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No Recipes

Changing Cultures of Planning 
documents five urban projects that 
have steered European urban govern-
ance in new directions: AIR: de Kop 
van Zuid in Rotterdam; Zürich-West; 
Île de Nantes; Stedenbaan in The 
Netherlands; and 50,000 Homes in 
Bordeaux. Each of these five projects 
shared the ambition to develop site-
appropriate urban answers rather than 
simply apply standardized solutions. 
They are open but results-driven 
processes of interaction and collabora-
tion between politicians, designers, 
private investors, administrations, and 
civic organizations, processes capable 
of producing urban transformations 
adapted to the specific challenges, 
potentials, and dynamics of different 
cities and urban societies. 

Through the extensive presentation 
and documentation of these five urban 
cases, Changing Cultures of Planning 
questions the current tendency toward 
a recipe-like proliferation of urban 
projects. While the urban project was 
once intended as a flexible alternative 
to a purely regulatory planning practice, 
it has now become a common format 
of urban and strategic planning in most 
European countries: the projet urbain 
in France, the gebiedsontwikkeling in 
The Netherlands, the stadsproject in 
Flanders, and the schéma directeur in 
the Brussels region. This mode allows 
city authorities to harness private in-
vestment capacity in building responses 
to long-term public goals and ambitions. 
But when short-term private interests 
prevail over long-term ambitions and 
needs, and when format and process 
prevail over the pertinence of end-
results, the urban project turns into a 
recipe for urban exploitation and purely 
private profit.

Changing Cultures of Planning 
highlights the crucial role of design in 
relating and integrating private, politi-
cal, and public interests; short-term and 
long-term perspectives; pragmatism and 
vision; and local and metropolitan as-
pirations. It is the competition of these 

 Preface interests that characterizes the urban 
project. In each of the five exemplary 
cases of city-making, design studies and 
proposals do not function as blueprints 
for the future. Instead, they enable, 
feed, and steer an open and iterative 
process: from the formulation of precise 
questions and ambitions, to the explora-
tion of possibilities and potentials; from 
different desires, interests and aspira-
tions, to the choice for a unique devel-
opment principle or plan; from vision 
to implementation. When positioned 
as a pivot between the leading actors of 
urban transformation, design prevents 
the complexity of urban transformation 
from leading to unilateral and ge-
neric developments or to watered-down 
compromises. It constantly integrates 
and situates different interests within 
a singular and coherent vision. That 
vision is a vision of the singular context 
in which all aspirations, ambitions, and 
interests must necessarily integrate: the 
physical space of the city. 

Changing Cultures of Planning 
provides neither a complete account nor 
a comparative study of the five selected 
cases. Rather, it attempts to understand 
each of these projects individually 
and in light of one leading question: 
what were the specific circumstances 
that made it possible for design to play 
a constructive role and how did each 
project change the existing culture 
of planning? In addition to collecting 
and reproducing original documents, 
this study includes a series of in-depth 
interviews with key actors: interviews 
with architects, urban planners, cultural 
figures, and politicians responsible for 
initiating these processes. These actors 
advocate a process that is more intui-
tive, experimental, and open in order to 
create a dynamic in which each urban 
actor can play its respective role and 
responsibility: from politician to civil 
society, from designer to investor, from 
bureaucracy to cultural institution. The 
five urban projects documented in this 
publication are such experiments. In 
each case, the planning process was 
redesigned and a specific and appropri-
ate procedure invented. These cases did 
not innovate the planning practice for 
the sake of innovation but rather served 
to work toward a physical transforma-
tion of the city that does respond to 
actual and specific needs, evolutions, 
and potentials. 

By documenting these five experi-
ments, Changing Cultures of Planning 
does not intend to endow them with 
the status of “models” or “recipes” 
for successful urban transformation. 
But, together, they do show that urban 
transformation is a collective act. An 
act of culture. And that for such acts, 
there are no recipes. There is just good 
cooking.
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More than projects
 

 Design in project mode
Over the last thirty years, the urban 

project has progressed from the margins 
of town planning to the center of that 
discipline. A growing body of literature 
has registered the changing modalities 
of urban transformation and the shift 
toward a more entrepreneurial, negoti-
ated, project-driven urban development 
model.01 Many European cities have 
moved from experiment to demonstra-
tion, from innovation to routine. 

