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Public Space and the Challenges
of Urban Transformation in Europe

European cities are changing rapidly in partial response to the processes of deindustrialization,
European integration, and economic globalization. Within those cities, public spaces are the
meeting place of politics and culture, social and individual territories, instrumental and expres-
sive concerns. Public Space and the Ghallenges of Urban “Iransformation in Europe investigates how Euro-
pean city authorities understand and deal with their public spaces; how this interacts with market
forces, social norms, and cultural expectations; and whether and how this relates to the needs and
experiences of their citizens, exploring new strategies and innovative practices for strengthening
public spaces and urban culture.

These questions are explored by looking at 13 case studies from across Europe, written by ac-
tive scholars in the area of public space and organized in three parts:

I. Strategies, plans and policies
2. Multiple roles of public space
3. Everyday life in the city.

This book is essential reading for students and scholars interested in the design and develop-
ment of public space. The European case studies provide interesting examples and comparisons
of how cities deal with their public space and issues of space and society.

Ali Madanipour is Professor of Urban Design and Director of the Global Urban Research Unit
at the School of Architecture, Planning and Landscape, Newcastle University. In 2010, he was the
City of Vienna Senior Visiting Professor at the Interdisciplinary Centre for Urban Culture and
Public Space (SKuOR), Vienna University of Technology.

Sabine Knierbein is Assistant Professor in the Faculty of Architecture and Planning at Vienna
University of Technology. She has directed the Interdisciplinary Centre for Urban Culture and
Public Space since 2008.

Aglaée Degros is a practising urban planner and co-founder, with Stefan Bendiks, of the office
Artgineering, based in Rotterdam. Aglaée has been the City of Vienna Junior Visiting Professor at
the Interdisciplinary Centre for Urban Culture and Public Space, Vienna University of Technology.
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Chapter 1

A Moment of Transformation

Ali Madanipour, Sabine Knierbein, and Aglaée Degros

Juropean cities are changing rapidly in partial response to the processes of deindustrialization,
FEuropean integration, international migration, economic globalization, and climate change.
Public spaces of these cities, as essential ingredients of the urban image and experience, are
increasingly playing an important part in this transition. A key question concerns the role that
public spaces are expected to play in political, economic, and cultural transformation of cities,
and the impact of these transformations on the nature of public space as a shared resource. How
are public authorities addressing the challenges of provision and maintenance of public space,
both as a catalyst for change and as a common good?

Public space is a subject with a rising significance, and it is beginning to receive the attention
that it deserves in urban research and practice. There are an increasing number of academic
books on public spaces, which reflects this development (e.g., Carmona, de Magalhaes, & Ham-
mond, 2008; Carmona, Heath, Oc, & Tiesdell, 2010; De Souza, Silva, & Frith, 2012; Delaney,
2011; Eckardt & Wildner, 2008; Jonker & Amiraux, 2006; Lehtovuori, 2010; Orum & Zachary,
2010; Shaftoe, 2008; Stevens, 2007; Watson, 2006). The recent civic unrest and struggles in many
European cities and beyond also show the everyday political and social relevance of the topic in
professional and cultural practice (Drache, 2008; Iveson, 2007; Knierbein, 2011b). Public spaces
are broadly defined as crossroads, where different paths and trajectories meet, sometimes overlap-
ping and at other times colliding; they are the meeting place of politics and culture, social and
individual territories, and instrumental and expressive concerns (Madanipour, 2003b). In this
book, we investigate how European urban authorities understand and deal with public spaces;
how this interacts with market forces, historic legacies, social norms, and cultural expectations;
and whether and how this relates to the needs and experiences of their citizens, exploring new
strategies and innovative practices for strengthening public spaces and urban culture. By bringing
together case studies from Antwerp, Belfast, Berlin, Budapest, Dresden, Istanbul, London, Milan,
Naples, Paris, Vienna, Warsaw, and six Swiss cities of Basel, Lucerne, Schafthausen, St. Gallen,
Winterthur, and Zurich, the book aims to fill a major gap in the literature in addressing the role
of the state at its intersection with the multiple roles of public space and the everyday lives of
people in European cities. With different backgrounds in anthropology, sociology, geography,
architecture, landscape architecture, urban planning and design, urban policy, and urban stud-
ies, the authors investigate different moments of urban transformation in European cities with a
particular focus on the public space and the challenges that face cities in this process.

