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A major challenge of our time is the rapid urbanization of the world. 

What role may new towns as planned urban settlements play in 

accommodating the incredible rise of the urban population?

In its first seminar, the newly created ‘International New Town

Institute’ in Almere, Holland, combined a critical reappraisal of the 

past with a matter of fact approach to present conditions and an 

assessment of the potential of simulation models to support 

decisions on the future.

‘Research on New Towns’ offers twelve lectures on these subjects 

by Len de Klerk, Wil van der Most, Willem Oosterberg, Han Meyer, 

Michelle Provoost, Rudy Rabbinge, Klaas van Egmond, Juval  

Portugali, Jan Kragt, Arnold Reijndorp, Ashesh Maitra, Elke Beyer and 

some conclusions by Dirk Frieling.
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PREFACE

A major challenge of our time is the rapid urbanization of the world. 
In the period 1970 – 2000 – 2030 the urban population will rise 
from one third of 3 billion people, via half of 6 billion to two thirds 
of 8 billion. Most of the new urban dwellers are living and probably 
will live in squatter areas around mega cities in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America. What role might new towns and new cities play in the 
accommodation of this incredible rise of the urban population?
Meanwhile, the generation of new towns established since the 1950s 
in Europe and elsewhere are confronted with their own challenges 
that may vary from new growth targets - such as Almere, that has 
to double its present population of 180.000 people - to population 
decline - such as some ‘shrinking cities’ in Middle- and Eastern 
Europe, with various other developments in population and employ-
ment for new towns in between these extremes.
And, of course, historically, new towns are part and parcel of the 
colonization of the world by the human species. Ever since ancient 
times rulers all over the world have founded cities to define and 
defend their territory, establish their rule, govern their land and 
foster trade. 

In this perspective, Almere in 2004 decided, as part of its devel-
opment policy with regard to higher education, to initiate an 
international institute on new town development worldwide. 
As part of the Zuiderzee project, one of the major land reclama-
tion projects in the world, Almere can offer information on new 
town development in rural and urban settings, going back all the 
way to when it was still a sea bed. By offering opportunities to 
students and professionals for research and education on this sub-
ject, Almere endeavours to do its bit in clarifying the problems 
that stem from the urbanization of the world and to contribute to 

the knowledge on new towns and new cities as a way of solving 

them. Almere invited the University of Amsterdam, the Technical 
University of Delft, the Amsterdam Vocational Training Centre, New 
Land Heritage Centre and the Public Library to join it in this effort 
to establish an International New Town Institute (INTI). An initial 
agreement was reached at the end of 2005, leading to a preliminary 
institute called INTI Founders to prepare the way. INTI Founders 
then decided to organize their first scientific seminar already in 
2006, choosing ‘Research on New Towns’ as its main theme, to test 
and concretize its provisional research program on the three issues 
mentioned above.

INTI Founders were happy to find Len de Klerk, Wil van der Most, 
Willem Oosterberg, Rudy Rabbinge, Klaas van Egmond, Juval 
Portugali, Jan Kragt, Arnold Reijndorp, Asesh Maitra and Elke 
Beyer willing to give a valuable contribution to this first seminar and 
to take part in the discussions on the research program. Later on, 
Marit Geluk, Drs. E.F. de Roon Hertoge, Doreen Pinkus and Roy Paes 
prepared these proceedings of the seminar, edited by Dirk Frieling. 
INTI Founders are grateful to all of them, as we are grateful for the 
trust and support given by Johanna Haanstra and Martine Visser, 
aldermen of Almere. 
We see ‘Research on New Towns’ as a good start of the new institute 
and we plan this book to be the first of a series of INTI Dialogues.

Han Meyer,
Chairman INTI Founders
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Len de Klerk:

Education and career:

Urban and Regional Planning 

University of Nijmegen (1971). Plan-

ning Officer City of Deventer (1971-

1974). Assistant Professor Depart-

ment of Geography and Urban and 

Regional Planning, Free University 

Amsterdam (1975-1978). Senior 

Planning Officer City of Rotterdam 

(1979-1985). Head of Housing 

Research, City of Rotterdam Deputy 

Director of Urban Development and 

Management, City of Rotterdam 

(1990-2000). Professor of Urban 

and Regional Planning (RPD-seat) 

University of Utrecht, 1999-2001. 

Professor of Urban and Regional 

Planning University of Amsterdam. 

Chair Department of Geography, 

Planning and International Develop-

ment Studies, 2002 

Summary

New towns in development policy: an introduction 

According to Howard’s regional growth model the traditional urban 
fabric of the industrial town can make a contribution to social 
reform. New towns are successors to Howard’s Social City as a 
regional planning model and address the urban form and 
economy, as well as the social structure and municipal organization. 
Important characteristics were community land ownership and 
balanced communities. In Europe and North America the spatial 
part of these reforms has been partly achieved. Urbanization’s new 
form of a multi-centered pattern of cities has become an alternative 
to spontaneous urban sprawl. This 1950’s and 1960’s policy was 
connected to spectacular population and economic growth. Three 
main problems have emerged since the early 1980’s: 
- the decrease of population and economic growth and a change 
from an industrial to a service economy;

- the failure of new towns to attract sufficient well educated and 
higher income groups - the old cities recovered from the crisis, 
becoming popular habitats for these groups. 

- the population growth of most new towns exceeded employment 
opportunities, causing large commuter streams.

There is a future for a new towns policy, provided that it is 
reinvented as a large scale regional urbanization concept and 
concentrates more on creation of new economic activities than 
on housing. An example is the Chinese Shenzhen Zone, of which 
Howard would have been proud.

prof. dr. Len  A. de Klerk 
University of Amsterdam

New towns in development policy: an introduction

Projects:

(1) History of Dutch Spatial Plan-

ning; co-author Prof. dr. Hans van 

der Cammen.

(2) The Origins of the Dutch Town 

Planning Tradition in the Nineteenth 

Century.
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New = Reform 

In my opinion, new towns are 
very much related to the idea of 
reform. In this contribution I will 
make some remarks on reform 
with regard to new towns, and 
I will compare the way we han-
dled our new towns in the Neth-
erlands in the past 50 years to 
what is happening in Asia now, 
and more specifically in the re-
gion just north of Hong Kong, 
which is called Shenzhen.

The dimensions of new towns 
are spatial, social and economi-
cal, as are the dimensions of 
any village or town. These di-
mensions generally shape the 
organization of cities and, with 
regard to new towns, they are 
specifically related to popula-
tion growth in a society. The 
design and implementation of 
new towns is built on economic-
spatial and socio-spatial concepts. 
The reader may well remember 
the famous book of Ebenezer 
Howard, ‘Garden Cities of To-
Morrow’ (1902), which intro-
duced the original concept of a 

new town. Howard introduced 
the concepts of the social city, 
the balanced community, the 
self supporting economy and a 
democratic government. History 
shows that urban design con-
cepts are linked to these kinds 
of reforms and are subject to 
further development.

In societies that have created 
new towns during the last 50 to 
70 years, population growth has 
been the main reason for doing 
so, especially urban growth or 
urbanization. If we look at the 
Netherlands, France or Britain, 
we see that most decisions to 
create new towns were taken in 
the 1950’s and 1960’s. It was the 
time of large population growth 
and of great expectations about 
the size of the population in the 
year 2000, while the economy 
was growing as well. Ebenezer 
Howard published his original 
concept during the industrial 
revolution at the end of the 
19th century, which was also a 
time of considerable growth.

New towns were the answer 

to poor health and economic 
conditions and bad spatial and 
housing conditions.  They were 
needed to provide high quality 
mass housing, which was one 
of the big issues in the Nether-
lands in the late 1950’s and in 
the 1960’s. They were also the 
answer to growing transporta-
tion and infrastructural prob-
lems which were caused by un-
controlled urban sprawl.

The most essential part of 
Howard’s Garden City is the 

almost forgotten scheme of
regional urbanisation (ill.1). It 
was a regional growth concept, 
not so much an urban design. 

At the heart of this regional 
growth concept is not the gar-
den city but the social city. 
The social city, in his view, is a 
combination of a larger city sur-
rounded by a few garden cities, 
housing altogether, but not lim-
ited to, about 250,000 people.

That was the beginning. And it 
was also the start of reforms, 
because if you read Howard’s 
book carefully, you will notice 
that it is all about reforms.

In the first place urban reform, 
breaking down the ugly indus-
trial concentrations, not only 
in Britain, but also in other 
countries in Western Europe. 
The aim was to create pleasant 
garden cities of limited popula-
tion size, surrounded by green 
belts. In Howard’s view the gar-
den city should have a maxi-
mum of 36,000 inhabitants. 
The more recent new towns 

1. Regional urbanization.
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in the Netherlands, France or 
Britain all have limited popula-
tions, most of them between 
60,000 and 150,000 inhabitants. 
Almere in the Netherlands is one 
of the exceptions, heading for 
260,000, in the long term pos-
sibly 400,000.

In the second place social reform 
in terms of a ‘balanced commu-
nity’. The idea of a balanced 
community is an important one 
for planners in the 20th century, 
in new as well as in existing 
towns. Nowadays we also talk 
about balanced communities 
in our urban neighbourhoods. 
Perhaps everybody has his own 
associations with this term, but 
I think there is a quite clear gen-
eral idea about its meaning.

In the third place functional 
land use was an important 
reform of Howard’s scheme. 
It can be found in all more 
recent new towns. Stevenage 
in the north of London, Zoe-
termeer east of The Hague and 
the French banlieues have all 
been planned with functional 

land use in mind. Moreover, in 
accordance with the ideas about 
new towns, they have all been 
built on cheap land in order to 
provide better housing for the 
working population than exist-
ing towns did. 

Last but not least there is col-
lective or municipal land own-
ership. In English literature one 
often encounters the confusing 
expression ‘corporation’ or 
‘municipal corporation’. I prefer 
to translate it with ‘municipality’. 
The word ‘corporation’ used 
in America in the 19th century 
also means ‘municipality’ in 
our terms. Land must be owned 
by the municipality in order to 
control the development of the 
municipality as a whole. The fol-
lowing examples will illustrate 
this.

Illustration 2 shows a plan of 
the late 1920’s for a new garden 
city to accommodate the over-
spill of Amsterdam’s working 
population. C.B. Purdom wrote 
many books about new towns 
and garden cities. 

In illustration 3 we see one of 
the many schemes that were 
produced in Britain, to relieve 
the city of London. This is an 
example of ‘how it could be 
done’.

Growth control

Adapting Howard’s scheme to 
real urbanization politics must 
be considered as an act of 
growth control. In the Nether-
lands this growth control had 
two facets. The first was to 
prevent uncontrolled urban 
sprawl like the German Ruhrge-
biet or northern England. Gov-
ernments of the 1950’s and 
1960’s considered this undesir-
able for social as well as spatial 
reasons. Metropolitan areas 
were considered places where 
vice flourished and people drift-
ed away from the mainstream of 
values and norms. The spatial 
factor was important too: New 
towns policy was an alternative 
for two unwanted developments: 
(1) urban sprawl, which would 
destroy the open landscape and 
nature and probably would lead 
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2. Garden city ‘t Gooi.

3. Satellite towns around 
London (19).
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to the loss of important recrea-
tion areas. And (2) the unlimited 
growth of cities, which would 
turn into uncontrollable urban 
agglomerations. In 1963 Jaques 
P. Thijsse designed a map (Ill. 4) 
of such a future urban pattern.

Garden cities have been devel-
oped in the Netherlands, Eng-
land and Germany. Raymond 
Unwin and Barry Parker invent-
ed the design principles of the 
garden city, while working on 
plans for the private develop-
ment of Hampstead Garden City. 
During the 20th century this new 
‘design language’ for garden 
cities has of course been 
developed and adapted to local 
circumstances as well as new 
general developments like grow-
ing car ownership. In England, 
France, Belgium, the Scandinavi-
an countries, Germany, the USA 
and the Netherlands numerous 
examples exist. A beautiful 
example is Brussels with some 
nice and carefully designed gar-
den cities, where people are at 
the heart of the urban design. 

It is all about living in a conven-
ient urban environment.
Illustration 5 shows how it is 
done in the Netherlands these 
days. It shows part of the Wa-
terwijk (water neighbourhood) 
by Frits Palmboom, in one of 
the new residential areas of The 
Hague, a so called VINEXwijk.

Today our new towns have 
several problems to cope with, 
for instance an ageing popula-
tion. It shows that new towns 

have become part of general 
demographic and socio-cultural 
trends in society, such as popu-
lation decline. In the year 2050, 
for example, Italy’s population 
will have shrunk by 25% and 
Germany’s by 20%. 
On different spatial scales, re-
gional or urban, ageing leads 
to a socially unbalanced popula-
tion distribution, which causes 
job shortages and the disman-
tling of commercial and non-
commercial facilities. At the 

base of all this is a lack of popu-
lation growth. Remember that 
the decisions to construct new 
towns were taken in an era of 
considerable growth. 
Since 1970 most western coun-
tries experience the so-called 
second demographic revolution 
because of the invention of the 
pill as an easy way of birth con-
trol. This resulted in a substan-
tially limited population growth, 
to be followed, as now seems 
clear, by population decline.
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4. Plan Jaques P. Thijsse (1963).                                                     5. Waterwijk by Frits Palmboom.
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Urban growth in Asia and 
Africa (1995)

Meanwhile, elsewhere in the 
world a lot is happening, as is 
shown by the distribution of 

the population across the con-
tinents today (ill. 7). Evidently 
Asia dominates. Within Asia 
there are two countries with 
more than one billion people, 
China and India. This map (ill. 
6) is 12 years old, but it still 
shows where our planet is most 
densely populated. It is also ap-
parent that large parts of conti-
nents like Asia and Australia are 
virtually empty. 

Another chart (ill.8) illustrates 
population growth. During the 

last four or five decades growth 
rates have been very high, but 
they will decrease in the next 
four to five decades. Neverthe-
less, the total number of people 
is still growing, due to the com-
position of the population. The 
world population is very young 
and, even with fewer children 
per family than 25 years ago, it 
will still grow to about 9 billion 
people in the year 2050, most of 
them again in Asia and Africa.

These charts show the popula-

tion explosion. On the left (ill.9) 
is the situation between 1500 
and 2000, on the right (ill.10) 
the situation from 1960 until 
2050. Of course different pro-
jections are possible, for coun-
tries as well as for continents. 
It depends on your views on the 
social behaviour of people in 
connection with future economic 
developments.

As mentioned before, the new 
towns in the old world suffer 
from a lack of growth in society. 

World population

Asia 4.000.000.000  

Africa    800.000.000

Europe    650.000.000

L-America    500.000.000

N. America    330.000.000

Australia     30.000.000

7. World population today.                        8.  Population growth                               9. Population explosion          10. Population growth

Global population growth

number
(billion)

annual
growth rate

1960     2.5       2 %

1980     4.5       1.7%

2000     6       1.3%

2025     8       1.0%

2050     9.3       0.5%

6. Population distribution.

INTI-seminar.indb   11INTI-seminar.indb   11 20-9-2007   9:28:0220-9-2007   9:28:02



p
ro

f.
 d

r.
 L

. 
A

. 
d
e 

K
le

rk
: 

n
ew

 t
ow

n
s 

in
 d

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

p
ol

ic
y:

 a
n
 i
n
tr

od
u
ct

io
n

12

It is striking to see that on the 
planet as a whole population 
growth happens, particularly in 
the urban regions. In 1900 only 
10% of the world population 
lived in cities. Now we are head-
ing for 65% according to the lat-
est predictions.

In 1950 there were only two 
megalopolises: London and 
New York, with about 9 million 
people each. Now we have 22 of 
them, only one of which, Tokyo, 
is a wealthy city. It is expected 
that there will be 33 megalopo-
lises in 2015, 27 of which will 
be located in the least devel-
oped countries. 

It is my view that there will be a 
need for new towns in Asia and 
in Africa, because most of the 
present megalopolises have the 
same kind of problems that our 
large industrial cities had at the 
end of the 19th century. But the 
approach will be different from 
that of Europe in the 1950’s and 
1960’s. In the old world the de-
velopment of single new towns 
was integrated in the national 

urbanization strategy. 
For Asia and Africa we must 
make what Dutch geographers 
call a scale leap, a leap from 
the scale of a city to the metro-
politan area as the appropriate 
spatial scale of the new town.
Something else must also 
change: I believe that in devel-
oping new metropolitan areas 
and towns as their nuclei, eco-
nomic development must be 
given far more priority than has 
been done in the past. The new 
towns in the old world and in 
North America were meant to 
solve the housing shortage in 
the 1950’s and 1960’s. I also 
think that the main issue of this 
new development challenge is 
not spatial planning, but that 
spatial planning should cater 
for economic markets. The is-
sue should be economic plan-
ning, i.e. planning by the means 
and instruments of economic 
policies.

Reform is still an issue!

The region of Shenzhen, not far 
from Hong Kong, is an example 
of this new development: devel-
opment by economic planning. 
But it is interesting that it is 
also an example of the genuine 
idea of the new town: reform. 
In 1979 the economy of China 
had totally collapsed. There 
was a strong need for economic 
reform.  Looking back, a very 
successful instrument for reform 
proved to be the establishment 
of four special economic zones 
in China, especially the Shenzen 
Region, where the start of a new 
economy was combined with the 
start of a new regional town.

This started with a proposal to 
develop two sectors of the econ-
omy, the agricultural sector and 
the export industry, especially 
electronics. The population tar-
get of the first regional plan 
was about 600,000 to 1 million 
people on about 5000 hectares, 
a long way from the small fish-
ing village that Shenzhen was 
at the end of the 1970’s. In the 

last plan the target was 1 mil-
lion people on 4900 hectares. It 
is said that 6 to 7 million peo-
ple already live there on 20,000 
hectares, of whom at least 1 mil-
lion illegally. One could call it a 
new town on a regional scale. 

Like in Howard’s model, an 
important part of the Shenzhen 
development was the need for 
administrative reform. In the 
period between 1980 and 2005, 
at least five different administra-
tive reforms have taken place. 
That is reminiscent of the kind 
of reform Howard designed in 
his original scheme for the 
administration of his new 
garden city.

As mentioned before, electronics 
and agriculture were the main 
industries in Shenzhen. In the 
first 10 to 15 years the main in-
vestments in these two sectors 
in the Shenzhen region were 
domestic. The last 10 years, 
however, the main investments 
were made by foreign compa-
nies. The agricultural export 
was meant for the Hong Kong 
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and Canton region of about 
60 million people. The govern-
ment, being responsible for new 
infrastructure, built new rail-
ways and highways.
As a special economic zone, the 
Shenzhen region had two tasks: 
to become (1) a hub for inter-
national investments in China 
and (2) a successful example 
of economic reform for inland 
China. In the socialist econo-
my, this internal reform was 
the path to the ‘socialist mar-
ket economy’. The experiment 
became very sucessful thanks 
to a period of very intensive 
economic growth. 
As a result of the fast growth 
after 1995 many coordination 
problems occurred between 
different sectors, between dif-
ferent spatial scales of physical 
development and between social 
and economic developments. To 
solve these coordination prob-
lems new administrative and 
commercial centres have been 
founded. 

To conclude

It does not make sense to com-
pare the Netherlands or Western 
Europe to China. But it strikes 
me that in both cases new towns 
are about growth and reform, 
about rational economic plan-
ning and rational spatial plan-
ning. The Netherlands planned 
its new towns as a top down 
bureaucratic central model, 
the Chinese did the same with 
Shenzhen and the other special 
economic zones. This was their 
planning framework. For this 
framework nowadays PPP&C, 
Private Public Partnerships & 
Co-operation, has become far 
more important than in the 
1960’s in Europe. Asia and 
Africa have already adopted the 
American model of PPP&C.
 
The present problems of new 
towns in the Netherlands are 
low growth rates and ageing. 
We have built about 10 or more 
new towns. When assessing 
the present situation, one can 
call only two or three of them 
a real success. Almere is one of 

them, Zoetermeer is another, 
but a third example is hard to 
think of. Most of them have not 
become complete towns, but 
only new suburban areas.

History shows that high growth 
rates also cause problems. 
Nowadays the main problem in 
the Shenzhen region is residen-
tial accommodation, as is the 
case in other regions. Malaysia, 
Thailand and certain regions of
India struggle with the problem
of illegal land use and illegal
migration of people. The Shen-
zhen region is very successful 
in attracting highly educated 
people from all over the country 
who start their own business-
es. This was how the special 
economic zone was originally 
envisaged: to provide a measure 
of freedom that is not available 
in other parts of the country.

List of illustrations / credits:

1. Ebenezer Howard ‘Garden Cities  

    of Tomorrow’.

2. C.B. Purdom 

4. Jaques P. Thijsse

5. Frits Pamboom, Waterwijk, 

    Ypenburg.

6, 7, 8, 9, 10 . Various United 

    Nations reports.

INTI-seminar.indb   13INTI-seminar.indb   13 20-9-2007   9:28:0320-9-2007   9:28:03



INTI-seminar.indb   14INTI-seminar.indb   14 20-9-2007   9:28:0320-9-2007   9:28:03



15  

d
rs

. 
W

. 
va

n
 d

er
 M

o
st

: 
T
h
e 

Zu
id

er
ze

ep
ro

je
ct

, 
a
n
 e

xa
m

p
le

 o
f 

cu
lt

iv
a
ti

on
 a

n
d
 c

ol
on

iz
a
ti

on

Wil van der Most,
 MLS, MEd. (with praise) was 
born in Zwolle in 1961. She 

studied Library Science in 
Deventer and The Hague and

 Philosophy and History 
of Education in Nijmegen. 
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 Wil van der Most lives in 
Almere Buiten 

(vandermost@bigfoot.com).

Summary

The Zuiderzeeproject, an example of cultivation and colonization

‘The Zuiderzeeproject, an example of cultivation and colonization’ 
will focus on the greatest and most costly land reclamation project 
in Dutch history. The Zuiderzeeproject includes the enclosure and 
partial reclamation of the Zuiderzee, and the planning and laying 
out of the Wieringermeerpolder, Noordoostpolder, Oostelijk and 
Zuidelijk Flevoland. 165.000 hectares of fertile new land and more 
then twenty settlements (new towns) were added to the Netherlands 
in about eighty years. The polders were a playground for new 
initiatives and experiments. Decision making and planning were 
constantly accompanied by scientific research and experimentation.
Attention will be given to the Plan Lely (1891) that formed the 
basis for this project, the passage of the Zuiderzee Act (1918) by 
parliament, and the great role that the government played in the 
agricultural and socio-economical development of the polders. 
Special attention will be given to the colonization policy and 
rational selection of farmers and first settlers of the IJsselmeer-
polders, and the shift in goals of land reclamation for expansion 
of farm land to urban expansion (recreation and nature reserves 
included) of the northern Randstad.

Mrs. drs. W. van der Most
Nieuw Land Heritage Centre Lelystad

The Zuiderzeeproject, an example of cultivation and colonization
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The Zuiderzeeproject is inter-
esting for various reasons:

- The start of the project and 
its outcome.

- The central role played by the 
government and its implications 
for the project. 

- Colonization policy and the 
shift in this policy over time.

- Planning methods: from prod-
uct planning till the 1970’s to 
process planning afterwards.

I will not discuss individual 
planners or the actual planning 
of Almere and Lelystad; this 
has already been handled most 
adequately by mr. Coen van der 
Wal in his ‘In Praise of Common 
Sense’1. That title would also fit 
this text, be it that this will focus 
more on the political and mana-
gerial history of the project.

Almost half of the Netherlands 
consists of polders, a flat land-
scape in which we have tried to 
protect life by artificial means, 
that is by water management. 
The low part of the Nether-

lands is a landscape of polders, 
where every polder has its own 
history and development, its 
own look and feel. The map 
shown here (ill. 1), from a recent 
publication, titled ‘Polders!’2 
represents the 4.000 polders in 
our country. This large amount 
of polders indicates the strong 
relationship between the Dutch 
and water management. The 
reclamation of land has become 
part of Dutch identity.

The Zuiderzeeproject (ill. 2), the 
enclosure and partial reclama-
tion of the Zuiderzee, is only 
one stage in some thousand 
years of Dutch water manage-
ment. The size of it however 
was not seen here before. The 
project resulted in the recla-
mation of the Wieringermeer, 
North-eastern polder and East-
ern and Southern Flevoland, a 
gain of some 165,000 hectares 
of new land. That took some 
eighty years. A whole new prov-
ince was created, Flevoland, 
which now reflects this history 
in many ways.           1. Polders!
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First a bit of history. 3

The Zuiderzee came into being 
in the Middle Ages. As Lake
Almere became an arm of the 
North Sea, the great loss of land 
stimulated the Dutch to regain 
these losses. The heavily navi-
gated Zuiderzee around 1600 
had the shape shown on this 
map of 1866 (ill. 3).
 