The rise of the urban project has 
been accompanied by the return of de-
sign. In fact, the success of many urban 
projects has been directly related to the 
input of designers in delivering solu-
tions that make intelligent use of highly 
specific circumstances, both in terms of 
the spatial context as well as in terms 
of the involved actor constellation. 
Designers, it turns out, were key in de-
veloping context-specific, custom-made 
operational strategies, strategies able 
to indicate and unlock development 
potential in the context of complex 
reconversion projects, cross-sectorial 
assignments, multi-actor arrangements, 
and multi-scalar exercises.

While the notion of the urban 
project played an important role in 
the reconstruction of the urban design 
discipline, its rise was not simply the 
product of changing ideas amongst 
designers and city-making profession-
als. In fact, the formula of the urban 
project was developed as the discipline 
tried to adjust to changing circum-
stances. Through the urban project the 

01 For an interesting overview and 
 variations in project driven 
 urbanisms in Europe see, for 
 example: Bruno De Meulder, 
 “design@urban.project.eu. 
 Designing in and for the European 
 City 1980–2000” in: André Loeckx 
 ed., Framing Urban Renewal
 in Flanders, Amsterdam: Sun, 
 2009. 

urban design community finally came 
to understand that the public sector 
was no longer urbanism’s natural and 
only client. Design became an impor-
tant broker in the negotiation between 
private interests and often strongly 
reduced public aspirations. The general 
focus typically shifted from the long-
term effects of public investment to the 
typical operational horizon of project-
driven modes, a move that has rendered 
the project formula an intrinsically 
ambiguous one. The quality of an urban 
project depends on the balance that 
can be struck between opportunism 
and opportunity, a chance to seize the 
possibility to act without foregoing 
strategic objectives.

The five examples discussed in this 
publication demonstrate that design 
is not simply the lubricant of project-
driven investment in the city and that 
it can, instead, play a key role in distin-
guishing the project as an operational 
mode and “project making” as a critical 
contribution to the development of the 
city. Design has the capacity to articu-
late and represent concrete concerns 
and narratives that do not coincide, 
one-to-one, with the operational objec-
tives and the economical bottom line 
on which the success of project-driven 
methods typically depend. It is through 
this capacity to relate to a wider context 
that a project gains its epithet “urban.” 
Projects in themselves never simply 
“are” but rather become “urban” by 
inscribing themselves in the city, i.e. 
in a context that is larger than life and 
by definition lies beyond the contours 
of the area of intervention, beyond 
the objectives of the directly involved 
stakeholders, beyond the deadline of the 
project manager. 

Design, in other words, is not a mat-
ter of luxury. In a governance context 
in which the emphasis increasingly lies 
on accountability, output management, 
and coalition building, it keeps the 
substantive dimension of the city-
making process on the table. It helps to 
articulate innovative solutions that are 
not given in the brief, but only emerge 
when one engages in the search for 
real solutions, by redefining the terms 
of reference, rescaling the assignment, 
and pushing the boundary of what is 
considered possible. 

The opportunities for city making 
opened by the urban project were first 
recognized in the mid-eighties, fol-
lowing a period of economic crisis, a 
context in which business “as usual” 
was not an option. The current crisis is 
perhaps the opportune time to reinvent 
the urban project and to return to an 
aspiration of innovation. Through 
a discussion of the five cases presented 
in this publication we try to recover 
this moment of innovation in what 
might by now seem fairly conventional 

Introduction
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urban design exercises.02 Île de Nantes, 
for example, bears the mark of tradi-
tional morpho-typological analysis, of a 
carefully drawn public space, yet is not 
simply the rehearsal of known formulas 
but rather their careful reinterpretation 
in the context of the incongruent urban 
fabric of an old industrial area. The 
“Kop van Zuid” exercise provided a real 
life laboratory in which fairly academic 
discussions on the autonomy of urban 
form could spark the imagination of an 
entrepreneurial group of pragmatic yet 
ambitious city-making professionals. 
In Bordeaux, we see design teams work-
ing simultaneously on the regional scale 
pertinent to the metropolitan question 
and on the contemporary articulation 
of the housing question, simultaneously 
reinventing two traditional themes.