Public Space and Economic Revival

T'he opening words ol the Furopean Union’s 10-year strategy, EU 2020, hint at the magnitude
of the continent’s problems: ‘Europe faces a moment of transformation. The crisis has wiped out
years of economic and social progress and exposed structural weaknesses in Europe’s economy. In
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the meantime, the world is moving fast and long-term challenges—globalisation, pressure on re-
sources, ageing—intensify. The EU must now take charge of its future’ (EC, 2010a, p. 5). The deep
economic crisis dropped the European GDP by 4% in 2009, reverting industrial production back
to the levels of the 1990s, and left 23 million people, equivalent to 10% of the European Union’s
active population, unemployed. As a result of the economic crisis, European public [inances have
severely suffered: Two years of crisis by 2009 erased 20 years of fiscal consolidation, raising deficits
to 7% of GDP and debt levels to over 80% of GDP (EC, 2010a, pp. 7-8). The economic melt-
down continued afterwards and the crisis of the European currency brought the economic future
of a number of major countries into question. Because the majority of Europeans live in urban
areas, this also signalled an urban crisis and a moment of transformation for European cities.

The EU 2020 sets out a tripartite vision to get out of the crisis. The three ‘mutually reinforc-
ing priorities’ of the vision were: ‘Smart growth: developing an economy based on knowledge
and innovation’, which was to be accompanied by ‘Sustainable growth: promoting a more re-
source efficient, greener and more competitive economy’ and ‘Inclusive growth: fostering a high-
employment economy delivering social and territorial cohesion’ (EC, 2010a, p. 5). The vision is
driven by a sense of urgency in responding to a deep economic crisis; therefore, its emphasis is
explicitly economic and its keyword is growth. Nevertheless, it demonstrates the interconnected
nature of the social, economic, and environmental challenges that face European societies at a
critical point in history.

Cities are engines of economic development——places where most economic activities of pro-
duction, exchange, and consumption take place. Basing the future growth of the economy on
knowledge and innovation demonstrated the transition from labour-intensive to knowledge-
intensive activities, from manufacturing industries to services and higher levels of added value
activities (Madanipour, 201 1a). The transition involved expanding the information and commu-
nication technologies, supporting the development of science and technology, enabling innova-
tion, and encouraging the development of knowledge and skills through research and education
(EC, 2010a). Cultural and creative industries are also acknowledged as the drivers of economic
development, from intensive use of information and communication technologies, to encour-
aging consumption through the ‘experience economy’ and shaping or amplifying ‘social and
cultural trends, and—therefore —consumer demand’ (EC, 2010a), and to offering services to the
innovative firms (EC, 2010¢, p. 17). Innovation is considered to be the beating heart of economic
development and transformation; in its different forms in science and technology, as well as in
creative and cultural industries, innovation draws on the encounters between different stakehold-
ers and the meeting of minds, which is partly facilitated by the urban environment.

The European strategy on the urban environment acknowledges the economic significance of
urban space. The Lisbon Strategy had aimed at making Europe ‘a more attractive place to work
and invest’, a context in which a high-quality urban environment could play a significant role,
making cities ‘of key importance to the implementation of the Lisbon Agenda’: “The attractive-
ness of Huropean cities will enhance their potential for growth and job creation’ (EC, 2006, p. 1).
Therefore, the European ministers of urban development, in their Leipzig Charter, emphasized
the role of public spaces in economic change: ‘As soft locational factors, [public spaces] are im-
portant for attracting knowledge industry businesses, a qualified and creative workforce and for
tourism’ (EC,, 2007, p. 3). In addition to improving the quality of the urban environment, public
spaces are a necessary ingredient of any attempt at strategic urban transformation. The examples
of recent strategic planning for European cities, which are based on large-scale urban projects,
show the central role that public space plays in urban regeneration. As urban regeneration proj-
ects from Genoa to Amsterdam and Glasgow have shown, a focus on public spaces has driven the
changes of use and an image of an urban area with significant implications for its revitalization
and regeneration (Lecroart, 2007, p. 118).
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It is partly for this reason that many cities around Europe have developed policies and projects
for public spaces, paying attention to their urban environment as a necessary component of ur-
ban competitiveness. It is a vision based on competition between cities, in which cities behave like
private corporations in search of new investment, a new workforce, and new markets; expanding
their productive capacities is a prerequisite for this competition. This entrepreneusial approach
has been widely adopted by public authorities, but it has caused alarm ovcr its social, political,
and environmental consequences.