The first plan to enclose and 
reclaim the Zuiderzee (ill. 4) 
came from Hendric Stevin, who 
in 1667 in his ‘Wisconstich en 
Filosofisch bedrijf’  proposed 
to “dissipate the violence and 
venom of the North Sea by link-
ing the Frisian islands together 
and to the mainland”. At the 
time his proposal was unwork-
able. Two centuries later, the 
introduction of steam power 
led to a torrent of new plans to 
drain the Zuiderzee. It would 
eventually be the Zuiderzee 
Association, founded in 1886, 
that presented the so called Lely 
Plan in 1891, which became the 
real starting point.

Zuiderzeeproject, 165.000 hectares

Polder Dry Cultivation/
development

Hectares

Wieringermeerpolder 1930 '30 20,000

Noordoostpolder 1942 '40 - '50 48,000

Oostelijk Flevoland 1957 '60 - '70 54,000

Zuidelijk Flevoland 1968 '70 - '90 43,000

2. The Zuiderzeeproject

3. The Zuiderzee, 1600.                  4. Plan Hendric Stevin 1667.
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From 1887 onwards civil engi-
neer Cornelis Lely (ill. 5) worked 
for this Zuiderzee Association. 
He produced eight technical 
reports, proving the feasibility 
to reclaim 200,000 hectares, at 
that time nearly ten percent of 
all Dutch agricultural land. This 
Lely Plan (ill. 6) shows the clos-
ing dam and the future polders. 
At the bottom one finds the 
suggested order of reclamation: 

first the Wieringermeerpolder 
and then the south-eastern and 
south-western polder.

Some small changes in this plan 
were made. First by Lely, later 
on based on a review by a State 
Committee in 1892, presided 
by Lely himself, then minister of 
Public Works (ill. 7): the south 
western polder was reduced to 
enlarge the fresh water basin 

and the canal between the south 
western and south eastern pol-
der was widened for defensive 
reasons. 

At that time it had already been 
decided that the project would 
eventually be executed by cen-
tral government. This in con-
trast to a tradition of private 
enterprise. The reasons for this 
governmental involvement in 

the project are that the works 
proposed by Cornelis Lely were 
too intricate, large-scale, costly 
and long term to be left to en-
trepreneurs. 

Two factors prompted the 
closure of the Zuiderzee. First 
the flood of January 1916, 
which gave an extra boost to the 
promotion of the Zuiderzee-
project. Lely, at that time min-
ister of Public Works, went by 
boat to see the damage the 
flood had done (ill. 8). The map 
(ill. 9) shows the flooded areas. 
Secondly, the famine caused by 
the Great War of 1914-1918, 
stimulated thoughts in Parlia-
ment on food independence 
and peaceful expansion of 
agricultural land.

5. Cornelis Lely.  6. Lely plan 1891. 7. State committee 1892.

8. The flooding of 1916.
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The Zuiderzee Act (ill. 10), offi-
cially called ‘The Act on the En-
closure and Partial Reclaimation 
of the Zuiderzee’, was passed 
by parliament on June 14, 1918. 
The Act envisaged the enclosure 
of the sea and the reclamation 
of the two western polders in a 
fifteen year period for almost 
50 million euro. In 1925 it was 
decided to execute the whole 
project. A new trace of the

Enclosure dam and a bigger 
south-western polder were 
planned (ill. 11). This south-
western polder has yet to be 
created as originally planned.

In addition to the Act of 1918, 
a Relief Act in 1925 regulated
relief grants to former fisher-
men of the Zuiderzee and relat-
ed business. As the government 
was responsible for the project it 

had to bear the consequences of 
its own acts. In those years the 
Zuiderzee Board, to advise gov-
ernment, and a Zuiderzee Fund, 
to finance the Project, both 
Incorporated in the Act of 1918 
were established. Until 1967 
this Zuiderzee Fund was part 
of the National Budget, thus 
enabling parliament to control 
the project. Later on the fund 
became part of the budget of 

the Ministry of Public Works.
In 1919 the Zuiderzee Project 
Directorate, responsible for 
planning and design of the pol-
ders, and all civil engineering, 
started work. The works were 
mainly executed by an associa-
tion of four major contractors, 
the Company for the Execution 
of the Zuiderzee Works, known 
in Dutch as the MUZ.
In 1930 the Wieringermeer 

9. Flooded areas 1916                          10. Zuiderzee Act 1918.         11. South-western polder.
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Development Authority (WDA) 
was established to transform 
the new land into a productive
agricultural area. To this end the 
authority combined research, 
land use policy  and land man-
agement. It also contained a big 
agricultural company for tem-
porary exploitation of the land. 
The Agency first farmed the new 
land itself to ensure proper pri-
mary cultivation of the soil. Both 
Directorate and Authority were 
accountable to the Minister of 
Public Works.
In 1963 the WDA was trans-
formed into the IJsselmeer-
polders Development Author-
ity (IJDA) and changed from 
a mainly rural authority into 
a more general one. It did not 
only develop rural areas, but 
also two new cities – Lelystad 
and Almere – and creating na-
ture reserves and recreational 
areas along the border lakes of 
the new land. An important task 
of the Development Authority 
was socio-economic develop-
ment, including  facilities such 
as education and health care, 
normally provided by municipal 

authorities. The socio-economic 
section of the IJDA took care of 
population, employment and 
cultural life, from sports to reli-
gion. In this way it implemented 
the colonization policy.
Product planning changed into 
process planning as IJDA only 
implemented the first phases 
of its plans to hand ongoing 
development of the new towns 
over to newly created local gov-
ernment,  of nature reserves to 
appropriate institutions and of 
recreational facilities to private 
enterprise. 

What can we learn from the 
past? The IJDA as a development 
organization, over the years has 
evidently gained a lot of exper-
tise on socio-economic develop-
ment of new towns. Part of this 
expertise and knowledge could 
still be used today in the social 
development of new or even 
old neighbourhoods. There are 
many similarities between the 
way the IJDA performed this 
social task and advice that is 
given on Dutch television and 
expressed in reports by social 

scientists nowadays, for exam-
ple by prof. dr. H.B. Entzinger, 
professor in migration and inte-
gration studies, two years ago. 
His advise to stimulate newcom-
ers to take an active part in soci-
ety is comparable to the way the 
IJDA handled newcomers in the
IJsselmeerpolders.
Now we say that it is important 

to offer a safe haven and pro-
vide appropriate conditions. 
Then IJDA provided profitable 
farms and business conditions 
along basic services. 
Now we talk about taking care 
of physical well-being. Then the 
IJDA provided good housing 
with shops nearby and a family 
doctor when needed.

Provide for profitable farms and businesses...

...liveability...                                   ...future perspectives...
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Now we discuss taking care of 
mental well-being. Then the 
IJDA accommodated religious 
life by building churches and 
seeing to a minimum pres-
ence of three clergymen, one 
for every denomination. Also, 
during the selection procedure 
– I will address this further on – 
motivation and suitability of set-

tlers were checked.
Now all mainstream political 
parties think government should 
pay more attention to social 
cohesion. Then the IJDA sup-
ported all initiatives to start 
recreational and sports clubs. 
Neighbourhood contacts were 
encouraged and in neighbour-
hoods a mix of religious and 

professional background of new 
settlers was promoted. Neigh-
bourhood associations were 
founded and the IJDA stimulated 
celebrations like Sinterklaas, 
Christmas and Memorial Day
Nowadays a lot of discussion 
takes place about the liveability 
of neighbourhoods, then atten-
tion was paid to a nice house 
with a garden in a green (and 
quiet) neighbourhood.
Lastly prospects, future per-
spectives and opportunities for 
personal improvement are often 
cited in reports on migration 
and social integration. Then
extra attention was given to 
good education and extra
facilities for economic support 
of business development. 

Let us get back to the Zuiderzee - 
project. Its original aims were: 

- To protect the surrounding 
areas against flooding and to 
improve their drainage.

- To create a fresh water basin.
- To reclaim fertile agricultural 
land that would provide 
permanent employment.

- To improve infrastructure and 
communication between the 
west and north of the 
country.

Looking back now, after almost 
ninety years, these original aims 
still hold in every respect. The 
plan has stood the test of time. 
In the long run, even more func-
tions have been added to the 

...physical well being...

housing...                                        and recreation...

...mental well being...                      ...social life...
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project:

- To help improve the structure 
of the surrounding areas.

- To house people, as the 
Dutch population tripled in 
the past 100 years.

- To offer opportunities for 
recreation.

- To enhance nature and 
 landscape.

The polders are no longer for 
agricultural use only. Planning 
of the polders has become part 
of national planning and housing 
policy. After the Second World 
War there was a need for land 
and many farmers tried to get 
a farm in the North-eastern pol-
der or emigrated to Canada or 
Australia. In the 1950’s, EEC 
policy became to scale up and 
industrialize agriculture. The 
new land was made available to 
Dutch farmers who had to leave 
their farm for ongoing urbani-
zation. The polders also were 
scaled up and urbanized. Trans-
port became motorized. Plots 
enlarged from 24 hectares in 
the Noordoostpolder to 60 and 

more in Southern Flevoland. 
Lelystad and Almere were devel-
oped, as were nature reserves 
and recreational areas.

Let us now have a look at the 
history of the colonization 
policy.
It was for the first time in Dutch 
history that the state took the 
lead in land reclamation. The 
primary aim of the project was 
to create a productive agricul-
tural area and a new society in a 
well organized and aesthetically 
pleasant environment. 
This immense change in atti-
tude towards reclamations is 
shown best if we compare the 
Zuiderzee Project with the 1851 
Haarlemmermeer reclamation 
(ill. 12). Then, in the 19th cen-
tury, the more liberal policy 
prevailed of ‘laissez faire, lais-
sez passer’, which left the first 
settlers to cultivate soil that was 
badly drained, deprived of any 
guidance and organization.
This survival of the fittest in 
the Haarlemmermeer and its 
negative consequences were 
described by social demographer 

H.N. ter Veen, in his thesis of 
1925. Ter Veen concluded that 
if the Zuiderzee Project was 
to succeed, a totally different 
attitude would be required. A 
far more active and rational 
selection of settlers would be 
necessary to prevent misery and 
financial loss. During the first 
years the risks in the polders 
would be enormous, and losses 
suffered by farmers could be 
substantial. To prevent the first 
settlers from losing faith and 
leaving the polder the state had 
to provide not only houses and 
farms, but also basic provisions 
like shops, schools, churches, 
family doctors, clergymen and 
teachers. Government care 
should even include starting up 

religious and social life.
This change of view on the role 
of the State in land reclama-
tion was part of a more general  
change of heart in society. At 
the end of the 19th century and 
first half of the 20th century the 
State intervened more and more 
in economic and social life, even 
in family life, private domain 
until then.

So selection procedure became 
part of colonization policy. 
Selection was needed because 
there were far more applicants 
then there were farms available. 
In the Wieringermeerpolder in 
1934 there were 190 applicants 
for 40 farms. Three years later, 
in 1937, there were 15 appli-
cants per farm. Selection meant 
choosing settlers who were ex-
pected to be successful.
At that time, from the1930’s 
to the 1950’s, the selection 
was an important social issue. 
Farmers of different religions 
and different parts of the coun-
try all should be represented in 
the population of the new land. 
At that time, a farm of over 50 

12. Haarlemmermeerproject
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hectares was regarded as a big 
farm. Family farms had less 
than 10 hectares, the average 
farm being between 10 and 20 
hectares. Various sizes of farms 
should be made available. Fur-
thermore, the new polders, 
being a national project financed 
by the people, should absorb as 
many labourers as possible and 
provide even more small farms 
than economic arguments 
would allow: the polders should 
give people an opportunity to 
work their way up in society.

All kinds of papers had to be 
filled in by an applicant (ill. 13). 
Sadly, though understandable, 
these records have all been 
destroyed for reasons of privacy.
The selection of settlers was 
based on economic as well as 
socio-biological criteria, which 
again shows the full measure of 
state intervention in private life 
at that time.
All healthy and capable young 
Dutch married farmers from 
well to do families and of all 
political and religious de-
nominations would be given a 

chance to obtain a farm. One 
of the economic requirements 
was the availability of a mini-
mum capital. Furthermore the 
applicants had to have enough 
agricultural education in order 
to qualify. Information was ob-
tained as to their capacities and 
particular attention was given 
to the condition of their farms 
or those of their parents or em-
ployers. After a first selection 
on paper, a final selection was 
made after visiting the families, 
checking references and add-
ing a certificate of good health. 
A woman inspector would also 

visit the families who were ini-
tially selected and inquire into 
the capacities of the wives as a 
mother and housewife.

At the New Land Heritage Center 
in Lelystad there are numerous 
interviews on tape with the first 
inhabitants of the IJsselmeer-
polders, as well as with the men 
and women who selected them. 
Research has shown that future 
immigrants were expected to 
have progressive views and to 
make extensive use of agricul-
tural machines. Special attention 
was given to future participation 

in social and religious life and 
in sports clubs. What attitude 
did a catholic woman have to-
wards a protestant neighbour? 
Did she have a driver’s license? 
How would she cope with break-
ing away from her old home 
and family? We have to remem-
ber that until the middle of the 
1950’s the bicycle was still the 
most important means of trans-
portation for many settlers and 
the use of a telephone was not a 
general practice at that time.

The selection procedure changed 
slightly over time but was still 
in use when the first settlers of 
Dronten arrived in April 1962. 
Later the attention shifted from 
the selection of all first inhab-
itants to selection of only the 
farmers, retailers and key fig-
ures like the family doctor, the 
clergyman, the headmaster of a 
school etcetera. These key fig-
ures were expected to play lead-
ing roles in building up a new 
society.

This shift in the selection policy 
was also due to the fact that the 

              13.  Selection procedure.
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IJsselmeerpolders had become 
less agricultural and more ur-
ban. The flow of new settlers 
to the IJsselmeerpolders had 
become too large. It became 
practically impossible to carry 
on with this kind of labour 
intensive selection. Moreover, 
the cultural revolution of the 
1960’s, democratization and 
the emphasis on emancipation 
and self-realization, made the 
selection procedure look rather 
paternalistic and custodial.

These changes in society led for 
Almere to the view, expressed 
by the Project bureau Almere, 
that the population of Almere 
had to be a reflection of Dutch 
society. The new town should 
be populated by the young and 
the old, the rich and the poor, 
winners and losers, the slovenly 
and the neat. This may seem 
self-evident but it was not, 
since new towns generally start 
by being populated by reason-
ably well to do young families. 
In Almere these insights led to 
a change in colonization policy 

and the start of a campaign to 
recruit new settlers with the 
phrase: “Come live in Almere 
and bring your mom.”

Originally the demarcation lines 
between the Zuiderzee Directo-
rate and the IJDA in the domain 
of physical planning were not 
very well defined. The plan-
ning staffs of these authorities 
were small. As a rule the physi-
cal planners, commissioned by 
IJDA just had to fill in the gener-
al polderplan of the Directorate. 
Later on designers and planners 
of IJDA certainly were familiar 
with professional literature and 
visited new towns abroad, more 
specifically in the UK, as scale 
and scope of the new towns in-
creased. The directors of these 
authorities have always played 
an active role in planning, if only 
by selecting a town planner. Es-
pecially Van Duin is known for 
his role in the development of 
Lelystad, Almere and Zeewolde.
At the start, with no tradition in 
the creation of new towns, plan-
ning of the new settlements in 

the polders coincided with the 
emergence of regional plan-
ning in the Netherlands. For 
the Wieringermeer the general 
polder plan and village plans 
were designed by the Zuiderzee 
Directorate. The polder plan, 
defining the overall form of the 
polder and its main canal and 
road system was ready in 1926. 
A year later the architect and 
town planner Granpré Molière 
was appointed as advisor. The 
IJDA, founded in 1930, contin-
ued his commission.

The parcellation plan of the 
Zuiderzee Directorate had 
assigned 14 locations to villages 
(ill. 14). The IJDA decided that 
for the time being three villages 
would be enough as less than 
15,000 inhabitants were ex-
pected. Farmers lived on their 
farms, farmworkers lived in 
the villages. Slootdorp (1931), 
Middenmeer (1932) and Wier-
ingerwerf (1934) (ill. 15, 16) 
were located close together at 
the centre of the polder, at the 
central intersections of the main 

14. The Wieringermeerpolder.

15. Middenmeer, 1934.
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canals and roads. All construc-
tion activities were performed 
by IJDA’s Building Bureau led by 
A.D. van Eck. Later on, Kreiler-
oord was developed (1957).
Similarities between these three 
villages are:

-  A green zone along the main 
road running through the 
centre of the village.

- Side roads for local access.
- three churches as focal points 
in the layout

-  a plan enabling natural growth.
- Schools, shops, a bank and 
a community centre (as was 
customary throughout the 
development of the polders).

In the North-eastern polder the 
initial polder plan (1932) again 
was designed by the Zuiderzee 
Directorate (ill. 17). The IJDA 
adjusted this plan with regard 
to town locations and landscape 
design. Various architects/
planners were engaged in this 
adjustment and IJDA employed 
two social geographers to assist 
in the planning. The parcella-

tion plan of 1938 shows a set-
tlement pattern of five villages 
around a central town. Com-
pared to the Wieringermeer the 
standard parcel size increased 
from 20 to 24 hectares and road 
transport overtook water trans-
port. During and directly after 
the war, as reclamation work 
was interrupted, more research 
was done on the distribution, 

size, physical and social content 
of the villages, in relation to new 
estimates of size and composi-
tion of the population. 
In 1948 the report ‘Population 
centres’ on the old and the new 
land by Takes was published, its 
purpose being to determine the 
size, place, function and number 
of new towns in the yet to be re-
claimed polders (ill. 18).

16. Wieringerwerf, 1938.

17. The Noordoostpolder. 18. Settlements and their service functions by Takes.
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Takes studied comparable areas 
on the old land and set up a 
hierarchy of settlements:
- the C-town of more than 

25.000 inhabitants to serve 
large regions

- the B-town of 5.000 to 10.000 
inhabitans serving limited regions

- the A-town, villages with less 
than 2.000 inhabitants

Based on this scheme Takes 
concluded that the new polders 
could be provided with one 
C-town in the centre of the 
polders, four B-towns and 40 to 
45 A-towns. He did the same for 
settlements and their adminis-
trative functions (ill. 19).

Also in 1948, the final plan for 
the North-eastern Polder (ill. 20) 
shows Emmeloord as central 
town, surrounded by ten vil-
lages at a reasonable distance 
to provide adequate facilities to 
the rural population.
The north-south line Lemmer – 
Kampereiland and the west-east 
line Urk-Vollenhove served as a 
functional cross and basis for 
spatial division. The former isle 
of Schokland, a Unesco herit-
age monument, was situated in 
the open area that was created 
by omitting the southern leg of 
this cross. The landscape design 
consisted of a small-scale plant-
ing grid along the borders, leav-

ing an open landscape around 
Emmeloord. The final plan can 
be seen as a variation on the 
scheme of Christaller’s central-
places theory  (ill. 21).  
Similarities in the design of the 
villages are (ill. 22):
- A confined central open space.
- Long streets.
- Church buildings positioned 
in such a way that no church 
would dominate any other.

Five of the villages were 
designed by the IJDA’s Build-
ing Bureau and five by private 
offices. All details however were 

decided by this bureau as well.
In the Wieringermeer and the 
North-eastern polder the polder 
plans were mainly based on 
hydraulic and agricultural crite-
ria. The village plans designed 
in the 1930’s and 40’s can 
be characterized as product-
planning; the design shows a 
definite situation, a static ideal 
(ill. 23). During this planning 
process nothing was left to 
chance. The planners tried to 
anticipate all aspects, estima-

20. The Noordoostpolder
Emmeloord and ten villages.

21. Christaller´s central-places 
theory.

22. Design Marknesse  by 
Verlaan 1947.

19. Settlements and their ad-
ministrative functions by Takes.
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tions of the polder population 
included.

In Eastern and Southern Flevol-
and the general polder plans 
were based on a multitude of 
considerations. Planning after the 
Second World War can be char-
acterized as process-planning 
as it became part of national 
and regional planning policies.
Flexibility of plans became an 
asset.

In Eastern Flevoland, Lelystad, 
the future provincial capital, 
Dronten (ill. 24), a regional 
centre and two villages, Swift-
erbant and Biddinghuizen were 
actually built. Various other 
villages that were originally 
planned, were not developed, 
mainly due to changes in
mobility and rise in living stand-
ards with regard to availability 
of services. People preferred to 
live in larger villages and so 
fewer were needed. 

The initial masterplan for Lely-
stad was made by the advisor 
of the Zuiderzee Directorate,
C. van Eesteren. (ill. 25) The fi-
nal structure plan was made by 
the IJDA (ill. 26).

At the end of the 1950's out-
ward radiation of the Randstad 
became government policy (ill. 
27).

Delft and Amsterdam planners 
and social scientists populated 

23. Village plan Emmeloord. 24. Structure plan for Dronten 
by Van Tol, 1959. 

25. Lelystad - the original plan 
by Cornelis van Eesteren.

26. Structure plan for Lelystad

27. Southern Flevoland village 
patterns and the relationship 
with Randstad.
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the ‘Project bureau Almere’ (ill. 
28) in the 1970’s and replaced 
the former rural tradition with 
urban views. Numerous work 
groups, discussed the desired 
function, form and ambiance of 
the multi-centered city that was 
to become Almere. Much space 
was allotted to nature and to 
connect the various centres in 

this multi-centered urban pat-
tern a fine-meshed network of 
frequent bus services was intro-
duced (ills. 29 and 30). 

The village of Zeewolde was 
an example of suburbanism in 
optima forma (ill. 31 and 32). In 
the 1980’s farm workers were 
no longer there and every house-

hold had a car. Most inhabitants 
worked elsewhere and the em-
phasis was on living, recreation, 
water and forests. Planning in 
the polders could no longer be 
distinguished from planning 
elsewhere in the Netherlands. 

The fact that all polders were 
developed by the same authori-28. Projectburo Almere.

29. The approved Structure Plan 1974 for Almere Haven - one of 
the centres.

30. Much space is allotted to nature.
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ties, the Zuiderzee Directorate 
and the IJsselmeerpolders De-
velopment Authority, meant 
that ongoing experiments could 
in time lead to expertise. It is 
often said that this also meant 
that little originality is shown in 
the actual plans.  I do not agree 
with this. The planners may not 
yet be known to the public, but 

I expect this to change soon. 
After writing the history of the 
development authorities, the 
New Land Heritage Centre in 
Lelystad has started writing a 
book on the life and work of 
its most outstanding designer: 
Teun Koolhaas. The book will 
be published in 2007.4

Notes
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Summary

Urbanization and flood risk management in vulnerable delta areas

The harmonization of urbanization and flood risk management is a 
newly evolving issue in water management in the Netherlands. The 
Netherlands has a long tradition of successfully combating flood 
risks and waterlogging by technical measures, which put little 
restraint on urbanization. Instances of waterlogging and near-
floods of rivers in the mid ‘90s led to a change in the flood policy. 
This policy, ´Water Policy in the 21st Century´ emphasizes “space 
for water”. The policy is quite successful in making room for the 
rivers and in decreasing waterlogging in new urban areas. A recent 
policy process - Water Safety 21st Century – introduces the safety 
chain in the form of three main strategies – prevention, pro-action 
and preparation - and proposes to use all strategies. These 
strategies are illustrated and evaluated by a description of the ap-
proaches in a number of flood-prone cities outside the 
Netherlands.

ir. W. Oosterberg
 Rijkswaterstaat - RIZA

Urbanization and flood risk management in vulnerable delta areas

Willem Oosterberg
 is a senior advisor at the

 department of spatial 
 planning of

 Rijkswaterstaat-RIZA.
 He conducts surveys of

 international policies on
 spatial planning and
 water management.

 Previous projects include a 
decision support system to 

assist the decision on future 
water levels in the IJsselmeer 

lake area and aquatic-
ecological  inventories of 

wetlands in the Netherlands 
and the Romanian part of 

the Danube Delta. He holds a 
University degree in surface 
water quality management.
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Introduction

The reconciliation of urbani-
zation and flood risk man-
agement is a newly evolving 
issue in water management. In 
the past years I have had the 
opportunity to look at this issue 
from my position as advisor of 
Rijkswaterstaat – RIZA, which 
is the freshwater advisory de-
partment of the Dutch Ministry 
of Transport, Public Works and 
Water Management. This paper 
introduces the problem that the 
Netherlands faces; it gives an 
overview of the policies that at-
tempt to reconcile urbanization 
and flood risk management, and 
compares this with the state of 
affairs in other urbanized flood 
prone areas around the world. It 
ends with some suggestions for 
the research agenda of the New 
Town Institute. 