 Designing Cities
How much the urban project has 

become commonplace can be seen in 
the extent to which the label “blueprint 
planning” has become a denigrating 
term. We don’t have to go far back in 
history to meet a context in which 
comprehensive and blueprint planning 
was considered the quintessence of 
forward-looking and socially responsi-
ble planning. The claim that working 
through projects could pass as an 
attractive alternative to comprehensive 
planning, in the eighties, still struck a 
counterintuitive note. This argument 
could only gain momentum by placing 
this reflection on the fragment within 
a broader argument vis-à-vis the larger 
whole. This exercise of simultaneously 
working on different scales was primar-
ily a “designer-ly” one. 

Moreover, the rediscovery of the 
city as a central theme of design in 
the sixties and seventies by a broad 
variety of protagonists from Jane Jacobs 
to Aldo Rossi was crucial in fram-
ing the broader context. Many of the 
normative benchmarks of modernist 
planning, such as full correspondence 
between form and function, segregation 
of functions, and scalar hierarchies, 
were put aside as anti-urban. The 
morpho-typological tradition in urban 
analysis produced a way of looking at 
urban form that bridged the distance 
between architectural design and city 
making. Moreover, design participated 
in a cultural critique of planning and 
questioned the universal and normative 
aspirations of a technocratic planning 

02  For an interesting attempt at 
 classifying the different design 
 strategies developed by the 
 designing disciplines in recent 
 years, see Joan Busquets, Cities: 
 X Lines. Approaches to City and 
 Open Territory Design, Barcelona: 
 Actar, 2009.

style. That argument was not only 
developed in principle, but was rather 
progressively developed through the 
concrete engagement of the designing 
professions in local contexts: Boigas 
and De Sola-Morales in Barcelona, 
Ungers and Kolhoff in Berlin, Rossi 
and Gregotti in Milan, though for each 
of these big names one could point 
to less known figures in provincial 
cities throughout Europe. Through 
this pioneering work, the designer re-
emerged as a cultural producer working 
on the frontier of the cross-fertilization 
between visions on the future of the city 
and concrete ideas on the transforma-
tion of a particular urban fragment.

 From the core to the 
 periphery
Over the last forty years, the place 

of the frontier of urban design innova-
tion, the “where” of urbanistic involve-
ment, has continuously migrated. The 
rise of the urban project in the late 
eighties was closely linked to a debate 
on the renewal of the urban core and 
the reconstruction of the European city. 
Even though the diagnoses diverged, 
and different camps could be identified 
when it came to therapy, many pioneers 
of the urban project shared the “im-
age guide” of the compact city as the 
horizon of their reflection on the city 
and the urban project was advanced as 
the formula to bring about this compact 
urban form. Most protagonists believed 
compactness to be most adequate to 
reintroduce mixed use in a context of 
functional segregation, mix the sec-
tors involved, bring together different 
investment streams, heed the question 
of old and new forms of heritage, and 
organize the requalification of the 
public realm. While complex, the task 
was relatively clear and so were the 
stakeholders to be involved. Hence, 
engaging these stakeholders and having 
them sign on to a common project 
seemed sufficient to construct the social 
legitimacy of these projects.

This initial focus on the center was, 
in the early nineties, quickly followed 
by a discussion on the periphery of 
the European city. The confrontation 
with the periphery was a sober awaken-
ing to the realities of urbanization in 
the postwar period, which had mainly 
taken place outside the urban core. 
The designing professions had been 
part of producing that reality, designing 
individual buildings for this “ville à la 
carte” with hardly any reflection on the 
preferred shape or form this emerg-
ing city should take. A wide range of 
perspectives were represented, posi-
tions that ranged from flat out condem-
nation to a shy form of enthusiasm for 
this newly discovered, dispersed city. 
This enthusiasm for the periphery 
gained momentum as the positions 
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regarding the reconstruction of the city 
became increasingly neotraditional and 
dogmatic in its historical fixation and 
formal preferences. 