The challenge that this entrepreneurial turn has put forward is over the nature of urban trans-
formation: an emerging orthodoxy about the necessity of market-based thinking and continuous
controversy over the social and environmental consequences of this approach. Public spaces serve
as a vehicle of change, and it seems highly underestimated so far that they can-carry various
roles and symbolize different meanings at the same time. So rather than hollowing out the need
for critical reflection on public spaces that are under pressure, especially during phases of rapid
transition, how can we emphasize their potentials as bearers of this change? Do they serve as
interfaces between local needs (Franck & Stevens, 2007) and global pressures (Knierbein, 2010;
Madanipour, 2010)? Is their potential overestimated and instrumentalized by the makers of urban
political agendas, or do decision makers and implementers rather underestimate the opportuni-
ties that public spaces offer to meet very different policy goals, such as combining social inclusion
and-economic development, which are the joint ingredients of the European social model? Is
gentrification an unavoidable outcome of economic revitalization, or can ways be found that are
not necessarily dichotomous and can illustrate the challenges cities face when dealing proactively
with manifold paths of transformation?

Public Space and Social I_nclusion

Recent audits of European cities show an uneven pattern of urban change in which some regions
and urban areas grow, while others stagnate or decline (ECOTEC, 2007; RWI, DIFU, NEA, &
PRAC 2010). The Second State of European Cities report, which used data from 356 European
cities (including 47 non-EU cities), shows a changing population pattern in which the largest
metropolitan areas continue to grow rapidly, while the regional centres stay almost stable, and the
smaller centres and lagging regions decline (RWI et al., 2010). It also shows that in all cities the
outer urban areas have grown faster than the core areas, either through suburban expansion or
through an overall loss of population in the core. Lower birth rates, smaller households, and the
ageing of the population are distinguishable features in many cities.

This population trend maps onto the economic circumstances of European cities. Economic
activity and wealth are concentrated in core zones in western and northern Europe, northern
Italy, parts of Spain, and the capital cities of central Europe, with ‘an exceptional agglomeration
of wealth in the capital city’ of most European countries (RWI et al., 2010, p. 14). Larger met-
ropolitan areas are also the location of the key administrative and political functions, with some
such functions performed by the regional centres. Larger cities offer favourable conditions for
the development of services, which dominate the urban economy, and the growth of knowledge-
intensive activities. T'he report argues that the agglomeration process in the European core zones
has not accompanied a parallel degree of poverty and disparity within those urban areas (RWI
etal., 2010, p. 17). An urban paradox, however, has been noticed since the 1990s, in that wealth
and job creation have not gone hand-in-hand in European cities: Employment rates are consid-
erably higher in some second-tier regional centres, rather than in the largest metropolitan areas
(RWI et al.; 2010, p. 17).

Since its beginning, the European Union has emphasized the need for social cohesion to co-
incide with economic development. However, research has shown a rise in income inequalities
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within most member states, similar to the trends elsewhere in the United States, China, and In-
dia. Indeed, for most European countries, socioeconomic inequalities were higher in 2007 than
in 1980, explained by the growing imbalance between pay increases and productivity increases,
resulting in a decline in labour’s share of added value. The low-paid workers, therefore, have not
been able to benefit from upturns in productivity (EC, 2010d, p. 18). In this period of economic
growth, fuelled by economic modernisation and labour market deregulation, employment has
polarised and earning inequality has widened, without being offset by social transfers and other
policies (EC, 2010d, p. 44). Research, however, shows that less-unequal societies benefit from
more social and economic advantages, which is why it is argued that a new model of development
is required that reduces, rather than intensifies, socioeconomic inequalities. As the development
of the welfare state in the period between the 1930s and the 1970s showed, socioeconomic in-
equalities are not mevitable and they can be addressed: ‘socio-economic inequalities are not an
automatic consequence of modernity, they can be reduced and kept at bay” (EC, 2010d, p. 3).

Therefore, the challenge for the larger urban centres is managing growth, and for the periph-
eral areas it is arresting decline and stimulating development. Managing growth in the larger
metropolitan areas involves coping with high densities, traflic congestion, atmospheric pollution,
high costs of living, uneven distribution of resources, and responding to the growing demands
on public services. Stimulating growth in the peripheral areas, smaller centres, and lagging re-
gions involves keeping their economically active population and attracting new people by creat-
ing attractive conditions. Urban areas, however, are not homogenecous, and there are pockets of
growth and decline in all cities, reflecting their patterns of uneven development. In all cities, the
challenges of addressing environmental degradation, cultural diversity, and social exclusion are
paramount. The global economic crisis has also intensified the problems of economic develop-
ment and regeneration, which are on the agendas of all cities.