A red delta

Most of you are aware that the 
western part of the Netherlands 
is located well below sea level. 
This part is the most urbanized 

part of the country, where 55% 
of the population lives and 65% 
of the GNP is being produced. A 
large part of the Netherlands is 
an urbanized flood-prone delta, 
a red delta, where red stands 
for urbanized areas (ill. 1). This 
part is at risk from various types 
of floods – the most serious are 
sea floods, followed by river and 
lake floods and waterlogging in 
rural and urban areas. Flood 
safety and waterlogging can be 
grouped based on these types 
of floods (ill. 2).

Water Policy in  the 
21st Century

The Netherlands has a long tra-
dition of fighting these types of 
floods by technical means. And 
with success. The standards for 
flood safety are the highest in 
the world, and are compulsory. 
However, floods are a risk that 
can be reduced, but never elimi-
nated. From the mid 1990’s 
the Netherlands has been con-

1. The western part of the Netherlands is an urbanized flood prone 
delta. The blue area is below sea level. Existing urban areas are in 
grey. Planned urban expansions in the next decade are in red.

Types of floods

Sea floods
FLOOD SAFETYLake floods

River floods

Waterlogging - urban
WATERLOGGING

Waterlogging - rural
2. (left) Various flood types.
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fronted by instances of floods 
and near-floods of the major 
rivers and serious waterlogging 
(ills.3). This, together with the 
prospect of climate change and 
soil subsidence, has led to a 
change in the Dutch flood pol-
icy. This policy, the Water Pol-
icy in the 21st Century, can be 
captured by one slogan: more 
space for water. Water should 
become a leading factor and a 
structuring principle in spatial 
planning. There should be less 
reliance on technical measures 
such as dykes and pumps; rivers 
should be given more horizon-
tal space to accommodate extra 
discharges; areas should be re-
served to store surplus rainfall; 
periods of higher groundwater 
levels should be accepted. 

Success of the policy

The policy has now been in 
place for five years and its im-
plementation is well under way. 
It has been quite successful on 
a number of issues:

- the process of improving flood 

safety by giving more room to 
the rivers is well on track

- the process of tackling water-
logging in rural areas is well 
under way, although the 
amount of additional space 
reserved for water is not very 
high.

In the urban arena, progress is 
slower and more difficult.
On the issue of urban water-
logging:
- the new policy has been quite 

successful in the layout of new 
urban developments (ill.4). For 
example, a spatial reservation 
for water in the order of 10% 
of the area is quite common in 
new developments.

- waterlogging is seldom the 
decisive factor in the choice of 
location of new urban devel-
opments however. 

- the policy has led to little 
change in the handling of 
waterlogging in existing urban 
areas (eg. rebirth of old canals 
in city centers)

- as of yet no demands are made 
on urbanization from the 
perspective of flood safety. 

3. Serious instances of near river floods and waterlogging in the 
1990s.

4. Finding space for water to prevent waterlogging in a new urban 
development – the case of Hengelo  
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The reasons for the slow 
progress in the urban arena 
appear to be self-evident:
- the consequences of a spatial 
policy for flood safety in urban 
areas would be far reaching, 
as it involves the most densely 
urbanized part of the country 

- waterlogging is only one of 
the multitude of issues in the 
urban arena

- space in urban areas is expen-
sive

- it is nearly impossible to ‘un-
develop’ space into something 
‘empty’ like water

Water Safety 21st Century

In 2006 a start was made with 
a new policy process - Water 
Safety 21st Century (WV21). This 
process evaluates the adequacy 
of the present policy for flood 
safety. The process will lead to 
a policy document by the end of 
2008.

Safety chain and flood risk 
strategies

WV21 is the occasion for the formal 

introduction of the concept of 
the safety chain in the Dutch 
flood policy. The safety chain 
consists of five links that repre-
sent various types of measures 
to reduce flood risk. These links 
can be grouped into three basic 
strategies for the reconciliation 
of urbanization and flood risk 
management (ill. 5).
The first strategy, pro-action, 

avoids the problem altogether, 
by preventing investments and 
urbanization in flood prone 
areas. Evidently, this strategy 
puts a serious restraint on the 
urbanization process. 
The second strategy, preven-
tion, reduces the probability 
that a flood will occur. This is 
the strategy that is most famil-
iar to us – dykes, surge barriers 

and pumps. This strategy puts 
very few restraints on urbaniza-
tion. A project like Room for the 
Rivers, which relies on meas-
ures such as dyke lay-backs, by-
passes and secondary channels, 
can be considered an example 
of this strategy: these measures 
claim some space, but put no 
restraint on urbanization else-
where.

Strategies

Links in the 
safety chain

Pro-action Prevention Preparation Response Recovery

Principle Avoid the 
problem 

altogether

Reduce flood 
probability

Reduce the damage by being well prepared

Typical 
measures

Avoid 
urbanization 

and
investment in 
flood prone 

areas 

Dykes, storm 
surge barriers, 

pumps, retention 
areas

Water resilient 
buildings

Early warning
Emergency 
planning

Drills

Coordination

Emergency 
measures

Communication

Damage 
compensation 

Rebuilding 
Aftercare

Restraints on 
urbanization

Severe None Intermediate

5. Three basic strategies for the reconciliation of urbanization and flood risk management.
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The third strategy consists of 
the three links: preparation, 
response and recovery, which 
are generally considered to-
gether – I refer to this strategy 
as preparation, the reduction of 
flood damage by being well pre-
pared for a flood. Typical meas-
ures are early warning, emer-
gency planning, coordination of 
evacuation and a rapid recovery 
after the flood. These measures   
can  set restraints on the way 
cities are built and organized.

As indicated above, until now 
the emphasis in the Netherlands 
has been on prevention. Other 
countries apply a different mix 
of strategies.

Dhaka

Dhaka, the capital of Bangla-
desh, is a city that is growing 
rapidly in an area with a very 
high flood risk. The city is encir-
cled by a dyke and surrounded 
by rivers that flood every year. 
Flood safety is a prime require-
ment for urban growth, but once 
an area has been dyked – that is 

the strategy of prevention -  this 
area is urbanized rapidly and 
uncontrollably. Bangladesh is 
too poor to finance large scale 
dyke projects. The choice where 
to build dykes determines how 
the city will grow. 
The water manager is well aware 
of this process and is in a strong 
position to negotiate with city 

planners. Outside the city, the 
water manager attempts to 
protect the flood plains from 
city encroachment – the strategy 
of pro-action. In this, he is less 
successful. Project developers 
buy paddy rice fields and try to 
sell them to prospective house 
owners (ills. 6) Project develop-
ers circumvent the regulations 

and build mounds as a flood-safe 
basis for construction. 

New Orleans

Like the Netherlands, New 
Orleans is confronted with vari-
ous flood types: hurricane re-
lated storm surges, river floods 
and waterlogging of the urban 

6. Left: Dhaka, a dyked city in a highly fllood-prone area (dyke in yellow, road system in red, water 
system in blue). Right: a project developer tries his luck in the flood-prone area outside Dhaka where 
urban development is formally not allowed.

INTI-seminar.indb   35INTI-seminar.indb   35 20-9-2007   9:28:2320-9-2007   9:28:23



ir
. 
W

. 
O

o
st

er
b
er

g
: 

U
rb

a
n
iz

a
ti

on
 a

n
d
 f

lo
od

 r
is

k 
m

a
n
a
g
em

en
t 

in
 v

u
ln

er
a
b
le

 d
el

ta
 a

re
a
s

36 

area. The city is encircled by 
dykes that give adequate pro-
tection against river floods, but 
little protection against storm 
surges during hurricanes. Until 
the disaster of Katrina struck 
the city, the main strategy for 
facing the hurricane risk was 
preparation (ills. 7.) Depending 
on the intensity of the hurricane, 

different zones are appointed 
for evacuation. Highways are 
transformed into one-way exit 
routes. People are well aware of 
what they should bring in terms 
of food and water. Arrange-
ments for cooperation between 
authorities are well described. 
Still, during Katrina a lot went 
wrong, which may justify the 

conclusion that preparation is 
not a robust strategy for large 
floods in an urban setting. 
The rebuilding of New Orleans 
is an opportunity to create a 
city that is more flood resil-
ient and more perfect in other 
aspects as well – public trans-
port, public parks, cohesive 
neighbourhoods. At the moment 

city planners are designing this 
new city. One of the key issues is 
the footprint of the city – should 
the redevelopment of the deep-
er and hardest hit parts of the 
cities be avoided? – an example 
of the strategy of pro-action. 
City planners favour this, but 
many citizens want to rebuild 
the city as it was, as quickly as 

7. Left: New Orleans is confronted with various flood types. Middle and right: prior to Katrina, the main strategy to face the risk of storm 
surges by hurricanes was preparation.
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possible. 

As a consequence of the Katrina 
disaster, there is a strong de-
mand from the public and local 
authorities for more emphasis 
on the strategy of prevention, in 
the shape of a comprehensive 
dyke system along the whole 
coast of Louisiana. If this de-
mand is met, will the newly pro-
tected area be urbanized, as is 
the case in Dhaka?

Preliminary recommendations for 

the WV21 process

The WV21 progress report to 
Parliament gives the first con-
clusions and an outline of the 
future policy. From the stand-
point of urban planning, the fol-
lowing elements are of interest:

Prevention continues to be the 
mainstay of the policy 
- the flood safety levels of dykes 

may be adjusted to reflect the 
present value (in terms of in-
vestments and population) of 
the protected areas 

Pro-action can be encouraged 
in a number of ways
- parties responsible for spa-

tial decisions must take flood 
safety aspects into account

- this can be done as a gradual 
change in emphasis from a 
long term perspective, as a 
rapid change in spatial deci-
sions will be very expensive

- boundary conditions for spa-
tial decisions may be set.

- the usefulness of compart-
ments – to steer and slow 
down the flooding process – 
will be investigated

- attention will be paid to the 
protection of vital infrastruc-
ture (such as ICT, water and 
energy provision) and vulner-
able objects (such as hospi-
tals) 

Preparation will receive more 
attention
- disaster management must be 

put in order within two years, 
especially with regards to 
organizational aspects

- the possibility of introducing 
insurance for major floods will 
be investigated

Summing up

In the past century the Nether-
lands has relied on one strategy: 
prevention. This is changing 
slowly. The Water Policy for the 
21st Century emphasizes more 
space for water. This policy 
has led to a more pro-active 
approach to waterlogging in the 
layout of new urban areas. The 
WV21 policy process, which is 
currently under way, appears to 
put more emphasis on prepara-
tion and pro-action with regards 
flood safety in urban areas. The 
question whether urbanization 
and agglomeration should be 
accomodated by more preven-
tion, or should be steered by 
pro-action, is still open.

Suggestions for the research 

agenda of the New Town Institute

The above analysis is concerned 
with urbanization in general 
and has not focused specifically 
on ‘new towns’. New towns 
have the appeal that they can be 
‘placed’ and designed accord-
ing to new ideas in a way that 

will avoid past mistakes. From 
the perspective of the WV21 
process, two questions may be 
relevant for the New Town Insti-
tute: 
1. Is it possible to design a city  

or town that can withstand a 
deep flood? The emphasis of 
this town is on preparation. 
When a flood is imminent, 
the town could evacuate or 
stay put. During the flood 
there will be deep water in 
the streets and surrounding 
areas; vital infrastructure 
is probably affected; it may 
take many weeks before the 
area is drained again. The 
return to normal of this town 
should not take too long. The 
adjustments necessary for 
preparation should be afford-
able and not interfere with 
the functioning of the town 
when there is no flood.

2. What would a gradual shift 
of urbanization to higher 
grounds, a large scale proc-
ess of pro-action look like? 
Should this be envisaged as 
the creation of new cities or 
the expansion of existing 
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cities? What are the social di-
mensions of this shift – who 
moves, who stays behind? 
And what are the prospects 
– economical, social – for 
the towns that remain in the 
flood prone area?

List of illustrations / credits:

1. Nieuwe kaart van Nederland.

6. Photo on the right: 

    Camiel van Drimmelen.

7. Photos Hans Balfoort.
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Summary

Spatial composition of new towns in historical perspective

Starting from a point of view that urbanism is a matter of ‘the 
longue durée’, and that the composition of a New Town should be 
lasting, we might wonder in which way the spatial composition of a 
New Town is able to ‘absorb’ social, technical and spatial develop-
ments in the course of time. 

The planning and design of a New Town is a special process, 
because it puts forward the essence of the meaning, content and 
position of a town or city in a very clear way. I would like to focus 
on three aspects of the design of a New Town:
 1. the city as a condition for a civic society;
 2. the relation between urban form and landscape-morphology;
 3. the position of the city in a larger urban network.

prof. dr. ir. Han Meyer, Delft University of Technology

Spatial composition of new towns seen from a historical perspective 

Dutch urban block, the Dutch 
Water cities and the present 
state-of-the-art of Dutch 
urbanism.
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The historical overview of new 
towns presented here will look 
into their evolution to learn les-
sons for the future.
The Netherlands has about 
1,000 years of experience with 
new town development. World-
wide the experience with new 
towns is even longer. Perhaps 
we could answer questions like 
‘What makes a new town a real 
town?’ Most of the new towns 
of the 20th century are strug-
gling with this question. How 
to become a real town? How to 
provide and facilitate new urban 
development in a social, eco-
nomic and cultural sense?
Time is very important. It is dif-
ficult to assess the success of a 
city after only 10, 20 or even 30 
years. A city needs time to be-
come a city and to develop con-
ditions that support complexity. 
A real city contains many differ-
ent kinds of urban life, it is a so-
cial environment of enormous 
complexity in which all kinds of 
individual and collective activi-
ties and initiatives may happen.
Of course more is needed to 
make a town successful, such as 

beauty. Beautiful public places 
and buildings enhance the im-
age of the city, are a source of 
joy for its inhabitants and an at-
traction for outsiders.
In general two levels of analysis 
are important. First the regional 
level, the position of a town in 
its regional context is condition-
al for its economic role. Second-
ly, on the local level, the ‘urban 
DNA’, consisting of urban space 
and street patterns and parcel-
ling of its building blocks, is im-

portant for its potential growth 
and transformation.

Complex forms of urban life, 
being the main criterium of real 
urbanity, make the way this is 
handled in town planning of 
fundamental importance to its 
development. The orientation 
should be multiple so that a 
town is not only dependent on 
one type of economic orienta-
tion. The infrastructure should 
be multifunctional. And the par-

celling system should be flex-
ible. (ill.1).

Rotterdam may serve as an ex-
ample. Because of the bombing 
and reconstruction of its centre, 
this city has had problems simi-
lar to 20th century new towns. 
Rotterdam has made enormous 
investments to guarantee an 
orientation as diverse as possi-
ble (ill. 2.), to avoid a one-sid-
ed dependence on its harbour 
activities. For that reason not 

1. Urban complexity. 2. Rotterdam: Multiple orientation.
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only the east-west connections, 
or the waterway infrastructure, 
were developed, but also the 
roads and railroad infrastruc-
ture in other directions. 

Something else Rotterdam dis-
covered is that urban life is not 
only concentrated in the city 
centre. It is important that the 
urban infrastructure links other 
parts of the city to the urban 
centre by connections such 
as boulevards (ills. 3). Here all 

kinds of commercial, cultural, 
economic and social activities 
will find a place. The urban boul-
evard combines street oriented 
buildings with public space that 
accommodates public transport 
and car traffic as well as cyclists 
and pedestrians. The boulevard 
offers a wide variety of urban 
facilities that can easily change 
over time.

Rotterdam has a rather flexible 
parcelling system (ill. 4). The 

entire system was redesigned 
during the post war period. 
This was done in order to at-
tract larger building and eco-
nomic activities. However, this 
new parcelling system made it 
more difficult to absorb differ-
ent kinds of activities. In Gron-
ingen, for instance, these can 
be absorbed rather quickly, be-
cause small parcels may change 
hands more easy (ill. 5).

When considering the elements 

that support urban qualities 
and urban life the next ques-
tion is: how did the different 
generations of new towns deal 
with this?

From the 11th century onwards 
four generations of new towns 
can be distinguished.

3. Urban boulevards as a multifunctional infrastructure. 4. Flexible parcel systems in Rotterdam and 5. Groningen.
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The first generation of new 
towns was created roughly be-
tween the 11th and the 14th cen-
tury (ill. 6). It was possible to 
establish urban settlements in 
this flood prone delta because 
land reclamation technologies 
had been invented and applied. 
New town development in the 
Netherlands is strongly related 
to land reclamation.

This new town development is 
nearly always directly linked to 
trade. At the crossroads of trade 
routes from north to south and 
from east to west, the Nether-
lands had (and has) a strategic 
position. New  settlements were 
preferably situated where ac-
cess to the trade routes could 
be combined with protection 
against the influence of wind 
and water. 

It is instructive to take a look at 
new towns that have not suc-
ceeded in becoming real cities. 
A good example is Goedereede, 
founded in the 13th or 14th cen-
tury (ill. 7), the same period in 
which Rotterdam and Amster-6. New towns 11th till 14th century. 

1. Oldest urban settlements (11 th – 12 th centuries)

2. Towns from the second half of the 12th century

3. Ports of Flemish Zeeland

4. Towns as a result of rulers town planning and policies (ca. 1200 – 1270)

5. Towns in Holland during the 13th century

6. Late medieval new towns (ca. 1270 -1400)

7. Ports in the West (ca. 1270 – 1400)

8. Towns in the East (14th century)

9. Frisian towns (14th century)
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dam were founded. The latter 
two have managed to become 
important cities nationally and 
internationally. Goedereede, 

which once was a relatively im-
portant harbour town, failed. 
Why so?

The same process that created 
favourable conditions for the 
harbour city in the first place 
also closed the entrance to its 
port. It was common in the 11th 
century to reclaim land from dry 
sand plates, elevations in the 
sea, and to protect it against 
floods with hand built dikes. 
This created the necessary con-
ditions for sustainable settle-
ment. But in this case the ongo-
ing process of sedimentation in 
front of the harbour forced the 

town to dig new canals, until 
finally people gave up and the 
town became completely en-
closed by land (ill. 8).

Illustration 9 shows the city of 
Goedereede on a map by the fa-
mous 16th century Dutch cartog-
rapher Jacob van Deventer. It is 
still on the edge of the island, 
but as the sedimentation ex-
panded around it, the town was 
forced to change its economy 
from trade to agriculture. 

This process resulted in a 
strange combination of building 
types in the city. You will find 
harbour related buildings with 
farms right behind it, orientated 
towards the agricultural econo-
my that came later. Eventually 
the town lost its connection to 
the sea completely and conse-
quently also nearly all its con-
nections to the outside world. 

7. Goedereede, founded in the 13th or 14th century.

8. Goedereede became completely enclosed by land.

9. 16th century map of 
Goedereede by Dutch 
cartographer Jacob van Deventer.
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Very much later a single tram 
line to the harbour city of Mid-
delharnis connected it to Rotter-
dam. Now also a road to Rotter-
dam has been built on the dikes 

and dams of the Deltaworks. 
The town now aims to become a 
small tourist resort for inhabit-
ants of the Randstad. Strootman 
Landscape architects proposed 

to redesign the canal, formerly 
the most important element of 
the city, into a recreation har-
bour (ill. 10).

Goedereede is an extreme ex-
ample of a town that lost its 
connection with its wider con-
text because of a changing re-
lationship between water and 
land. For Rotterdam, which was 
also primarily related to the sea 
(ills. 11, 12, 13), the story is 
exactly the opposite. As early 
as the 17th century its harbour 
was connected to its hinterland 
by an intricate network of water-
ways (ill. 14).

As for the second generation of 
new towns in the Netherlands, 
most of them are related to land 
reclamation projects, which 
were mainly destined for agri-

10. Goedereede, proposal Strootman Landscape Architects.

11, 12, 13. Rotterdam, 1600, 
1900, 2000.

14. Inland water network 1600.
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cultural use. 
Three examples may clarify 
this: Middenbeemster, Hoofd-
dorp and Colijnsplaat (ill. 15). It 
is rather astonishing to see that 
these towns maintained their 
agricultural structure for three 
to four centuries. These towns 
are fine examples of durability 
and sustainability, fashionable 
concepts nowadays. They owe 
this quality to the continuity of 
their economic base. 

Large scale land reclamation 
was made possible by the tech-
nological revolution that took 

place in the 16th and 17th cen-
tury, more specifically by the in-
vention and improvement of the 
windmill (ill. 16). The Beemster, 
at the time one of the biggest 
polders north of Amsterdam, 
was a private initiative based on 
a rational plan. Land reclama-
tion and city development were 
transformed from trial and error 
into rational planning. 

Simon Stevin, played an im-
portant role in this process by 
summarizing the principles of 
city development in the Nether-
lands. This remarkable man was 

15. New Towns 16th -19th centuries.
 A. Middenbeemster 1612.
 B. Hoofddorp 1860.
 C. Colijnsplaat 1560.

A

B

C

16. Large scale land reclamation was made possible.
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not only a highly talented  engi-
neer and an influential advisor  
on financial and military mat-
ters to the Prince of Orange, but 
also a political and philosophi-
cal thinker. In addition to his 
technical books and inventions 
he wrote a more philosophical 
and political manifest about a 
new civil society in the new Re-
public. It is a good illustration 
of the fact that combining the 
technical, political and social
aspects of city development 
generates a powerful concep-
tual framework. 

His ideal city fitted exactly 
into the common landscape of 
this period in the Netherlands, 
with large agricultural parcels 
of about 100 metres wide and 
1,000 to 1,200 metres long. 
This was exactly the size of one 
strip of city blocks in his ideal 
city (ills. 17 and 18). One block 
fitted in a parcel of 100 by 100 
m. This measurement can often 
be found in traditional Dutch 
cities.

In Stevin’s concept of the ideal 

city the urban structure is based 
on the water system: a network 
of canals with multiple uses as 
a waterway for transport, a pub-

lic sewer and a mirror to light 
up the interiors of the buildings 
along the canals. This was al-
ready common practice in cities 

in Holland then: the water sys-
tem was the basic framework of 
the city. 

17 and 18. Simon stevins ideal city fitted exactly into the 
common landscape.

19 - 21. The layout of the Beemster.
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Water elements were not only 
used for transport, but they also 
constituted the main elements 
of public space. Their appear-
ance and quality would induce 
the most prominent citizens to 
build their homes along them. 
Public buildings, public space, 
churches and the prince’s pal-
ace were carefully situated in 
relation to each other. The pal-
ace was not situated in the mid-
dle of the city but at its edge: it 
was part of the city but it was 
not the most important element 
in its composition. That central 
position was given to the cen-
tral market place bordered by 
the houses of international mer-

chants.

The layout of the Beemster fol-
lows the same design rules that 
can be found in the treatise of
Simon Stevin (ills. 19 - 21). The 
position and role of the market 
squares of Stevin’s ideal city are 
comparable with the intersec-
tions of the polder roads of the 
Beemster, which served as pub-
lic spaces and focal points for 
public life in this area. 

The most important example is 
the main town, Middenbeem-
ster. Its function was meant to 
be the central trading point for 
agricultural products. Until to-

day it exists more or less in its 
original shape. The town fitted 
very well into the framework 
of the parcelling system of the 
Beemster itself. For that reason 
it could be extended quite eas-
ily. Middenmeer could stay the 
way it was planned 400 years 
ago until this very day: a local 
service centre for the farmers in 
the polder. 

The same story can be told 
about Colijnsplaat, on a land 
reclamation in the south-west-
ern province of Zeeland. The 
reclamation area was diked in 
the 16th century and at the same 
time the small town of Colijnsp-

laat was founded. It was to serve 
as a basis for the workers of the 
polder, but also as a station for 
shipping the agricultural pro-
duce to the big cities Zierikzee 
and Rotterdam. 

On this inverted map Colijns-
plaat can be seen in the south 
(ill. 22). The town was located 
immediately next to the mouth 
of the creek to the right of it, 
where the water was relatively 
deep. But the land around it was 
relatively low and wet, which 
means low quality agricultural 
land. However, the deep water 
nearby made it a suitable place 
for a new town, to the benefit of 
the landowners at the time.
The town has a very small par-
celling system (ill. 23). It is very 
much like the present day par-
celling system of our ‘Vinex’- 
areas, with almost the same 
dimensions. It is a suitable envi-
ronment for pedestrians. There 
is a strong central urban space 
between the city hall, the har-
bour entrance and the central 
church, which is used for all 
kinds of ceremonies (ill. 24). 

22. Inverted map of Colijnsplaat.                   23. A very small 
                                                                      parcelling system.       

24. Strong central urban space.
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There is also a very nice Main 
street, but the town has been 
marginalized due to changes in 
agriculture and transport. The 
town changed into a tourist re-
sort where the number of inhab-
itants doubles in the summer. 
At the moment tourism seems 
to offer the best perspectives 
for the economic future of the 
town (ill.25).
The only place that succeeded 
to grow rather substantially in 
this category is Hoofddorp (ill. 
26 and 27). The Haarlemmer-
meer is a polder that was de-
veloped without consideration 
to the aspects that are part of 
17th century polder cities, such 
as important public spaces. Still 
Hoofddorp became a larger city, 
mainly because it was strategi-
cally located in the 20th century 
Randstad and because of its 
proximity to Schiphol Airport, 
one of the main airports of Europe. 

