has generated great interest and expectations from different political and action groups in Mexico. 
They are very surprised by the people’s participation in the process and by the very precise objectives and 
targets that were reached.  Its flexibility is very attractive to most politicians because even though objectives 
are quite specific it allows creativity in the design and development of the programs and projects to achieve 
these goals. The structure of the agenda is considered a live and open instrument with established aims and 
ideals, but with an open-ended configuration that allows unlimited new projects to be introduced in the 
future. 

This strategic and sustainable agenda is nothing new; it joints concepts from New Urbanism and 
Sustainable Urbanism. Still, its main contribution consists of being an example of citizen participation and an 
honest attempt at introducing sustainable notions and design strategies for future urban transformations. The 
participants have generated a common enthusiasm that has provoked the integration of diverse committees 
heading projects that are currently being developed together with other activities like conferences and 
courses. In spite of all of its apparent success, the agenda also has its flaws and deficiencies. For instance, the 
participatory method has made the participants aware of sustainable issues, but this is mostly a superficial 
awareness much more is needed to really understand the complexity of these sustainable issues and problems 
faced by this municipality. The diagrams and maps are very schematic and oversimplify San Pedro´s 
difficulties. This requires further in depth analysis and proposals from experts in the field of urbanism, 
landscape, and planning. The participants enthusiasm does not compensate the fact that true knowledge and 
expertise is needed not just only a green philosophy. 

The sponsorship of different public and private sectors has allowed the agenda to remain autonomous as 
a joint effort of the community. This is expressed in the agenda´s main objective, which is to reach collective 
and shared agreements in the joint endeavour of creating a sustainable city. Unfortunately, not all of San 
Pedro was thoroughly represented; many economically powerful groups were not involved. It is evident that 
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they are responsible for the investments and the growth of this community and therefore their participation 
and commitment is required for the benefit of the agenda and its objectives.    
  

REFERENCES 
                                                      
[ 1 ]  González Rodríguez, Carlos: Desde el Valle de San Pedro : historia y crónica 1596-2003,  (San Pedro 

Garza García, N.L. : [s.n.], 2002) 
[ 2 ]  http://www.nl.gob.mx/pics/pages/eco_leyes_base/RPPSP.pdf  and  

www.sanpedro.gob.mx/gobierno/PlanMunicipal/PMD0609.pdf  
[ 3 ]  www.sanpedro.gob.mx/transparencia/implan/.../Acta_290108.pdf and 

http://www.implansanpedro.org.mx/atribuciones.html  
[ 4 ]  http://www.revista-ambiente.com.ar/que/quienes.htm  
[ 5 ]  Farr, Douglas: Sustainable urbanism : urban design with nature, (Hoboken, N.J. : Wiley, 2008) 
[ 6 ]   Castilla Valle, Jesús: Elementos Críticos en el Proceso de Planeación Estratégica de Tecnologías de 

Información, ( Monterrey, ITESM-Campus, June 2007). 
[ 7 ]  Leccese, Michael and Kathleen McCormick: essays by Randall Arendt ... [et al.]. Charter of the new 

urbanism, ( New York : McGraw Hill, 2000) 
[ 8 ]  HBS Press, Harvard Business School Press: SWOT Analysis I: Looking Outside for Threats and 

Opportunities, (Boston, Mass, Press, Harvard ,2005) 
[ 9 ]  Allen, Adriana: “Environmental planning and management of the peri-urban interface: perspectives on 

an emerging field”in Environment and Urbanization, Vol. 15, No. 1, 135-148 (2003) free download 
http://eau.sagepub.com/cgi/reprint/15/1/135  

[ 10 ]  Linstone, Harold A. and Murray Turoff: Delphi Method: Techniques and Applications, December 
1975 free download http://is.njit.edu/pubs/delphibook/delphibook.pdf 

[ 11 ]  http://www.agendaestrategica.org.mx/ 
[12]http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=3235520044913691288&ei=XH1MSZbCJJXeqAPvz5WeCw

&q=agenda+estrategica+sustentable#  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

1368 

                                                                                                                                                                                
 
 
 



 
The 4th International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU) 

 2009 Amsterdam/Delft 
The New Urban Question – Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism 

1369 

 

POST GENERIC CITY – LEARNING FROM SHENZHEN 
THE GONGMING EXPERIMENT  

 
Laurence LIAUW Wie Wu 

 
Associate Professor, Chinese University of Hong Kong 

Shatin NT, Hong Kong, China, Email:laurence_liauw@yahoo.com 
 
ABSTRACT: This paper refers to and critiques the urban theory of Generic Cities applied to contemporary 
urban developments in Southern China’s Pearl River Delta. Chinese control planning following models from 
Central Government have meant that high speed development is producing generic cities all over the country. 
Shenzhen as the first tabula rasa urban prototype is undergoing urban reforms to break the cycle of repetition 
and indifference, keeping the city competitive. Shenzhen has been launching strategic planning competitions 
that call for innovation new models. Guangming New Radiant City and Gongming New Central District are 
experimental projects to rethink generic control planning. Post-generic strategies and tactics draw upon 
research into rapid transformation of other global generic cities, and also test a Dynamic City Model with 
catalytic Hot Zones. Urban performance evaluation criteria and an ‘urban bar code’ is deployed as a planning 
and communication tool. Learning from Shenzhen may be a new system of creating cities of dynamic 
differences, and could eventually be exported globally as a post-generic paradigm.  
KEYWORDS:  Contemporary Chinese Urbanism, Generic, Shenzhen, Strategic Planning 

 

PREMISE  

This paper attempts to re-examine the concept of the generic city under globalization through the 
theoretical lens of Rem Koolhaas, and revisit China’s Pearl River Delta (PRD) where he led a 1996 Harvard 
Study ‘Great Leap Forward’ (Koolhaas & Harvard, 1996). A more critical perspective on the PRD’s 
urbanization could shed light on the future of contemporary cities in the region. Could changing local 
cultures of urban planning, design and architecture have an effect on how cities are produced? Or are such 
generic processes automated beyond intervention and hope of any specificity? What room is there for 
aspirations of citizens and policy makers to determine their own future beyond controlled masterplans 
handed down from Central authorities. Could the original China urban lab Shenzhen’s recent urban 
transformations still influence contemporary Chinese urbanism, and produce new prototypes that we can 
then learn from? Ongoing experimental urban research projects in Shenzhen point towards possible 
alternative futures that do not deny the generic city, but proposes symbiotic post-generic strategies for the 
city to re-invent and sustain itself.  

 

Fig 1. Shenzhen (Generic City) 
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GENERIC CITY    

Globalization and information networks have been a force in the production and shaping of the 
contemporary city over the past 20 years (Castells, 1996). Convergence of the global contemporary city, have 
produced generic ‘cities of sameness’ that results from relentless urban expansion subsuming the historical 
city, homogenizing effects of the global economy becoming as a productive force in urbanism. But this 
global ‘sameness’ is not about producing the identical, it is opposed to Corbusier’s global ideal of 
standardized reproduction. The generic here celebrates the chaos of contemporary urbanity, accepting it as 
given and effective in organizing urban resources. Sameness represents the lack of perceivable difference in 
and between cities around the world, where cultural connectivity and material overabundance have created 
states of indifferentiation. What is at stake here is architectural production contributing to urban identity. 

Generic City is Rem Koolhaas’ theory of the contemporary city formulated in 1995 based on critical 
observations of many global cities he had experienced and what characterized them. It is “uncontrollable, 
autopoeietic and infinitely repeatable… held together not by an overdemanding public realm, but by the 
residual” (Koolhaas, 1995). He recognizes that such a universal urbanism could be understood as systematic 
assemblage of culturally activated space, he questions how perceived differences are constructed and 
received in cities. On the question of identity in the generic city, decentralization will be the urban process 
that will free the city from historically defined spatial interrelations. The periphery requires centrality, if 
there is no centre then there is no periphery, and everywhere is the same. Continuity becomes an imperative 
for cities. Continuity provides a perceivable datum for all groups to be able to identify with the city, with 
variations and mutations that allow different groups to participate. Jean Attali, the French philosopher, has 
postulated that a universal urbanism represents the terminal end of the idea of a polis – he asks whether 
difference is embodied in physical elements of the city, or in the abstract rules that control their systematic 
assemblage, or created through our perception? In Generic City, Koolhaas dismisses traditional leftist 
concerns for collective good and nostalgia. The generic city is amoral and pragmatic, free to start again 
whenever it desires. A precursor to Generic City was ‘Typical Plan’ (Koolhaas,1993) from his book S M L 
XL where typical plans are indeterminate, indiscriminate and everything is possible. Later in essay 
‘Junkspace’ (Koolhaas, 2002) he proclaims: “the lack of uniqueness as a virtue, absence is a vacuum always 
needing to be filled, reworked, redefined. In generic cities buildings become floating signifiers, divorced 
from programmatic content and historical past…they are pragmatic and able to change to fit new needs…like 
a Hollywood studio lot, generic city can produce a new identity every Monday morning”. It has dissolved the 
connection between spatial setting, social and cultural activity. Contemporary cities are complex rapidly 
mutating entities that defy established categories of identity, not static but dynamic and stretchable.   

Koolhaas’ Generic City has not been critiqued or further developed since the 1990s due in part to its 
actual rampant proliferation and globalization in emerging countries like China. Since the 2008 financial 
market crisis and real estate collapse, unrestrained out-of-control urban development has begun to be 
critiqued in many countries affected by the fluctuations of global capital markets. In China itself, the world’s 
fastest growing economy and largest urbanizing population, a critical rethink of the generic city has started 
with academic projects on contemporary Chinese cities at Chinese University of Hong Kong (Liauw & Liu, 
CUHK 2008, 2009) around the Pearl River Delta, with projects such as Songgan Post-Industrial Urbanism 
(2008) and Shunde River Urban Regeneration (2009). The spawning of generic cities in this region of China 
requires an urgent need to re-examine their operating premises of them, whilst at the same time providing 
opportunities to critically speculate about what and how post-generic futures are possible.     
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Fig 2. PRD Post-Industrial City (CUHK Studio) 

PEARL RIVER DELTA AND SHENZHEN 1998 – 2008     

Harvard GSD study ‘ Great Leap Forward’ conducted by Koolhaas in 1996 pioneered international 
attention to China’s rapid urbanization and production of cities – bringing us a kind of Big Bang urbanism of 
the Pearl River Delta (Koolhaas&Harvard, 2002). The Harvard PRD study exposed the generic architectural 
qualities yet competitive character of Chinese cities growing from zero to becoming towns and cities several 
million, through accidental and self-organizing growth strategies of C.O.E.D. (Cities of Exacerbated 
Difference). What was already ordinary everyday urbanism in China’s booming southern provinces 
(spearheaded by Shenzhen since paramount leader Deng Xiaoping’s second Southern tour in 1992) was 
suddenly subjected to this international scrutiny. In reality the PRD has gone through several cycles of 
economic and social development since the 1980s. Much has happened since the 1996 Harvard study. Many 
PRD cities continue to grow in a generic manner, but there has also been more differentiation and upgrading 
of cities since the late 1990s due to increased social prosperity, environmental changes, economic and 
political reform (Chinese National Commission for Reform, 2008). In the past 10 years, the unprecedented 
1998 housing privatization reforms, early 2000’s infrastructure expansion and migrant worker social mobility 
in the PRD have drastically transformed the urban landscape of PRD. Moving from an emerging urban 
conurbation, towards a fully urbanized territory of interconnected cities, major cities in the PRD have 
continued to attract global and Chinese investment to build for expanding populations currently close to 50 
million. Since Paramount Leader Deng’s 2 tours in 1979 and 1992, Shenzhen has been used by the central 
government as an experimental prototype for both economic and urban reforms. As a ‘Special Economic 
Zone’ it was set up to experiment and succeed or fail, without full city status. The SEZ’s border boundaries 
have been expanded northwards 2 times since 1979 as more land was developed (Urban China, 2007). 
Because of this open experimental attitude, Shenzhen was able to develop faster with new approaches 
compared to other Chinese cities. Still hard to define in terms of planning models, partly because it does not 
follow any particular paradigms, with development often outpaces and leads planning timetables. Shenzhen’s 
prototyping of itself is at the forefront of new urbanism in China, spreading development success to other 
parts of China.  
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Fig 3. PRD Network City         Fig 4. C.O.E.D (Koolhaas / Harvard) 

A powerful forward-looking and risk-taking Planning Bureau in Shenzhen has been organizing regular 
design competitions in the fields of urban design, architecture, landscape and urban regeneration in the past 
10 years. Planning is still handled mainly by large local planning institutes directed by top officials in 
Guangzhou and Beijing. Most government masterplans handed down are static, standardized, centric in 
nature and dominated by infrastructure rather than space. With the globalization of Shenzhen, new local and 
international talent began to appear in design competitions since the late 1990s. Architecture and urban 
design quality is now seen by the Shenzhen government as complimentary to rigid control masterplans which 
become quickly outdated, due to rapid development and pursuit of the ‘New’ as a paradigm. In 2008, 
Shenzhen was awarded the title UNESCO ‘City of Design’, the only city in China and amongst 6 cities in the 
world. In past 5 years, public projects by progressive Chinese and international architects are appearing with 
the production of new commercial and residential projects. Major new projects commissioned through 
design competitions include buildings designed by Arata Isozaki, Coop Himmelblau, Rem Koolhaas, Hans 
Hollein, Steven Holl, Chang Yungho, Massimiliano Fuksas, Norman Foster, Kisho Kurokawa, and Mecanoo. 
Shenzhen’s Planning Bureau has also encouraged the participation of emerging young architects, fostering 
the development of new talent whether local Chinese or from overseas.  

 

Fig 5.  Shenzhen Masterplan (2008 -2020) 
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Shenzhen is moving towards an unknown and post-generic future. It is experimenting not only with its 
market driven planned economy, but now also upgrading the quality of  its architecture and urban design. 
So if Shenzhen is trying to move away from its generic past, towards prototyping new urban models, how 
does this fit in with global urban trends and what cases provide evidence of others’ success?   