While many were convinced to pay 
more attention to the networked urban 
field and to learn to see its qualities and 
socioeconomic merits, the translation 
of this position into concrete projects 
was anything but clear. This was further 
reinforced by the fact that most profes-
sionals were convinced that the era of 
big projects and state-led territorial 
planning was over. Moreover, the advo-
cates of project-driven methods were 
convinced that big projects were not 
desirable in the first place. The alterna-
tive was a culturally rooted project for 
the European territory, broadly trans-
lated as an approach toward reading 
the city and territory as a landscape in 
which various claims on the territory 
compete for space and attention. This 
cultural perspective was put forward as 
the carrier of a project that could begin 
to make sense of the resulting confusing 
landscapes and the evident crisis of leg-
ibility of the European city and territory. 
The normative technocratic certain-
ties of the past were replaced by the 
design-driven laboratories that involved 
excursions to the outskirts of our cities; 
invited photographers, ethnographers, 
documentary makers and the like to join 
them; and published atlas after atlas to 
report on their travelogues into the men-
tal terra incognita of the città diffusa.03

 Cultures of change
Some projects, however, did move 

beyond mapping. The Emscherpark 
experience stands out here. The 
IBA manifestation moved from the 
reconstruction of Berlin to the re-
qualification of the Ruhr area, the broad 
cultural mobilization of which was 
put forward as the seedbed for a more 
self-induced transformation strategy. 
This more intangible contribution 
of the Emscherpark exercise is not 
so much related to the prestigious and 
most visible realizations. Those flagship 

03 See, for example, Boeri S, 
 Lanzani A, Marini E (1993) Il 
 territorio che cambia. Ambienti, 
 paesaggi e immagine della regione 
 milanese, Milano: Abitare Segesta. 
 De Meulder, Bruno, Dehaene, 
 Michiel, Atlas – Fascikel 1: 
 Zuidelijk West-Vlaanderen, 
 Kortrijk: Anno’02, 2001; Munarin 
 S, Tosi M C (2005) Tracce di città. 
 Esplorazioni di un territorio 
 abitato: l’area veneta, Milano: 
 Franco Angeli; Campi M, Bucher 
 F, Zardini M, Anneherend 
 Perfecte Peripherie: Glattalstadt, 
 Greater Zürich Area, Basel: 
 Birkhauser, 2001. 

projects were, in the end, mostly associ-
ated with direct government investment 
in large-scale landscape interventions 
(including the requalification of the 
Emscher Valley) and a number of new 
museums and artistic projects. 

The lasting contribution of IBA 
Emscherpark is not just limited to 
the projects that were realized. The 
Emscherpark exercise made clear the 
extent to which the debate on the pe-
riphery and the extended urban territory 
reflected the collective incapacity to 
coordinate the development of the city 
at the end of the twentieth century.04 
The fragmentation of the urban terri-
tory, we came to understand through 
such exercises, goes hand in hand with 
the crisis of the public sphere and its 
representation in the public domain of 
our cities. Against the background of a 
territory in crisis, the cultural approach 
of the in-between landscapes seeks to 
bring together competing claims on one 
and the same territory within a shared 
aesthetic. 

The Emscherpark manifestation 
made brownfield sites, residual land-
scapes, and critical ecological habitats 
the explicit object of urban interven-
tions, bringing those aspects under the 
public attention that are externalized 
and rendered absent in the urban 
development process. By often literally 
reframing the way these landscapes 
were seen, these efforts brought back 
the public dimension of the debate by 
raising questions such as: Who owns 
the landscape? Who gets to decide how 
we share benefits and costs of its care-
less consumption? What are the publics 
that come together in these territories? 
And what are the common stakes? 
What is happening in these emerging 
landscapes that cannot be left to the 
individual actors but requires a com-
mon project, one that is in the interest 
of all involved?

The coalitions built in Emscher-
park are, in that sense, not only about 
action-oriented planning. Equally 
important is the way in which they 
managed to assemble a new public, 
and by extension a new citizenry. 
The Zwischenstadt05 will only then be 
“-stadt” if it houses a population that 
shares more than a lifestyle called 
“urban” simply by virtue of the fact that 
it can no longer be called rural. The 
cultural project of the extended territory 
is an exercise in the construction of a 
collective imaginary that can carry a 

04 Bianchetti C, Urbanisitica e sfera 
 pubblica, Rome: Donzelli editore, 
 2008.
05 Sieverts T, Zwischenstadt. Zwischen 
 Ort und Welt, Raum und Zeit, 
 Stadt und Land. Braunschweig: 
 Vieweg Verlag, 1997.
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vision for the city and territory, even 
if the initial formulation of that vision 
lacks, at first, a clear project. Such a 
vision is more than the minimal support 
necessary to make sure a project is not 
blocked by dissatisfied citizens. The 
exploded network city is more than ever 
a city that only exists to the extent that 
a common project is articulated and 
people can debate in concrete terms 
what it means to inhabit one and the 
same territory.