In the context of social challenges such as ageing, inequality, and cultural diversity, what roles
can be envisaged for city authorities? As European municipalities have argued, problems of social
exclusion are often created at structural levels, but city authorities are expected to address them
without the appropriate levels of power and resources (Madanipour, 2003a). In cities, further-
more, what roles can the public spaces play to face the urban social challenges? Would it not be
naive to expect that public spaces be part of a solution to a structural problem? One answer is that
the provision and maintenance of public space is part of the delivery of public services, which
in turn is one of the central ways with which social challenges can be addressed. Furthermore,
it is part of the quality of the urban environment, which is a social asset for all. In particular,
the quality of the urban environment in deprived neighbourhoods has been one of the priorities
set by the Leipzig Charter and other European strategies and policy documents, as a necessary
ingredient of sustainable development and social cohesion. Building and maintaining accessible
and high-quality public spaces in all urban neighbourhoods is one of the ways of making a city
fairer and more democratic, in which all parts are given equal treatment and investment in public
space is not a pathway to displacement and gentrification.

Public Space and Cultural Diversity

An Urban Audit, which was analysed in the first State of European Cities report, set out the ques-
tion: ‘what is characteristic about living in Europe’s cities?”” (ECOTEC, 2007, p. 119). In response,
it outlines a picture characterised by diversity:

Diversity appears to be the main characteristic of urban life. A growing number of people
[are] living alone, particularly in the core city areas. Families tend to be coalescing in sub-
urbs at the periphery of urban agglomerations and this group too [is| following increasingly
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varied lifestyles. Although city dwellers are considerably better educated than the population
at large, the benefits flowing from economic wealth generated in cities is not evenly distrib-
uted. Many urban residents face the uncertainties of unemployment, social exclusion and
poverty, and these problems are strongly concentrated in particular neighbourhoods. Life
expectancy is also lower in urban areas, and this can be partially blamed on_pollution of
the living environment. Clearly creating and maintaining prosperity while ensuring social
cohesion and tackling environmental problems continues to be the central challenge facing
Europe’s cities today. (ECOTEC, 2007, p. 119)

Cultural diversity is a primary feature of the contemporary European urban experience,
caused by the breakdown of some mass routines associated with manufacturing industries, the
struggles for more freedom by different social groups, the diversification of lifestyles, the opening
of national labour and education markets, migration within and between European countries,
and international immigration from around the world. In this context, European cities are pulled
in different directions. On the one hand, cities are the historic creations of European civilization,
their buildings and public spaces symbolizing the identity of cities and nations, icons around
which proud narratives are echoed down the ages. On the other hand, the cultural diversity of
the modern city demands adjustment and transformation to a new social reality. How far should
the urban environment change to reflect its current cultural diversity, without losing its historic
character? How can the contemporary public spaces signify the increasingly diverse cultural mix?

The choice, however, is not only limited to looking to the past or the future; it also involves a
selection from the different periods of the past, deciding how far back to go and which layer of
the palimpsest to adopt as the more authentic. Each of these past layers, meanwhile, is loaded
with historic significance, with wars and struggles that may still be alive in people’s memories.
The question may be formulated as a dilemma between the eclectic diversity of the present and
the authentic purity of a past. As it has been repeatedly shown, however, such pure identities
have been imagined and constructed at some point (Anderson, 1991; Hobsbawm, 1990), and
the dilemma becomes which narrative of the past the city should embrace and embody. This is
particularly significant for public monuments and public places, where collective memories may
not converge into one agreed narrative, especially when they are associated with collective suffer-
ing and loss of life.

Another way that the distinction between a modern eclectic identity and an authentic historic
identity may be formulated is in the distinction between the centre and periphery. The centre is
taken to be the symbol of the European city, with its often magnificent and well-kept monuments
and public spaces, whereas the periphery is disregarded as bland, characterless, and insignificant.
In their centres, modern European cities have displayed a peaceful coexistence of the old and the
new, where simple boxes of steel and glass may stand next to an elaborate medieval building, and
modern means of transport give access to ancient monuments. Rather than one historic layer
deleting another, they sit next to one another, or even on top of one another, creating a complex
urban composition. The centre may display a seemingly easy coexistence of historic layers as part
of its identity, but how can the periphery make a more positive contribution to this multilayered
identity? Should the periphery not be equally taken as an integral part of the European city’s
identity?