GLOBAL CITIES OF POST GENERIC TRANSFORMATION     

Global generic cities globalization shows a convergence of sameness and similarity in city making 
driven by global capitalism. There exists a multitude of global cities not differentiated by their fabric and 
urban cultures, that have decided to avoid potential expiry and boost competitiveness by strategic planning. 
This differentiation of cities in a bid to remain competitive has brought global attention to some smaller 
cities, previously unknown until their architectural and planning successes took effect over short periods of 
around 10 years. Research has been conducted by Liauw at CUHK to classify 10 post-generic global cities, 
so that tools of urban transformation can be systematically extracted and deployed, remixed with variations 
in other generic cities. Problems, actions and results were classified and indexed for a matrix of 
transformation tools that could be adapted to different urban development scenarios. This approach of 
selective and adaptive transformation is now being tested on a generic city in Shenzhen SEZ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6. Gongming Problems Case Studies 

 

Fig 7.  Global cases problem-action matrix 
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The following are the 10 cities researched with a matrix of urban transformations and effects: 
- Bilbao Spain (networked starchitecture and urban regeneration)  
- Ruhr Germany (adaptive reuse from industrial to cultural) 
- Almere Netherlands (planned centrality emphasizing difference by connections) 
- Basel Switzerland (cultivation of local arts and global culture integration) 
- Euralille France (transit orientated new town centre and connectivity) 
- Paju Korea (led by one dominant new industry as growth generator)  
- Fukuoka Japan (planned culture and public housing) 
- Dongguan China (development by media promotion and leisure lifestyle) 
- Boao China (local natural resources and global events) 
- Qinggpu China (modern architecture and strong political setting) 

THE GONGMING URBAN EXPERIMENT   

In 2006 Shenzhen’s government launched an ambitious international urban design competition for an 

experimental city on its outskirts called Guangming (光明 translates to Radiant in Chinese) in a bid to 
redesign a ‘New Radiant’ city. The aim of this competition combines the latest urban ideas in high 
technology industry development and sustainable design, eventually won by Austrian practice Rainer Pirker. 
Guangming’s radical planning away from standard control masterplans. This government initiated approach 
marks a departure in Shenzhen’s thinking about its own future.  

    

Fig 8. Guangming-Gongming Masterplan         Fig 9. Gongming People Types and Spatial Patterns     

An extension of the Guangming experiment is adjoining district town of Gongming (公明) with a 
population of over 500,000 spread over an area of 30 sq km. This second phase of post-generic planning with 
strategic urban design is currently the subject of a government research project commissioned to Urbanus 
architects in collaboration with CUHK’s Liauw. Gongming suffers from the same kind of generic 
masterplanning, where post-industrial fabric is intended to be transformed wholesale into commercial and 
residential zoning with a standard public town centre inserted containing typical architectural designs. This 
dominant top-down approach in no way recognizes local differences that may be transformed or evolved. A 
standardized future is projected top-down from central planners onto the town in an attempt to ‘upgrade’ it. 
Our research team sought to challenge this approach to urbanism and reworked the notion of a single 
centrality being able to transform the city. We began by characterizing the city in terms of its local problems, 
activities and people types, whilst recognizing the fact that Gongming’s physical environment actually ‘had 
few distinguishable characteristics’. 13 people types were interviewed and their personal readings of the city 
along with their aspirations for their future environment were documented as projective desires for the city 
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(results presented at the 2009 Rotterdam Architecture Biennale). The physical reality of the city is 
intertwined with its social ecology in this research presentation, and does not ignore the desires of multiple 
actors within a multiplicity of spaces and places in the city. These urban desires are not only multiple 
reflective realities of a city, but also require mechanisms for such aspirations to be communicated and 
reflected in city planning.  

One of our collaborative research criticisms of Gongming’s urban development is that it had emerged 
out of a non-planned chaotic mix of legal and illegal constructions with typical plans, and lack of any 
recognizable order. In effect Gongming is a classic Chinese generic city ‘waiting to reinvent itself by next 
Monday’ (Koolhaas, 1995). In response our research team has tried to ask the question of ‘how’ to transform 
this generic city, with strategic actions of ‘what’ and ‘where’ to initiate the process of transformation. The 
city is evolving into a new state of urbanity – ‘becoming a city’ could be a new urban paradigm for 
Gongming, rather than a mass produced ‘instant city’. Against this backdrop of a city with ‘few 
characteristics’ and the desire to transform itself through strategic planning, our approach to Gongming was 
not to develop another masterplan, but work with the existing one whilst resisting it at the same time through 
new influences. Our urban strategy can be seen as an alternative system or methodology that allows the city 
to structurally transform as a Dynamic City Model, and not in a single pre-determined move. This principle 
of Dynamic City Model with multiple centres adopts notions of multiplicity and urban continuum as 
discussed in urban theories of Alison and Peter Smithson (Cluster City, 1957), the Metabolists (circa 1960s). 
It does not fall into the trap of a becoming a model with a deterministic ending, the very lack of permanence 
makes this transformation more tactical than strategic when only certain places have been activated. We have 
proposed to introduce 10 multiple catalytic ‘Hot Zones’ to operate as attractors and social condensors that 
create rich urban experience through weaving pathways between recognizable differences generated by the 
new Hot Zones. This instrumental and tactical approach to Gongming at once incorporates different aspects 
of the city whether new or old, natural or artificial, local or foreign. Differences between the Hot Zones are 
accentuated by the existing generic city, which in turn will gradually be affected by them and evolve with an 
overall more specific character. Future end users and visitors to Gongming will experience these Hot Zones 
as different characters of mixed-use in the city, and move between them along pathways through existing 
generic fabric. The new urban identity of the city will not be only visual, but also experiential, where people 
move through the city encountering ordinary districts and newly designed characteristic zones. The weaving 
of these different urban experiences becomes more important planning strategy than creating individual 
architectural spectacles around a centre. Both the generic and specific co-exist in Gongming as a symbiotic 
system of sameness and difference. Mutually dependant on each other for survival, feeding off each others 
inadequacies, the same can only be the same because they are not different, and vice versa. The Post-Generic 
city could therefore be an urban process of evolution and self-similar mutation, until new species emerge 
from existing types and urban fabric that have been artificially transformed.  

 

 

Fig 10. Dynamic City Model (Urbanus & Liauw) 
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Fig 11. Hot Zones Weaving of Urban Differences 

BAR CODE AS URBAN TOOL   

How do we know when such an urban strategy is successful and yielding results? We wanted to 
challenge the conventional Chinese notion of a city’s success (typically demonstrated by grand building 
projects, huge plazas and political performances) by proposing that Gongming (and also Shenzhen) needs to 
develop its own urban performance criteria, in line with such recognized measurable indicators comparable 
with the ‘livable cities indices’ from around the world (The Economist, 2008). Evaluating cities’ performance 
and modulating its urban indexes is important for rapidly developing cities in the PRD that currently lack 
self-awareness and critical judgment. Our research (Urbanus & Liauw, 2009) has proposed to link urban 
criteria indexing of Gongming in a performative way to the new Hot Zones and their positive effects (or not) 
over time to the city. This linkage of the virtual to the real is necessary to define the abstractly controlled 
measures of a city, through its points of activation and transformation. We further introduced a conceptual 
‘urban bar code’ device to synthesize all new physical urban inputs to the system of the Gongming. This 
urban bar code performs 2 instrumental roles – it collates all urban design policies from the 10 (or more) Hot 
Zones activated, then classifies and indexes them to be communicated as an urban device to policy makers 
and the public. As a communication tool, the urban bar code as a composite of actions and multiplicity of 
places in the city, becomes a dynamic public branding device to tell people how the city is changing through 
positive action. It registers urban performance indices and broadcast them in a simple integrated format as a 
changing multi-coloured logo to citizens. It can be branded and placed in various locations of public activity, 
interactive with residents. The fact that it changes periodically with the city but is still recognizable as a 
signifier means that the identity of Gongming will change and grow, driven by the dynamic city model of 
post-generic development. Gongming’s future strategy will be to inject calculated difference into the existing 
generic fabric, and allow multiple rounds of urban specificity to be cultivated and evolve the city.     

 

           
Fig 12. Urban Bar Code and City Branding   Fig 13. Urban Performance Criteria / Evaluation  
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In the publication ‘City Branding’ (Berci Florian, NAi 2002) talks about how Globalization makes cities 
more similar and therefore brings them into increased competition, so cities must find and accentuate those 
specific qualities that make them unique.  This need to differentiate could address the weightless ahistorical 
urbanism of the contemporary Chinese city through strategies based on the above projections of constructed 
differences and measured identities.   

M.Christine Boyer in her book ‘Cyber Cities’ (Boyer, 1996) notes that in today’s global village – media 
propagates a culture of images, not space, building difference primarily on the level of reception, not real 
experience. Koolhaas earlier writings echoes this by calling for an urbanism that recognizes territories , 
processes and infrastructure. By avoiding symbolism, images and repetition, the city can be saved (Koolhaas, 
1994). Gongming the PRD’s post-generic city prototype with a dynamic city model and instrumental tools 
for urban transformation, is struggling to avoid generic expiry and in turn create specific spatial experiences 
in the city for a sustainable future.  

POST GENERIC CITY : LEARNING FROM SHENZHEN   

In conclusion, this paper has critically revived Koolhaas’ 1995 discourse on the generic city becoming 
the dominant form of producing urbanism for the contemporary city, and also attempted to speculate on 
post-generic futures for urban China. Shenzhen as the first tabula rasa urban Lab in the 1980s is again 
leading by example. Current urban policies to keep the city competitive and avoid expiry has brought with it 
innovative planning practices and architecture that challenge existing generic planning. In a bid to break the 
cycle of repetition and indifference, Shenzhen has launched strategic planning projects that call for 
innovation new prototypes rather than repetitive models. Alternative post-generic tactics have been 
developed bottom up for Gongming town district, drawing upon our research into transformation of global 
generic cities and also testing a dynamic city model with catalytic attractors. New strategic planning by 
Urbanus & Liauw incorporates urban evaluation criteria and an adaptable urban ‘bar code’. Gongming 
within Shenzhen SEZ may yet provide the DNA for the next wave of post-generic urbanization in the Pearl 
River Delta. ‘Learning from Shenzhen’ may no longer be purely an economic reproduction model, but a new 
system of developing cities of dynamic differences. If successful, this system of contemporary Chinese 
urbanism could eventually be exported globally as a new post-generic paradigm.  
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ABSTRACT: This paper is a preview of a book that documents and critically analyzes a number of recent 
New Towns in the province of Shanghai. All New Towns are co productions of Western and Chinese 
designers. An international team of urban planners, architects and photographers from China, Europe and 
North America, makes the book (edited by Harry den Hartog) that will be presented together with a 
symposium and exhibition during the World Expo 2010 in Shanghai.  
KEYWORDS: urban growth, new towns, regional planning, mass housing, identity, governmental planning, 
market driven planning, and community. 
 

 

Figure 1 One of the earlier plans for the Shanghai region 

1 SHANGHAI AS A MODEL CITY? 

 From May 1 to October 31 Shanghai will host the World Expo 2010 with as theme 'Better City, Better 
Life' on the question how to make better urban living environments and a better society. This topic relates to 
the moment that the majority of the world's population lives in cities. It is expected that the percentage of 
urban dwellers worldwide will increase significantly next few decades. End of 2010 or beginning 2011 more 
than half of China's population will be living in cities. Millions of people are expected to leave the rural areas.  
In the urgent need to give shelter to all these new citizens, new models are needed for mass accommodation. 
 Shanghai wants to be a model city, and promises, according to the municipality, to show how the city of 
the future should be shaped. This cosmopolitan port city is the most important 'bridge' between China and the 
rest of the world since the late nineteenth century. Shanghai holds an exciting mix of oriental and western 
architectural styles. After the opium wars different concessions (French, American and British) arose that are 



 
 

1380 

still recognizable within the urban fabric. Shanghai is a cosmopolitan mix of east and west, tradition and 
futurism, rich and poor. As a result of the economic boom many are attracted to this 'New York of the 
twenty-first century' to try their luck. 
 To alleviate the city from the enormous pressure and to bring also benefit to the immediate surroundings 
of the city, the board of the city province implemented the 'One City, Nine Towns' plan in the year 2001. This 
plan is based on a shift from the central city model 'to a poly-nuclear model. The plan consists of ten New 
Towns: a new medium-sized city (Song Jiang) and nine compact key cities. With this measure, the province 
wants to prevent the countryside from urban sprawl. The core of most New Towns is more or less completed; 
hundreds of thousands of homes and facilities are realized and another hundred of thousands are planned to 
be build. Some New Towns came to a hold while other New Towns are still in development. At this moment 
important lessons can be drawn already. Our research will register what is going on and will try to find an 
answer to the spatial, cultural and social significance of this model for China and for the rest of the world. 

 

Figure 2 Lingang New Town, meant for 800.000 inhabitants. Designed by GMP Architekten 

2 OBJECTIVES AND MOTIVATION 
  

The central question is: how does this decentralized planning model work out in Shanghai, what is 
learned from Western examples and what can the West learn from China? With this publication we explore 
what China has taken over from Western examples, how they operate imported models and consolidate them 
within the Chinese context. In what way this is the right tool to absorb the growing urbanization and what 
can international professionals learn from these experiences?  

 In addition many other questions are involved. Is it purely for the picture or are functional aspects 
also copied? What's added from the Chinese building tradition? How to interpret this development: is it an 
improved copy of the original, which is the improvement, what is missing? What is the influence of Western 
designers in China anyhow? Important sub-themes to be discussed are: the blurring boundary between town 
and country, the use and accessibility of public space, the conflict between mass housing and community 
building, the search for a new identity and theme park urbanism. 

 Since the early 20th century Chinese cities are undergoing a process of Westernization. The "One 
City, Nine Towns" Shanghai model gives a preference for Western culture, architecture and urbanism. 
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Housing developers import Western models as a form of self-colonization. Analogous to the import of 
classical forms during the Golden Age in the Netherlands, Shanghai is importing postmodern architectural 
language on a large scale. The big question is why here in this post-colonial era is chosen for the voluntary 
(re) import of Western urban models. What does this convey to the city? These Chinese cities show many 
common problems, such as social segregation, discontinuity of the cityscape and the lack of (useful) public 
spaces.  

 The book will certainly be critical, but is not biased Western stance. It will also show how Chinese 
themselves look against the project. Chinese are known for their copy art. The copies are however adapted to 
ones own preferences and context. Not everything from the western world can be seen as an ideal example 
(see also: Kishore Mahbubani, 'The New Asian Hemisphere').  