The fourth generation of new 
towns is directly related to the 
land reclamation period of the 
20th century (ill. 28). It was 
made possible by the develop-

ment of new technologies, such 
as the steam engine, the inter-
nal combustion engine and the 
electric motor. These machines 
were instrumental in handling 
the enormous amounts of sand 
and stones to build the long 
dike to close the Zuiderzee and 
reclaim large tracks of land (ills. 
29 and 30). 
The remarkable thing about the 
Netherlands is that the develop-
ment of new polders can be seen 
as an illustrative and important 
example of a great ‘modern-
ist project’. This modernist ap-
proach aims to combine new 
land and new towns with a new 
society.

For that matter, projects like the 
general extension plan in Am-
sterdam, the reconstruction of 
Rotterdam and the Deltaworks 
after the flood of 1953 in the 
south-west of Holland are com-
parable. Creating new physical 
environments is considered to 
be conditional for the emer-
gence of a new society. The 
same is true for the Zuiderzee 
project.

25. Colijnsplaat 2000.

26. Hoofddorp 1900.                       27. Hoofddorp 2000.
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Different opinions existed of 
course about the character 
of this new society. And the 
Zuiderzee works are an illustra-
tion of the Dutch polder model: 
by creating villages in a tradi-
tional as well as in a modern 
way, different opinions were 
accommodated. An example 
of a more traditional village is 

Slootdorp (ill. 31), designed by 
Piet Verhagen and Granpré Mo-
liere cum suis. It is composed 
of streets and street oriented 
buildings. Nagele (ill. 32), on 
the other hand, has a modernist 
layout: buildings are standing 
free in an open landscape, with 
a completely independent road 
system.
Another important example is 
Lelystad. This design by Cornelis 
van Eesteren (ill. 33)  shows a 
change in approach. Originally, 

Lelystad was supposed to be-
come the central city of the 
new land (ills. 34 and 35). But 
first the van Eesteren plan was 
turned down as being too ambi-

28. Land reclamation of the 20th 
century 

29 and 30. New technologies. 

32. Nagele.

31. Slootdorp.

33. Lelystad - original plan of 
Cornelis van Eesteren.

34 (above) and 35. Lelystad was 
supposed to become a central 
city.
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tious and too expensive. Then 
reclamation of the Markerwaard 
was postponed and later on can-
celled altogether. So the erst-
while central position became 
more and more peripheral.

Here we can see the rise of the 
fourth generation of new cities. 
Until the end of the 1950’s only 
plans with Lelystad in a central 
position and without anything 
that looks like Almere existed. 
Only three years later, in 1961, 
the first maps appeared under 
the supervision of Eo Wijers 
with something looking like 
an extension of the Gooi area 
on it, as an expansion area for 
Amsterdam. Some ten years 
later, development of new satel-
lite towns became the national 
policy to avoid massive expan-
sion of existing large cities in 
the western part of the country 
(ill. 36).

In the present generation of 
new towns, Almere occupies a 
special position. It is in many 
ways completely different from 
previous new towns.

First its size: it is unprecedent-
ed, at least in the Netherlands, 
that such an enormous city is 
developed within such a short 
span of time. Secondly, because 
of its undefined economic base. 
Previous generations of new 
towns were based on well de-
fined economic activities like 
trade, harbour facilities and 
agriculture, while new towns 
of today, like Almere, are satel-
lite towns. Thirdly, what makes 
Almere unique is the concept of 
a multicentered city.

How do different generations of 
cities deal with different condi-
tions? Most new towns of the 
first three generations did not 
become real cities. This was 
mainly due to a weak regional 
position. 

In the case of new towns of to-
day, and especially in the case 
of Almere, even a good regional 
position is no longer sufficient. 
Special care should be given 
to their urban DNA, the com-
position of the ground plan of 
the city and the relationship 

36. Masterplan Almere, 1978.

37. Almere with 180,000 inhabitants.
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between the road network or 
street pattern and the parcelling 
system. 

In 1971 ‘Explorations’, the pre-
liminary plan for Almere, was 
published. The masterplan pre-
sented here is a 1978 design by 
Teun Koolhaas cum suis.

This is the present day situation 
of Almere with 180,000 inhabit-
ants (ill. 37). It could be called 
‘soft modernism’.  It is a gen-
eral characteristic that is seen in 
many new towns of the 1960’s 
and 1970’s, especially in West-
ern Europe. 

Almere in fact is a hybrid town. 
With regard to its regional po-
sition and its size the question 
arises: is it primarily a satellite 
town of Amsterdam or rather a 
more or less independent city in 
Flevoland?

With regard to urban DNA, so-
called ‘soft modernism’ deals 
with issues like the reintroduc-
tion of the human scale, as a re-
action to the dull image of large 

scale development of modern 
housing estates in the post-war 
decades. It introduces variety 
instead of uniformity. Refer-
ences are made to homo ludens 
and the concepts of Colin Rowe 
and, in the Netherlands, to New 
Babylon of Constant. 

This same approach can be 
recognized in Almere, with its 
enormous variety of different 
neighbourhoods. At the same 
time, the main elements of 
the modernistic approach are 
maintained. The mono-func-
tional main road system, strictly 

separated from the residential 
districts, is modernistic. The 
neighbourhoods may vary very 
much from each other, but the 
fact that each neighbourhood is 
a fixed element with fixed par-
celling that inhibits individual 
changes is modernistic again.
These maps have been drawn 
in the Almere atelier by Peter 
de Bois, Karen Buurmans and 
Frank de Josselin de Jong, with 
students from the universities 
of Delft and Wageningen. They 
analyzed the link, or rather the 
missing link, between the main 
road system and the residential 

units (ills. 38). The strict sepa-
ration between the main roads 
and the neighbourhood cul de 
sacs is characteristic of Almere. 
Building along the main roads is 
prohibited. This seriously ham-
pers recognition and orienta-
tion when you drive between the 
green walls of these parkways. 
The only links to the city are the 
various uniform entrances to 
the neighbourhoods.

38. Cognitive maps: No coherance among residential units.
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But change is possible. This is 
an example. There are different 
types of infrastructure for every 
kind of transport (ill. 39). There 
is an enormous capacity and po-
tential for change in this frame-
work. The green parkways can 
be transformed into urbanized 
boulevards, linked directly to 
the neighbourhoods behind it.

The same is being proposed 
in some cities in the US, which 

also have to cope with the ten-
sions between these types of 
roads through isolated neigh-
bourhoods and the present 
day requirements of urban life. 
These designers are looking 
for a physical layout that may 
support urban life. In addition, 
rules and regulations will be 
needed to provide social cohe-
sion and to ensure a system that 
can support a new kind of urban 
life. The regulation system must 

not only guarantee urban cohe-
sion, but also ensure flexibility 
in the use and functionality of 
the buildings along these boul-
evards.

So much for the internal DNA, 
the relationship between infra-
structure and parcelling sys-
tems in this type of town. Im-
proving its internal flexibility 
produces an enormous poten-
tial for change. 

The second important question, 
especially for Almere, is how to 
improve its external flexibility. 
If the city is to double its size, 
where should that growth be ac-
commodated? 

First of all one has to decide 
whether an extension is really 
necessary, as there seems to be 
a huge potential for internal re-
structuring and densification.

                       39. Different types of infrastructure for every kind of transport.
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If an extension is deemed nec-
essary the question remains: to 
the east, to the west or both? To-
day there is a tendency towards 
extension to the west, as shown 
by this recent proposal by Teun 
Koolhaas and Ellen Marcusse. 

The Koolhaas-Marcusse plan (ill. 
40) fits in the ambition of the 
cities of Amsterdam and Almere 
to develop together as a ‘dual 
city’.

A variation on this is the prize 

winning plan by West 8 Land-
scape Architects cum suis in the 
recent Eo Wijers competition, 
which emphasizes the water in 
the middle as a new regional 
centre even more than the Kool-
haas proposal did (ill. 41). It is 

one of the first examples of the 
architectonic quality of a new 
type of regional design, where 
the empty space in the middle 
is the new centre of the urban 
region. Instead of a bridge, an 
opportunity for a ferry system 

40. Proposal by Teun Koolhaas and Ellen Marcusse. 41. Proposal West 8.
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is being created. By abolishing 
the locks between IJ and IJmeer 
(‘Oranjesluizen’) these water 
areas are united, creating op-
portunities for direct ferries be-
tween Almere and the centre of 
Amsterdam and a highly acces-
sible recreation area of metro-
politan scale.

Illustrations 42 and 43 have a 
very strong historical content, 
because the West 8 proposal 
can be considered the final com-
pletion of the original idea of Eo 
Wijers of 45 years ago. The only 
difference is that the Marker-
waard is not reclaimed. 

The dual city concept actually 
reopens a public debate on the 
eventual connection between 
Amsterdam and Almere via 
the IJmeer. In a referendum on 
IJburg (the most recent east-
ward extension of Amsterdam 
on a series of artificial islands 
in the IJmeer), triggered by the 
Society of Nature Conservation 
(‘Natuurmonumenten’), Am-
sterdam promised to keep ur-
banization of the IJmeer within 

boundaries, but deliberately 
kept an option for a connection 
open. Open water was to remain 
open, IJburg was where the city 
ended and somewhere behind 
the horizon there would be an-
other city, not immediately in 
view from the city’s edge.

One of our students, Floris
Korteweg, just graduated on re-
search on the potential of Flevol-
and for urbanization, to forge a 
new cohesion between urban 
settlements there. Rejecting the 
dual city concept, he elaborated 
on a concept where Almere is a 
city belonging to and is orien-
tated towards the new land.

His conclusion is that it is more 
productive to look for cohesion 
between Almere and Lelystad, 
to look for a different kind of 
agricultural use of land in the 
middle part of the polder and to 
exploit the recreational poten-
tial of its coastline with new vil-
lages. In this concept the airport 
of Lely-stad would become a re-
gional airport. The restructuring 
of agriculture can be combined 

42 and 43. A strong historical content: Design Eo Wijers c.s., 1961.

44. A new perspective on the urbanization of  the Flevopolders.
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with new lakes in the middle. 
New villages around them will 
offer new opportunities for liv-
ing. The concept opens a new 
perspective on the future ur-
banization of the Flevopolders 
(ill. 44). 

In my opinion, regional orienta-
tion and the positioning of cit-
ies are the main issues for the 
research agenda for new towns.

List of illustrations / credits:

6.   New towns 11th till 14th century.   

      From: R. Rutte.

8.   Goedereede became completely 

      enclosed by land. From: 

      Strootman Landscape Architects.

15. New Towns 16th -19th centuries. 

      From: C. van der Wal.

44. Floris Korteweg, graduation

      project TU-Delft.
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Summary

New towns of the modernist experiment: expectations and 
experience

The research project ‘The New Town’ focuses on the modernistic 
satellite cities and urban extensions erected all over the world in 
the post-war period these were the idealistic and pragmatic answer 
to population growth, war damage, colonization and housing 
shortage after World War II. The project is an initiative of Crimson 
and will be coordinated by the office and a variety of researchers 
will be incorporated in the project: not only architectural histo-
rians, but a network of sociologists, architects, urban planners, 
photographers, politicians, writers and cineasts will contribute as 
‘foreign correspondents’ to the knowledge on ‘The New Towns’ 
worldwide. The three main topics are: the original concept and 
planning, the development since and the influence of local culture 
and way of living and lastly the future plans for redevelopment. In 
2009 the project will be presented in a publication and a (travel-
ling) exhibition, accompanied by a symposium, workshops and 
design seminars. 

Michelle Provoost is an
 architectural historian, curator 

and consultant on urban
 planning and architecture
 affairs. After finishing her 

studies at Groningen University 
she taught and lectured there. 

In 1994 she established the firm
 Crimson Architectural

 Historians in Rotterdam where 
she engaged in a large number 
of research and design projects 

in the field of urban planning, 
architecture and art. As a

 curator at the Netherlands 
Architectural Institute, she

 organized major exhibitions 
and edited the accompany-

ing publications. Since 1999 
Michelle Provoost has been 

a staff member and project 
leader of WiMBY!, an urban 

regeneration project in
 Rotterdam-Hoogvliet.

 In 2003 she wrote her PhD. 
publication on the Dutch

 architect Hugh
Maaskant. 

dr. M. Provoost
Crimson Architectural Historians

New towns of the modernist experiment: expectations and experience

Michelle Provoost is the author 
of many publications in national 
and international magazines; 
she lectures in varous European 
countries and teaches regularly 
at Academies  of Architecture. 
www.thenewtown.nl
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This article will provide a 
glimpse into the New Town 
project, a research and design 
project Crimson has been work-
ing on for about two years now. 
It uses a very specific definition 
of a new town, namely the mod-
ernist cities that were built and 
designed from scratch in the 
post war period from 1945 to 
1975. The sub-heading of the 
project is ‘Past, present and 
future of the new towns’. Con-
sequently it consists of three 
different parts:

The past is evidently the most 
traditional type of research for 
architectural historians. It starts 
by analysing the origins of the 
post war new towns, and traces 
them back to the pre-war ideas 
of Howard, Stein and Perry, 
Christaller and others. This part 
of the research is aimed at iden-
tifying the DNA which all those 
modernistic satellite cities, new 
towns and large urban exten-
sions share.

The present is where it becomes 
interesting. After the urban plan-

ners left in the 1960’s these new 
towns have been lived in and 
used by their inhabitants. They 
have been adjusted to changes 
and they have been subject to 
political and social influences. 
The instances where the projec-
tion of the planners coincides 
with the local culture of these 
new towns are rare. This is the 
subject of our research: the rela-
tion between the unplanned on 
the one hand and the symbolic 
and representative functions of 
architectural planning and con-
cepts like collectivity, the neigh-
bourhood unit and the housing 
unit on the other hand. 

The third part is the future. At 
the moment these new towns 
are all more or less the same 
age and therefore experience 
common problems connected 
with ageing, even if they are sit-
uated in very different parts of 
the world. They are partly worn 
out, partly outdated, partly still 
beautiful. However, the solu-
tions of the policy makers for 
the modernization of those cit-
ies are extremely different and 

this is a reason for comparing 
them. This project can be used 
as a stage for all designers and 
policy makers of those cities to 
come together, discuss their 
views and exchange ideas. The 
project is therefore explicitly 
meant to be an instrument of 
exchange for cities all over the 
world, in order to develop de-
sign solutions to common prob-
lems.

Of course one could ask: why 
is this important? In Hoog-
vliet we experienced that at the 
moment there is not enough 
reflection about the renewal of 
these post war new towns. The 
policy of the designers is often 
one of large scale renewal: once 
again blueprints for an unknown 
future. While many scholars 
study the original concepts of 
the modernist designers, the 
current state of both the physi-
cal and social aspects of these 
new towns remains largely out 
of focus. 
This means that whenever one 
hears about new towns it is 
usually in a negative way: riots, 

poverty, unemployment and so 
on. This results in large scale 
demolition, large scale renew-
al, tabula rasa plans and other 
concepts that completely ignore 
possible qualities of these cities 
and the urban culture they have 
developed. Our goal is to put a 
spotlight on a culture that has 
developed in the new towns and 
to use this for their renewal and 
future.

This research project was initi-
ated by Crimson, but we are not 
the only ones to execute it. We 
are building an international 
network of researchers, scien-
tists, artists, photographers and 
film makers.The website accom-
panying the project is used as a 
platform for the whole network 
of ‘foreign correspondents’, as 
we call them. On this website 
you can also see the first results 
of the case studies, of which 
Toulouse-Le Mirail is one, but 
also Baghdad in Iraq, 23 Enero 
in Venezuela, Teheran in Iran, 
Reston in the USA, Islamabad 
in Pakistan, Rourkela in India 
and a number of others. There 
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is also a database in which we 
have gathered all relevant in-
formation. This has been grow-
ing slowly over the last couple 
of years. Until now it contains 
almost 1,700 new towns, all dat-
ing back to the period between 
1945 and about 1980.

Our New Towns research start-
ed with a project we have done 
in Hoogvliet. This is a typical 
satellite city of the 1960’s with 
high-rise buildings in a green 
environment in a repeated 
orthogonal pattern. 

As illustration 1 shows, Hoog-
vliet used to look like a very op-
timistic, modern environment, 
as was envisaged by the planners.
Unfortunately it has deteriorat-
ed since, resulting in large scale 

demolition and the replacement 
of one third of the houses, which 
is not uncommon for cities like 
this. Also not uncommon is 
the fact that this replacement 
always follows the same pat-
tern: high-rise replaced by 
single family houses and social 
housing replaced by privately 
owned houses. 

Our project, which was called 
WiMBY! (Welcome In My Back-
Yard!), was to respond to this 
sort of standard reconstruc-
tion project with a number of 
alternative projects which were 
added to the regular reconstruc-
tion. Thereby they formed a sort 
of ‘acupuncture’ of about 20 
projects, aimed at making use 
of Hoogvliet’s qualities, both in 
a social and physical sense. At 
the same time the inhabitants’ 
initiatives, which already ex-
isted in Hoogvliet, were turned 
into interesting architectural 
projects, in order to improve 
the future of this new town.

Hoogvliet is not unique: there 
are actually about a 1,000 

‘Hoogvliets’ all over the world. 
You can find them in Australia, 
in North Korea, in communist 
countries, in capitalist coun-
tries, in countries very remote 
form each other. When we dis-
covered this fascinating pat-
tern we decided to turn it into 
a project: a project to research 
Hoogvliet’s extended family.
What these towns have in com-
mon are the principles which 
date back to Howard and his 
three magnets of country, town 
and town-country, i.e. the in-
termediate, the best of both 
worlds between town and coun-
try. We also encounter his ideas 
about ordering a city centre in 
a specific hierarchical way with 
housing districts surrounding 
it. The hierarchical ordering, the 
infrastructure which separates 
neighbourhoods, the neigh-
bourhood unit, all these ingre-
dients in different shapes and 
designs are found in new towns 
all over the world.

Looking across the border, one 
of the first things that struck us 
was the extent of the influence 

of the modernist planning idea. 
Right after the war there was an 
enormous boost in the London 
new towns movement, which 
resulted in a large spread of that 
same type of new town around 
the world. This export has be-
come one of the themes of the 
New Town project. 
Other themes are the effect of 
decolonisation, the creation of 
new independent states, the 
effect of development policies 
and of hydroelectric damming, 
which, particularly in Africa and 
Asia, generated hundreds of 
new towns and villages.

A very good exponent of this 
export phenomenon is Constan-
tinos Doxiadis. He is a very well 
known figure outside Europe 
and in Greece, but not so well 
known in the Netherlands. Nev-
ertheless, he is the best exam-
ple of the export of modernist 
urban planning to third world 
countries. How did this come 
into being and what were the 
reasons for this export? The an-
swers are quite revealing about 
the symbolic and political issues 

1. Hoogvliet
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involved in new town planning.

Constantinos Doxiadis (ill.2) 
was very strongly connected to 
an American foundation called 
the Ford foundation. They were 
a very powerful combination of 
vision and money. They had an 
intense relationship with long-
lasting consequences for devel-
oping countries in the Middle 
East and Africa. Their coopera-
tion shows how the so-called 
neutral introduction of large 

scale development urban plan-
ning was anything but neutral. 
In fact it was heavy with prom-
ises of freedom, democracy 
and prosperity and loaded with 
ideals of community and eman-
cipation. This was at the end of 
the 1950’s and the beginning of 
the 1960’s.

In the polarized atmosphere 
of those days, at the height of 
the cold war, there was not a 
single American institution not 
cooperating with the ‘war on 
communism’. The State Depart-
ment, the CIA, the United Na-
tions, the Rockefeller, Ford and 
Carnegie foundations, MIT and 
Rice and Harvard Universities 
all played a role in the cultural 
cold war. Unravelling these in-
tricate networks by interviewing 
people and going through dusty 
correspondence and faded mi-
crofilms has been my job as an 
amateur detective recently.

Constantinos Doxiadis devel-
oped an extremely hermetic, 
theoretical design and engineer-
ing system called ‘Ekistics’, the 

science of human settlements. 
It was a rational and scientific 
alternative to the existing his-
torical cities with their conges-
tion of cars and people. Instead 
of those, Doxiadis proposed 
his gridiron cities that would 
provide a human scale environ-
ment. It could be called soft 
modernism, but it had some 
harsh aspects. At the same time 
they should be able to accomo-
date unlimited growth of the 
population, money, cars and so 
on. In that sense they were ex-
tremely well suited to any kind 
of development. Doxiadis was 
possibly the leading exponent 
of the explicit application of 
modernist planning and design 
models as vehicles for freedom, 
peace and progress according 
to a Western model.

Because of his political talents he 
was able to form an impressive 
international network of many 
USA and UN officials, which en-
abled him to design and build 
an oeuvre his colleagues could 
only dream of. He probably con-
structed more urban substance 

than all his CIAM-colleagues 
together. In fact, after CIAM 
ended, he set up a conglomer-
ate of training and research or-
ganizations as well as the Delos 
conferences, which were clearly 
meant to take over where CIAM 
left off. He designed and built 
new cities all over the world, in 
Ghana, Zambia, Sudan, Leba-
non, Pakistan, Iraq and the US.

How was it possible that this 
one office built so many large 
scale cities around the world, 
while the most eminent urban 
planners failed? For instance: 
Jose Luis Sert was never able to 
realize any of his South Ameri-
can plans and Le Corbusier had 
to be satisfied with only one, 
though heroic New Town, Chan-
digarh. Obviously Doxiadis got 
to build this empire not only be-
cause of his phenomenal charis-
ma or the qualities of his work, 
but most of all because of the 
American support he received.

That support came mostly from 
a New York institution, the Ford 
Foundation: it is a private foun-

2. Constantinos Doxiadis
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dation established in the 1930’s 
by Henry Ford himself, and was 
remodelled in 1950, during the 
cold war, to extend its activities 
outside the USA. Its main goals 
were formulated under the lead-
ership of Paul Hoffman, formerly 
the coordinator of the Marshall 
plan in Europe. In that capacity 
he befriended Doxiadis, who 
allegedly used his last dime to 
show Hoffman Greek hospitality 
by throwing a party in Athens 
with a semi-authentic group of 
Greek dancers. 
This proved to be a dime well 
spent. Hoffman led the Ford 
Foundation on an ambitious 
quest for world peace, aiming 
to better the world by educating 
the ignorant, increasing their 
so-called “intellectual capacity 
and individual judgement” and 
easing them into democratic 
western civilization. 
They tried to achieve these no-
ble goals mostly by investing in 
educational institutions, school 
building and agricultural mod-
ernization programs. Although 
urban planning was definitely 
not a main priority, Ford spent 

5 million dollars on Doxiadis’ 
design and research, the largest 
sum they ever spent on any pri-
vate party. Starting with a grant 
for Doxiadis’ design work for 
the city of Karachi in Pakistan in 
the middle of the 1950’s, Doxi-
adis and the Ford Foundation 
became a truly close couple.

This still does not explain why 
the work of Doxiadis in par-
ticular - and not that of Sert, 
Gropius or Le Corbusier - was 
judged to fit so well into this 
consensus of American politics 
that was symbolized by the Ford 
foundation. Because the Ford 
foundation had very strong ties 
to the American government 
and all those other institutions, 
one could say that in fact they 
were all collaborating on the 
same project. What qualities did 
the Ford Foundation detect in 
Doxiadis’ planning that made 
them recognize Ekistics as a 
useful instrument in their cold 
war cultural politics? And what 
political goals did they attach to 
his urban planning?

The answer probably lies in the 
extremely rational character of 
Ekistics and the way Doxiadis 
promoted his work as a science. 
He presented the outcome of 
his studies and designs in grids, 
charts, diagrams and schemes, 
almost like the work of a human 
computer, completely objectiv-
ated, with no aesthetics or per-
sonal choices. In this precom-
puter era there was no possible 
way to approach computer work 
any closer. 
Doxiadis was definitely not a 
whimsical arty architect with 
crayons. He was a trustworthy 
engineer who could deliver. His 
Ekistics was a visionary, but 
nonetheless scientific system in 
which local data had to be en-
tered and the design solution 
followed automatically. A touch 
of local landscape and architec-
ture was inevitable and neces-
sary, but not too much, since 
this was in contradiction with 
the universal pretensions of Ek-
istics.

This objective and rational ap-
proach fitted well into the phi-

losophy of the Ford Foundation, 
which had formulated as its 
goal the education of non-west-
ern people into rational and 
sensible persons, thereby doing 
away with mistrust and latent vi-
olence. With this goal the Foun-
dation exported in fact one of 
the most fundamental values of 
the USA, rational action, civiliza-
tion equals rationality. And the 
Americans saw it as their task to 
raise other nations to a civilized 
state. When considering urban 
planning, it would have been 
hard to find an urban planning 
theory more rational and more 
suitable than Doxiadis’ Ekistics.