These dilemmas problematize the image of the European city. Much research has been carried
out to portray the (ideal type) nature of the ‘European city” or the current aporia related to the
European cities, and the crucial roles of public spaces in this context (Clark, 2006; Siebel, 2004).
However, there is a need for systematically connecting research on public space to an investiga-
tion of particular European cities in various regions of Europe in order to ask for their differing
roles as important ingredients in democracy and as local vehicles for change.
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Public Space and Environmental Care

Public space provision and maintenance is a central theme of sustainable development in the Eu-
ropean strategic policy documents. The Aalborg Charter, signed at a meeting of European towns
and cities in 1994, sets the scene for the environmental problems caused by cities:

We understand that our present urban lifestyle, in particular our patterns of division of
labour and functions, land-use, transport, industrial production, agriculture, consumption,
and leisure activities, and hence our standard of living, make us essentially responsible for
many environmental problems humankind is facing. This is particularly relevant as 80 per
cent of Europe’s population live in urban areas. (EC, 1994, p. 1)

The charter identified the lack of open space as one of the main environmental problems,
alongside noise and air pollution from traffic, lack of amenities, and unhealthy housing, particu-
larly affecting the poor neighbourhoods (EC, 1994). The Bristol Accord, which was produced at
an informal meeting of EU ministers in 2005, outlined the qualities of sustainable communities
in Europe: active, inclusive, and safe; well run; well connected; well served; environmentally sen-
sitive; thriving; well designed and built; and fair for everyone (ODPM, 2006). Public spaces are
mentioned as an essential ingredient of ‘cleaner, safer and greener neighbourhoods” (ODPM,
2006, p. 19) as part of the vision of ‘providing places for people that are considerate of the envi-
ronment’ (ODPM, 2006, p. 18) and contributing to healthy and safe environments that are well
designed and well built (ODPM, 2006, p. 20). In the Leipzig Charter on Sustainable European
Cities, signed by the EU ministers responsible for urban development, creating and ensuring
high-quality public spaces is one of the key recommendations for maintaining high-quality urban
environments (EC, 2007). Open areas and green spaces are, therefore, ‘important building blocks
for promoting quality of life in urban environments’ (EC, 2010b, p. 14).

The provision of public space is directly linked to the quality of life in compact urban envi-
ronments. Urban sprawl is driven by individual search for better quality of domestic space, but
with adverse consequences for the society as a whole through higher rates of energy and land
consumption, higher levels of traffic, air and noise pollution, and heat waves and climate change
(EEA, 2009). If unregulated, urban sprawl can ‘lead to dependence on private car use, increased
land-use and higher demand on resources, as well as detrimental effects on the services nature
delivers to us’ (EC, 2010b, p. 14). To address these problems, it is essential to restrain urban ex-
pansion, which can reduce transport and energy use and protect the countryside for agriculture,
recreation, and wildlife. The compact city, however, needs to offer a high-quality and healthy
urban environment. The European vision of a sustainable compact urban environment is one in
which city centres offer ‘safe areas, green and other public spaces, as well as . . . short distances
to facilities and services’, making them ‘sufficiently attractive to counter urban sprawl’ (EEA,
2009, p. 40). Provision of public space plays a significant role in persuading the citizens to adopt
a sustainable way of life inside the city, rather than leaving the city in search of open space:
‘Urban areas need to provide for their citizens the foundations for choices leading towards more
sustainable life styles, such as affordable housing in more compact urban areas that provide high
quality public spaces and a healthy environment’ (EEA, 2009, p. 102).

The environmental, social, and cultural challenges come together when dealing with the legacy
of the modernist road infrastructure and mass-produced buildings and their impact on cities.
Wide roads had been cut through cities to open them up to the fast movement of cars. Now, with
the awareness of environmental problems, the tide is turning against the motor car, taming it
rather than seeing it as the engine of urban transformation. In this context, public space plays a
key role in reintegrating the fragmented pieces left by these gigantic transport projects, reshaping
the city for the benefit of pedestrians and cyclists.