 

Figure 3 Sales center in GaoQiao New Town (Dutch Theme) 

3 THEMATIC GERMS 
  

The rapid urbanization of China need, and also makes it possible, to test new forms of urbanism. Like 
many other Chinese cities, Shanghai sees itself as a model city. With eyes on the upcoming World Expo in 
2010 the city promises to show how 'the city of the future' should be shaped. Shanghai's regional model has 
to alleviate the enormous pressure on the city and also let the immediate surrounding countryside benefit 
from economic growth. The central government of the metropolitan region decided in the year 2001 to 
implement the "One City, Nine Towns Development Plan". This growth model is based on the shift of the 
central city model to a poly-nuclear model with the construction of ten New Towns: a new extension of the 
existing New Town of Songjiang and nine new compact 'key cities'. 
 The cores of the New Towns around Shanghai are intended to be thematic germs that will become cities 
of several hundred thousand to over one million inhabitants each! Meanwhile, also dozens of villages in the 
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area are designated to absorb urbanization with compact high-rise blocks. The current 5-year plan of China is 
based on a "new socialist countryside" and a "distribution of wealth". This is translated in a fragmentation of 
the metropolitan mass into several relatively 'small' nuclei. The problem is that many fertile lands in this 
Yangtze delta region is threatened this way. 
 The Shanghai model searches for a new balance between government-driven and market-driven urban 
development. Simultaneously it is searching for more sustainable forms of urban planning, the creation of 
identity, the retention of higher incomes in the city, the distribution of work and facilities and the prevention 
of uncontrolled urban sprawl.  
 According to the definition of  'The New Town Institute' a New Town is "a city that has been 
deliberately planned and designed from scratch. New Towns distinguish themselves from historic settlements 
and suggest a heroic act and a promise of progress. They are ideally achieved without the problems of the old 
town (problems in Shanghai: congestion, pollution, logistical problems). With the theme of the World Expo 
in mind, this research will examine whether and how this 'Better Cities' and a 'Better Life' are offered and to 
whom. 

 

Figure 4  Chinese citizens cycling in GaoQiao New Town (Dutch Theme) 

4 SEARCHING FOR IDENTITY 
  
   As a response to the lack of identity that many New Towns are facing, the Shanghai municipality decided 
in 2001 to add a European and North American thematically blend. In consultation with architects and urban 
developers from represented countries a Spanish Town, an Italian Town, a German Town, a Dutch Town, a 
Scandinavian Town and a British Town are realized. Each city gets its own unique character or identity. The 
other themes are one modern and one traditional Chinese town, a Harbor town and an ecological town (an 
intended North American town is cancelled).  
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 This experiment of New Towns, partly designed by western architects and urban planners, is not only 
meaningful for the blending of Western and Chinese culture. The significance lies especially in the quest for 
an own place in the vast increasing urban violence. It is a response to the lack of identity that many newly 
built urban living areas are facing. This post communist mixture of Western and Chinese culture has a very 
large socio-cultural significance. The question is whether this will also fulfill the great need to 'Better Cities' 
and a 'Better Life'? 
 The international influences in architecture and urbanism is hoped to bind the prosperous Chinese middle 
class to the city. It also aims at the higher educated abroad and returning ex-pats and Chinese. The idea is that 
the Western architectural styles even include a tourist value. Due to congestion and poor air quality of the 
existing city, more and more city dwellers escape from the city during the weekend to visit historical canal 
towns and parks. Indeed, some new thematic and more picturesque parts in European style are a welcome 
additional change and are becoming a popular as a backdrop for wedding photography because of the exotic 
character. The wedding industry thrives in the thematic parts of some new cities. 
 Never before an urban plan was realized on this huge scale and short time. A unique aspect is that the 
New Towns, analogous to the Garden City theory of Ebenezer Howard, promises to be totally self-sufficient 
and moves beyond its Western examples. Even services and jobs from the central city have been placed out 
to here. Other New Towns are build around existing industries, such as the new 'German' Anting town which 
is built around the Volkswagen factory. In some cases, large-scale industries and even universities were 
replaced from the central city to their new location. The new cities are relatively spacious with lots of 
greenery. These are the new 'outposts'.  
 The thematically parts of the New Towns are especially intended as a germ or "billboard". These thematic 
sections are relatively small and include 'only' a few tens of thousands of houses, designed as marketing tools 
to attract residents to the first. The rest of the cities are conventionally built around it in the usual Chinese 
styles, at breakneck pace. These are cities of several hundred thousand up to a million people each! The 
dimensioning of new infrastructure here is made ready for this. 

 

Figure 5 Picturesque street in Song Jiang, Thames Town (British Theme) 
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5 STATE PLANNING VERSUS MARKET-DRIVEN DEVELOPMENT 
  
The research for the book will give special attention to the liberalization of urban planning in China. The 
traditional top-down planning will be compared with the contemporary market-driven developments in the 
New Town development. What is the role of government and how does the market react? Are market driven 
forces able to create vibrant and livable cities, in contrast to the tightly controlled government planned 
urbanism? How to create a responsible balance between state capitalism and communism? 
 The economic and political landscape has changed rapidly in China. For many years urban planning in 
China was dominated by a top-down approach. The withdrawal of the state requires rethinking of the 
bottom-up approach process on spatial planning and a careful analysis of its implications and potential. Due 
to 'open door policy', the economic boom, the rapid urbanization and influences of globalization, the city 
province of Shanghai is searching for new planning strategies. Semi-private developers are involved now in 
the design and implementation of new city extensions. 
 An important theme concerns the extent to which the government is steering this development? Many 
Chinese developers appear to have little knowledge on project development. There is a lack of research, so 
the build houses often don't match the demand. Due to the new market reality, many properties are currently 
used as speculative real estate, as an investment for retirement or as a second home. The architectural 
decoration is rich and well executed compared to Chinese standards. Rental and sales prices are in some 
cases extremely high. The travel distance to the central city varies. A number of New Towns are accessible 
by new metro lines from the city center. Others are more remote and are forced to function autonomously. 
Without a car you are not able to live here. Because of the lacking implementation of public transport and 
even more because of speculation reasons, many houses, shops and offices remain empty. Sometimes they 
are even already in decay. A few New Towns look like ghost cities. Some others are very alive. 
 Chinese cities undergo a transition of the Danwei system to a market oriented system. The Danwei is an 
administrative unit with a socio-spatial basis of urban development, originated from socialist China. The 
transition from a planned economy to a market economy means probably the end of the Danwei system, but 
the trend is to develop also in new areas new common external devices as shared. The proliferation of 
thematic developments also suggests the desire to create communities based on a shared story. Maybe these 
narrative parts play a role in community building? 

 

Figure 6 Emptiness in Anting New Town (German Theme) 
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6 BETTER CITY, BETTER LIFE? THE FUTURE OF URBAN PLANNING 
  
  With the theme "Better City, Better Life" the 2010 World Expo in Shanghai will be the first in history on 
the subject of city and urbanization. The multi-disciplinary and international composition of the research 
team and the international character of the "One City, Nine Towns' project will provide a unique opportunity 
for cross-fertilization and international exchanges. The World Expo is by definition an international hub for 
knowledge exchange and cultural exchange.  
 For the growing number of designers from abroad that develop projects in China, the project will offer a 
new angle: how do Chinese want to live, what moves them, how do they use their new living environment, 
what attracts them? The publication will be a valuable addition to the relatively limited knowledge in the 
Western world about Chinese urban development and architecture. The book will therefore reflect on 
cooperation, experiences and results of international designers in the Chinese context.  
 An important question is what effect the import of Western models can have on Chinese architecture and 
urbanism. On websites, we usually only see beautiful renderings, but what about the Chinese reality? How 
does it look like? What has become of the intentions of planners and designers? 
 The book researches the quality of new urban residential areas within the context of rapid urbanization. 
Does this reinvented and decentralized model lead to the establishment of better cities and a better way of 
living? We will give an analysis of the urban design, ownership and management. On a documentary-like 
way it will show daily life and critically examines the architectural and design qualities as well as social and 
cultural aspects. The special atmosphere and diversity of housing types will be mapped. Who lives behind 
these facades, how do Chinese residents and users identify themselves with this foreign architectural 
language? What are the political motives? What impacts have the New Towns on the surrounding area? Is the 
mixing of Chinese and western culture only in the facade or also in the use? Are the mistakes of western 
New Towns corrected? Do the New Towns and the old city function as an integral whole? Are there any 
innovative aspects? What improvements have been made over the original plan and what concessions are 
made? In short, in what way is this model a successful solution to the current problems? In addition, short 
left sidelines are made with regional developments in the west (new models of towns around Los Angeles, 
Paris and London, Walter Christaller's central place theory, the Randstad, etcetera). 
 The different conditions and different approach of each New Town development result in an interesting 
palette that shows what can go wrong and what can become a success. A number of New Towns are since 
shortly directly accessible from the city center by the new metro. Others remain very remote and have to 
operate independently. Some cities have stopped growing while other cities continue to develop rapidly. 
Some New Towns have literally copied architecture while others offer postmodern Chinese interpretations. 
This variation gives good reasons for comparison. Why does the one function better than the other? The new 
tows together form an exciting new laboratory where very different influences are melted into a new reality. 
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ABSTRACT: The fast urbanization has become already a main characteristic of socio-economic transition 
in China. This paper points out the characteristics and the problems of villages in Beijing metropolitan region. 
The paper also explores the role of villages in the metropolitan region in the process of urbanization. As a 
representative case, the Village System Planning of Changping District in Beijing is presented in this paper. 
According to the research on the economic and the spatial typologies of villages in Changping District, the 
villages are classified to three categories in the planning. In conclusion, by the guideline of categorization, 
the Village System Planning intends to solve those problems of villages under the background of fast 
urbanization so as to realize the sustainable development of rural area.  
KEYWORDS:  rural area, village, urbanization, Beijing, village system planning 

 

1 BACKGROUND 

The fast urbanization has become already a main characteristic of socio-economic transition in China. 
The unprecedented transformation of both urbanized and non-urbanized spaces occurs than ever before, so 
that the new urban-rural spatial structure is being formed. As a global metropolis, Beijing is simultaneously 
undergoing the process of urbanization and suburbanization. The development of villages in the surrounding 
rural areas of Beijing is highly impacted by the socio-economic transformation. 

 

2  THE CHARACTERISTICS OF VILLAGES IN BEIJING METRO POLITAN REGION 

Beijing Municipality comprises 18 administrative sub-divisions, county-level units governed directly by 
the municipality. Of these, 16 are districts and 2 are counties. The urban and suburban areas of the city are 
divided into 8 districts. There are 8 districts and 2 counties in rural areas. (Fig. 1)  

The population of Beijing is 16.33 million. The population of rural areas is 9.12 million and the 
population of urban areas is 7.21 million.  

In 2007, the urbanization rate in China is 45.68% and urbanization rate in Beijing is 84.5%. (Fig. 2) 
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Figure 1  Urban areas and rural areas in Beijing 

 

Figure 2  Urbanization rate of Beijing and China (1978-2007) 

 

Figure 3  Villages’ distribution in Beijing 

 
There are 3, 985 villages with 12,936 settlements in Beijing (1village can be comprised of 2 or more 

settlements). 7,442 settlements are located in the plain and 5,494 settlements are located in the mountains. 
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(Fig.3)  
The existing situation of rural settlements in Beijing is identified by the small size, scattered location 

and large differences in geographical conditions and economic development. 

2.1 Small size 

About 72.3% villages have less than 400 families. Out of  these villages, 26％ villages have 100- 200 
families and 13.5% villages only have less than 100 families. 

The average population of villages is 834 people. The village with the smallest population is 
Dongshuiyu village, with only 10 families, 17 people.  

2.2 scattered location  

In total, 12,936 scattered settlements (spots) ，59% settlements（7,513） occupy less than 50 mu（= 3.33 
hectares). 

2.3 unbalanced economic development  
Farmer income per year in the fringe of Beijing’s urban area is 9,311 RMB. It is higher than the farmer 

income per year in Beijing’s plains (6,677 RMB), and also higher than the farmer income per year in 
Beijing’s mountains (5,566 RMB). 

There are 252 villages where farmer income per year is above 10,000 RMB, and 46 villages where the 
farmer income per year is under 3,000 RMB. (Fig. 4)  

 

Figure 4  Farmer income per year in various area in Beijing 

2.4 Influence of urban development on villages 
The development of villages is influenced by both urban developmental trends and the natural 

geographic conditions. 
641 villages are located near the infrastructure construction, such as high voltage transmission lines 

surroundings, radio towers surroundings, sewage treatment plant, waste disposal plan. 792 villages are 
located in “green” area for ecological conservation, such as nature reserve, green belt, scenic spots, forest 
park. 40 villages are located in cultural relic conservation area, such as Great Wall and 13 Cemeteries of 
Ming dynasty. 90 villages are located in flood zone surroundings. 2,009 villages are located in the areas with 
water resources. The construction of villages in these areas would affect the water quality. 2,395 villages are 
located in erosion-prone areas and earthquake-prone areas, such as serious debris flow and fault lines. 

The developmental of villages is influenced by both the urban developmental trend and the natural 
geographic condition. The spatial patterns and the characteristics of villages have diversified along with the 
process of urbanization and suburbanization. 

On the other hand, a series of problems, including the uncontrolled expansion, the inefficient and 
disordered land use, the disappearance of original spatial identity and landscape, and the environmental 
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threat, emerge in the villages. After the chaotic spatial development, the villages in the metropolitan are 
facing the challenge of restructuring due to the intention of urban-rural integrated development. Therefore, 
the optimization of the spatial system of villages in Beijing becomes inevitable. 

 

3   THE ROLE OF VILLAGES IN THE METROPOLITAN REGION  UNDER URBANIZATION  

Villages are the settlements where villagers are living and working, so that they must meet the 
requirements on dwelling and production from the villagers. Meanwhile, as a part of a metropolitan region, 
villages also play an importance role to support the urban development. The rural area does not only 
condition the potential available spaces for urban expansion and the “green” area for ecological conservation, 
but also provide agricultural production for the city and touristic attractive for urban residents. 

 

4     THE PURPOSE OF THE VILLAGE SYSTEM PLANNING 

The purpose of the village system planning, which is the planning on the spatial distribution of villages 
in Beijing metropolitan region, is to promote the urban-rural integrated development as well as the efficient 
and sustainable spatial use in villages in order to effectively guide the public investment to the construction 
of rural area. 

 

5     VILLAGE SYSTEM PLANNING OF CHANGPING DISTRICT IN B EIJING 

5.1 General 
Changping District is located in northwest of Beijing. The distance to inner city is 32km. The area is 

1,352km2 and the population is 782,000. There are mountains in northwest and plains in southeast.  
There are totally 17 towns and communities in Changping district. 6 towns and communities are located 

in the urban expansion area of Changping New Town defined by the urban master plan. 4 towns are key 
towns and 5 towns are ordinary towns. The other 2 towns are located in the urban expansion area of the 
central city. There are 305 villages in Changping district. (Fig. 5) 

 

 

Figure 5  Distribution of villages in Changping District 
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In 2007, farmer income per year in Changping district was 7,416 RMB，which is among the higher level 
incomes in Beijing’s rural areas.  