But how to force other nations 
into a rational civilized state 
without military action? This 
has been a difficult question 
for the Americans ever since. 
Sometimes this went so far as to 
exercise control through covert 
operations. This was indicated 
by two friends separately ask-
ing me to look into CIA-related 
issues. 
One put the question very 
bluntly: was Doxiadis a spy for 
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the CIA? The other question 
concerned a sculpture of Naum 
Gabo in Rotterdam. It is an ab-
stract metal sculpture, standing 
on a prominent spot in the busi-
est shopping street of the city, 
right in front of a 1950’s store 
designed by Marcel Breuer. My 
friend assured me that this 
statue had been financed by the 
CIA. 

At first I thought that it was 
highly unlikely that the CIA 
would even bother to get in-
volved in financing works of art 
in the most pro-American city of 
the Netherlands. But it proved 
that the CIA was most certainly 
involved in manipulating the 
visual arts scene in Western Eu-
rope. 
In an exciting 1999 publica-
tion the English writer Frances 
Saunders explained how the CIA 
perceived an inherent danger in 
the traditionally leftist art scene 
in Europe, and feared that they 
might adopt the communist 
ideology. They were convinced 
that, in order to safeguard Eu-
ropean culture, it was necessary 

to win over the cultural and in-
tellectual elite, since they would 
be in charge of the future. To 
this end a “Kulturkampf” started 
immediately after the war, right 
in the middle of the rubble of 
post war Berlin, with both the 
Soviet and allied side competing 
in a frenzy of concerts, reading 
rooms, recitals, film showings 
and art exhibits.

This cultural manipulation was 
institutionalized in 1950, when 
the CIA founded the Congress 
for Cultural Freedom, just a few 
years after Truman’s doctrine 
and the launch of the Marshall 
Aid plan. Together they formed 
a parallel set of political, eco-
nomical and cultural measures 
to prevent Europe from slipping 
to ‘the other side’. The mission 
of the Congress was to nudge 
the intelligentsia of Western Eu-
rope away from its lingering fas-
cination with Marxism towards 
a view more accommodating to 
‘the American way’. 
It was a ‘battle for men’s minds’, 
fought by the Congress with 
the help of an assorted group 

of radicals and artists, most of 
them disappointed in Stalin’s 
totalitarian USSR. They were 
musicians, writers, painters, ac-
tors and included well-known 
names like George Orwell, Jean 
Paul Sartre and Jackson Pollock. 
The Congress organized an 
impressive cultural offensive, 
publishing magazines in many 
different countries and lan-

guages all over Europe and the 
third world. They had 27 offices 
around the world, organizing a 
flood of exhibitions of American 
painters (many in cooperation 
with MoMa), concerts and con-
gresses.

Especially the position of Jack-

son Pollock and his fellow ab-
stract expressionists is fascinat-
ing: they were adopted as the 
new cultural mascot of the USA 
by the Congress, much against 
the grain of the prevailing taste 
in that country. But to the Con-
gress the abstract expression-
ists embodied all virtues an art 
movement needed to project a 
new image of America to the old 

European countries; an image 
that would steer away convinc-
ingly from the stereotyped idea 
of Americans as ‘culturally bar-
ren, a nation of gum-chewing, 
Chevy-driving philistines’ and 
would present the American 
culture as vital and superior to 
Soviet culture.

3. Pollock’s painting radiated the ideology of freedom, social realist 
painting was boy scout and traditional.
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To the American elite Pollock’s 
painting radiated the ideology 
of freedom (ill. 3) and of free 
enterprise. It was non-figurative 
and politically silent, it was the 
very antithesis to socialist real-
ism. Pollock was new, active, 
and energetic, while social re-
alist art was stiff, rigid and re-
producing historical styles. Ab-
stract expressionism was seen 

as a specifically American in-
vention conquering the world, 
replacing the old centre of the 
arts, Paris, with New York. Also 
Pollock was exactly the right 
person to oppose the boy scout 
Soviet painters, who were obe-
diently portraying the collective 
communist values. Pollock was 

a real, masculine and rough 
American, and a drunk moreo-
ver, which was regarded as a 
proper asset for an artistic fig-
urehead.

Now, returning to Doxiadis and 
urban planning: although the 
Congress for Cultural Freedom 
did not have architecture or ur-
ban issues as a priority, Doxiadis 

was among the very few archi-
tects involved in the activities of 
the Congress. In their important 
1955 congress in Milan he was 
one of the lecturers, speaking 
about the ‘Economic progress 
in underdeveloped countries 
and the rivalry of democratic 
and communist methods’. In 

1960 he was a member of a 
select group that attended the 
congress on the New Arab Me-
tropolis, together with Hassan 
Fathy, then a member of his 
office. These CIA initiated con-
gresses were paid for by Ford. 
Of course Doxiadis’ involvement 
in the congress does not prove 
that he was a CIA-agent, but it 
does allude to a hypothesis on 
the meaning of his work for the 
CIA and the Ford Foundation. 
This would explain their strong 
preference for Doxiadis’ work. 

So, in my opinion, to the Ameri-
cans of the Ford foundation and 
the CIA Doxiadis was as much 
a mascot in the field of urban 
planning as Jackson Pollock was 
in the art scene. Whereas Pollock 
was the antidote to social realist 
painting, the work of Doxiadis 
was the complete opposite of 
social realist urban planning 
and architecture (ill. 4). Until the 
arrival of Khrushchev at the end 
of the 1950’s, the social realist 
USSR cities after the war strong-
ly showed the mark of Stalin-
ist planning. Up to 1,000 New 

Towns were built all over the 
enormous country, using a well 
known and historical repertoire 
both in urban planning and in 
architecture. The vista, the axe, 
the square, the closed housing 
block, the monumental, palazzo 
inspired architecture; they all 
evoked an urban image aspiring 
to be recognizable and familiar 
to the common people.

While Pollock proposed a com-
pletely new direction in paint-
ing, and freed himself from 
historical precedents and ico-
nography, Doxiadis’ Ekistics 
posed a completely new system 
in urban planning. He liberated 
it from formal design and re-
placed it by organizing the ur-
ban area in ever enlarging grids 
and systems, eliminating monu-
mental composition and replac-
ing it with schemes for unlim-
ited growth and change. 
The neighbourhood unit, known 
from the English New Towns, was 
stretched and repeated and put 
in an endless spaced-out grid, 
until every reference to existing 
urban settings had vanished. 

4. The work of Doxiadis was the complete opposite of 
social realist urban planning and architecture.
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Ideologically it was important 
that the state imposed collec-
tivism of social realist planning 
was replaced by an emphasis on 
bottom-up communities. 

Moreover, the ideas of change 
and growth without boundaries 
and of technological solutions 
for every possible problem, 
from demographic growth to 
energy shortage to pollution 
to economic backwardness to 
ethnic and social unrest, all this 
made Doxiadis’ vision the per-
fect vehicle for the development 
ideology of the USA.
His studies could pave the way 
for a different lifestyle, western, 
efficient and peaceful, and help 
the third world countries to be-
come rational civilizations and 
to grow towards a well deserved 
autonomy. In this sense it is not 
an exaggeration to call Doxi-
adis’ work part of western cul-
tural and economic imperialism 
in the developing countries. 

The focus of Doxiadis’ work was 
on the Middle East. Of course, 
the Middle East was located right 

below the soft underbelly of the 
USSR and therefore a main stage 
for Cold War activities. It was 
virtually a playground for Amer-
ican architects in the1950’s. 

Doxiadis did a lot of work in 
Iraq. Amongst others he made 

the plan for Baghdad (ill. 5 and 
6). First he was hired to design 
a modern national  housing pro-
gram, Baghdad included. And 
Doxiadis showed what he was 
capable of: practically on his 
own he brought in a complete 
ministry of housing, planning, 

architecture, and architecture 
training. 

Gropius’ office was struggling to 
get the designs for the Baghdad 
University built, and only suc-
ceeded in realizing one tower 
twenty years later, while Frank 

Lloyd Wright saw his grandiose 
plans for the Baghdad Opera 
thrown out of the window when 
the revolutionary regime took 
over from King Faisal in 1958. 
But Doxiadis did not have any 
problems: his multidisciplinary 
team made surveys, wrote re-

ports, designed tens of thou-
sands of houses and was able 
to build them as well. 
Still, the official architectural 
history has shown a dispropor-
tionate interest in the failed de-
signs of high profile architects 
like Gropius, Frank Loyd Wright 

and others, neglecting the far 
more influential work of Doxi-
adis.

Unknowingly everybody has 
seen the results of his work on 
CNN. By the end of the 1950’s 
Doxiadis had built areas in Iraqi 

5 and 6. Extension plan for Baghdad, Sadr City, by Constantinos Doxiadis.
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towns which bear the now well 
known names of Mosul, Basrah 
and Kirkuk. 

The largest number of houses 
was realized in Baghdad, on the 
east bank of the Tigris; the end-
less repetition of square neigh-
bourhood units is easily recog-
nizable on any satellite image. 
This is the area called Sadr 
City. 

By now Sadr City is mostly 
known as a nightmarish ghetto 
and a gruesome background for 
war footage. The area has been 
a hotbed of resistance against 
the Americans, inhabited by 
two million mostly Shia Iraqis. 
It consists of endless areas of 
low rise but high density devel-
opment, with narrow alleys and 
cul-de-sacs, grey concrete slums 
and small row houses. Sadr City 
even has the questionable hon-
our of being featured in a multi-
player computer war game on 
Internet, called Kuma War: Mis-
sion 16, Battle in Sadr City.

Sadr City was designed by Doxi-

adis as part of his 1958 master 
plan for Baghdad. His design 
follows the Ekistics rules and is 
practically identical to his other 
contemporary urban designs, 
be it Islamabad, Tema or Khar-
toum. 
Doxiadis encased the histori-
cal centre of Baghdad in an 
orthogonal grid extending on 
both sides of the Tigris/Euphra-
tes, composed of 40 sectors of 
some 2 square kilometres each, 
separated from each other by 
wide thoroughfares. Each sector 
was subdivided into a number 
of ‘communities’, with smaller 
neighbourhood centres and 
housing areas served by a net-
work of cul-de-sacs. Each com-
munity centre consisted of a 
modernist composition of mar-
ket buildings, public services 
and a mosque. 
The row-housing was organized 
in such a way that the smallest 
communities each had a ‘gossip 
square’, an intimate open meet-
ing space inspired by existing 
local Iraqi customs. Although 
these small oases could be inter-
preted as contextual elements, 

the extension of Baghdad as a 
whole was a generic, universal 
system Doxiadis thought appro-
priate for almost any developing 
city with a hot climate. 
The architecture was also ge-
neric with some local touches; 
a restrained modernist architec-
ture with decorated panels in a 
pattern slightly reminiscent of 
Arab motives, built with local 
materials, but not in any out-
spoken vernacular style. Local 
influences had a very limited, 
technical meaning to Doxiadis: 
it meant using local techniques 
and building methods, but it did 
not involve using local identity 
or cultural traditions.

For his American patrons and 
the Ford Foundation in particu-
lar, the most appealing feature 
of Doxiadis’ plans was the em-
phasis on community building. 
Something to be avoided at 
any cost was the cities having 
an alienating effect on the mil-
lions who were often the first in 
their families to lead a modern 
urban lifestyle. After all, aliena-
tion would lead the population 

to turn in frustration to com-
munism or to revert to archaic 
traditions of superstition and 
violence. We could therefore 
regard the cities designed by 
Doxiadis with their small scale 
urban design of gossip squares, 
small streets and community 
centres, as precisely tuned 
“emancipation machines”. This 
emancipation was part of the 
modernisation package, which 
included democratic institutions 
and economic reforms to create 
a free market.

From Doxiadis as an example 
of our research themes we now 
turn to the database and the 
drawings we are making to ana-
lyze the case studies. Our meth-
od of visualizing the spatial 
analysis is demonstrated by the 
example of Toulouse-Le Mirail.
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We have developed a toolbox  to 
describe, analyse and visualize 
new towns on different levels 
(ill. 7). On the circular shape in 
the left corner there is the hi-
erarchy of new town planning, 
starting with the city in the re-
gion, then indicating the town, 
the new town level, the district, 
the neighbourhood, the house, 
the flat and finally the person. 
For each scale we have devised 
symbols to describe their char-
acteristic features. We use them 
in the drawings of every new 
town in order to make them 
comparable.

This illustration (ill. 8) shows 
the district. The pink-grey 
shape on the left represents the 
number of people living in the 
city, which is to a large degree 
uniform in all these new towns. 
The new town often has about 
100,000 inhabitants, while each 
of the districts comprising the 
city has a population of 20,000. 
The neighbourhoods have ap-
proximately 5,000 people. 
Again it is the infrastructure, 
the neighbourhood centre and 
the green areas that are being 
analyzed and visualized.
One of the reasons why we have 

systematized it as meticulous-
ly as this, is because we work 
with an international network. 
We have put the system on our 
website and all our foreign cor-
respondents can just pick the 
manual-like documents off the 
web and use them in their spe-
cific countries. 
Toulouse-Le Mirail is a big and 
impressive city, if only because 
it played a main role in the ri-
ots in November 2005. These 
riots were especially shocking 
because this type of modern 
city was meant to be a demo-
cratic, open city, encouraging a 

democratic and open mentality 
among its inhabitants. Obvious-
ly, something went wrong… 

Of course this never was the 
intention back in the 1960’s. 
Toulouse-Le Mirail had been 
built according to a winning de-
sign by Candilis, Josic & Woods 
in 1962. In 1971 the Team10-
meeting was held in Toulouse-
Le Mirail and they had them-
selves pictured triumphantly in 
the middle of a shopping centre 
in the first newly developed part 
(ill. 9). The person in the middle 
is George Candilis. Others are 

7. Toolbox to visualize new towns on different levels. 8.District toolbox  with colours and symbols

New Towns are devided into
districts to form COMMUNITIES

NEW TOWN TOOLBOX     SCALE 1:20.000 DISTRICT TOOLBOX     SCALE 1:10.000

APPROX. POPULATION 100.000

hierarchy /
accessibility

infrastructure,
accessibility

town center

green area / 
recreation

strict seperation of the 
functional zones

the most dense areas organised
towards the (new) town centers

usually good accessibility by car through
highways on the edges of the town
seperation of the automobile and the
pedestrian network, usually by 
overlaying the two networks

the town center is usually a 
pedestrian zone provided with
superior facilities

greenery enters deeply into the town:
green corridors, central park, central sea

INFRASTRUCTURE,
ACCESSIBILITY

SUBCENTER

GREEN AREAS,
RECREATION

districts are separated by wide
parkways embedded in green belts

advanced facilities

surrounded or separated by green
belts including playing fields, 
allotments

Districts are devided into 
neighbourhoods to form 

COMMUNITIES

APPROX. POPULATION 20.000
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Bakema, Giancarlo de Carlo, Pe-
ter Smithson and Aldo van Eyck. 
Everybody was there, celebrat-
ing the success of Toulouse-Le 
Mirail as an example of Team10 
architectural and urban plan-
ning.
One important aspect of the 
Team10 mentality was not to 
zone the different functions of 
the city in a horizontal way, but 
to stack them and thereby cre-
ate a more lively environment, 
with the vivaciousness and ac-
tivity of traditional cities. This 
was aimed at by introducing an 
elevated street called the Dalle, 
which is a very important fea-

ture in Toulouse-Le Mirail. It 
connects all buildings and was 
the symbol and means of sepa-
rating pedestrians from cars. 
Therefore the Dalle was the ide-
al background for the portrait 
of Team 10. Ten years later (ill. 
10) the same spot had already 
been abandoned, and by now it 
has been torn down (ill. 11). It 
is quite tragic to see what hap-
pened and it is symbolic of the 
demise of the ideas this city was 
based on. The Dalle was to have 
been the most lively place, the 
place that would replace the 
French square, where locals 
would sit and eat their croissant, 

where children would play and 
generations would mix. It is an 
elevated, elongated square like 
in a traditional city, where chil-

dren could play or ride their bi-
cycle. 
For Toulouse-Le Mirail the same 
analysis has been made (ill. 12), 

9. Team X, gathered on the Dalle in 
Toulouse le Mirail, 1971.

10. The same spot ten years later. 11. The same spot now.

residential houses

facilities schools, shops

main pedestrian network

green areas

sport fields

car network parkings

next zoom step

 20,000 
 INHABITANTS

 = 100

12. Plan Toulouse-Le Mirail.
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picturing the connection with 
the region and with its mother 
city Toulouse. The target popu-
lation is shown, as well as the 
timeline. The Dalle is coloured 
pink, showing the large pedes-
trian area. On a smaller scale 
the interaction between the 
Dalle, the green and the build-
ings can be seen. This is the 
most intimate level of the neigh-
bourhood.
Every building was accessible 
via the Dalle and it also had el-
evated streets. All elements of 
a traditional city were incorpo-
rated in this megastructure. 

We decided to link all our data 
to Google Earth (ill. 13), be-
cause it is a free and access- 
ible medium for people around 
the world. The symbols on the 
Google Earth image point to the 
pictures that have been taken in 
Toulouse-Le Mirail. When click-
ing on them the corresponding 
picture and a short comment 
are shown. Hundreds of places 
have been photographed.
Furthermore, the different 
plans for the development of 

Toulouse-Le Mirail have been 
drawn as three-dimensional 
images and projected on the 
Google earth image. That way 
the development of the city can 
be seen in relation to its present 
situation. 

The grand projet de ville, which 
was initiated in France in 2002, 
made new plans for Toulouse-Le 
Mirail. The most striking feature 
of this renewal plan is that the 
Dalle will be demolished. The 
whole principle of elevating pe-
destrians, while cars stay under-
neath, has been dropped. 

The execution of this plan has 
proceeded quite far already. 
On the picture the remnants of 
the former Dalle (ill. 14) can be 
seen. A small part of the Dalle 
still exists but the lower level 
looks more like Baghdad than it 
looks like a normal city.
 
The grand project de ville is a 
plan on a very large scale, which 
projects a kind of ideal image 
of a city on something already 
existing. It works from a ‘tabula 
rasa’ point of view, and begins 
by demolishing important fea-
tures of the city.

The fact that Toulouse-Le Mirail 
exists 40 years already has been 
overlooked. As a consequence, 
a kind of local culture and local 
shops and businesses have de-
veloped. However, they were de-
veloped under the Dalle (ill. 15), 
not on top of it, as was meant 
by the Team10 designers. It is 
easy to guess why: it was too 
expensive to start a business on 
top of the Dalle. 

So underneath there is a secret 
thriving world, which has devel-
oped during the last decades. 
After the demolition of the Dalle 

14. The remnants of the former Dalle.13. Presentation of Toulouse le Mirail on the website 
(Google earth, original plan and present photographies). 
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this part of local culture has also 
disappeared. 
In our opinion it is a complete 
waste to spend all this money 
and create all these cultural 
buildings and new infrastruc-
ture while destroying the local 
initiatives and culture, which 
are, after all, at the core of this 
city. Using existing sources of 
economic and social strength 
should be at the core of any 
renewal project. New town re-
search should focus more on 
initiatives like this, and on ex-
ploring the possibilities of lo-
cal businesses, rather than on 

old fashioned top down plan-
ning models. Hopefully this will 
be something we can explore 
through the new town platform.

15. Businesses have developed under the Dalle.

INTI-seminar.indb   71INTI-seminar.indb   71 20-9-2007   9:29:0220-9-2007   9:29:02



INTI-seminar.indb   72INTI-seminar.indb   72 20-9-2007   9:29:0220-9-2007   9:29:02



73  

p
ro

f.
 d

r.
 i
r.

 R
. 
R

ab
b
in

g
e:

 T
h
e 

ro
le

 o
f 

n
ew

 t
ow

n
s 

in
 r

el
a
ti

on
 t

o 
ru

ra
l 
d
ev

el
op

m
en

t

Rudy Rabbinge (1946) spent his 

scientific career in universities, 

academies of science and research 

institutes. He held a considerable 

number of functions, authored 

many scientific publications and 

was  supervisor of more than 40 

PhD students and over 500 MSc 

students, as well as being an admin-

istrator and dean of faculties and 

research institutes. Rudy Rabbinge  

was also active  in the private and 

public sector as well as in politics. 

He served as senator of the province 

of Gelderland, was a member of the 

Scientific Council for Government 

Policy and of the Dutch Senate. He 

was also a member of numerous 

national and international research 

and business councils. He was policy 

advisor at regional, national, Euro-

pean and global levels. At present 

Rudy Rabbinge is university

 professor of Sustainable

 Development & Food Security and 

chairman of the ScienceCouncil

of the Consultative Group on

 International Agricultural

prof. dr. ir. R. Rabbinge
Wageningen University and Research Centre

The role of new towns in relation to rural development

Summary

The role of new towns in relation to rural development

Contents:
1. Megatrends in agricultural development
 Five mega-trends are distinguished: 
  a. productivity rise per ha, per man-hour, per kg input;   
  b. change in character of agricultural production; 
  c. chains, from soil to shelf; 
  d. multiple goals of land use, 
  e. food and health.
2. Planning and spatial development politics 
 Change in spatial planning possibilities and limitations. 
3. Rural development and urbanization in Western Europe
 Continuing urbanization and different use options for rural 
 areas.
4. Future developments
 An explorative study on future land use in Europe, based on 
 various policy views. 
5. New role of policymakers
 Traditional role of planners and restrictive spatial policy should  
 be replaced by spatial development policies.

Research. He is considered one of 

the most important opinion leaders 

in matters of agriculture, environ-

ment and development collabora-

tion in The Netherlands.
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Awareness of what happens in 
rural areas is very important. If 
one looks beyond the city, one 
sees agriculture. Agriculture 
plays an important role, not 
only in feeding the world, but 
also in creating space for activi-
ties other than agricultural pro-
duction.

Five elements will be discussed. 
First of all the mega-trends in ag-
ricultural development, because 
they also dictate the space left 
for other functions. Secondly, 
planning and spatial develop-
ment policies, which are differ-
ent to what they used to be. 
After that, the rural development 
and urbanization in Western Eu-
rope and other places around 
the world will be discussed, fol-
lowed by a few words on future 
development. And finally the 
role of policymakers, because it 
is dramatically different to what 
it used to be. 

During the last 150 years, but 
more specifically over the past 
three decades, we have wit-
nessed six mega-trends in agri-

cultural development. They are 
encountered everywhere in the 
world, but most especially in the 
Netherlands. Although people 
are not aware of it, the Nether-
lands is still a nation dominated 
by agriculture. It is the second 
or third exporter of agricultural 
produce in the world, exporting 
40 billion euros. This is because 
agriculture is highly intensive. 
This is explained by looking at 
mega-trends, one of which is a 
rise in the productivity per hec-
tare, i.e. more produce per hec-
tare. We have seen an increase 
of the world population from 
some 1 billion to 6 billion, and 
even so more food than before 
is available per capita. This is 
mainly due to the rise in pro-
ductivity per hectare.

The example of wheat produc-
tion over the last century may 
illustrate this. Starting in 1900 
it went up from about 1,400 
kg to 9,000 kg of wheat per 
hectare. Moreover, agricultural 
productivity per man hour has 
increased 300 fold: in the past 
50-60% of the population was 

employed in agriculture, nowa-
days it is less than 2%. Counter 
intuitively also productivity per 
kg of input (water, nitrogen, 
pesticides etc.) has increased 
substantially in the last decades. 
This situation is very significant, 
because it means that with less 
land, water, input and labour, 
the same quantities as before 
can be produced.

The second mega-trend is the 
transformation of production 
methods ‘from skill to industri-
al’. In the past agriculture was a 
skill, but nowadays we have be-
come more familiar with the ba-
sic processes that take place in 
living systems. As a result one 
can influence them and manage 
the production process. At its 
most extreme production takes 
place in hothouses, where the 
circumstances are controlled 
and where an enormous produc-
tivity increase can be seen, also 
per input and per kg of water. 
That is an industrial production 
method.
 
Not only the product is impor-

tant, but so is the whole pro-
duction chain. From the spade 
to the plate and from the soil 
to the shelf, all chains are now 
well understood, which means 
that they can be influenced. 
That is the third mega-trend. 
The fourth mega-trend con-
cerns broadening objectives. 
Nowadays agriculture has more 
objectives than merely the pro-
duction of food. People want 
to see some degree of integra-
tion of agricultural and spatial 
activities. This is especially vis-
ible in new towns like Almere. 
Other important objectives are 
animal welfare and reduction of 
the negative side effects for the 
environment.

Another, the fifth, mega-trend 
is that fine-tuning to the spe-
cific needs of individuals has 
become possible. This concerns 
food, nutrition and health. If we 
know the genetic characteristics 
of people, the best diet to en-
sure a long and attractive life 
can be determined in future.