 New urban questions
Today the mood has changed again. 

Simultaneous economical, ecological, 
and demographic crises produce a new 
sense of urgency that a position moti-
vated by cultural activism can hardly 
address. The critique of state-led plan-
ning has made way for a renewed sense 
that some form of planned and state-led 
action will be necessary to face the big 
assignments. The traditional fields of 
housing, infrastructure and mobility, 
water-management, agriculture and the 
environment are back, not as sectorial 
discussions per se but as the obvious 
levers through which a new urban future 
will have to be shaped.

It took the designing professions 
quite some time to pick up that change 
in mood. The return of design at the 
end of the twentieth century was, after 
all, based on taking distance from the 
big social themes. The hangover of 
1970s style participation was translated 
in the mantra often heard in design 
schools: “don’t try to solve the problems 
of society through architecture or 
design. Stick to making good spaces.” 
Quality was the added value that de-
signers offer to the world. It is, however, 
in these same design schools that a 
marked change can be detected. The 
agenda is not, like in the seventies, to 
have designers talk sociology, ecology, 
or any other field, but rather to advance 
the role of design in order to produce 
a new pragmatism able to combine the 
operational focus and the broad outlook 
of the discussion on the urban territory. 
In the face of the big questions the 
design profession cannot be absent.

The thematic journey from 
the compact city to the territory and 
the metropolitan debate are present 
in the five selected cases. From AIR 
Rotterdam to Bordeaux’s “50,000 
Homes,” we travel from the industrial 
fringes of the compact city, via the 
periphery, to the extended urban terri-
tory of the city-region. We also travel 
from an urban imaginary dominated 
by design references that belong to the 
debate on the reconstruction of the core 
of the European city to the laboratories 
of new urban forms that seek to address 
big economic, ecological, and demo-
graphic questions. 

The cases, however, are not only a 

clear reflection of the mood of the time 
or the spatial context in which they 
were conceived. They were, in fact, part 
of shaping that mood. Today, the “50,000 
Homes” exercise in Bordeaux and the 
Zuidvleugel discussion in the Randstad 
actively push the urban debate from the 
crisis of the legibility to a discussion 
on how we can retool the urban terri-
tory, bringing together the necessary 
investments to push the extended urban 
field into a new, more robust, and more 
sustainable state of aggregation. The 
future is back, the long-term horizon is 
back, the big agendas are back, and the 
focus is on strategies capable of linking 
visions to operational logics.

 Beyond governance
The big challenges Europe faces 

in shaping its own future are more 
than ever urban questions, questions 
that converge around the future of the 
metropolitan regions and extended 
urban territory. These debates expose 
the Achilles heel of the project-based 
urbanisms of the last twenty years, 
namely, a tendency to get imprisoned by 
the short-term operational horizon. As 
project-driven logics came to dominate, 
they also come to dominate the agenda. 
While this is inherently a strength, 
something that permitted the develop-
ment of a more action-oriented, negoti-
ated planning style, the focus on the 
short term tends to hijack the debates 
on the major transition exercises (de-
mography, mobility, ecology) that typi-
cally require a long-term perspective. 

This focus on the short term is per-
haps not inherent to the urban project 
as such. Project-making is the art of the 
possible – and what is possible changes 
drastically depending on the context 
in which that question is asked, and 
in this case, the context of the change 
from government to governance that 
was embraced, in the nineties, as some-
thing positive. Too often, the art of the 
possible was reduced to the operational 
horizon of multi-stakeholder negotia-
tions. In a context where strong politi-
cal leadership guarantees that “what is 
needed” and “what is possible”06 this 
does not need to be a problem, yet when 
that leadership is lacking, design is 
often little more than a blindly applied 
“best practice.”

On the positive side, the project 
modus contributed to the renewal 
of governance. It reshaped the local 
government level and gave rise to 
interesting, content-driven forms of 

06 Bruno Latour, “How to think like a 
 state,” address to the Scientific 
 Council for Government Policy, 
 The Hague, 22 November 2007. 
 Available Online: http://www.wrr.nl/
 english/content.jsp?objectid=4239.
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public participation. Part of the credit 
for bringing about these innovations 
in governance does is due to the 
designing professions. In those cases, 
and we count the five examples 
discussed in this publication in this 
category, design qualifies the project 
mode and is not an effort to smooth 
things out, and avoid making choices, 
but is exactly the reverse. The designer 
does not inscribe himself in the output 
management logic of project-driven 
governance but instead takes the 
liberty to change the terms of reference 
whenever he feels the need to do so. 