In total, 305 villages, 65% villages located in the plains (198 villages), 35% villages in the mountains 
(107 villages). In these 107 villages in the mountains, there are 56 villages located in low-elevations and 51 
villages located in high-elevations. (Fig. 6) 

 

Figure 6  Location of villages in Changping District 
 

About 38% villages have more than 1000 people (extra-large sized villages). 26％ villages have 600- 
1000 people (large sized villages). 13.5% villages have 200-600 people (medium sized villages). 7% villages 
only have less than 200 people (small sized villages).  

Villages are distributed according to terrain. In the plains, villages are denser and uniformly distributed, 
and the majority is large sized villages and extra large sized villages. In the mountains, villages are less dense 
and smaller sized because of changing terrain. 

5.2 Economic development 
Based on the geographical conditions, the economic development of villages is different. 
There are some small-size factories scattered among the villages, whose growth need to be restricted in 

the near future to protect the environment. 
121 villages located in the urban expansion area of Changping New Town, inner city and 15 towns 

defined by the urban master plan. 
Development of agriculture in Changping district has a good prospect. Fresh fruit and dried fruit are 

very famous in Beijing, especially apples and strawberries. Nurseries, horticulture, grazing fields and 
fisheries are successful and well developed aspects of agriculture in Changping district. 

There are plenty of tourism sites in Changping district, not only nature sites (nature reserves, scenic 
spots, forest parks, etc) but also cultural sites (Great Wall, 13 Cemeteries of Ming dynasty, etc).In recent 
years, 21 touristic villages with 1,470 families, which are attractive to urban residents, have developed. In 
2006, the income from all the tourism villages totaled 1.7 billion RMB. 114 orchards for touring and picking 
and 10 fisheries for touring have developed. Orchards for tourism and fruit-picking are located along the 
river and in the mountains. The orchards contain apples, chestnuts, cherries, peaches and apricots. 

5.3 To be solved in the village system planning 
First, to relocate villages with difficulties in developing infrastructure that is currently sub-standard. 
Second, to rebuild villages in the urban expansion area.  
Third, to restrict and guide villages which conflict with ecological conservation and construction of 

Beijing’s infrastructure.  
Fourth, to promote the development of villages located in the future development areas 

5.4 Guide Lines of Classification 
According to the research on the development of villages in Changping District, the villages are 

classified into three categories in the planning:  
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The first category is the villages to be urbanized that are located in the urban expansion area defined by 
the urban master plan. 

The second is the villages to be relocated because of poor geographical location and conflicts with 
ecological conservation and the construction of Beijing’s infrastructure. 

The remaining type of village will remain stable in the long term, and develop accordingly.  

5.5 Classification 
According to the planning, 121 (40%) villages are to be urbanized, 38(12%) villages to be developed in 

control and relocated, 146 (48%) villages to be developed. (Fig.7) 
 

 

Figure 7  Classification of villages in Changping District 
 
121 villages are located in the urban expansion area by the urban master plan. Out of these villages, 26 

are located in the urban expansion area of the inner city, 50 are located in the urban expansion area of 
Changping New Town, and 45 are located in the urban expansion area of 15 towns. (Fig.8) 
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Figure 8  Distribution of villages to be urbanized 
 

 
 

Figure9  Villages in debris flow areas 

 
There are many factors influencing the development of villages. Among the factors are poor 

geographical location, conflict with ecological conservation and construction of Beijing’s infrastructure. 
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(Fig.9)These villages should be developed in control and relocated. 
146 villages will be developed.They will remain stable in the long term, and develop urban-based 

modern agriculture.  
To accelerate the development of villages, we should promote urban-rural integrated development; 

combine the land development with the industrial development; cluster these villages; and build a network of 
infrastructure and facilities for each village cluster. 

 

6     CONCLUSION 

According to the classification guidelines, the Village System Planning intends to deal with the future of 
villages’ development under urbanization so as to realize the sustainable development of rural areas.  
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ABSTRACT: With the rapid and in-depth growth of urbanization in China, effective planning control is 
particularly important, especially in new urban areas. From the perspective of location efficiency, regional 
coordination, mixed use and market operation, this paper establishes an intensity control model for 
mixed-used new urban area through intensity zoning, index determination, index refinement and flexible 
implementation. This model is then applied to the case study —the waterfront in Xiasha, which is a typical 
new urban area in Hangzhou. The model has achieved initial success, providing a new design strategy for 
shaping an energetic, orderly and harmonious urban form with local identity, but it is still need to be 
improved to clear whether the strategic goals are reached. 
 
KEY WORDS:  new urban area; mixed-use; development intensity; model 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Since mid-1990s, the level of urbanization in China has constantly improved, the urban constructions 
have conducted unprecedented activities. On the one hand, urban scale is being enlarged considerably, in 
terms of rapid increase of urban population, high-speed of spatial expansion, and constant breakthrough in 
the building height, which due to the impact of the market mechanism. On the other hand, with the 
successful establishments of Jinmao Tower1 and Xintiandi project in Shanghai2, mixed-use development has 
become an important planning paradigm, so as to introduce more variety and vitality into urban fabric. All 
these rapid and in-depth changes have not only led to the drastic changes in urban image, but also opened up 
some new issues on urban planning and management. For instance, many cities set up various development 
zones in urban fringe by way of soliciting business affairs and inviting investment, or establish a new city 
zone by the relocation of administrative center to create a “great modern city”. While all these zones have 
some common problems, like large block scale, single function and inefficient land use. Conversely, in inner 
city, spontaneous mixed use always leads to functional hybrid, which influences people's daily life seriously 
because of its functional disorder, crowded living, high density and inadequate infrastructure. Lack of control 
is always a problem through, thus, it is imperative to take effective planning control during the process of 
urban development.  

In this paper, we will establish an intensity control model to guide new urban area into a healthy and 
sustainable way. Intensity control is a relatively frontier in China. Perhaps the most detailed study was 
carried out by Tang Zilai (2003), who established urban density zoning system from three levels, macro, 
medium and micro, in Shenzhen based on the microeconomics theory. Yao Yahui (2007) conducted a 
practical application in Chengdu to provide a method of architectural forms zoning through urban 

                                                           
1 Jinmao Tower: the 88-storey tower with 420.5 meters high, integrates modern office, five-star hotel, 
commercial exhibition, high-end dinner, sightseeing, entertainment, shopping malls and other facilities in 
one building. 
2 Xintiandi: Integrate dining, business, entertainment, leisure and culture walking street in a set of traditional 
buildings of Shikumen. 
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construction quantity control and land suitability evaluation. Liu Lijun (2008) investigated the way in spatial 
structure of urban economy, broadening the application fields of urban density zoning. Huang Minghua 
(2009) enriched the connotation of intensity zoning by presenting the concept in small cities from both 
efficiency and equity and the technical route of the plan. These researches, urban density study of single 
function, depend on macroscopical means of space structure, site selection and economic analysis of land use 
in the stage of master plan and regulatory plan. Obviously, it is not enough, we must develop and apply a 
technical method of intensity control in new urban area to match the widespread use of mixed use during the 
stage of urban design. 

2 MODEL OF INTENSITY CONTROL IN NEW URBAN AREA 

2.1 Intensity zoning—location efficiency 
Depending on the guideline of microeconomics theory, intensity zoning should be efficiency oriented in 

the location. It divides the urban space into several benchmark density zones with Delphi method and GIS 
technology platform, according to the locational analysis of traffic (e.g., urban railway system and arterial 
roads), service (e.g., central business center) and environment (e.g., public green space).  

The intensity zones designate such regulations as floor area ratio and other supporting provisions which 
are subject to intensity zoning categories. These regulations are both benefit to create an orderly image of the 
city and be easy in practice. 

However, intensity zoning is not a panacea, especially in a new, small-scale and less certain urban 
district, which has common characteristics in location condition, primarily up to plan. Thus, we need to use 
modificatory criteria to supplement the basic zoning.  

2.2 Intensity index—regional coordination 
The most important contribution rendered by the medieval city is its overall image (see Fig.1). “Urban 

space and scale are interconnected with each other”; “City appears to be a continuum”. It is reflected in the 
similarity of its urban density, floating within the scope of 5%.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       

Judging from the China’s situation today, it is difficult to ensure the integrality and continuity of the city 
image. The overall image of the city often relies on a collection of evaluation results on single block 
construction projects made by the experts. This may influence the molding of urban spatial environment to a 
certain extent. Take waterfront public space of Huangpu River in Shanghai as an example (see Fig.2), 
building massing and border surface contrast sharply on both banks of the river, which weakens the integrity 
of the waterfront space. And the unrelated groups of buildings standing in Pudong further affect the 
coordination of the district. Shanghai International Conference Centre treated as ‘Gold Medal’ by the public, 
has attracted several disputes about the relationships between the building and its surrounding. It is argued 
that the building is a misfit in the whole environment, because of the disharmony architectural form and 
dimension. 

Regional coordination is probably an important guideline to skim over the interrelation of the parts (new 

Figure 1 Overall image of the medieval city 
Source: Edmund N.Bacon, "Design of Cities: 

Revised Edition", New York, Penguin Books, 1976. 

Figure 2 Space form of Lujiazui central district 
Source: Li Daxia, "On Shanghai Stock Exchange 

Building", Time Architecture, No. 1 (2000), pp.38-41. 
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urban areas and the existing one) into a whole. In such a whole, arrangement of spaces and intensity of the 
development would prepare for the districts, and sustain it over areas of metropolitan scale. But this is not to 
say that the image should be the same in each case. 

 2.3 Index refinement—mixed-use 
Mixed-use is the practice of allowing more than one 

type of use in a certain space or a certain time. On the 
basis of Erik Louw’s research(2005), we can develop a 
typology for mixed land use from a spatial perspective and 
represent four dimensions (see Fig.3):(I) the shared 
premise dimension, which refers to multifunctional use at a 
particular point, i.e. premises in a building or dwelling 
used by one household, (II) the horizontal dimension, i.e. 
mixed-use between buildings on the flat surface, (III) the 
vertical dimension, land uses are vertically mixed by 
building two or more functions above each other, a 
well-known example being housing over shops, (IV) the 
time dimension, when a particular space is used by two or 
more functions after each other, for example, a school can 
be used as a community centre in the evening and a theatre 
can be used for conferences during the daytime and as a 
cinema in the evening. All these dimensions have much to 
do with urban development intensity. Thus, we transform 
various influential mixed-use dimensions into 
corresponding mathematic models to refine the intensity 
index. 

Before detailing the index of development intensity, 
mathematic models of different relationships between 
mixed-use dimension and urban density are given. When 
we focus on the functions of housing (residence), 
marketing (commerce) and working (industry), it is clear 
that these functions can be mixed in various ways  
at different spatial scales and at different times. They, the 
three primary functions in city life, have decisive influence 
over urban development intensity. 

Supposed that a block is used to single-function 
development (housing, working or marketing, 
respectively), the determined floor area ratio (FAR, an important index to reflect the intensity of land use) is 
denoted by f1, f2 or f3. When it comes to mixed-use, housing, working and marketing function take up a1%, 
a2% and a3% of the total area. In addition, we record the total quantity of construction as Q, the total area as 
S and the mixed FAR as F. Thus: 

Shared premise dimension: it is usually difficult to distinguish the proportion of each function, so we 

assumed that . Thus, 
 

 (1) 

 
Horizontal dimension: according to the functions of various buildings, we divide the block into three 

small ones, occupying a ground space of S1, S2 and S3. Thus, 
 

 

(2) 

Figure 3 A conceptual model of mixed land 
use for four dimensions 

Source: Eric Hoppenbrouwer & Erik Louw, 
“Mixed-use Development: Theory and 

Practice in Amsterdam’s Eastern 
Docklands” , European Planning 

Studies,No.7(2005)（7） 
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Vertical dimension: It is reasonable to introduce the reduction factor (k, k≤1) into vertical dimension, 
which is largely affected by building height restriction. Thus, 

 

 
(3) 

Time dimension: In this context, we should control the development intensity based on the maximum 
FAR among each single-function using. A house, for instance, where over 24 hours one lives and works can 
be measured the same intensity as single working used (when f1  f2). 

2.4 Flexible implementation—market operation 
As well as a policy of public participation, flexible planning forms part of a strategy for reasonable 

planning, which offers multiple options for such a changing, complex society in a market economy. Hong 
Kong with territory and high conglomeration of population provides useful reference in this regard: 
differentiated control principles and standards are adopted for different land uses and site locations, i.e., 
residential uses apply hierarchical control, the highest plot ratios are different in metro area, new town and 
rural areas. While look at the negative intensity control in China today, it set a ceiling on development 
intensity, lacking flexibility and easy to be broken through. 

New urban area adopted the policy of mixed-use, is the conflicting interests of the government, the 
public and the developers. There are so much uncertainty and unpredictability that flexible implementation 
of development intensity, based on land feature, should be seen as an important instrument in planning 
management to adapt the current changeful market.  

Land for public constructions should be controlled with lower limit to guarantee the public sharing; the 
profit ones should use upper bound guideline to avoid the market’s passive affection of blind development; 
while the ones sharing the virtues of both sides can involve the control within a prescribed scope to active the 
market. 

2.5 Summary of the model 
We develop an intensity control model for mixed-use development in new urban area. First, with 

microeconomics theory of location as a guideline and Delphi method, GIS technology platform as techniques, 
we designate the development intensity division; Second, we roughly determine the index of development 
intensity in every zoning considering the surrounding and similar areas as references; Third, we transform 
various influential mixed-use dimensions into corresponding mathematic models and refine the intensity 
index. In addition, we present flexible implementation means basing on the land features and market 
operation (see Fig.3). 
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Figure 4 Model of density control in mixed-use urban area 

The model takes full accounts of location efficiency, regional coordination, mixed-use development and 
changing demands according to the ever-diversifying reality. It is an essential breakthrough in the field of 
intensity control, compared with the former methods—FAR reduction method basing on land scale3, FAR 
analysis on economics4. 

3 INTENSITY CONTROL IN CASE STUDY 

3.1 The study area and its environs 
Xiasha, a new urban area in Hangzhou, developed from Hangzhou Economic and Technological 

Development Zone, relying on the traditional town of Xiasha. It is a representative Chinese new town with 
double natures: historical evolution and supplementary construction.  

Since the 21st century, with the expansion of administrative area and the development of social 
economy, strategy of Xiasha has changed from ‘area built-up’ to ‘city construction’. Functionally, it converts 
to synthesization, rather than singleness; spatially, it shifts from outward expansion to internal optimization. 
All these request an intensive study on the degree of development scale and capacity, as well as urban form, 
so as to avoid the adverse consequences, like unlimited urban sprawl, inefficient land use and unsustainable 
development. 