Finally, the sixth mega-trend, 
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power has shifted considerably 
in chain management. In the 
past primary producers were 
very influential, but their power 
has decreased considerably.

These mega-trends are seen es-
pecially in the Netherlands, but 
occur in other places in Europe 
and around the world as well. 

In the early 1990’s, we analyzed 
possible choices and their ef-
fects, taking all objectives into 
consideration. Different objec-
tives exist: economic objectives, 
such as a high income per hec-
tare or per farmer, social objec-
tives, such as employment, and 
environmental objectives like 
minimalization of the emission 
of nitrates and of the emission 
of pesticides. Spatial objectives 
are also possible, like the mini-
malization of agricultural space 
in favour of more nature, or even 
golf courses or cities. These are 
conflicting goals. But depend-
ing on their relative importance 
one can indicate quite well what 
can be done.

Illustration 1 shows the differ-
ent scenarios and their outcome 
in terms of land use in million 
hectares in Europe. Scenario A, 
free market and free trade, uses 
40-50 million hectares of land. 
Scenario B, regional develop-
ment, uses about 80 million, 
scenario D about 60 million. 
Depending on one’s goals dif-
ferent scenarios lead to differ-
ent results. However, the ref-
erence scenario of the present 
situation shows that far fewer 
hectares are required to achieve 
the objectives. Although the 
scenarios A to D are all different 
to each other, being dictated by 
different policies, they are also 
substantially different to the 
present situation.

The same is true for employ-
ment (ill. 2). These scenarios 
show the different outcomes for 
employment in terms of man 
years. Here there are also con-
siderable differences between 
the scenarios, but the contrast 
with the present situation is 
even more dramatic.

Scenario A

Free market and free trade

Scenario B

Regional development

Scenario C

Nature and landscape

Scenario D

Environmental protection 

1. Land use.

Scenario A

Free market and free trade

Scenario B

Regional development

Scenario C

Nature and landscape

Scenario D

Environmental protection 

2. Employment.
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The scenarios for the use of in-
put show exactly the same pat-
tern (ill. 3). Again all of them 
differ substantially from the ref-
erence scenario. 

Finally, most dramatic, these 
scenarios show how much pes-
ticide may be used (ill. 4). Here 
the difference is enormous. 
It runs from 400 million kg of 
active ingredients, which is used 
at present, to five million with 
which it could potentially be 
done. Agriculture can be much 
cleaner and require much less 
labour, input and land. Utopia is 
what we want. And this is in line 
with the mega-trends described 
above.

Why is this not happening? Why 
are we not achieving Utopia? 
There is a simple explanation for 
this: the prevailing agricultural 
policy creates inertia. Inertia is 
stimulated by policy makers. 
Policy makers do not stimulate 
dynamics. On the contrary, they 
try to prevent it as much as pos-
sible. Not intentionally, but it 
is the unavoidable result of too 

much interference with all types 
of rules and regulations.

It is a frustrating experience. 
But it also creates ample oppor-
tunities for policymakers. If one 
is convinced that agriculture 
should be clean, there are ample 
opportunities to achieve this. 
But the right arguments and in-
struments should be used.

It is important to know that
Utopia is possible. In my opinion, 
the opposite, i.e. not making 
a dramatic shift, will result in 
‘Distopia’, the other extreme.

The scenarios only concern 
land related agriculture. But 
non land related agriculture like 
glass houses and feedlabs is in 
fact the most prevalent type in 
this country. It generates a lot 
of income and it is, more than 
anything else, in line with all 
types of development. In the so 
called agro-production parks, 
i.e. a form of metropolitan ag-
riculture, many objectives may 
be attained: productivity, envi-
ronment, animal welfare, water 

Scenario A

Free market and free trade

Scenario B

Regional development

Scenario C

Nature and landscape

Scenario D

Environmental protection 

3. Nitrogen use.

Scenario A

Free market and free trade

Scenario B

Regional development

Scenario C

Nature and landscape

Scenario D

Environmental protection 

4. Crop protection.
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conservation etc. It is very ef-
fective, productive and efficient 
and it produces much fewer 
side effects for the environment 
and a better quality of life for 
animals.
These are attractive for highly 
intensive activities such as cut 
flowers, bulbs, seed potatoes, 
but also for many of the meat 
industries.

As for the use of land, much 
less land is required. Arable 
farming, traditional dairy farm-
ing and mixed farming. And if 
that takes place in an ecologi-
cally sophisticated and modern 
way, it will result in an enor-
mously productive agriculture 
with very low environmental 
side effects, 80% less than what 
it is at present. 

Highly productive and environ-
mentally friendly agriculture 
creates room for other forms 
of land use and other forms of
agriculture.
There will also be room for 
various other goals. For ex-
ample, horse riding is be-

coming very popular. Every 
young girl between the age of 10 
and 15 likes horse riding, and it 
is now an industry of 800 mil-
lion euros. Or take golf courses. 
The golf course of Tilburg occu-
pies the same area as the city of 
Tilburg. There is enough room 
for all these facilities. 

Turning to planning and spatial 
development: are we in a posi-
tion to plan this in such a way 
that it is achievable? The answer 
is no. Spatial development can 
not be approached the same 
way it was in the past. There are 
three types of reasons for this.

First there are contextual rea-
sons. In the past, the propo-
nents of agriculture had eco-
nomic power and were in a 
position to demand that space 
be allocated to agriculture ex-
clusively. Also, there was less 
freedom in the choice of loca-
tion for cities and expansion 
of housing and industries. The 
free market system has made 
this nearly impossible. In short, 
contextual factors make the

7. Mega-cities and delta metropolises

5. Population levels in 
developing countries.

6. Asia’s “Top 3”.

China

India 

Indonesia
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traditional approach impossible.

Then there are conceptual rea-
sons. Unifying concepts used to 
be present in all spatial planning 
in this country. For example in 
the four position documents on 
spatial planning different uni-
fying concepts were presented 
and prevailing. But after the 
fourth report on spatial plan-
ning, they were no longer men-
tioned. 

Finally, there are institutional 
reasons. Many of the institutions 
which were active in the plan-
ning field have been abolished. 
Therefore the traditional way of 
planning, with repression as a 
powerful instrument and differ-
ent planning techniques, is no 
longer possible.

This also creates problems for 
the development of cities for 
example. Illustrations 5, 6 and 
7 (on the previous page) show 
the increase in urban popula-
tion  and the development of 
mega-cities and delta metropo-
lises around the world. They 

are continuously growing. The 
greatest increase is in Asia. The 
‘Europolis’ in north-western Eu-
rope can be seen developing 
more to the west. 
The Europolis of the delta in 
north-western Europe is situated 
between Lille, Amsterdam and 
Cologne (ill. 8). About 40 mil-
lion people live here. It is in fact 
the capital of Europe: the big-
gest seaport, the third airport 
and the largest number of multi-
national head offices are located 
in this area. But the Europolis is 
also the most important agricul-
tural production area of Europe. 

In addition to urbanization it is 
also a very active agricultural 
area. It is an area with highly 
intensive production, agro-pro-
duction parks, because freshly 
cut flowers, fresh vegetables, 
fresh seeds and so on are very 
much in demand.

An example from China shows 
where the Chinese live (ill.9) and 
where their agriculture is locat-
ed (ill.10). They are located in 
exactly the same area, the Yang-
tze delta metropolis (ill.11). The 
combination of intensive urban-
ization and intensive agriculture 

is again clear and the only way 
to feed the urban population in 
a more or less sustainable way.
This is how developments seem 
to take place nowadays. It is 
also in line with the basic prin-
ciples of spatial planning. In 
the Netherlands we have been 
using the five basic principles of 
spatial planning for more than 
50 years. They are the concen-
tration of urban development, 
spatial cohesion, spatial differ-
entiation, spatial hierarchy, and 
regional and national fairness. 
These are the basic principles 
which one should try to main-
tain and which one should try 
to stimulate through different 
instruments. 

The traditional instruments are 
no longer effective, however, 
because of the contextual, insti-
tutional and conceptual reasons 
mentioned earlier. Therefore we 
have to plan in a different way, 
with new concepts, methodolo-
gies and procedures. There is a 
lack of national and internation-
al unifying concepts, there is a 
lack of common methodologies, 

                 8. Europolis.

INTI-seminar.indb   78INTI-seminar.indb   78 20-9-2007   9:29:0620-9-2007   9:29:06



79  

p
ro

f.
 d

r.
 i
r.

 R
. 
R

ab
b
in

g
e:

 T
h
e 

ro
le

 o
f 

n
ew

 t
ow

n
s 

in
 r

el
a
ti

on
 t

o 
ru

ra
l 
d
ev

el
op

m
en

t

and the procedures and rules 
are too strict. In many other 
countries we encounter exactly 
the same situation. 

Moreover, there is considerable 
neglect of bottom up-move-
ments. What is needed is no 
longer strict top-down planning, 
but coordinating mechanisms. 
In that way a system could be 
created that maintains the five 
basic principles. 
This requires a multitude of in-
struments, a flexible approach 
and flexibility in the develop-
ment and application of these 

instruments. It also means that 
one should be orientated more 
towards development than to-
wards planning with repressive 
systems, as was the case in the 
past. By using the dynamics and 
applying a flexible approach a 
new Utopia could be created.

The inertia that has been seen 
in planning techniques has 
created a situation that is sub-
optimal in terms of land use, 
dramatic in terms of pollution 
and ineffective in terms of eco-
nomic achievements. This is still 
the case. 

If we want to change this we need 
the aforementioned flexible re-
sponse and an absence of rigid-
ity in planning techniques. What 
we need most of all are unify-
ing concepts, a typical example 
of which is an agricultural main 
infrastructure for Europe. This 
means that one would probably 
use about 40 out of 140 million 
hectares of cultivated land. 

We also need an ecological
main infrastructure, because we 

10. Agriculture in China.9. Where the Chinese live.

11. The Yangtze Delta metropolis.
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may and should in fact extend 
nature. We have destroyed the 
forests of Europe and now we 
advocate that Brazil and Africa 
do not cut down theirs. One 
could say that we drink wine 
while preaching water consump-
tion in other parts of the world. 
To be fair, we should repair our 
ecological infrastructure and 
plant additional forests. 

In short, a flexible response, no 
rigidity and an agricultural and 
ecological main infrastructure. 
It is interesting to see that an 
ecological main infrastructure 
is already present in the Neth-
erlands. We also developed in 
grounds for choices an ecologi-
cal main infrastructure for Eu-
rope. And that means that you 
have an expansion of the nature 
conservation area.

We need an ecological infra-
structue because it is the best 
way to conserve and promote 
biodiversity. Not for birds be-
cause they can fly, but for bee-
tles for instance. There is a type 
of walking beetle that, when 

hungry, walks along a straight 
line. When they are well fed they 
become drunk and turn around, 
thereby staying in the same 
place. When the major areas 
are connected hungry beetles 
will move from one place to the 
next. 

That is at the basis of the eco-
logical infrastructure: the main-
tenance of a successful biodiver-
sity. Main functions should be 
separated, while multiple goals 
should be integrated. This will 
create a situation enabling an 
‘environment’ for new towns.

Future developments can take 
place in three directions. Nowa-
days we witness the promotion 
of a ‘free for all’. The former 
minister of spatial planning in 
the Netherlands was an advo-
cate of this. In my opinion, a 
free for all will result in a situ-
ation where there is no unifying 
methodology, no unifying con-
cept, and certainly no unifying 
approach. Another tendency is 
overregulation, as can be seen 
at the lower levels of regional 

policy making. Finally one can 
have coordinating mechanisms, 
and that is, in my opinion, the 
direction we should take. 
It requires a new attitude of pol-
icymakers: authority instead of 
power, which is more convinc-
ing and stimulating. An attitude 
orientated more towards devel-
opment than towards rigid plan-
ning. A flexible response, while 
trying to develop these unifying 
concepts, of which, as I indi-
cated, new towns are examples. 
They can and should be created 
and stimulated, because there 
is an urgent need for them.
The execution of this is best 
left to specialists. My work is 
to create ample opportunity for 
them to work on the concepts 
of new towns, to turn them into 
mature concepts, to introduce 
them and to implement them in 
different places.

List of illustrations / credits:

1-4 ‘Grond voor Keuzen’, 

Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het 

Regeringsbeleid (WRR), report 42, 

1992.
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Summary

Ecological decision models and their use in Dutch planning

The Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP) supports 
national and international policy makers by analysing the envi-
ronmental impact of policies and trends in society. MNP provides 
independent integrated assessments on such topics as sustainable 
development, energy and climate change, biodiversity, transport, 
land use and air quality. MNP reports these findings in reports, 
produced both on request and at the MNP’s own initiative. All our 
reports are available to the public. MNP functions as an interface 
between science and policy. From our position at the centre of 
national and global knowledge networks, we supply both the Dutch 
government and international organisations (e.g. EEA, UN, OECD 
and the World Bank) with sound, evidence-based assessments on 
core issues of environmental importance.
Some questions that MNP considers are:
• How polluted are the Netherlands, Europe and the world, and 

what are the implications and prospects for people, plants and 
animals? What is the fate of nature? 

•What is the environmental role in economic and social develop-
ments, both nationally and internationally? What does climate 
change mean for the Netherlands and the rest of the world? 

•What are governments doing to protect nature and the environ-
ment? Are they doing enough? What does it cost? Where can 
improvements be made? How effective are they? 

•What factors contribute to sustainable development and in what 
dimension (socio-cultural, ecological or economic)? 

Professor ir. Klaas (N.D.) van 
Egmond (1946) graduated from 
Wageningen University in 1972 

in Food Technology. He was 
employed that same year at 

the RIVM as researcher in air 
quality and became Head of the 
Laboratory for Air Research 10 

years later, in 1982. In 1987 
he moved to the Laboratory for 

Soils and Groundwater
 Research, where he became 

Head, and then on to the
 Division of Chemistry and 

Physics to become Director in 
1988. In 1989 he was appointed 
RIVM’s Director of Environment. 

Since 2002, Van Egmond has 
occupied the position of

 Director of the Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment 

Agency, functioning until
 recently under the RIVM.

In 1995 Van Egmond assumed 
the post of Professor of

 Environmental Studies at the 
Utrecht University on a  part-

time basis, which he continues 
to combine with his present duties.

prof. dr. K. van Egmond
Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP)

Ecological decision models and their use in Dutch planning 
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This publication on ecological 
decision modelling and Dutch 
planning will start at world lev-
el. Then it will descend to the 
urban areas and to the streets 
of the Netherlands. 

We do modelling work on all 
levels, while trying to interlink 
them. That means that we are 
also working on global changes. 
We study technology, consump-
tion and population as the pri-
mary causes of ecological pres-
sure on the system as a whole. 
The food situation in the world 
also bears a relation to our 
work.

Illustration 1 shows the model 
we use for modelling earth as 
a whole. It shows the popula-
tion development and the world 
economy on top, which is of 
course an important driver. 
Then we go down to land use 
and vegetation. Energy is on the 
right, and also the emissions 
from land use such as methane. 
The emission of CO2 and the 
climate change are also repre-
sented. One can see a carbon 

cycle, the atmospheric chemis-
try, ozone formation, smog on a 
global scale and climate change. 
The impact is shown in purple: 
all natural systems, agricultural 
issues, the improvement of ag-
ricultural production with rising 
earth temperatures, the effects 
on the water, land degradation 
and, of course, the sea level 
rise, which is of crucial impor-
tance for this very low country.

By interconnecting all these is-
sues we will paint a picture of 
the world during this century. 
We work with world views. One 
might also call them scenarios: 
mindsets of how people think. 
These views are followed over 
time and give us scenarios, 
leading to the present centu-
ry. We have constructed these 
mindsets after analyzing long 
interviews, done in the Nether-
lands and also to some extent 
on a European scale. 

The chart is divided into two 
parts: people more concerned 
with giving on the right side 
(ill. 3), and those with taking on 

1. Model of population development and world economy
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the left (ill. 2). ‘Giving’ people 
care more about the environ-
ment, solidarity, family and so 
on. ‘Taking’ people are more 
interested in possessing luxury 
goods, high economic growth 
and so on.

In a statistical sense the outcome 
was a small world below and a 
big world above. This means 
that there is either an attitude 
in which one’s own family and 
regional scale are important, or 
one has a more cosmopolitan 
orientation.

Looking at these four (or two by 
two) basic attitudes of people 
(ill. 4), they can be generalized 
into the mindsets on the right. 
It is translated into regionaliza-
tion below and globalization on 
top, free market efficiency on 
the left and solidarity on the 
right. These four mindsets one 
may see as basic contrasts in 
our society in a political sense. 
We have made maps of political 
parties in order to see the pref-
erences of the party members, 
to validate this scheme.

From these basic mind sets of 
people, be it on a global or on a 
local scale, we try to model the 
world. 

So we assume there are four 
basic world views. At the up-
per left is the combination of 
globalization and market effi-
ciency. It is our society of today. 
One could call it the global mar-
ket where free enterprise exists. 
The words ‘End of history’ in 
green are referring to Francis 
Fukuyama’s work in 1992. When 
the Berlin wall fell in 1989 the 
idea was that communism had 
failed. There was only one sys-
tem left in the world, the liberal 
free democratic market system. 
It could not be improved any-
more, so history was over and 
the solution was there. This was 
seen as the only surviving ideol-
ogy. The World Trade Organiza-
tion is also an icon of this view 
of the world.

On the other hand, a few years 
earlier in an important report 
by the Bruntland commission, 
‘Our common future’, it was 

2. People ‘taking’.
4. Four attitudes.

3. People ‘giving’.
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argued that the world was be-
coming more complex because 
of enormous ecological threats. 
The idea was that the free mar-
ket mechanism of the upper left 
world could not solve these glo-
bal problems. Something like 
global solidarity was needed. 
This world view then brought 
the United Nations into action, 
amongst others, in order to co-
ordinate this. Global conferenc-
es were held in Rio de Janeiro 
and Johannesburg, and the sus-
tainability issue was placed on 
the agenda. 

These two world views also ex-
ist on a European scale. The EU 
tries to overcome the dilemma 
between profit and sustainabil-
ity. To attain this countries have 
to act in concert but no one 
wants to be the first in environ-
mental restrictions.

In principle, every government 
has been created to overcome 
this social dilemma. It can be 
seen on the lower right, where 
there is solidarity on a regional 
or smaller scale: family, village 

or region. Schumacher’s book 
of 1972, ‘Small is beautiful’, 
deals with the idea that small 
scale functioning will lead to 
optimal functioning on a global 
scale. The idea of self-sufficien-
cy also plays an important role, 
with people’s behaviour at the 
core of it all.

The final world view is on the 
left. It is regionalization, with 
the formation of cultural blocks 
as we see happening nowadays. 
One might say that after 9/11 
we have fallen from the Fukiya-
ma world of 1992 into the lower 
left world where two large cul-
tural blocs exist, the Christian 
and the Islamic bloc. It is a real 
confrontation, as can be seen in 
the papers every day. Remem-
ber that Huntington wrote ‘The 
clash of civilisations’ in 1993 
that foresaw the developments 
of 2001. 

In short, the four world views 
are the free market upper left, 
the government upper right, in-
dividual behaviour lower right 
and cultural blocs lower left. 

One might argue there are an-
other 87 world views, but these 
are the most important ones 
from a statistical point of view. 

It is striking that when one in-
terviews the Dutch or European 
population, less than 10 % of 
the people prefer the upper left 
world. The largest group, 40%, 
wants to live in the lower right 
world, the small world of soli-
darity and regionalization. Af-
ter the elections of November 
2006 in the Netherlands, we 
witnessed a shift from upper 
left to lower right. Moreover, 
our interviews showed that peo-
ple are ‘upper left’ at 9.00 a.m. 
on Monday morning, while the 
same people are ‘lower right’ at 
5.00 p.m. on Friday afternoon. 
A certain degree of schizophre-
nia is obvious here. 

Knowing these preferences we 
have also predicted that the 
majority of the Netherlands 
would be against the EU Consti-
tution, because globalization is 
moving too fast. People in the 
lower right world view are anti-

globalistic, demonstrating in 
the streets of Genoa and Seat-
tle. They contend that the upper 
left world is moving too fast and 
that we can not keep up with it 
in a cultural sense. 

It has happened earlier but also 
more recently in history: glo-
balization is moving too fast. 
In France, for example, where 
French chansons and the movie 
industry are being overwhelmed 
by American culture, one hears 
the same story again and again: 
the speed of the upper left world 
view is too high for cultural sur-
vival. This leads to cultural with-
drawal into the lower left world.

These four mindsets can be 
seen as four scenarios for the 
coming century. The next few 
illustrations show our computa-
tions for 2040. 

Illustration 5 shows the results 
of the economic computations 
for 2040. According to the up-
per left world, the free market, 
we will be 2.3 times wealthier 
than we are now. In the lower 
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right world, which is preferred 
by most people, the difference 
is only 1.3.

One might wonder what would 
happen if the prices of houses 
in the upper left world would 
also grow by  2.3. What will we 
have won? Maybe we will be able 
to buy 2.3 times more tickets 
for a holiday in Patagonia or 2.3 
times more digital cameras for 

example, but for primary neces-
sities like housing and scarce 
commodities like space, the 
number 2.3 could be mislead-
ing of course.

This is the human development 
index world wide (ill. 6), which 
represents income, life expect-
ancy and education. The green 
areas are positive, the red ar-
eas problematic. As can be 

seen health is slowly improving
everywhere in the world, but 
there are still big differences.

5. Economic computations for the Netherlands                           6. Increasing wealth. 
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The population model (ill. 7) 
shows that in the upper world 
views, the globalization world 
views, the population reaches 
its top in the middle of the cen-
tury. In the lower left world view 
this is not the case, which is a 
crucial difference. In the con-
frontation between the Islamic 
and the Christian cultural bloc 
the education of women will 

stay behind. They will not join 
the economic process, thereby 
preventing these countries from 
going through the demographic 
transition taking place in the up-
per worlds. Population pressure 
is one of the three major drivers 
of ecological pressure on the 
system as a whole. When having 
to stabilize patient earth in the 
middle of the century the cure is 

globalization (Ill. 8). The upper 
worlds are needed because the 
lower left is a disaster from an 
ecological point of view. Apart 
from the social consequences 
of this clash, the present situa-
tion is also bad in an ecological 
sense.

This is the ratio of food produc-
tion to food consumption in the 

lower left world. In Africa, for 
instance (ill. 9), food production 
is difficult, while the population 
pressure is high and will remain 
so. This leads to the low ratio 
in the red areas. Feeding the 
population will be problematic 
for some time to come, given 
population pressure and food 
production possibilities.

7. Population model.

8. Globalization.

9. Regional.
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Illustrations 10 and 11 show 
biodiversity, or the variation of 
plant species around the world. 
The model starts with the year 
1700, when the steam engine 
was invented and the popula-
tion explosion began. By using 
nature we are actually trans-
forming ecology into economy. 
If this process continues we will 
witness a further increase in our 

utilization of the world’s natural 
resources until 2050, transform-
ing ecology into economy.

Large parts of the world are red 
areas already, but when other 
parts of the world develop they 
will also need those ecosys-
tems. From an ecological point 
of view this would seem objec-
tionable, but from the perspec-

tive of equal opportunities eve-
rybody is entitled to the use of 
our global ecosystems. We have 
used trees to build ships and on 
Cyprus trees were used to melt 
copper from the mines, which 
is why the Netherlands and Cy-
prus have prospered for centu-
ries. Everybody uses the ecosys-
tem for economic purposes. We 
have done so and we have to 

accept that other people will do 
likewise in the next 100 years. 
There is no alternative.

One can see that by the mid-
dle of the present century our 
energy consumption will have 
increased three- to fourfold, 
which is also more or less the 
case with CO2 emission. This as-
sumes no major changes in the 

10. Biodiversity 1700. 11. Biodiversity 2050.
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use of sustainable energy for 
example. The climate change 
presents a problem, requiring 
us to reduce our energy con-
sumption by 50% or more. But 
in order to allow for developing 
countries to take their share of 
the earth’s atmosphere it has to 
be reduced to as little as 30%. 
Other countries can then in-
crease their energy consump-
tion to a reasonable level, which 
will be sustainable from a global 
point of view. In other words, 
our economy needs to change 

during the next 50 years. This 
constitutes a global transition 
(ill. 12).

Illustration 13 is about climate 
change and the red line repre-
sents the European Union’s two-
degree warming limit. It will not 
be achieved. This threshold will 
be transgressed by the middle 
of this century, because global 
warming has already become 
an irreversible process. Global 
climate changes will be severe 
and will have a negative effect 

on food production and water 
supplies for example. Therefore 
warming up has to be reduced 
considerably. The upper line 
shows the climate change with-
out any measures being taken. 
CO2 emissions have to be re-
duced to a level which is far be-
low that of 1990. The absence 
of any development policy in 
the light of the discrepancy be-
tween what is happening and 
what should happen is striking. 