Design forces parties to focus on 
content, tries to objectify and represent 
a socio-spatial situation or challenge, 
and articulates positions and the neces-
sary choices to be made – and all of 
this through a specific proposal and not 
in the form of a comparative analysis. 
Arguments with respect to the type of 
development desired are not conducted 
in the abstract but rather each proposal 
defines different ways of striking the 
balance between competing agendas. 
The game partly shifts from political 
bickering in the abstract to a competi-
tion over which concrete proposition 
and analysis, which conjecture defines 
the leading arguments.

This work of producing visions, 
generating ideas, and formulating pro-
jects is no longer the exclusive domain 
of the government. Think of the role of 
independent think tanks, of the way in 
which independent action groups have 
engaged in discussion by producing 
concrete alternative projects. But think 
also of the rise of cultural actors such 
as AIR Rotterdam, IBA throughout 
its various editions, arc en rêve, and 
several other local architecture centers 
supported by local governments. Over 
the past twenty years, such organiza-
tions increasingly played a constructive 
role in setting the urban agenda in a 
manner apart from the direct com-
mercial interests of directly implicated 
project partners and helps to expand 
stakeholder constellations from the 
binary public-private nexus into more 
triangular modes of coproduction, from 
linear trajectories to more cyclical and 
responsive modes of implementation. 

Managing the short- and long-term 
dimension of city making and bringing 
together multiple interests and incon-
gruous agenda’s requires an exercise 
in working with distance: distance 
between what should be done and can 
be done, distance between individual 
stakes and common interests, between 
hard cash and soft equity, between 
paying for the project and investing 
in the city. Choosing for design means 
recognizing these ambiguities and 
working with them as part and parcel of 
any real investment project.

 Five more projects
To explore the themes outlined 

above we chose to document five 
innovative experiences in city 
making. They are all projects that 
made a difference, and in which that 
difference was made through design. 
Design is present in this projects not 
just at the initial stage but throughout 
the different stages of city making 
and carried the long line that runs 
from vague but pertinent intuitions 
to effectively realized projects. 
The presentation of these projects 
focuses on the role of design in the 
exploration of context, in the discovery 
of new possibilities, in the federation 
of different interests and viewpoints, 
in the opening up of a concrete 
development path with a vision for the 
short and long term. The cases broadly 
vary in scale and context. It was not 
similarity, a set of shared qualities, but 
rather, the clarity of the choices made 
in different stages of the city-making 
process that motivated the selection of 
the five case studies.

The transformation of “Kop 
van Zuid” from an abandoned port 
to an integral part of Rotterdam on 
the south side of the Maas presents 
an early example of the renewal of 
local governance through innovative 
design thinking. The case study 
primarily focuses on the role played by 
Architecture International Rotterdam 
(AIR) in fueling this innovative 
exercise. By inviting a group of well-
known designers very early in the 
process, the organization made a 
forceful argument for a ‘radical reversal 
in the traditional order of project 
formulation.’ 

In the case of Zürich-West, 
dialogue with designers reinvented the 
way in which the public sector opens 
the city to private investment and 
seeks to control the quality of urban 
development. The case exemplifies 
a mode of design that could provide a 
consistency within a quickly changing 
field of (private) actors by offering 
clarity through the definition of design 
guidelines.

Île de Nantes is one of the most 
important brownfield redevelopment 
projects currently ongoing across 
the European continent. In the Nantes 
case, the choice to give a central 
role to designers gave expression to 
Mayor Jean-Marc Ayrault’s desire 
to render the reconversion of the former 
port a true city-making exercise. While 
the project is rooted in the concrete 
reality of the postindustrial fabric of 
the island, Île the Nantes it turns out, 
is always more than “just a project,” 
it is an exercise in the “valorization of 
the autonomy of the project’” (Laurent 
Théry), combining and recombining the 
physical elements of the existing city 
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and creating constellations in which 
various forms of capital (public and 
private investment, social and cultural 
capital) can coalesce, accumulate, and 
grow.