Adjacent to the famous Qiantang River, the waterfront of Xiasha is located at the southernmost of 
Xiasha, with a planning area of 470 ha. Considering the history and evolvement of Xiasha, we identify the 
study case’s main functions as residential area, business area, culture area, pioneer park and sports area, 
according to characteristic and superiority of the area. 

3.2 Development intensity zoning 

                                                           
3 FAR reduction method based on land scale: FAR reduction focuses on the requirements of service facilities 
in residence. The bigger the block size is, the greater the degree of reduction is. The method may be not 
applicable to new urban area with mixed-used, where is more complex and uncertain. 
4 FAR analysis on economics: The best economic FAR and the minimum one is determined by the 
interaction between FAR and land value. While the land value is not exactly sure in new urban area, in which 
case, the method is inapplicable. 
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Figure 5 Urban density zoning based on the principle of efficiency 
 
 
Under the guideline of location efficiency, zoning takes into the considerations of traffic, service facility 

and environment of the study project, and obtains the weighted value of key elements through the system 
analytic hierarchy process, with Delphi method. 

The study project has favorable transportation, which can be judged from the different grades of the 
roads surrounding (weighted 0.25) and the distance to arterial road (weighted 0.2). Service facility based on 
the convenience of public services, due to the distance to the commercial center (weighted 0.3). Judgments 
concerning the environment location are focused on the ecological resources, such as wetland, inland river, 
the nearer the better (weighted 0.15). Of course, the negative effect of the sewage treatment plant on the west 
side cannot be ignored or wished away, which weighed 0.1. We weight the valuation for every element, 
based on the attracting radius of the corresponding factors, ranging from 1 to 5. On this basis, we designate 
the development intensity zones in descending order of density (see Fig.5). 

3.3 Draft of intensity index 
Started from the regional coordination, we study the intensity index of the project by reference of a 

surrounding project and a similar one.  
The project surrounding: Jiusha Avenue. Jiusha Avenue runs through central district of Xiasha, where an 

appropriate adjustment made in accordance with the provisions of regulatory plan in the respect of FAR 
control. To harmonize with it, the study project must be conducted in concert with it. 

The similar project: Qianjiang Century City. The 4.8km2 Qianjiang Century City, Xiaoshan District, 
Hangzhou, opposite to Qianjiang New City in bund, has much in common with our study project, which will 
be developed into a new city center according to the plan. Studies show that Qianjiang Century City provides 
flexible indicators to offer an easy operation on the basis of district subdivision.   

Based on the above comparisons (see Tab. 1), we roughly determine the index integrated with intensity 
zoning for different functional buildings in waterfront of Xiasha (see Tab.2). It is not surprising that mixed 
land use presents higher development intensity. While developed by a single-function, commerce represents 
the highest density, residence comes the second, culture and entertainment the lowest. 
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Table 1 Density control of similar plots 

Jiusha Avenue Qianjiang Century City   
FAR BHR5 FAR BHR 

Residence  1.5，2.5 50 

Commerce  5.0-5.5 3.5 50 

Culture and Entertainment 2 1.6 24 

Education and scientific research  3.5 80 

Commerce/residence 2.2-4.5   

Administration/ Commerce 3 3.5，4.0 100,150 

Commerce / Culture and 
Entertainment 

3 3.0，3.5，4.0 
50，80，150，

250 

Administration / Commerce / 
Culture and Entertainment  

divide into six levels:5-20, 
21-50, 51-80, 81-120, 

121-160, 161-250, 
5-20m for podium,  
50m for culture and 

entertainment construction, 
250m for landmark 

buildings,  
80-160 for others 

6 250 

 

 

 

Table 2 Density control of waterfront area of Xiasha 

 Zone Ⅰ Zone Ⅱ Zone Ⅲ Zone Ⅳ Zone Ⅴ 

BHR 18 24 35 40 50 
Residence 

FAR 1.2 1.6 2.4 3 3.5 

BHR 18 24 50 80 150 
Administration 

FAR 1.4 2.2 3.2 4.5 5.5 

BHR 18 24 50 160 250 
Commerce 

FAR 1.5 2.4 3.5 5 6 

BHR 12 20 30 80 100 
Culture and Entertainment 

FAR 1 1.2 1.4 1.8 2 

BHR 12 20 30 40 50 
Sports 

FAR 0.8 1 1.2 1.5 1.8 

 

3.4 Refinement of the index 
Mixed-use is the most prominent feature of the waterfront area of Xiasha (see Fig. 6), which must be 

given more attention. It is reasonable to refine the intensity index through various dimension models studied 
above (see Tab. 3). 

 
 

                                                           
5 BHR：Building Height Restriction(m) 
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Figure 6 Different dimensions of mixed-use in Xiasha 

 

 

 

Table 3 Illustration of density control for typical mixed-use block 

 Description of a typical block Proposed floor area ratio Block diagram 

Shared 
premise 
dimension 

SOHO, Intensity Zone Ⅲ 

housing-working shared one, 
each accounting for 50% 

according to FAR rules in 

Tab.2, as well as Formula Ⅰ,we 
can reach the conclusion that 

the proposed FAR is 2.8 
 

Horizontal 
dimension 

Waterfront Landscape 

Construction, Intensity Zone Ⅲ, 
commerce-culture-sports mixed 

buildings in horizontal 
dimension, accounting for 55%, 

35%and 10% respectively 

according to FAR rules in 

Tab.2, as well as Formula Ⅱ,we 
can reach the conclusion that 

the proposed FAR is 2.0  

Vertical 
dimension 

Business Centre，Intensity Zone 

Ⅳ, multi-function integrated in 
vertical dimension, such as 

official business(30%),  
hotel(40%), exhibition(5%), 

entertainment(15%), shopping 
center(10%) 

according to FAR rules in 
Tab.2, as well as Formula 

Ⅲ,we can reach the conclusion 
that the proposed FAR is 6 
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Time 
dimension 

Conference and Exhibition 

Centre, Intensity Zone Ⅳ, be 
used as a cinema in the evening 

according to FAR rules in 
Tab.2, the proposed FAR is in 
accordance with Culture and 

Entertainment use, assigned 1.8 
 

3.5 Control implementation 
Because of the uncertainty of the rapid development, strategies of Xiasha must have flexibility and 

elasticity, shifting from the original plan-oriented administrative ones to the value-based ones orienting both 
plan and market, as well as the original concrete and rigid ones to the flexible ones with strong resilience. 
Therefore, the development intensity defined in the plan should be a flexible control under certain conditions 
to realize effective allocation of resources through marketing. 

Building lands of waterfront in Xiasha fall into four primary categories based on the nature of 
constructions: residential sites for commodity houses, social ones for cultural and sports facilities, 
office-purpose ones like business office, entrepreneurship center and commercial ones like department stores 
and pubs. In the context of flexible implementation, the social benefit land can adopt the minimum control, 
the commercial and office-purpose land can adopt maximum control, the residential land, combining the 
properties of both social and economic functions, can be allowed to fluctuate 5% more since then to afford a 
scope for developers' choices. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

After the lighting development of more than a decade, China's urban construction has shifted from 
quantity-oriented to quality-oriented. On the face of it, the key consideration of urban planning is how to 
provide an effective control strategy for the harmonious development of our society. 

The study establishes a development intensity control model for mixed-use development in new urban 
area from the perspective of location efficiency, regional coordination, mixed use and market operation. 
Under the guideline of microeconomics theory, this paper designates the development intensity divisions 
with Delphi method and GIS technology. And then, it roughly determines the index of development intensity 
in every zoning considering the interrelated areas as references. Moreover, it refines the intensity index by 
corresponding mathematic models. In addition, the paper presents a flexible implementation mean for market 
operation. 

The model has achieved initial success in the case study—the waterfront in Xiasha, a typical new urban 
area in Hangzhou, providing a new design strategy for shaping an energetic, orderly and harmonious urban 
form with local identity, but it is still need to be constantly reviewed and adjusted. In aspect of intensity 
zoning, the impacts of the elements and their weights need to be reconsider with the changing in social 
values; planning effect assessments of the alternative courses need to be carried out before the districts being 
used as reference samples in view of index determination; with respect of index refinement, the practical 
applications of the mathematical models are much worth further research, as well as the corresponding 
relations among function, mixed-use and density; and as for flexible implementation, it is necessary to 
integrate rigidity and elasticity, and compatibility of land use is also vital in flexible control. In general, 
control of development intensity is not a matter once and for all. It requires constant refinement to be really 
useful. 
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ABSTRACT: ‘Preventive Landscapes’ aims to re-verify the design practice compared to its effectiveness to 
anticipate and put in order the development of becoming. The design is drifting away, forced to run after a 
territorial evolution that takes place without its indications; so it wants to rebuild its original functions: 
forecast, interpretation and management of becoming. So that it happens it’s necessary to replace the design - 
with new forms - in its new and unique field: the landscape, the crossing between space, evidence of the time 
and immateriality of cultural processes. On this re-meaning of sense, the text aims to set up and propose new 
effective strategies that - up to date to new global context, its tensions and its inertia - can permit an ‘open’ 
and interacting control of transformations. An immediate goal wants to re-address the design, a foreseeing 
instrument that is restricting itself to solve problems and face deficiencies, towards a new progressive 
tension. So that it will again be a suitable tool for a contemporary reality that doesn’t permit any waste. 
KEYWORDS: landscape, indeterminacy, to foresee, to control. 
 

Today the objectivity of reality is increasingly subject to debate when not merely subordinated to a 
sensitive perception. The increasingly attentive specification of correlated elements linking all evidence, on 
the one hand - a multiagent system transforming each component into complexity - and the multiplication of 
perspectives, observers and observatories, on the other, seem to jeopardise every reinstatement that wishes to 
be collected by the giveness. At the same time the frequent errors occurring and apparent in various products 
of the human disciplines reveal the inadequacy of the hypotheses underpinning them as well as, in less guilty 
circumstances, the unpredictability of the conditions that concurred and continue to concur in the 
surrounding context, as well as revealing the need for a more careful evaluation of the fundamental premises 
on which to construct a review not so much of their current state but more in general of the approaches 
adopted by the project and its underlying meaning. Leaving aside the system to be adjusted it appears that 
proceeding by means of errata corrige is no longer consented: it is a tool that has not been optimised in the 
least given the reduction of available resources currently underway. We need to rethink our approaches and 
base all future forecasts and all preliminary organisation of the future upon premises that are more open and 
‘possible’ (that is, neither univocal nor definitively resolved) and described in as much detail as possible 
(that is, complete and circumstantial); this means rethinking project possibilities and practices from the 
ground up. We must also remember that this issue, the question of the foundations on which management of 
the future is to be based, will come into conflict with the above. 

The territory seems to offer us the most suitable field for testing the renewed ‘preventive’ role of the 
project of the future offering us an area where anthropological, social, political, technical, economic and 
environmental issues converge; at the same time this is also where the pressures in existence are felt most 
strongly and where immediate measures for their containment are most pressing. At a time when the urban 
population has overtaken the rural population in statistical terms the fate of the two poles involved seems 
more uncertain than ever: the future organisation of the city and of its counterpart is becoming more and 
more problematical, beginning with the definition of the condition of identity and otherness of the two 
entities. The conurbation of one pole and the depopulation of the other are already producing consequences 
that are waiting for forecasts and guidance rather than expectations or belated adjustments. 

Leaving aside the economic crisis whose ‘territorial’ consequences we can already guess at (not just an 
increase in abandoned sites - industrial, commercial and above all residential, but also difficulties in 
managing sensitive contexts), this demographic turning-point is also accompanied by pressing political 
issues (refused landscapes, from rubbish dumps to ‘new forms of energy’, from certain infrastructures - 
civilian as well as military - to all those physical structures perceived by local populations as foreign bodies 
or dangerous or disturbing elements and requiring resignification in order to acquire a shared meaning), 
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social issues (spaces of exclusion as well as spaces of insecurity), anthropological questions 
(individualisation that destroys the sense of community, technology that develops at a faster pace than 
consolidated patterns of living) and, last but not least, environmental matters, which can no longer be 
dismissed as mere catastrophisms (in fact the scenarios attributed to climactic changes in various scientific 
circles represent a series of further areas requiring prevention rather than cure). 

Although Europe is hardly an emblematic place for these trends, and emergencies are making themselves 
felt in a less equivocal manner in other contexts, we still need to develop a new type of ‘project’ capable of 
reacting in advance before situations evolve, also with regard to issues that are less apparent. Thus, while the 
urbanisation process in Europe does not require urgent responses in terms of its numbers (the percentage has 
dropped with respect to the past), the phenomenon does need responses in terms of the new origins of its 
actors whose presence within the bounds but often on the periphery of urban life leads to potentially 
disintegrating needs and conflicts. So even if after all the population is distributed uniformly within the 
continental boundaries and depopulation processes are less incisive and restrictive than elsewhere, 
management of the ‘natural’ or non-urbanised territory nevertheless requires certainly attention, carefully 
constructed, open prospects. It is in the context of the territory - or of the ‘landscape’ - that we must 
summarise and organise the complexity and instability of the transformations that are already to some extent 
underway, the questions and the discontinuities. And the instrument capable of responding to the uncertainty 
of the future is based on their control, on realising their project, and on developing a ‘pre-vision’. Or better 
the anticipated spatialisation of the solutions represents the only vector capable of composing a less 
problematic future. The purpose of the ‘pre-emptive strategy’, of the ‘preventive landscapes project’, is to 
discard the logic that still eventually refers to adaptive re-use, rehabilitation, renewal, rethinking or 
mitigation and therefore waits for problems to arise subsequently in order to intervene in favour of 
development that is truly preventive: capable of providing for his mistake, capable of immediately appearing 
as a harbinger of its own necessary variations. 

In its subsidiarity and on its various levels, once the territorial project turns back to its own ontological 
roots and therefore to a redefinition of its own original meaning as a harbinger and organiser of the future 
(aware of the unpredictability of the latter), it clashes with the oscillations of the reality on which it must 
base its own pre-vision and of the infinite interpretations of its indications produced by an increase in 
individuals; it clashes with the end of certainty now apparent in all ambits. All the phenomena registered 
involve multiple correspondences and subjects with translations that are differentiated when not 
oppositional, making it extremely difficult to conduct them towards a specification consenting the necessary 
projection. Their reduction, the basis for every project, is a necessary operation and therefore heralds the 
same errors produced by the subsequent approach process adopted so far. The interruption of linear 
historical time, the end of the Deleuzian drift replaced by the Virilian incident and substitute approach 
implying that use becomes wear and tear and therefore abandonment, all this requires new instruments so 
that the refunctionalisation or redefinition of meaning no longer represent the only inexorable choice to be 
made a posteriori. What is required above all is a phenomenology that is capable of balancing re-
presentation of data and its re-production, or rather, to borrow Jean-Luc Nancy’s distinction, of underlining 
reality and its sensitive interpretation. It is necessary to understand the subjectivity and relationalism within a 
design desiring to govern the complexity. 