Illustration 14 shows the best 

solution: underground storage. 
Biomass is also a possibility, but 
one could question whether this 
is a sensible alternative, given 
the enormous amount of land 
required in competition with 
food production and biodiver-
sity.

Solar, wind and nuclear energy 
are other possibilities to reduce 
the CO2 emissions, but as the il-
lustration shows it takes a long 
time before they yield substan-
tial results. Finally, reduction of 

12. Cost effective solutions. 13. Climate change.
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energy consumption is one of 
the most attainable possibili-
ties, but it is very difficult to get 
this accepted in a rich country 
like the Netherlands, let alone 
in poor countries that are just 
starting to grow economically.

Illustration 15 shows that the 
Netherlands, as small as it is, 
is an important global player in 
the network. We use only 1 % of 
the energy in the world, but our 
commercial activities are abun-
dant. We have inventorized the 
network of our relationships. 
The same is true for Europe: 
within Europe the Netherlands 
could play a role in the issue 
of global change. One might 

say that Europe, more or less 
by inventing the steam engine 
and the industrial revolution, 
has caused the problem and 
so should solve it during the 
present century.

Now we descend from a global 
scale to north-western Europe. 
Illustration 16 shows a cellu-
lar automata model in which 
the development of urbaniza-
tion and land use up to 2020 is 
shown. Below the line between 
the middle of the Netherlands 
and central Europe there is a 
strong tendency towards high 
development, because spatial 
pressures are increasing. 

14. The best solution.

16. Model of the development of urbanization and land use up to 
2020 in north-western Europe. 

15. The Netherlands - an important global player. 
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The same tendency can be seen 
in this satellite analysis (ill. 17) 
of the combustion product NO2 
or nitrogen dioxide, which is 
an air pollutant mainly emanat-
ing from traffic and industry. 
The most heavily polluted areas 
are the Netherlands, Germany, 
Belgium, the northern part of 
France and the Po area in Italy. 

The capabilities of satellites 
are increasing nowadays. One 

instrument measures all these 
pollutants at the same time, 
making the comparability of the 
levels a full 100%. That is a big 
step forward, also from a politi-
cal point of view. One can see 
how overcrowded the Nether-
lands really is in terms of eco-
logical pressure.

The last day before the elec-
tions of November 2006 the 
prime minister claimed that 

the ecological pressure in this 
country was decreasing. He was 
referring to this picture (ill. 18). 
We take a picture like this every 
year, showing different kinds 
of pollutants. All lines of pol-
lution are going down and the 
line of national income is going 
up. CO2 however is still going up 
with a small increase of 1 % .

What we are doing is just like 
the vacuum cleaner at home: 
we are using more and more 
energy to remove all pollutants. 
We are building huge chemical 
installations and power plants 
which require additional energy 
to extract sulphur, cadmium 

and other pollutants. In short, 
we are using energy to clean 
up. And energy is CO2 is climate 
change.

Illustration 19 shows the de-
velopment of CO2 emission in 
the Netherlands until 2010. We 
have a Kyoto obligation, which 
we fulfil partly by purchasing 
CO2 rights in other countries. 
What remains is what we have 
to do ourselves. Sustainable en-
ergy has some potential for ex-
ample. The reduction of energy 
consumption, the line on top, 
has the highest contribution.

Nowadays the sea level rise 

17. Satellite analysis of nitrogen oxide air pollution.

18. Different kinds of pollutants decreasing.
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poses a real threat to the Neth-
erlands. The bandwidth (in blue)
(ill. 20) has been agreed upon 
internationally. This means that 
during the present century the 
sea level will rise between half 
a metre and one metre, with the 
latter being more likely. We are 
in the upper part of the band-
width.

We think that there is a small 
chance that we will be confront-

ed with the red line. One could 
say that the future of the Neth-
erlands depends on Greenland. 
If this country’s ice would melt 
the sea level would rise between 
six and seven metres. We can 
hardly cope with this. We can 
handle 1-1.5 metre in a cen-
tury. But if something happens 
in Greenland and that level is 
exceeded, we have a substantial 
problem. 

There are only a few physicists 
who understand the problem 
in Greenland. It is happening 
very fast: earth quakes occur 
that cause glaciers to suddenly 
shift forward a few metres. One 
can monitor these ‘icequakes’ 
in the Netherlands. At the mo-
ment nobody understands why 
it is happening at such a speed. 
Some scientists say: 100 000 
years ago we had plus 5 metres 
already, why should that not 
happen again? 

On the other hand one could 
argue that it takes a while for 
all ice in Greenland to melt. De-
frosting one’s freezer at home 
also takes the whole night. On 
Greenland it could take hun-
dreds of years for the ice to dis-
appear. However, there are vari-
ous uncertainties and it might 
take less time.

19. CO2  Projections for the Netherlands. 

20. Physical impact in the Netherlands with sea level rise.
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We are devising ways to protect 
the country against this threat. 
These are the diked areas 
(dijkringen) (ill. 21) where prob-
lems could occur. Over the last 
100 years a lot has been in-
vested in the lower parts of the 

Netherlands, where most of the 
economic activity takes place. 
As a consequence we are quite 
vulnerable. 

Adaptation options are upgrad-
ing the coastal defences in the 

west and redirecting the flow of 
water from the European rivers 
through our delta (ill 22). The 
idea is to direct more water to 
the northern part, avoiding the 
low western parts.

In illustration 23 the red cross 
means that the area of Rotter-
dam should not be used as a 
water outlet. One question is 
how to keep the harbour acces-
sible. Secondly, how to get rid 
of the water from the rivers like 
the Rhine? The idea is to direct 

21. Diked areas ‘ dijkringen’.

22. Adaptation options: upgrading the coastal defences.

23. Directing the water to avoid 
Rotterdam.
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it to the north and south, avoid-
ing the vulnerable Rotterdam 
area.

We employ several models on 
a national scale. Illustration 24 
is an analytical model. At the 
upper left is current land use, 
the lower left represents the 
numerical scenarios which are 
shown above: traffic, energy 
consumption and social issues 
like housing. The individualiza-
tion of people, typical for the 
scenarios on the left side of this 
illustration, is increasing, so 

more housing is needed. And fi-
nally, the country’s population. 
All these claims are shown on 
the lower left hand side. 

At the upper right there are sev-
eral suitability maps. They deal 
with questions like: what could 
be done where, which areas 
are attractive from an empirical 
point of view, where do people 
want to live and work and so 
on. 

Another factor is the physi-
cal background of the country: 

where can one live, where do 
water problems exist, etcetera. 
This results in the future land 
use on the lower right.

Examples of attractiveness and 
restrictions can be seen in the 
distance to highways (ill. 25), 
which is an important factor for 
the settlement of industry. In
illustration 26  one can see the 
restrictions by water. 

It should be noted that the 
choices depend on one’s view 
of the world. In the world view 

of the upper left more highways 
will be built, while this is not the 
case in the lower right world. 
These maps are the outcome of 
one’s view of the world and of 
scenarios.

24. Analytical model. 25. Attractive distance to highways.  26. Restrictions by water.
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Take the accessibility of jobs in 
the upper left (ill.27) and lower 
right (ill.28) worlds for instance. 
The number of jobs is higher in 
the upper left world than in the 
lower right world. This is be-
cause the economy in the upper 
left is stronger and the popula-
tion bigger.

In the world of a global econo-
my fewer nature related restric-
tions exist (ill. 29). The economy 
comes first and ecological issues 
come second. In the lower right 
world (ill. 30) the EU has many 
claims on areas for bird habitats 
for example. These claims have 
to be merged with all the other 
claims in this model.

Here we come back to the four 
views of the world (ills. 31 - 35), 
with the population of the Neth-
erlands seen against world 
population. In the top half the 
Netherlands will have to accom-
modate 19 to 20 million people 
by the middle of the century. 
According to the free market 
philosophy there will also be an 
influx of people from elsewhere 
in Europe to work here. In one 
of the lower worlds population 
will stabilize at 17 million peo-
ple, in the other it may even go 
down to 15 million.27. More jobs in the upper left world. 28. Less jobs in the lower right world.

29. Few nature restrictions. 30. More nature restrictions.
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At the same time individualiza-
tion will follow its own path in 
the various scenario’s. Taking 
these into account, we can cal-
culate the number of houses we 
will need in the future.

31. The four views of the world.

32. Global market.

35. Regional communities.34. Safe region.

33. Global solidarity.
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This is the development for the 
period 2000-2040 (ills. 36). And 
this is the lower left future, with 
17 million inhabitants, not the 
high pressure future, with up to 
19 or 20 million.

These are the ideas for adap-
tation (ill. 37), which we are 
working on together with many 
other people. We have proposed 
a second coastline as a defence 
against the sea decades ago, 
because coastal defence means 
solving half of the problem al-
ready.

This shows the global market, or 
the upper left world, during the 
next 40 years (ills. 38 and 39). 
This world is a more realistic 
assumption than the previous 
one. The past few decades we 
have been growing in accord-
ance with the upper left view of 
the world, and there is a strong 
increase towards 2040. It shows 
a future without strict policies. 
In other words, if the empiri-
cal behaviour of settlements, 
industrial buildings, people et-
cetera of the past few decades 

continues, we end up with this 
picture.

We have also made a model (not 
shown here) with additional 
constraints, like refraining from 
building in low parts of the 
country. The area of Gouda is 
very low for example. We should 
not build in such areas. But the 
claims remain the same, like 
the number of people, housing, 
highways or buildings. They will 
then move to the next best loca-
tion. 

We also make models with more 
constraints on the country’s 
green areas, starting from the  
fact that green areas require 
maintenance. That is public 
policy nowadays. Public trans-
port is another issue. The popu-
lation density in Dutch cities is 
not as high as it is in London 
or Paris. By applying more con-
straints to the centre the future 
urban areas of the Netherlands 
are pushed to the edges, which 
would make public transport 
cost effective as opposed to the 
present situation.

36. The development 2000 - 2040 lower left future.
37. Ideas for adaptation.
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Calculation of noise levels in the 
Netherlands is another aspect 
of our work. The Amsterdam 
area is red due to the proxim-
ity of the national airport. We 
make these calculations for 
every street to see if it does not 
exceed the standard noise level 
limit (ill. 40). 

We also look at air pollution 
levels. As scientists, we are ex-
pected to calculate the air pol-
lution concentrations of every 

street in this country. When 
these concentrations exceed 
their limits, no building activi-
ties are allowed to take place in 
the area. This is a big conflict 
between the economy, ecology 
and Brussels, which claims that 
the limits may not be exceeded 
under any circumstances.

We also calculate visual deterio-
ration by and along highways 
(ill. 41). The so-called ‘verrom-
meling’, the disturbance of 

38. Global market - upper left world in 2000. 
39. Global market - upper left world in 2040.

40. Noise levels in the Nether-
lands.

41. Highways to the city.
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landscape views, has also been 
modelled, represented on the 
left of the picture.

We use these techniques to ad-
dress the impact of new deci-
sions (ills. 42-45), for example 
of a new highway through a par-
ticular landscape. At this mo-
ment it seems likely that certain 
parts of this nice country shall 
be returned to the water sooner 
or later.

42 - 45. More and more decision making!
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Models and their use in urban planning

Summary

Models and their use in urban planning

In the last decades we have been witnessing a growing interest in 
theories of complexity and self-organization and their relationship 
to cities. We further see an intensive use of urban simulation mod-
els as means to study urban dynamics and as tools for city plan-
ning. The aim of this paper is to discuss these issues. The discus-
sion will start by introducing some phenomena of self-organization 
and complexity in general and their relation to cities. It will then 
turn to urban simulation models, in particular to agent based and 
cellular automata simulation models that have become the main 
approach in this field. Two kinds of models will be discussed: the 
prevalent bottom-up urban simulation models and the cognitively 
orientated top-down urban simulation models that derive agents’ 
behavior from first principles of cognition. Next we will 
examine urban simulation models as components in PSS (Planning 
Support Systems), and the more fundamental issue that concerns 
the implications of complexity and self-organization theories to 
the process and structure of planning. Finally a few notes concern-
ing the relevance to new towns will be mentioned.
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During the last decades we have 
witnessed a growing interest in 
the phenomenon of self-organi-
zation in relation to cities. There 
are a number of publications on 
this domain, for instance ‘Cit-
ies and Complexity’, by Michael 
Batty. We also see a growing in-
terest in urban simulation mod-
els as a means to study urban 
dynamics in general and as a 
tool for city planning.

These issues will be discussed 
as follows: after an introduction 
on the notion of self-organiza-
tion, complexity in relation to 
cities will be discussed briefly. 
This will be followed by a few 
words on games and urban sim-
ulation models. This article will 
conclude with some examples 
of relevance in urban planning 
and new towns.

To explain the notion of self-
organization, we have to start 
with an experiment conducted 
in 1904 by the French physicist 
Bénard (ill. 1). He put a certain 
liquid in a circular vessel, hit it 
from below and watched what 

happened on top. In the begin-
ning he saw what we usually 
see: bubbles, chaos etcetera. 
But suddenly, and this was the 
big surprise, the whole surface 
became highly organized into a 
set of hexagons. 

In 1904 this was treated as one 
of many strange experiments, 
but 60 years later the Bénard 
experiment actually became the 
major paradigm for a new do-
main of study, which at the time 
was called self-organization. 
Today we call it complexity. Fa-
mous people in this domain are 
for instance Ilya Prigogine, who 
has been working in Brussels 

and received a Nobel Prize for 
his studies on self organizing 
systems, and Hermann Haken 
in Stuttgart. 

One of the interpretations of 
this experiment was suggested 
by Hermann Haken. In the be-
ginning there is some kind of 
interaction between the various 
parts of the system. In the case 
of liquid, these parts are atoms 
and molecules. The interaction 
gives rise to what Haken de-
fined as order parameters, or 
actually a set of order param-
eters. They start a competition 
between themselves until one of 
the orders wins and enslaves the 
entire system to its movement. 
What happens in the liquid is es-
sentially a movement.

Haken has applied this liquid 
dynamic to the domain of cogni-
tion and developed a whole set 
of models in the domain of pat-
tern recognition. Pattern recog-
nition is something very simple, 
in the sense that we use it every 
day, but at the same time it is 
complex because it explains 

questions like: how do we know 
that we know a person who we 
saw yesterday? The idea is that 
we create some kind of image 
to start with. Then, when we see 
the person for the second time, 
there is a dynamism which is 
described by this process of 
self-organization.

The fact that such a process can 
suddenly take place means that 
an order can be created without 
interference or planning. Order 
is created spontaneously, by it-
self. From the point of view of 
physics, this is almost a mira-
cle. The whole concept of self-
organizing systems was first 
developed in physics. The first 
example was liquid dynamics, 
the second example is a well 
known laser phenomenon. In 
fact Hermann Haken was one of 
the developers of the technol-
ogy of laser light. 

What happens in this case is 
very similar. In the beginning 
parts are moving in various di-
rections and then they create 
several order states. They start 

1. The Bénard experiment.
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ga competition and eventually 
one order state enslaves the en-
tire system, thus creating order. 
All this happens spontaneously, 
by means of self-organization.

Very soon the whole idea of self-
organization was recognized as 
a general paradigm that has 
been applied in many domains. 
One of these domains is cogni-
tion. Here are a few examples.

Illustration 2 is a phenomenon 
called hysteresis. If one views 
this series of drawings starting 
from the top left, one starts by 
seeing a face. It remains a face 
until one moves to the second 

row. Suddenly one sees a woman 
and it continues to be a woman 
until the end. However, if one 
views the same drawings start-
ing from the bottom right, one 
starts by seeing a woman and 
one keeps seeing her. One real-
izes that it could be a face only 
after moving to the top row. The 
breaking point is not exactly the 
same in both cases. This is why 
it is called hysteresis. 

Again this is a matter of self-
organization. These processes 
happen spontaneously: we do 
not have to tell our mind to 
change its view, it does so by 
itself. One of the most complex 

examples of the self-organizing 
system is the brain of humans 
and other animals.

Another interesting experiment 
is in the domain of cognition 
and behaviour, conducted by 
Scott Kelso from the University 
of Florida. He asked people to 
move their fingers parallel to 
each other at the speed of a 
metronome. At first people 
were doing this (ill.3 left). Grad-
ually he increased the speed of 
the metronome. It went faster 
and faster and suddenly, spon-
taneously, the movement of the 
fingers changed (ill. 3 right). In 
other words, people changed 

their behaviour spontaneously, 
not because they decided to. It 
happened by means of self-or-
ganization.

There are many examples like 
this. Another experiment fol-
lows the finger movement par-
adigm. It works in exactly the 
same way, but it involves two 
people. They are asked to move 
their legs parallel to each other. 
As the speed of the metronome 
increases, they both switch to 
a different kind of movement 
spontaneously (ill. 4).

This is interesting because it 
does not concern a single per-

2. Hysteresis. 4. ...and legs at the speed of a metronome3. Moving fingers at the speed of a metronome 

INTI-seminar.indb   105INTI-seminar.indb   105 20-9-2007   9:29:3620-9-2007   9:29:36



p
ro

f.
 J
. 
Po

rt
u
g
al

i:
 M

od
el

s 
a
n
d
 t

h
ei

r 
u
se

 i
n
 u

rb
a
n
 p

la
n
n
in

g

106

son with a single brain. There 
are two people with two brains 
and still one witnesses collec-
tive behaviour. This is essential 
and it happens a lot in cities and 
society.

The domain to which we have 
applied the phenomenon of 
self-organization is the domain 
of cities, or human systems. At 
the beginning the application of 
models taken from physics to 
society and to the dynamics of 
cities was one to one. 

In physics the notion of com-
plexity or self-organization is a 
property of a system as a whole. 
We have simple parts, like
atoms in liquids, and we have 
the complexity phenomenon 
in the global system. In society 
the situation is different, which 
is one of the main lessons we 
have learned from a whole set 
of studies we performed. In 
society there is a situation in 
which every part of the system, 
the very elementary parts of the 
system, are human beings. And 
since they are human beings, 

each of them is a complex system.
So it is a dual (or double) dyna-
mism: we have the dynamics of 
the city as a complex system, 
and at the same time we have 
the dynamics of each single 
person. In this domain the situ-
ation is more complex, but it 
is not unique for cities. In fact, 
one of the nicest examples of 
this phenomenon and of the 
whole idea of complexity and 
self-organization are the human 
languages. Each language is an 
open system. An open system 
is a precondition for the phe-
nomenon of self-organization, 
which takes place only in open 
systems. By definition a lan-
guage is an open system. Each 
language is a complex system, 
that emerges from interaction 
between a large number of in-
dividuals. No one has complete 
control over a language and no 
one has planned it completely. 
They have developed sponta-
neously. Attempts at planning 
a language have always failed, 
for instance Esperanto. In spite 
of this, languages have order, 
rules and organization. They 

have been created spontane-
ously and by means of self-
organization.

Languages constitute a very in-
teresting example, because in 
school we learn languages by 
learning grammatical rules. And 
even these rules have originated 
spontaneously. So self-organi-
zation is a process that not only 
creates order, like the hexagons 
in the liquid, but also the rules 
behind the order.
 
Similar to languages each city 
is by definition an open system. 
Each city is a complex system, a 
system that emerged, at least in 
the beginning, from interaction 
between a large number of peo-
ple. No one fully controls them 
and no one has fully planned 
them, even though city planning 
exists as a profession. And yet 
it has order, rules and organiza-
tion, set up spontaneously by 
means of self-organization.

There are, however, big differ-
ences between cities and lan-
guages. First of all, unlike a 

language, a city is an artefact in 
itself. By standing on its own it 
is more similar to text than to 
languages. Secondly, unlike lan-
guages, cities undergo a lot of 
planning, much more so than 
is usually appreciated by con-
ventional planning theory. This 
is because planning is a basic 
human property. Each of us is a 
planner. Likewise, every human 
being acting in the context of a 
city is a planner. When one de-
cides to go to work in the morn-
ing, one is actually executing a 
simple plan. 

A city is full of planning. And 
when we speak about self-or-
ganization in cities, we speak 
about the interaction between a 
large number of plans. Some of 
them are individual plans, some 
of them are plans of organiza-
tions, some of them are plans of 
companies, of governments and 
so on. 

How does one study phenomena 
of complexity and self-organi-
zation in general and in relation 
to cities? We do it by means of 

INTI-seminar.indb   106INTI-seminar.indb   106 20-9-2007   9:29:3720-9-2007   9:29:37



107  

p
ro

f.
 J
. 
Po

rt
u
g
al

i:
 M

od
el

s 
a
n
d
 t

h
ei

r 
u
se

 i
n
 u

rb
a
n
 p

la
n
n
in

g

games and by means of urban 
simulation models.

The first example is what we call 
the ‘city game’. The participants 
are seated around a playing 
area on the floor. Each partici-
pant gets a model of a building 
at a scale of 1:100. The models 
represent houses, office build-
ings and so on. Each participant 
is asked to place the building 
somewhere on the floor. The 
only rule is that one is not al-
lowed to block the entrance to 
another building. Beyond that, 
every person is allowed to do as 
he or she pleases.

The interesting result is that 
an order emerges on the floor. 
It can already be seen at a very 
early stage of the game. Once 
this potential order is perceived, 
people start locating their build-
ings in line with this order.

This is similar to the enslave-
ment principle defined by
Hermann Haken. No one tells 
anyone else what to do, but still 
everybody follows the order cre-

ated on the floor. The result is a 
well organized city: small build-
ings on the left, high buildings 
on the other side, etcetera. 

These games are simple but 
very efficient. On the one hand 
they serve as a tool to teach 
students phenomena such as 
self-organization. On the other 
hand we learn a lot ourselves 
and it gives us insights we use 
in building models.

We add another rule to the 
game: when placing a building, 
one also has to provide a road. 
It is interesting to see how the 
roads, once they exist, partici-
pate in the process. Every ele-
ment in this small world takes 
part in the process, the dynam-
ics of which originate from the 
minds of the participants.

The previous games are called 
interpersonal games, because 
they involve group dynamics. 
There is another game which 
we call intropersonal because 
each person plays it with herself 
or himself, and the results are 

similar within this game. The 
purpose of this game is to de-
termine people’s perceptions of 
cities. In other words: what do 
people have in mind when they 
speak about a city in general? 
We call it a conceptual or cat-
egorical cognitive map. 

What is the outcome of this set 
of experiments? On the one 
hand there are people who are 
centric in their perception of cit-
ies: they think of cities in terms 
of a strong center and large ter-
ritory. On the other hand there 
are people who are multicen-
tric (or polycentric): they think 
of cities in terms of many focal 
points as in Los Angeles, for in-
stance.

We learn a lot from these games, 
not only about self-organization, 
but also about a process that we 
have defined as the synergetic 
inter-representation network, 
or SIRN. The idea is that in all 
these open dynamics, as well 
as in many other design proc-
esses, an ongoing interaction 
occurs between what one has 

in mind and what one produces 
in the world. This interaction is 
very significant. It happens at 
an individual level when making 
a design or writing a poem or an 
article. As soon as one external-
izes ideas, one’s mind is free to 
continue thinking about it. We 
cannot think very far within the 
brain. 

The famous 1950’s article by 
George Miller, ‘The magical 
number seven, plus or minus 
two’, shows that we have a 
limited ability to process in-
formation. This is also seen in 
chess. The player who can think 
one move further ahead than 
the opponent wins the game. 
Although our head is full of long 
term memories our short term 
memory is very limited. 

Back to the SIRN. We have de-
veloped the notion of inter-
representation for this process. 
The first two games are actually 
processors of inter-represen-
tation. The participants come 
with a certain idea of a city in 
mind and take a decision in ac-
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cordance with their internal rep-
resentation. Once they have put 
the building on the floor their 
ideas become externalized. And 
so the city and the individuals 
interact all the time.

We suggest that this also takes 
place in the evolution of cities. 
When we arrive in a city, we 
see what is happening and we 
behave accordingly, according 
to this collective external rep-
resentation that we call city. A 
major part of our behaviour
develops like this.
Nowadays the most common 
way to study the phenomenon 
of self-organization and com-
plexity in general is by means 
of cellular automata or agent-
based models (ill. 5). One of the 
reasons for this is that these 
models are very simple, straight-
forward and easy to use. 

In illustration 5 on the left is a 
CA (cellular automata) simula-
tion model. It is a type of dyna-
mism in which the properties of 
every cell are determined in re-
lation to its neighbourhood dur-

ing each iteration. Opposite (ill. 
5 right) is the set of models that 
are called agent-based. They 
‘mimic’ the behaviour of ani-
mals or humans, which means 
they might possess information 
that goes beyond the local envi-
ronment. In some models they 
may even have some kind of 
memory.
By combining the two sets of 
models we have built something 
we call ‘Free agent of cellular 
space’. We have put the agent-
based model on top of cellular 
automata. This gives us the 
movements of agents, the hu-
man agents interacting in a city. 
They could be individuals, com-
panies, etcetera. 