The Stedenbaan exercise within 
the Atelier Zuidvleugel tries to give con-
crete form to the broadly held believe 
that new forms of regional transport 
(light rail) can have an important 
impact on shaping the metropolitan 
region. The use of concrete visioning 
exercises, worked out through 
concrete representations of various 
implementation models, was instru-
mental in building the cross-sectorial 
and trans-scalar public-public coali-
tions necessary to get these metropoli-
tan assignments of the ground.

The “50,000 Homes” assignment 
in Bordeaux set ambitions even higher. 
In the context of new forms of regional 
transport, it sought to revitalize discus-
sion of the housing landscape, breaking 
the trend of low-density single-family 
housing development that is predomi-
nant in Bordeaux’s metropolitan fringe. 
The as yet open-ended design explora-
tions attempt to solicit legitimacy and 
public support for forms of metropolitan 
governance that can address the needed 
territorial redistribution and organize 
a process in which the mutual role 
of center and periphery can be reconfig-
ured into a new model of territorial  
(re)distribution. 

Each of these dossiers opens 
with a summary of the content and 
the context of each project. The 
case descriptions do not pretend 
to give a full account of the portrayed 
city-making experiences. Rather, they 
focus on key episodes in the process, 
episodes in which design played 
a key role, episodes that were the 
“make or break” moments. Just like 
the urban planning processes in 
these five European situations, the 
case descriptions do not follow a 
fixed format. They emphasize, instead, 
the specificity and localized character 
of each approach, and do not focus 
on staging a rigorous comparative 
exercise. The specificity of each 
case can be read as a number of local 
choices that were made with regard 
to recurrent themes. All cases display 
design work across different scales 
and in each instance, specific choices 
were made as to when to bring in the 
design work: early and/or late, within 
open and/or very defined assignments. 
In all cases, design played a major 
role in constructing a site and climate 
for the process of urban transformation.

The presentations not only focus 
on the content of what was designed but 
also look at the specific (actor) constel-
lations that shaped the projects and 
were instrumental in giving a central 
role to design. We have tried to grasp 

the context in which a “designerly” 
ways of proceeding could take root 
and produce concrete results. In each 
case interviews were conducted with 
those key individuals who helped 
to shape these constellations. While 
there is variation in the respective 
roles of the interviewees, the cases 
typically include a key political actor, 
the main designer and a key urban or 
cultural “operator” who brokered the 
relationship between society and its 
challenges, politics and design. A good 
understanding as well as a constructive 
tension between these actors proved 
crucial in all five cases and goes a 
long way in explaining why design was 
able to play throughout the process: 
without a political climate which leaves 
room to clearly articulate a coherent 
approach, without good design work 
which moves beyond facilitating a 
process, without intelligent project 
management committed to the project 
and not only to getting it built, design 
is bound to remain little more than 
rhetoric, the lubricant in a managerial 
clockwork, or the necessary image-con-
struction for superficial city-marketing.

Apart from the (more or less) 
institutionalized efforts to carry the 
project from beginning to end, in most 
of the five cases it was also a cultural 
player that enabled (in the foreground 
or in the background) the specific 
climate for a pertinent, and innovative, 
urban transformation process: the AIR 
foundation in Rotterdam, the Atelier 
Zuidvleugel in the Randstad, and 
arc en rêve in Bordeaux. They play a 
necessary part by organizing the public 
debate and changing the dominant 
imagination with respect to a particular 
issue or part of the city. Such organiza-
tions, while perhaps not vital players in 
the implementation of these projects, 
are part and parcel of the reflective 
capacity of each of these cities, main-
taining a relationship between the 
agendas as they are set by the in-crowd 
active within a project and the broader 
urban community.

A third component of each case-
chapter is documentation. In the 
presentation of the five cases we tried to 
not only reproduce those iconic images 
or photographs that made the projects 
famous, but rather to include, as often 
as possible, design documents produced 
in the early stages of the project. In 
this way, this publication aims at 
representing the specific design work 
made for each specific situation. These 
documents, representations of ideas 
and propositions, pushed the indi-
vidual urban transformation processes 
forward. Moreover, the five sections 
of design documents together provide a 
partial overview of the evolving urban 
visions of the design professionals, re-
corded in the changing representational 
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techniques used over these past four 
decades. 

On behalf of the editors of 
“Changing Cultures of Planning”

Michiel Dehaene, 
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