The landscape project, a project that is spatial and cultural as well as physical and territorial, bases its 
feasibility and durability upon the fact that it orders the future while being ordered by it (that is, by evolving 
needs and values); it is capable of anticipating its own obsolescence and resolving it in the same fact. The 
only landscape that can equip the contemporary world for an effective encounter with the future and 
construct a space not merely leaving it in a condition of being ‘on hold’ is a ‘Preventive Landscape’. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1-6. Guido Guidi, Bunker. 
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The ‘Preventive Landscape’ aims at establishing the premises required to restore the specific and 

exclusive original function of projects; i.e., their role of predicting, interpreting and guiding the future, by 
placing it, after adjusting its ‘forms’, into a new unique possible realm, the realm of landscape, that is found 
at the intersection between physicalness of space, time evidence, and the immateriality of cultural processes. 
It also aims at putting forward effective strategies, updated according to the changed global context, its 
tensions and possible drifts, so as to obtain an ‘open’ control, interactive and non-preclusive, over the 
transformations. The ‘Preventive Landscape’ takes the indeterminate as the backdrop and, at the same time, 
field of action; i.e., as the context within which to operate, marked by the end of all certainties, and as a 
complex system where the project is called on to perform its effective activity of evaluation and, therefore, 
guidance. It explores ‘forms’ of its current dissemination and seek the ‘reasons’ so as to reach its 
understanding. From a sectorial perspective, then, it verifies the logical consequences posed by the 
contraposition between the ‘project’ - control operator of space intended as architecture, as well as city and 
territory planning, able to exert control through principles and previsions - and the backdrop ‘against which’ 
the project is now forced to operate, characterised by unforeseeability and discontinuity. The ‘Preventive 
Landscapes’ are the outcome of the ‘new project,’ able to take up, ahead of time, its possible criticalities, the 
changes in the real and its significance, the transformations in value and ability of both physical and cultural 
contexts. The ‘Preventive Landscapes’ are spaces that express a new strategy, able to optimise the resources 
and time available, overcome the widespread tendency to consider project-making more and more as the 
correction of erroneous approaches, thus betraying its own founding objective, looking at the past to manage 
the present, rather than being projected towards the future. 

If reality is difficult to define due to its relativity; if, after all, all this suggests the end of certainty that 
has been given as a precursor and, consequently, the field of curiosity represented by the relationship 
between order and chaos in physics, our aim is to find where the undetermined is, what it is, and what it 
means, as well as how the project establishes itself before it, towards what ‘dynamic state’ it evolves and 
within what scenario, what the project is when placed before the uncertainty in its establishment and 
development. Before the sense of the future in contemporaneity (the continuously ‘expired’ present in 
Cioran’s existential reflections, Augé’s ‘halted’ present and ‘missed surprise’, Prigogine’s entropic time 
between causality and casualness...), before, in other words, a subtraction of the future dimension, we wish 
to understand what possible space there is for the ‘pro-ject’, providing that it still exists. The dimension of 
time increasingly flattened against the current rather than merely against the present (as in the definitions by 
Husserl and Deleuze), and, therefore, the condition of a contemporaneity deprived of its projective power is 
not the only one that undermines, from its etymological foundations, the project. This is a second variable 
that intervenes and compromises it as an operator able to exert control on the future. From Maxwell’s 
discontinuity to Renè Thom’s ‘catastrophes’, from Bohr’s principle of complementariness to Heisenberg’s 
principle of indeterminacy, from the studies on management systems and casualness as the self-organising 
element proposed by Henri Atlan, to Severino’s epistemological observations on the relationship between 
regulating elements and systemic anomalies, complexity and non-linearity ultimately threaten the principle 
of causality and determinism in physics as well. Chance is no longer admitted, and becomes the founding 
element of every reflection on the future. The principle whereby - in the architectural as well as city and 
territorial planning projects - fixed conditions correspond to a predictable outcome is no longer certain. With 
respect to all this, the reactions, at least those coming from certain segments of our sector, have certainly 
been ready to reframe codes that were too rigid. However, there is an evident gap between the possibility of 
accepting the ‘chance’ of an Event City, just to mention an example, and the outcome of transformations that 
dramatically influence the territory and landscape. ‘Chance’ - in our field; i.e., ‘urban and territorial physics’, 
represented by the variability of individual needs and the pressure of their quantity, that cannot be 
assimilated along definite directives and certainly differing from a mere ‘event’ - compromises in a new, 
potentially disruptive way the future of each project, which is increasingly often forced to run after rather 
than be ahead. It is not a matter of projecting into the future ‘forms’ that are flexible enough to accept the 
unpredictable, but one of projecting strategies that take the unpredictable as their own guiding operator; i.e., 
strategies that ‘permit’ their own crisis and solve it in advance within their structure. 

The context and aim of ‘Preventive Landscape’ project are as follows: if the context in which 
contemporaneity has chosen to operate is increasingly becoming one that is merely “current”, if it is more 
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and more weighed down by the irruption of chance and the unpredictable future, what can the evolution for 
the project, the evolution of the project, be? 

The key steps forming the rationale underlying ‘Preventive Passages’ can be summarised in the 
following points. 1) Crises - i.e., the moments of discontinuity such as the one currently underway globally - 
impose a revision of systems and processes as well as of their organisation. Subsequently, they do not hint at 
the project’s fallibility (by now accepted), but, rather, suggest the need of prevision and the essentialness of 
determining its ‘tolerance.’ The unavoidable opening towards probable future crises must start from the 
exact, upstream definition of the project’s ‘load capacity. 2) Even though it is an increasingly frequent 
practice it is useless to focus on the ‘post-’ we must focus on the ‘pre-’: the waste of resources implicit in 
every planning strategy of mere ‘reversibility’ is no longer acceptable; rather than proceeding by means of 
errata corrige we must adopt ‘prevention.’ 3) The project is experiencing ontological difficulties with regard 
to its own meaning: its crisis is more serious today when the difficulty of making previsions is increasingly 
evident due to the indeterminacy of the surrounding conditions and in defining the foundation on which to 
base the prevision of the future. 4) It is necessary to start again by giving a new meaning to it, recodifying 
the ‘project’ in its original meaning, structuring it as a system that can cope with crises by really predicting 
them and is open to them. 5) At the same time we must envisage decoding it by structuring it as a system 
paying increasing attention to interpretation. 6) It is necessary to consider the project in terms of landscape (a 
‘Preventive Landscape’ is a relational system that deals, in physical and cultural space, with all time 
variables; it is a system able to re-exist or exist again, also strengthened by the crises it has to face because 
they are implicit in its organisational process). 
 

    
 

Fig. 7-10. Damien Hirst, Void. 
 

The most suited way to conceive landscape projects is not to view them in terms of objects but in terms 
of partnerships. This requires the creation of relationships among objects, space, and the meaning of the new 
entity, not only in its current context but also in relation to the past and the future. The project therefore 
bridges the gap between what existed and beforehand making adjustments with what it foresees in the future. 

It seems perfectly logical to incorporate European Landscape Convention proposals with the hypothesis 
of a project-process. It must, from the very start, establish a bond with its context (any entity, be it biological 
or not, including memory) and its evolution. Nowadays however the project-process seems to have to tackle 
not so much the future it had forecast or anticipated, but a very different future from what was expected: the 
crisis of himself. Presently the project-process seems to have to imagine itself faced with transience rather 
than modifications, both context and the project itself. Currently the bond, the connection, and therefore the 
individual context of what is introduced in a territory do not seem to be all the physical aspects faced, but 
rather the immateriality of time and its ever increasingly fast acceleration. Today it seems necessary to look 
at the process not as a reception or exclusion (a mode that leads to progressively adjust a system to emerging 
needs) but as a system of leave, or even waste. Today it seems necessary to consider the process of 
transformation of the territory as a ‘digestive process’. The digestive process first of all foresees conversion: 
seems appropriate to deal not to redefine what is rejected, but to anticipate the rejection of what is being to 
done, the waste that is about to be created, to propose Preventive Landscapes. 
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1  INTRODUCTION 
 

Housing associations in the Netherlands own and manage roughly one third (2.4 million dwellings) of 
the total Dutch housing stock. Thus, they are key players on the Dutch housing market, especially on the 
rental market. Their main task is providing dwellings to people who are not able to find a proper home 
themselves. Before the nineties, housing associations in the Netherlands were operating on a clearly task 
oriented base. Housing Associations were heavily subsidized and regulated. However, in the nineties of the 
20th century housing associations became less dependent from the national government. In 1993 a new, less 
prescriptive regulatory framework (BBSH) was introduced and in 1995 housing associations became largely 
financially independent from the government. The BBSH was broadened in 1997 by adding ‘quality of life’ 
and in 2001 by adding ‘housing and care’ as fields of performance. Housing associations now have a large 
responsibility for the overall housing market, without getting detailed tasks from central government. The 
institutional position of housing associations shifted away from the state and moved towards the market and 
the society. In this position, as a private institution with public goals, housing associations are often regarded 
as social entrepreneurs [1, 2, 3]. In search for suitable ways of conducting housing management under the 
new circumstances housing associations adopted more commercial strategies [e.g. 4]. Market analysis and 
research, tenant satisfaction questionnaires are adopted form the commercial world. Deliberation with 
tenants and stakeholders generate insights about specific housing needs. Alongside these developments 
governmental policies were increasingly taking a territorial focus in areas with accumulated problems. 
Different areas became policy focal points and the term “area-based policy” came into fashion [5]. The 
strategic (housing) management shifted from task driven both towards “demand-driven” and “area-based”. 
  
2 P ROBLEM STATEMENT AND MAIN QUESTION 
 

Since housing associations in the Netherlands are independent, non-governmental, non-profit, private 
organisations with societal goals and public tasks, decisions on their activities regarding their housing stock 
and related services lack a clear basis. Decisions are implicitly influenced by internal financial considerations 
by public goals, values and opinions [6], by customer demands and/or by neighbourhood characteristics. 

What meaning does thus the term “demand-driven management” and “area-based management” have 
and what is their relation? In which way can housing associations structure their housing management that 
combines the different forces of government, market and society? Is there a way to combine demand driven 
and area-based housing management? 

We will answer these questions by an analysis of the problem based on literature. First we will describe 
strategic housing management in general where after we address demand-driven housing management and 
area-based housing management. Main problems in both strategies are explained. Oppositions in the 
different strategies are elaborated and theoretically solved. The final paragraphs will suggest a housing 
management process containing both demand driven aspects as well as area based aspects in order to 
eliminate the existing problems. 
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3  STRATEGIC HOUSING MANAGEMENT  
 
Larkin defines strategic housing management as “the range of activities undertaken to ensure that the 

housing stock meets needs and standards now and in the future in the most efficient way” [7]. Strategic 
housing management is strategic in the way that daily operational decisions are not included and that the 
strategy is valued as “integral” [8, 9] combining different aspects, such as technical and societal demands, of 
the housing stock in one strategy. 

Several models for determining housing management strategies have been developed since the 1990s [9, 
10, 11, 12, 13]. In general, these models have been derived from theories on and models for strategic 
business planning in which strategies for individual estates are derived from general portfolio objectives in a 
systematic, rationalized manner. According to Nieboer and Gruis [14] all models have the same general 
outline of analysis, formulating provisional policy options, testing (ex ante evaluating) these options (option 
appraisal), and formulating definitive options. Many models follow a top-down approach, in which general 
strategies for the development of the portfolio are linked to investment strategies for the individual estates. 
The existing models can be seen as part of the rational-analytical paradigm of strategy formulation within 
organizations [4]. 

Housing management results in a broad range of activities. How do housing associations decide which  
activities to assign to specific parts of their housing stock? Although the models assume a rational-analytical 
approach of decision-making, the activities do not always reflect the explicit ingredients of the model. In 
practice decisions of housing associations are often not a direct result of their plans, but of incidents at the 
neighbourhood level or of emerged opportunities [e.g. 4]. Nieboer [15] also notes that the most non-rational 
decisions in the models are found in the goal and strategy formulation. Gruis et al. [7] state that few housing 
associations follow a systematic approach towards the development of housing management strategies. 
Furthermore, they hardly formulate explicit and measurable targets for the development of their stock and 
they do not formulate a top-down investment strategy. According to Straub [16] a clear link between the 
strategic stock and the planned maintenance is lacking as well. The outcome is a result of emerging 
opportunities, politics, the preference of a manager or choice and (shared) control of the customer. The 
models leave a lot of room for implicit, non-rational choices. The strategies followed in practice differ from 
the formal strategies [4]. Gruis [17] also notes that on paper many housing associations already transformed 
to dynamic enterprises that are customer- and society-driven, but that there is a discrepancy between policy 
formulation and policy implementation. 

If the rational-analytic paradigm does not suffice, the state and the market do not tell what to do, how 
can housing associations’ planners then decide on which actions to take regarding their housing stock? Since 
housing associations are non-profit and non-governmental institutions, decision-making on these subjects is 
not automatically based on democratic or profit principles, but is based on ‘rationales’ which can be: 
- what (current and future) customers subjectively want and/or objectively need 
- what is best for a specific area/ what improves the quality of a specific area 
- what stakeholders agree on what is needed 
- the vision of the board of directors of the landlord 
We will focus on the first two rationales, as identified in the introduction: the customer and area based 

approaches. We will show that these concepts are not clearly defined yet, and have their drawbacks, and we 
will try to reconcile these two concepts. 

 
4  CUSTOMER ORIENTED AND CUSTOMER DRIVEN STRATEGIES 

 
Gathering information from the three different main actors (state, market and society) is rather limited 

to analysis and the actual participation in the decision-making is fairly absent. However, the importance of 
participation (in decision-making) and voice for the customers has been emphasized by different advisory 
boards [18, 19] as well as the government [e.g. 20] and scholars in the social entrepreneurship sector [2, 21]. 
However, the participation levels in policy and management of social landlords remain low. To tackle the 
lack of participation housing associations have developed a variety of so called demand driven housing 
management initiatives [22]. Gruis [23] distinguishes customer-driven and customer-oriented strategies. 
Customer-driven approaches give customers an explicit say in the decision-making of a housing association. 
Customer-oriented management is aimed at matching supply to demands of customer groups through 
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deliberation with group representatives (or stakeholders) while the housing association stays in control. We 
argue that a demand-driven housing management should combine the two approaches: leaving individual 
choices for each customer (customer-driven) and gathering the information on which products to offer and 
which strategies to follow from higher scale deliberations (customer-oriented). The latter can involve 
stakeholders or national policy input such as energy conservation. Control and choice for the customer, both 
individual and collective, is the most important aspect of the model. However, most initiatives that are called 
demand driven rather focus on individual choices than on higher scale involvement of tenant groups [22].  
Several challenges are identified with participation and customer oriented approaches. 
- Getting tenants or tenant groups involved is difficult since clear goals and (tangible, individual, short 

term) benefits of participation is unclear. 
- Participation asks for specific knowledge and the ability to consider higher scale effects and 

objectives.  
- Usually the representatives of the tenants are not a real representation of the tenants actually residing 

in the building block or area. 
- Individual choices (customer-driven) may not limit nor interfere with higher scale choices 

(customer-oriented) 
- To share control within a organisation, or with partners (stakeholders, customers) is difficult to 

arrange and it is difficult for the board to loosen the control [24] 
- Involving customers or stakeholders asks for specific effort to go beyond daily nuisances. 
- Working with other stakeholders and other actors asks for insight and understanding of the different 

objectives and positions. 
Getting customers and stakeholders involved therefore asks for a match of interests and participation 

levels and for clear goals. The “area” might be the right aggregation level upon which different interests can 
be aligned and actors can be involved and incorporated. 

 
5  AREA BASED STRATEGIES 
 

Next to the importance of the customer, the spatial level of the area (neighbourhood) is gaining 
importance. Just as individuals and their dwellings are part of a market segment, they are part of an area. 
Areal characteristics influence the household and influence the (popularity of the) dwelling. When area 
characteristics (for example public services, transport and shops) change, then the features of the dwelling 
changes and it is likely that the composition of the households changes. The same accounts for changing the 
housing stock. When a policy measure is taken and as a result the stock changes, a change in neighbourhood 
composition might be expected. For example demolition and replacement of low price, low quality rental 
homes by high quality, high price owner occupied homes can lead to the influx of new people, not only in the 
newly-built houses, but also in the surrounding (existing) houses since the composition of the neighbourhood 
has changed. Such a change in the housing stock in one area, might also have an effect on other areas. This is 
known as the spill-over or displacement effect [25, 26]. In an area-based approach decisions are based on 
considerations on neighbourhood level. Activities originate from negotiations with different parties that have 
a stake in the neighbourhood, from analysis of social problems, technical quality and future market position 
of estates in a specific neighbourhood.  

The challenges for an area-based approach are: 
- to deal with all stakeholders’ interests in a fair and effective way 
- to keep in mind the relationship with other areas (and with the housing association’s portfolio) and 

preventing displacement of problems to other areas (parts of the portfolio). 
- to include other than rational-analytical approaches of planning, such as political, collaborative, 

social movement and incremental [27]. 
Within the demand-driven and area-based approaches conflicts of interests may arise. Individual 

households’ interests may interfere with the shared interest of all stakeholders inside or outside an area. The 
same accounts for the interests of stakeholders. However, a social entrepreneur is (in theory) capable of 
creating strategies that benefit society as a whole [28]. 

 
6  CONCLUSION 
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To unify area-based with demand-driven approaches of housing management of housing associations, it 
is important to clearly distinguish the level on which the analysis is made and the resulting measure is 
focused; the level of the individual customer or the level of groups of customers in an area. Furthermore, we 
signalled two different planning approaches: a rational-analytical approach and a deliberative approach. A 
rational-analytical approach can neglect important area characteristics, such as social ties, architectural value, 
existing relations and attachment to the area, but can objectively monitor differences between areas. The 
deliberative approach can neglect the area scale, aspects of collectiveness and financial or other business 
goals, when deliberation is with individual customers, but has the potential to fulfil the demands and wishes 
of individual customers. When deliberation is on a collective basis, a general problem is representation: will 
the representatives guard the collective interest without excluding or harm other groups? 

To fence these pitfalls we suggest a two way strategy involving a broad representation of stakeholders 
(including tenant bodies) to work on area-based approaches and to set a general agenda for the strategies and 
products to deliver. This area-based approach aims to improve the overall quality (of life) of areas for all 
residents. A rational-analytical approach will only be used to identify specific attention areas and to 
objectively monitor and signal relative differences between areas. After the selection of areas tailor-made 
solutions should be based on the internal and unique characteristics of the area and thus involving tenants 
and stakeholders by sharing control over the strategy. 

The customer-driven approach aims to improve choice and control of individual households and is 
concerned with the individual interest, the area-based approach focuses on the shared interest of stakeholders 
in a specific area, while the customer-oriented approach focuses on customer groups. It is the challenge for a 
housing association to get all the parties involved at the right moments and at the right levels. This challenge 
asks for a clear division in the approach they choose for different policy areas. This division should be based 
on an analysis of the different interests that are at stake. Housing associations should be clear about which 
interest is paramount and how this interest relates to other interests (does it conflict, what is the effect?). This 
asks for clear identification and involvement of stakeholders and for a good stakeholder analysis [29]. 
Working in clear scenarios can assist stakeholders and individual tenants in deciding a strategy [30]. A tool 
like the “outcome arena” [31] can play an important role.  

We realize that some problems are not fully solved by our suggested approach. The analysis of the 
levels and domains remains at the housing association with the risk of repeating the goal, strategy and 
program formulation non-rational decision making. We notice that it is impossible to satisfy all. However, 
decision-making based on dialogue rather than majority, incorporating stakeholders in decision making as 
suggested along the lines of “participatory” or “interactive policy making” [32] could eliminate this problem 
even further. Sharing power with others seems naturally difficult and asks for loosening grip.  

Finally, the institutional position of the housing associations is on debate. Embedding the 
demand-driven approach in the area-based approach could strengthen the disputed position of the social 
entrepreneurs we call housing associations. With this strategy, it should be difficult for public opinion or the 
government to disagree upon the followed strategy, and thus should put an end to the discussion on “who 
controls the housing associations”. 
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ABSTRACT: The built environment of Turkey is the result plan codes that are defined in set of different 
scale physical plans which prepared under the control mechanism of the governmental bodies. However the 
organizational, managerial and technical dimensions of these plans are not sufficient enough to create good 
quality spaces and urban places in cities of Turkey. The city of Bodrum in Turkey had faced these planning 
problems. Bodrum, which was a calm fishery village in 1970s, has transformed to an alienated urban tissue 
with tourism facilities and excess building stocks at present. And this paper is the presentation of this 
contextand its planning culture which it is a part of a study exploring the question of the autonomy of 
architecture with the problem area of Bodrum in the consumption age within the neo-liberal policies.  
KEYWORDS: Bodrum, Planning Codes and Culture, (Non)-Autonomous Architecture, Local-Central 
Authority, Transformation, Management 
 
 
1   INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM 
 

Bodrum, which was a calm fishery village in 1970s, now has transformed to an alienated urban tissue 
with tourism facilities and housing units. In this transformation; the four phases in Bodrum’s political and 
planning history are seen since 1948(46)1. First phase was the Under-Development Phase in which Bodrum 
has been a small fishery village until 1970s. Second one was the First Development (Research) Phase in 
which the first planning decisions were derived from the vernacular characteristics in order to preserve them 
during the tourism’s developments from 1970 to 1980. Third one was the Fast Development Phase in which 
the deteriorations due to the building constructions were seen because of the increasing demands of the 
tourism sector in Bodrum Peninsula from 1980 to 2000s. Finally, in the Confusion Phase the global forces 
and the capitalist demands have increased to consume the whole Bodrum Peninsula by the demands of 
foreign investors through the Turkish developers since 2000s. 
 

 
Figure 1  The First Implementation Plan of Bodrum Center in 1948 

                                                
1 The date of the first implementation plan 
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In these periods, in which the tourism development has been continuing within a dynamic socio political 
context, too many partial implementation plans2  of the built environment for the tourism usage especially for 
the second summer houses have been proposed and approved since 1982. Hence, the period after 1980s has 
seen the most deterioration process of the historical, cultural, environmental and natural values due to these 
partial plans. 
 

 
Figure 2  Present condition of Bodrum Center in 2007 

After the problems increased by this partial planning attitude, the comprehensive planning attempt has 
started after 1991. However, the central authority has not managed to handle the process successfully due to 
the unsuccessful environmental physical plans3 and unsuccessful collaboration of the central authority with 
other stakeholders. The local representatives, NGOs or all other actors were ignored from all these design 
phases.  

Now the spatial planning of Bodrum becomes a chronic problem. The planning culture of the central 
government without any collaboration with the local representatives, idea of the development of only one 
sector of tourism and not caring the natural and cultural values of Bodrum, the wrong details and rules of 
plans, the strict and confused planning codes in these plans  were strongly objected by the professional 
unions in Bodrum- especially by the chamber of architects- and caused the cancellation of all these 
environmental physical plans approved in 1991, 1998, 2002, 2003 and 2007. 

Presently, although new physical planning attempts in different scale by various central body 
representatives are proposed,4 this is not sufficient enough to solve all problems; because other institutions 
are still continuing to design by previous traditional planning culture of Turkey. Hence, the control 
mechanism of the building stock by the local organs is not sufficient enough to create good quality of spaces. 
The decisions and regulations put on by one strong and powerful decision maker. And every local organ has 
developed them and proposed a solution in the way of its understanding. Finally, in the recent developments 
this power has aimed to be controlled by only one central authority in order to accelerate the solutions or 
desires of the decision maker actors such as investors, developers and planners. 

 
2   THE PLANNING CULTURE OF TURKEY 
 
Implementation and Physical Plans of Bodrum 

The spatial environments of the Republican Period5 have always been discussed that they have not 
created good quality of spaces whereas they only comprise physical dimensioning within a limited time and 

                                                
2 In scale of 1/1.000 
3 In scale of 1/25.000 
4 One of the central authorities (Ministry of Construction and Settlement) has started to question unsuccessful 
prior attempts and tried to offer a new model 
5 Period after the declaration of republic in 1923 
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not suggest a scenario or spatial development for future. In fact the spaces of Turkey are designed and 
formed by planning hierarchy in which the legislative formation that has started by the “construction law.” 

On the contrary to the limitations of legislations, Duyguluer (1989: 23) defends that this construction law 
has a flexible definition and has not much limitation on the built environment in its content. However, this 
leads to the problem of how the planning procedure is going to be issued. The insufficient content of this 
law- legislative background- of these plans has created confusions both in technical issues in which detail the 
plans have to be prepared and in administrative subjects of which bodies are the authority for these plans. 
The plan scales, content and detail are not clarified successfully in this planning hierarchy. Besides, as the 
authority is not defined each institution such as the various central authorities-ministries, municipalities and 
NGOs tries to develop a plan under its power.  

Then; the planning legislations, defining how the planning mechanisms should be, become the 
suggestion for this “construction law” problem. The main problem within the content of Turkish Planning 
system in case of Bodrum is that the legislative rules for planning city have not comprise adequate 
architectural considerations, and little concerns have ended in a stereotype architectural character of  the built 
environment. 

As the planning legislations have not complemented the physical plans, the strict rules of the legislations 
defining the planning system have aimed to be abolished by proposing plan codes (Duyguluer, 1989). But, 
these plan notes should also be questioned as the result of the conventional and monotype built 
environments, in which the creation process has annihilated the autonomy of architecture. 

The studies on the city development and built environment generally analyzed from the point of urban 
and city planners. In the built environment the aesthetic control is aimed to be defined by the strict 
quantitative codes. According to Ünlü (2005, 3), design control must go beyond aesthetics to tackle with all 
issues of urban design, sustainability and be linked with a broad multi-dimensional planning strategy, to 
deliver meaningful benefits to the community.  

The plan codes of Bodrum comprise Procedural Codes as Legislative and Juridical ones, Contextual 
Codes as Environmental and Physical Planning ones, and Architectural Codes that define the built 
environment. The Architectural Codes grouped as Functional, Dimensional, Visual and Constructional codes 
which are strictly defining the architectural projects.  

However, the plan codes defining the building quality in detail have eradicated the creativity of 
architecture and architects. Construction law(s), related legislations, plans and plan notes which comprise 
limitations, rules, definitions for city and urban planning and architecture have not realize a multi-
dimensional planning and design strategy and cause the negative development of the built environment and 
architecture. 

As to sum up, the negative effects on the built environment of these legislations can be summarized as; 
single building in a parcel6, increase of allotments, small parcels in the urban context and physical 
limitations of the buildings in these parcels with increasing the building stock and failures in the creation of 
open spaces. Beside these physical limitations, the study of TÜBĐTAK (Duyguluer, 1989: 16) about 
construction legislations has stated that the limitations have not only technical but also social, economic, 
administrative and financial. 

 
3   AUTONOMOUS ARCHITECTURE 
 

Implementation plans are the most powerful tool for the definition of spatial quality in Turkey; these 
plans have been prepared by the results of individual and instant decisions of intuitions. Then, the codes of 
these plans become the most important tool for the built environment. But this model has to be questioned 
because of the fact that in creation process the autonomous architecture has lost its status and the spatial and 
environmental qualities of the context have gone to a deterioration process.  

The present new dynamics and transformations in social, economic and political life have proved that 
this model should not be questioned and understood by the condition of the past politic and economic 
constraints. The loss of central authority, development of the neo-liberal economic dimensions, separation of 

                                                
6 The alteration in the construction law has allowed building more than one building with physical 
dimensional limitations. 
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architecture and planning all have to be considered in the question of the situation of the autonomy of the 
architecture. 

It can be pointed that these developments increased the separation of planning and architecture. As 
Tekeli indicates, in 1960s the strong government and weak citizens make possible to plan the Turkish cities 
totally, despite the unsuccessful attempts. On the contrary to this fact, he has stated that cities are in race at 
the present. Today the (big) lands for new actor(s) are limited, so there is a planning understanding in 
negotiation. Developers and investors are both planning the physical environment and doing the 
construction. The idea is that the complex mechanism of this contemporary period cannot be understood by 
the old planning methods; therefore, this change and transformation have to be investigated.7 And in this 
transformation the problem of autonomy of architecture becomes important. 

The dictionary meaning of autonomy is explained as “the quality or state of being independent, free and 
self directing, individual or group freedom” in Webster Dictionary, and as “self government or freedom of 
action” in Oxford Dictionary.  On the other hand, discussions of the autonomy of the architecture according 
to Hays should be more important than what the autonomy is. Because; if the autonomy has not been defined 
well and has not been so powerful than the political ideologies, the relation of the power of the politics with 
place-ground and space become dominant. And then, the final product moves away from the cultural and 
moral consciousness of the society. 

The building context is shaped under the power relations. Architecture has long processes of struggles 
with the political and economical pressures since the beginning of the century. Hence, the autonomy of 
architecture is just an important word to achieve for creative works. Like “art-making, which according to 
the logic of autonomy successfully finds its target in direct proportion to its disengagement from the business 
of the world” (Wood; 2002, 49). However, the aesthetic struggle of architecture and the autonomy of 
architecture are more difficult than those of an art-work. Because of the fact that, “architecture is always 
answerable and never disengaged from the business of the world; and it would have plenty to lose if it were 
to disengage itself. Unlike painting, architecture historically never gave up its close connection to authority 
(Wood; 2002). 

 
4   CONCLUSION 
 

Bodrum which had a vernacular character now has been transformed to a consumption meta for building 
sector. This transformation has created confusions and blurs in minds since the acceleration of tourism which 
have increased presently. Housing types of Bodrum have transformed into a heavy programmatic structure. 
The rules for housing units are bulky and many of the rules do not increase the creativity of architecture. 
These rules only define the quantitative properties. The vernacular architecture of Bodrum has transformed 
into a mass produced object during the planning attempts/phases. 

Bodrum planned unsuccessfully for the rants of the building stock instead of a tourism destination with a 
spatial planning understanding. At present, neo-liberal economic policies are aimed to transform, use and 
utilize the peninsula in a form of big scale investment projects that most of them are not questioned and 
discussed well. 

The architectural rules and codes of these plans in Bodrum have created only one type architecture which 
demolished the authenticity of architecture and formed an environment of increased homogenization. The 
plan decisions narrow the architectural applications and creation in the building construction. Too many 
plans, plan revisions and plan codes which had not any strategic view for future has damaged the 
environmental, cultural, historical and architectural features of Bodrum. In the end product the problem and 
loss of the autonomy of architecture become obvious. Then, the idea of a new model, Urban Architecture, 
have to be proposed as a new model instead of the plan codes and too many partial plans both considering 
only the physical qualities of the built environment.  

As Ünlü’s (2005) stated the change of the socio-political context can not be tackled by the static nature 
of development plans within the regulatory context which is going to be ended with tensions in planning 
control mechanisms. The new model has to consider a multi-dimensional planning strategy, named as Urban 
Architecture in which the urban design, sustainability, aesthetic, environmental and architecture etc. are 
thought of. 

                                                
7 www.arkitera.com 
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ABSTRACT: In this paper, we briefly discuss the use of alternative urban development proposals (AUDP) 
as a knowledge resource. The article combines a theoretical reflection with an applied study of urban 
planning in the Brussels-Capital Region. In the beginning, we present different types of alternative proposals 
and discuss how they can be evaluated and represented systematically. Afterwards, we test these inferences 
by applying one specific mapping tool -conceptual graphs- to the context of Brussels-Capital Region and 
compare the discourses of four urban investigations that were developed for the European Quarter. In 
conclusion we review the value of alternative development projects as a source of knowledge and make 
future recommendations for collective analysis, as well as collection and production of different kinds of 
knowledge in urban policy making. 
KEYWORDS: Alternative Urban Development Projects (AUDP), Knowledge Base, Concept Graphs, 
Brussels-Capital Region, European Quarter 

1. THE POWER OF ALTERNATIVE PROJECTS: DIAGNOSIS AND FUTURE PROSPECTS 

Urban development proposals are context-dependent and context changes over time. Proposals that 
were rejected due to lack of public support, lack of financial resources and lack of political goodwill can 
serve as a medium for discussion and a source of inspiration later on for further development. This is an 
essential argument that stresses the need for a knowledge base of alternative urban proposals for urban 
debate and policies. Before initiating the discussion on this knowledge base, we would like to review the 
characteristics of those proposals. 

According to our conception, urban development projects can be categorized as factual (realized), 
emergent (prospective) or counterfactual (alternative). Factual projects are partly or entirely implemented. 
Emergent projects are imagined, but not yet realised, whereas alternative projects are formerly imagined 
ones, which have not been realized at all. Particularly the third category, which we here refer to as 
‘Alternative Urban Development Projects’ or AUDP, draws our attention.  

There is anecdotal evidence that studies from the past often merely serve to fill up already crammed 
bookshelves, even though it took a lot of effort to develop them. Although it might not be possible to 
implement the proposals anymore, they can still provide an opportunity for counterfactual analysis of the 
existing situation. Moreover, the ideas and resources that they accommodate could be used as a basis to 
approve, develop or reject new proposals.  

The imagination of an alternative development project provides a diagnosis of shortcomings of an 
existing situation as well as an identification of characteristic features and a guide for future development. 
Proposals for alternative development not only contain a representation of the existing, but also the 
imagination of a different reality. Imagined alternatives have an ambiguous value [1]. On the one hand, they 
maintain a certain distance towards real development. On the other hand, an urban imaginary also possesses 
a performative power, as a contribution to format reality and a social activity.  

Alternative projects are thus multi-layered knowledge resources with descriptive, evaluative and 
prospective elements. The information communicated through the AUDPs is semi-structured and also 
syntactically, schematically and semantically heterogeneous [2]. Therefore, it is hard to compare different 
AUDPs, even more so if we consider that they were developed in a diverging context.  

So how can this knowledge be analysed, organised and represented to serve urban policies? 
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2. GENERATING A KNOWLEDGE BASE OF AUDPs 

Each AUDP is a representation of decisions and ideas in forms of spatio-visual, narrative, historical and 
temporal information. Models, types and formats used in different AUDP representations are usually 
incompatible, organized into different schemes and to be interpreted in numerous ways. These 
representations may include various types of maps, plans, diagrams, 3D-models, statistics and texts, which 
are written as manifestos, reports, policy documents or historical reviews. Visualizations (most particularly 
computer generated ones) tend to represent tangible assets of the urban development projects and focus on 
the quantitative dimension [3]. They are provided as proofs of concepts and principles per se.  

In principle, a knowledge base of AUDPs should provide more than data without a context. It should 
facilitate discovery, accumulation, analysis, and clarification of information while combining, comparing and 
integrating different AUDPs. In order to provide a thorough and in-depth view of the projects, concepts like 
project objectives, theoretical approaches, context and proposed strategies should be represented in this 
knowledge base. Therefore, conceptual analysis and evaluation of AUDPs are crucial steps for building a 
knowledge base.  

Extraction of concepts and relations can be conducted through different methods such as manual 
extraction and discourse analysis, automated and semi-automated linguistic studies. Discourse analysis is a 
comparative and referential strategy that can assist in revealing the contents of a project. Manual discourse 
analysis requires a comprehensive literature review and meticulous deciphering. Completeness of this kind 
of theoretical analysis is limited, partly due to its rather subjective nature. The reliability can be enhanced 
when multiple coders develop the analysis.  

Concept extraction can also be conducted through automated analysis methods of text mining and 
natural language processing. These methods heavily rely on lexical databases that contain semantic relations 
between synonym sets, as well as judgements of human experts, who are employed to label the terms and 
verify the results. The completeness and reliability of these methods are also questionable and there are no 
standards for concept collection [4]  

Representation and exploration of these knowledge concepts from AUDPs are possible through 
different tools, for instance as a textual or graphical representation. The latter includes amongst others, 
concept, decision or argument maps.  

A basic conceptual graph (CG) is a logical representation method for modelling knowledge concepts 
and relations between them. The idea of CGs can be traced back to artificial intelligence studies on semantic 
networks and the existential graphs of Charles Sanders Peirce. Compared with linear models, CGs can 
illustrate complex relationships and allow comprehensive exploration of the contents [5]. 

Among other types of representation tools, decision maps show the order and interdependence of 
decisions to be taken in order to develop a specific perspective. Argument maps represent main arguments to 
support particular proposals. Time-based maps include a combination of the previous representations.  

Our primary interest here goes to visualisations through concept maps, which allow the allocation of the 
concepts derived from the discourses of different studies and comparison of the proposals concerning 
different issues in the field of urban policies. Thereafter concept maps are then linked to a time map, which 
enables to understand the context of the AUDPs.  

3. A KNOWLEDGE BASE ON (ALTERNATIVE) DEVELOPMENT OF EUROPEAN QUARTER 

3.1 Constructing a Sample of AUDPs 
The European Quarter in Brussels-Capital Region is chosen as a case study area for testing the initial 

steps for constructing a knowledge base of AUDPs. This decision is based on the widely available 
information about this region and long term studies conducted by Annette Kuhk. In order to develop the 
model, conceptual graphs are constructed and tested as a tool-medium for analysis, collection and production 
of different kinds of knowledge about AUDPs.  

The period between 2001 and 2007 is productive in terms of alternative development proposals. A lot of 
energy was put into proposals for the European Quarter’s future development in anticipation of the European 
Union’s eastern expansion in May 2004. In this study, three investigations that preceded this event are 
compared. Right after the expansion, the ‘Schema Directeur’[6] was developed, which is the fourth study to 
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be represented here. The four investigations are subsequently referred to as ‘Capital Study’[7], 
‘Directives’[8], ‘Ombudsplan’[9]  and ‘Schéma Directeur’[6].  

 
3.2 Extraction of Concepts 

The extraction of concepts was developed in the doctoral research of Annette Kuhk. Intermediary 
results were presented in 2008 [10]. The four studies mentioned in the previous section were examined 
through manual discourse analysis and represented in a comparative and mainly textual account. The starting 
point is that urban policies can be described as a grouping of a multitude of issues to be solved. Each of the 
four studies focuses on specific issues and defines the problems to be solved in a different way. They also 
have a different frame. The discourse analysis reflects the comparison of these particular problem definitions 
(and consequently also the proposed solutions), which reflect a specific understanding and conceptualisation 
of sub themes for urban planning, as applied to the European Quarter. The information from this study is 
used to construct concept graphs for comparison and graphical representation of the four studies on the 
European Quarter.  

 
3.3 Constructing Conceptual Graphs 

The idea of visualising concepts to assist decision-making partially reflects the results from an 
experimental PhD dissertation by Burak Pak [3]. In this study, it was discovered that the availability of 
conceptual representations affects the decision making process and quality of design decisions. Therefore, 
while constructing conceptual visualizations, it is hypothesized that providing more conceptual information 
with different representation schemas to the decision makers should enhance the decision making process.  

The information from this study is used in order to construct concept maps to compare and graphically 
represent the four studies on the European Quarter. The concept maps that were developed include two 
perspectives from the doctoral research of Annette Kuhk. One is the ‘rationale’ of the study, indicating who 
commissioned the studies and who executed them, what temporal and spatial frame was selected and 
whether or not the study intended to develop novel conceptualisations. The other perspective looks at the 
contents and ‘discourse’ of the studies, and analyses recurrent topics and how they were answered. The 
analysis of ‘rationale’ provides a frame of interpretation for the ‘discourses’.  

The graphic representations intend to provide a tool that allows an uncomplicated comparison of the 
studies and therefore also a tool that can be easily communicated to different target audiences. Another 
ambition within the development of the graphic representations is open character that enables in the 
representations to be recycled and applied to represent other studies as well. The tool allows the extension of 
the knowledge base and comparison of emergent proposals to previous ones.  

Parallel to the concept map, a timeline map is introduced. This is partly based on findings from the 
doctoral research of Annette Kuhk as well as Hein’s[11] investigations. Representation of several contextual 
aspects in their temporal development can lead to a better positioning and understanding of the AUDPs in a 
knowledge base.  

4. CONCLUSIONS: HOW KNOWLEDGE ON AUDP CAN ALTER URBAN POLICIES 

Our brief study on how to use and represent AUDPs opens a discussion on potentials of developing 
knowledge bases that include alternative proposals. As an initial and critical test, the application for Brussels 
also shows limitations of the applied graphical tools and points at aspects that need to be advanced. The 
evaluation below reflects on the inclusion of alternative development proposals as knowledge resource for 
urban planning, as well as the added value of a graphical translation to represent AUDPs to construct a 
knowledge base.  

AUDPs are developed with a particular ‘Zeitgeist’, in a given context, which effects the interpretation 
of their feasibility. A truly inspiring example that illustrates how to include an AUDP is the development of 
the neighbourhood ‘Neues Bauen am Horn’ in Weimar. The unique experimental house from 1923 was a 
prototype of Bauhaus-modernity, meant to be the start for a new, straightforward philosophy of construction 
and living. Walter Gropius planned a whole neighbourhood right next to the prototype in the same spirit. His 
plans were expelled for a long time and for different reasons, such as lack of budget or space, lack of 
political will or a general rejection by the wider public. Professors from the Bauhaus-University revived his 
ideas in the 1990s. They strived to adapt the concepts to a contemporary context answering the question 
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‘How do we want to live today?’. The recently constructed neighbourhood refers to the 1920s avant-garde. 
At the same time, the realisation proves how concepts can be adapted to present-day standards of living, as 
well as to ecological and economical constraints.  

This example illustrates how an AUDP can be exploited as a knowledge resource. It demonstrates that 
many factors need to be in place in order to move from plan to realisation. It also shows that a former plan 
can be re-evaluated in a new context. Last but not least, it proves that a thorough analysis of problem 
definition and proposed solutions of an AUDP can lead to productive, thoughtful and innovative proposals in 
confrontation to a contemporary context. The study work for the AUDP is not lost, but rather re-interpreted. 

The development of a knowledge base moves beyond the re-evaluation of a single AUDP and requires 
several consecutive steps such as constructing a meaningful sample of AUDPs, analysing the AUDP for its 
contents and context, and finally, comparing and representing the proposals.  

The challenges in building a knowledge base for AUDP can be defined by the heterogeneity of the 
content of the studies, the heterogeneity of the target audience as well as the risk of affecting and 
manipulating the contents when developing “a representation of representation”. In order to meet this 
challenge, it is crucial to allow representation of individual interpretations, developing a flexible and 
dynamic ontology construction (on the go) and applying tools for comparison of abstract representation.  

 
The first test of the concept maps and time-based analysis illustrated the following advantages: 
 

• Concept maps were sufficient and effective in representing the conceptual attributes of 
alternative urban development projects and revealing the complex relationships between 
different concepts. 

• They provide a rich context for comparative analysis. 
• They also offer opportunities for urban planning and policy learning. In the future, other types 

of conceptual graphs can be tested in an educational environment with a focus on their 
perceptual aspects. 

• Time-based analysis allowed a wider scope of visual analysis, situating alternative urban 
development projects in political and social context. 

 
Conceptual graphs created for this study are illustrated in a traditional print format. Enabling the actors 

to perform interactive operations (such as adding, re-organizing, deleting concepts and links) with the 
content may add a value. 

As a future recommendation, we suggest that the development of an interactive system supporting 
representation of individual ideas on alternative urban development projects can contribute to a better 
understanding and discussion of the studies in this area. The system should facilitate analysis, collection and 
production of different kinds of knowledge about those projects. These can be achieved by enabling decision 
makers to define new concept categories, share their ideas and compare abstract representations, 
interactively. 
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