This enables us to study several 
phenomena of urban dynamics. 
We were specifically interested 
in phenomena of ethnic and cul-
tural segregation in cities, but 
also in mobility of the popula-
tion and in the evolution of land 
use. 
The basic structure of the mod-
el is presented on illustration 6  
left. It is interesting, by the way, 6. The structure of the models - the basic flow. 

5. Free agent of cellular space.
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that most models start with an 
empty space. Imagine a new 
area which is going to be a city. 
The first agent arrives. It looks 
around and studies the state of 
the cells. Then it identifies the 
empty cells and chooses the one 
which suits him best. Finally it 
makes a location decision. This 
location decision is basic to cel-
lular automata and agent-based 
urban simulation models. It af-
fects the whole city structure, 
because each cell is influenced 
by its neighbours. And so it con-
tinues iteratively.

As one can see (ill.6 left), the 
standard model is typically 
bottom-up. It starts with inter-
action between individuals or 
individuals and the area and 
moves up from there. We have 
come to the conclusion that this 
very nice and simple model tells 
us a lot, but it has one draw-
back: humans never come to a 
city without any conceptions. 
We never approach the city bot-
tom-up, we always approach it 
top-down. We arrive at a city, 
we consider what kind of city it 

is, we identify the area which is 
most appropriate to our needs 
and then we make a location de-
cision.

Within the realm of cities a top-
down process occurs. Therefore 
we developed a model we call 
the ‘cognitive city’ (CogCity) two 
years ago. It is slightly different 
from the standard one.

The diagrams (ill. 6 right and ill. 
7) show agents arriving at a new 
city. When facing the city there 
is interaction between their in-
ternal representation (which we 
call conceptional cognitive map) 
and the information afforded 
by the city (affordance is a very 
important notion in cognitive 
science). This interaction gives 
rise to what we call ‘order pa-
rameter’, which in this case is 
a specific cognitive map of a 
city, meaning a person’s real 
thoughts about the city. On this 
basis the person or the agent is 
actually taking action in the city. 
It also changes his or her cog-
nitive map and so it continues 
iteratively.

7.  Agents behaviour in Cogcity
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Illustrations 8 - 11 show some 
results from our CogCity model. 
In each of illustrations 8 - 10 the 
central map shows where agents 
with different properties are liv-
ing. The top left map shows the 
centres which are created as the 
process evolves and the bottom 
left map shows how cognitive 
maps of the various residents of 
the city are developing.

The advantage of this type of 
model is that all kinds of ques-
tions can be asked. For instance, 
one can ask what happens when 
all agents arriving at the city are 
monocentric in their perception 
(ill. 8). Or one can ask the op-
posite question: what happens 
if all of them are multicentric in 

their perception of cities? (Ill.9)
Besides, one can make all sorts 
of combinations and see what 
kind of city results from them 
(ill.10). 

In addition to what happens on 
the screen all kinds of statistics 
are kept. In the diagram (ill. 11)
one can see the city becoming 
stable after very few iterations. 
There is a certain formula that 
measures the structure of the 
city. And one can see the evolu-
tion of the cognitive maps of the 
various agents, the structure of 
the city and so on.

What is the relevance of these 
models?

During the last couple of years 
urban simulation models have 
been used as a component of 
the so-called ‘planning support 
system’ (ill. 12). A typical plan-
ning support system consists 
of three components: a family 
of urban simulation models, a 
standard GIS and visualization 
devices. 

In our laboratory we have two 
types of visualization soft-
ware. One of them is Sky-
line, with which complete 
virtual cities can be created. 
Skyline has the relative advan-
tage that it can be put on the 
Internet, thus immediately be-
coming public domain. The 
other program handles architec-

tural details much better. It can 
create ‘real’ virtual realities: by 
wearing a helmet one is virtually 
inside.

In those planning support sys-
tems, the results of the urban 
simulation models are used ei-
ther as a description of the situ-
ation or as a means of predic-
tion. I am not a great believer 
in predictions, though, because 
the whole notion of self-organ-
ization casts a big shadow on 

8. Mono-centric agent. 10. Multi-centric and 
mono-centric agents

9. Multi-centric agents. 11. Multi-centric agents.

12. A typical PSS.
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‘Cut, Paste and Plan’ is an ex-
ample of a planning support 
system which was developed 
in our laboratory. The platform 
used is Skyline. Potential users 
are city planners, architects or 
anybody acting in the city. It is 
a kind of environmental impact 
analysis: having made a small 
change to the environment we 
examine how this change might 
affect it. 

A building can be cut out of 
the city (ill.13) and another one 
pasted in to see how it fits in the 
environment. We can also walk 

around it, because in the virtual 
reality one can move freely. One 
can even enter a building and 
look outside in order to experi-
ence the view from each of the 
windows.

Besides, all kinds of analyses 
can be added. Illustration 14 is 
a visualization analysis, a kind 
of procedure that immediately 
shows what can be seen from 
the building and what not. 

Next one can add another set 
of buildings (ill. 15) and again 
evaluate the impact on the land 
users around, or on land value 
and other aspects.

Another relevance or applica-
tion of the notion of self-organi-
zation, complexity and planning 
concerns the property of non-
linearity. Non-linearity means 
there is no direct causal relation 
between causal effects. It is also 
explained by the famous butter-
fly effect: if a butterfly flaps its 
wings in Sumatra, there will be a 
storm in Holland. A little cause 
in a non-linear system can have 
dramatic effects and vice versa: 
a dramatic cause can have al-
most no impact.
An example from real life illus-
trates this.
Tel Aviv, which is the largest 
city in Israel, has always been a 

city of balconies (ill.16). In sum-
mer people would sit here, eat
watermelon, get some fresh 
air etcetera. But in the 1950’s 
an unknown person decided to 
close the balcony and turn it 
into a small room. We do not 
know for what reason this was 
done. Then his neighbours did 

13. Cut - Paste - Plan. 15. Add and evaluate.14. Visualization analysis.

16. Balconies in Tel Aviv.
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the same, and before long the 
city was dotted with closed bal-
conies. Eventually the closed 
balcony was the most dominant 
architectural element of Tel Aviv. 
This small act of an individual 
citizen had a major impact on 
the whole building industry.

But this is not the end of the 
story. Ten to fifteen years ago, 
with the advent of postmodern-
ism, architects came to the city 
and wanted to build balconies, 
which was fashionable in those 
days. The municipality agreed 
on condition that no balconies 
were to be built atop other bal-
conies to prevent the inhabit-

ants from closing them again. 
Therefore it was decided to lo-
cate balconies above one anoth-
er only on alternate floors (ill. 
17). During the last ten years 
this has become the most domi-
nant element in Tel Aviv’s urban 
landscape, so much so that it 
has even been applied to hotels, 
where balconies are not likely to 
be closed. 

Another application of complex-
ity concerns paradoxes, which 
are very significant to the whole 
issue of planning. A paradox is 
an argument that starts from an 
apparently acceptable assump-
tion and leads by an apparently 
valid deduction to an apparent 
contradiction.
Paradoxes are very useful be-
cause they show something to 
be wrong when it looks right.  
(ill. 18). A well known paradox is 
the competition between Achil-
les and the turtle, the so-called 
Zeno-paradox (ill. 19).

A good example of an imaginary 
planning paradox is the fol-
lowing: assume that you are a 

transportation expert monitor-
ing a road network. One morn-
ing you observe the incoming 
data and see that a major traffic 
jam will occur at a certain junc-
tion, which you announce on the 
radio. Everybody hears it and 
nobody comes to the junction, 

thus falsifying the prediction. 
As a consequence you might 
loose your credibility.
The paradox is that the better 
the prediction, the greater the 
chance that it will not materi-
alize. The dilemma here is not 
just your personal reputation, 
but also the consequences. For 
when you announce something 
similar the next morning, for in-

stance that there is going to be 
a major car accident, no one will 
listen to you and therefore it will 
happen. 

This paradox is a typical case 
of so-called self denying proph-
ecies. The opposite is called 

a self fulfilling prophecies. It 
should not be difficult to think 
of cases in which the prediction 
actually led to the creation of 
the situation. 

In planning, the prediction is 
not outside the system. When 
we make a prediction or even a 
plan, we are not standing out-
side the world we are planning. 

17. Balconies in Tel Avivi on 
alternate floors.

18. Physics paradox. 19. Zeno paradox.
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The prediction or plan becomes 
a player, it becomes a force par-
ticipating in reality. Let us say 
you want to buy a house and 
somebody tells you to beware 
because a big motorway has 
been planned there in 20 years 
time. You will not buy it even 
though there is no guarantee 
that the motorway will ever be 
built. 
A real case of planning paradox 
due to a self falsifying predic-
tion occurred in Israel in the 
1990’s. It was a time when a 
wave of immigrants came to
Israel from the former USSR. 
Planners predicted that Israel 
was going to face a major hous-
ing shortage because of the in-
flux of immigrants. Therefore a 
plan was implemented to pur-
chase a large number of mobile 
homes and locate them on the 
outskirts of towns and cities all 
over the country. However, this 
policy became a big failure be-
cause of the spontaneous initia-
tives taken by a large number of 
individuals. Many people in the 
cities thought, as a consequence 
of the prediction, that this was 

an opportunity to make some 
profit and transformed their 
storehouses into small apart-
ments. Suddenly the market 
was flooded with many apart-
ments, because the planner 
could not have anticipated this 
behaviour. As a result the gov-
ernment spent a lot of money 
on mobile homes, 90% of which 
were never used by the new-
comers. Because the city centre 
is preferable to the outskirts of 
remote towns the government 
had to sell the homes again.

From the above examples sev-
eral distinctions can be derived. 
First, a distinction has to be 
made between two types of pre-
dictions: predictions of which 
the outcome does not partici-
pate in the dynamics of the pre-
dicted system, for example the 
weather forecast; and predic-
tions, like the one described, 
whose outcome does participate 
in the dynamics of the predicted 
system.
Another distinction is between 
different types of planning: top-
down or global versus bottom-

up or local. The first type refers 
to planning by professional gov-
ernments, the second refers to 
the response of individuals to 
the plans being implemented 
on a personal level. 

A distinction can also be made 
between engineered/entropic 
and self-organized planning, 
which can refer to the same ob-
ject. For example, in a bridge 
we are actually trying to close 
the system, to create a planning 
process which is fully control-
led, for obvious reasons. On the 
other hand, in the case of a new 
town, the plan is an example of 
the second situation. Once the 
bridge has been built, its fate is 
predictable. Due to natural and 
artificial processes of decay and 
deterioration it will eventually 
disintegrate. To say it in formal 
language, it will reach a state 
of maximum entropy. Once a 
city plan has been completed 
and implemented the story only 
starts. The plan or object that 
has been implemented triggers 
complex and unpredictable dy-
namics that no one can fully 

control. This is the case with all 
kinds of plans.
On the surface there seems to 
be no relevance to new towns: 
complexity and self-organiza-
tion are about spontaneous 
urban change and growth. But 
urban simulation models com-
monly start from an empty cellu-
lar space, similar to new towns. 
Therefore, building a new town 
is just a trigger for complex 
self-organizing dynamics. 

List of illustrations / credits:

1,5 From: Self Organization and the 

City, J. Portugali, Springer, 2000.

2-4 From: Synergetic Computers and 

Cognition, H. Haken, Springer, 1978.

6-11  From: Toward a cognitive 

approach to urban dynamics. 

In: Environment and Planning B: 

Planning and Design 31, p. 589-

613, 2004.

12-17,19 Environmental Simula-

tion Laboratory (ESLab), Tel Aviv 

University

18 From: Quantum Paradoxes: 

Quantum Theory for the Per-

plexed. Y. Aharonov and Rohr-

lich, Wiley, 2005.
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Jan Kragt (1964) graduated from 

the Zwolle Teachers College of 

education as a teacher of geogra-

phy and history in 1989. During 

his student years he was head of 

a tourist information office, where 

he developed tourist campaigns. 

Being attracted to the creative op-

portunities that marketing tourism 

offered, he switched from teaching 

to marketing. He started his career 

in a one-man tourist information 

office in Tiel, which he expanded to 

an organization with 26 employees, 

five branches and several agencies 

in 13 cities. In 2001 he became 

senior advisor of city marketing in 

Zoetermeer, where his assignment 

was to create publicity for this town 

of 120,000 inhabitants. In 2005 his 

Zoetermeer campaign was pro-

claimed the Dutch government cam-

paign of the year. Jan Kragt was 

involved in initiating and developing 

European subsidy projects in the 

fields of spatial planning, economic 

development and city marketing.

He is involved in the

Summary

Popular models in town planning: the Zoetermeer game

Virtual Zoetermeer is a computer game developed by the municipality. It is 

part of a teaching program on urban development and administration. Its 

theme is ‘Do you make a good mayor?’ The homework consists of playing 

the game, in which the pupils can build Zoetermeer digitally district by dis-

trict, including such facilities as Snow World, City centre and the Siemens 

Complex. The game takes the player back to 1962, when Zoetermeer was 

still a village and was designated as a centre of urban expansion by the 

Ministry of the Interior. The player has to guide this expansion. The virtual 

inhabitants of Zoetermeer are demanding and respond with their criti-

cisms on an electronic billboard: they expect excellent facilities, sufficient 

employment and a good infrastructure. In Virtual Zoetermeer pupils are 

introduced in a direct and playful way to urban development, planning and 

administration, as well as to Zoetermeer and its facilities.

The teaching program accompanying the computer game has been 

developed in cooperation with two Zoetermeer primary schools, Tjalk and 

Saffier. After completion of a successful pilot at these schools the teach-

ing program and the computer game were distributed to all Dutch primary 

schools in 2003. The response was overwhelming. In 2005 an agreement 

was reached with one of the biggest publishers of teaching programs, 

Wolters-Noordhoff, to integrate Virtual Zoetermeer in their geography les-

sons for secondary education. The computer game is an integral part of 

geography lessons at secondary schools now.

Drs. J. Kragt
Municipality of Zoetermeer

Popular models in town planning: the Zoetermeer game

establishment and administration 

of several foundations. His latest 

endeavour is the establishment of 

the non-profit organization ‘Eure-

ducation’, which aims at enhancing 

respect for and knowledge of differ-

ent cultures amongst the youth.
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Zoetermeer is a dynamic Dutch 
town with about 116,000 inhab-
itants. It is a compact IT minded 
city with great leisure facilities 
such as an indoor snow hall for 
skiing and snowboarding, an 
indoor climbing hall, an indoor 
skating hall, and even an indoor 
surfing hall with an outdoor 
wild water river for rafting and 
canoeing. Zoetermeer is located 
in the so called green heart of 
Holland, near The Hague and 
Rotterdam. I just wanted to tell 
you this because my job is not 
urban development but city 
marketing. 

I can almost hear you think: what 
is he doing at this seminar? This 
is not a seminar about city mar-
keting! And that is exactly what 
I thought when I was invited to 
speak on our computer game 
as a popular model in town 
planning. But the organization 
of this seminar reassured me: 
computer games about town 
building have a strong a relation 
to urban development and town 
planning. 

Virtual Zoetermeer - you can see 
it in the illustration above - is a 
computer game born as a city 
marketing product with a strong 
link to urban development and 
education. It is a game in which 
the players play the role of ur-

ban developers. They have to 
build Zoetermeer, while acting 
as a city council or even the 
mayor at the same time. They 
have to make decisions about 
what to build, based on the de-
mands of the inhabitants.

Why did we start this project 
and, of course, for whom?   

The most important reason 
was that Zoetermeer is a town 
with a rather big image prob-
lem. Zoetermeer suffers from a 
‘grey’ image or in many cases 
no image at all. Zoetermeer is 
a so called new town, just like 
Almere. In many cases other 
new towns suffer from more or 
less the same image problems. 
Understandably we needed to 
address this issue. People who 
are not familiar with Zoetermeer 
perceive this as a problem, while 
the inhabitants of Zoetermeer 
are quite satisfied with their 
housing, the leisure facilities, 
the shopping centre and so on. 

A town can be considered a 
product. One could say that Zoe-
termeer, like many new towns, 
is an excellent product with a 
poor image. As Philip Kotler, the 
famous city marketing expert, 
has said: the place competition 
in Europe has never been more 
intense. You have a very good 
reason to do something about 

The computer game ‘Virtual Zoetermeer’ www.zoetermeer.nl
(The direct link to the game can be found at the end of this article).
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your town image. 

But what can be done? Large city 
campaigns with lots of posters, 
flyers, TV commercials etcetera? 
Personally I do not think this will 
work, while it is extremely ex-
pensive. Such large campaigns 
can not be sustained, because 
the funds will be depleted in 
one or maybe two years. More 
over, in the end the mental im-
age being promoted would not 
stick in the minds of the target 
groups. 

Zoetermeer had quite a prob-
lem. As only a small budget was 
available for marketing, it was 
out of the question to start up 
big, expensive campaigns. We 
had to resort to creativity. We 
wanted to use known methods 
and take a timeless approach, 
as we wanted the good image 
to last a long time. It had to be 
attractive and also some kind 
of experience. We had set our-
selves quite a big task, since we 
also had to present and sell a 
whole city. 
But where does one start if one 

wants to change an image? That 
was not difficult to determine, 
because in my opinion a change 
of image often starts with the 
young. They can adapt to new 
images and mental pictures of a 
city much quicker than anyone 
else. And if one can manage to 
teach them or, even better, let 
them experience something 
about their city at a young age, 
they will remember it for the 
rest of their lives. 

But what do children like? That 
is easy. We were all young once, 
so we are all experts in that 
field. Children like sports, com-
ics, computer games, shopping. 
From these we chose the one 
which was most suitable for our 
purpose…a computer game. 

But what computer game should 
we use? It was actually the pro-
fession of my colleague Marcel 
Keijzer that triggered the an-
swer. We happen to be involved 
in several EU projects. I was 
fascinated by his profession of 
urban developer. My idea was 
that, in order to change an im-

age, one should give young-
sters a tool to build a virtual 
town just like an urban planner. 
During the process of building 
they will learn everything there 
is to learn about the city and its
urban services. 

It was decided to develop a 
computer game for building a 
virtual town. In the game virtual 
citizens try to influence you as 
the developer and administrator 
of that virtual city. They are not 
satisfied with the decisions you 
make and always complain, just 
like in real life. 

Not being experts in software 
development we needed advice 
from IT experts. Money was re-
quired as well.  As it happens, 
Zoetermeer decided to develop 
a policy to promote the IT sec-
tor a few years ago, since IT is 
one of its important industries. 
Just over 13% of employment in 
Zoetermeer is IT related, which 
is the highest percentage in 
the whole of Holland. In short, 
we want to be the IT city of the 
Netherlands (or Europe).

One of the components of the 
IT policy was to create a plat-
form for IT related businesses 
to meet, exchange new ideas 
and support young and crea-
tive starters. More importantly, 
the city and the IT businesses 
joined forces to create a fund 
in support of new and inovative 
ideas for IT applications in gen-
eral and education in particular. 
Instead of waiting for new and 
creative ideas we wanted to 
stimulate them, since a city’s 
growth always starts with crea-
tive ideas. One of the results of 
this joint venture was a new IT 
academy in Zoetermeer, which 
was founded two years ago.  

The IT platform was of great 
help in getting access to profes-
sional advice from a big inter-
national company such as Sie-
mens, which also contributed 
to the project financially. The 
largest part was financed by the 
IT fund. Thus there were suffi-
cient financial resources to get 
access to European co-funding, 
which solved one problem. We 
could start building our computer 
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game. 

There were still enough prob-
lems left. One of them was in-
troducing the game to its tar-
get group once it was finished. 
First we contacted experts on
children: schools or, to be more 
specific, teachers. Together 
with a few enthusiastic teach-
ers from two primary schools in 
Zoetermeer lessons on the sub-
ject of city development and city 
council/city administration were 
developed. 
But an example town was need-
ed. And, purely by coincidence 
of course, Zoetermeer was used 
as an example. The homework 
required by these lessons was 
to play the computer game and 
to build a virtual Zoetermeer. 

Together with these two schools 
we set up a pilot during school 
hours. Surprisingly, the pupils 
were thrilled about the home-
work. 

At that stage we were ready 
to send it to all 7,000 primary 
schools in the Netherlands. The 

response was amazing. A lot of 
mail was received from schools 
thanking us for the great les-
sons and the innovative home-
work. 
The bottom line is that these 
schools teach their pupils all 
about Zoetermeer now and are 
even grateful for that. 

The next phase was to upgrade 
the lessons on city development 
and city council/city admin-
istration for use in secondary 
schools, of course with the help 
of enthusiastic teachers from 
two secondary schools in Zoe-
termeer. No introduction was
necessary, because several sec-
ondary school teachers in as 
well as outside Zoetermeer had 
heard of the game already. In 
fact they had downloaded the 
game from our website and 
were using it as lessons for 
their students. The results were 
very encouraging for them and 
therefore for us. 

The third phase was to create 
a structural platform for our 
computer game. To achieve this 

we have been lobbying with the 
biggest publisher of education-
al books in the Netherlands. We 
offered them our software free 
of charge to make their teach-
ing method more attractive. The 
only condition was that they 
must use our city of Zoeter-
meer as an example city in their 
teaching method. In June of 
last year we managed to strike 
a deal with Wolters Noordhoff, 
the biggest publisher of geog-
raphy methods in the Nether-
lands. They have agreed to use 
the Virtual Zoetermeer game as 
the final exercise for the chapter 
‘Cities’. As from 2007, pupils in 
Holland will be taught about ur-
ban development and about city 
administration. And, last but 
not least, they will pick up on 
our city. They can hide, but they 
can not escape anymore. They 
will learn everything we want 
them to learn. 

And this is not all. One of the 
ideas now being considered is 
how to use this computer game 
as a model for communicating 
about delicate issues, such as 

urban density, with our citizens. 
We are looking into the possi-
bilities of creating several vir-
tual neighbourhoods to explain 
the necessity of urban density 
by simulation. If one formulates 
the criteria for urban density 
and why it has to be increased, 
one can let the inhabitants build 
or rebuild an area of Zoeter-
meer and let them experience 
the consequences. For exam-
ple, what happens if one does 
not build at all? Will one keep 
one’s citizens satisfied? What 
consequences will this have 
for the aging population of our 
city? If the growth rate of a city 
is decreasing, how will this af-
fect government spending? Can 
one keep one’s urban services 
at the desired level? All kinds of 
sometimes unexpected issues, 
which the council normally has 
to face, will now be experienced 
by the inhabitants. In other 
words, it might give them more 
understanding of the concept 
of urban density. Technically it 
is possible to put these kinds 
of criteria into a realistic virtual 
district and let the inhabitants 
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decisions on urban density.

On the other hand it is also in-
teresting to give local citizens 
an opportunity to build or re-
build parts of their own district, 
giving them a choice between 
different types of buildings 
such as low and high rise, old 
age homes, single family dwell-
ings, community centres and 
leisure facilities. It presents citi-
zens with an opportunity to see 
what it will look like and to walk 
around it. But more importantly, 
they can experience how differ-
ent buildings have a different 
impact on expenses and also on 
the value of the town in terms of 
tax income and quality of life. 

The quest to explore the pos-
sibilities of this game has not 
ended yet. But one thing is cer-
tain: we are going to use Virtual 

Zoetermeer in more ways than 
only for city marketing purposes.

Of course the game can be 
downloaded from our web-
site www.zoetermeer.nl free of 
charge.

And last but not least, we have 
created a promotional bro-
chure ‘Bob and Bobette’, which 
is called ‘Suske and Wiske’ in 
Dutch. These comic figures take 
you on an exciting adventure 
in Zoetermeer, enabling you to 
experience our town in a differ-
ent way. I have been told that
Almere is now following our 
initiative to promote their 
town with a comic. There will 
be a comic of Bob and Bobette 
in Almere too. I would say to 
our dear colleagues in Almere 
that we will always be glad to 
help them out with innovative
marketing ideas. 

The direct link to the game is:

www.zoetermeer.nl/virtueelzoetermeer
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Arnold Reijndorp (1948) is 
an independent researcher 

and consultant at the
 cutting edge of urbanism, 

social developments and cul-
tural trends. He received sev-

eral grants from the Dutch 
Foundation for Architecture 
for his innovative studies on 

new urban and suburban 
ways of life and the condi-

tions of urban public
 domain. He is a member of 

the Advisory Board of the 
Dutch Ministry of Housing,

 Spatial Planning and
 Environment. He lectured 
at several universities and 
schools of architecture in 

the Netherlands and abroad. 
From 1968 till 2000 he was 

visiting professor at the 
Technical University of  Berlin. 

At the moment he holds the 
Han Lammers Chair for

Summary

Growing pains of new towns

Most new towns nowadays want to become real cities. They don’t 
want to be another city’s satellite. But what is a city? Almere be-
longs to a generation of new towns in the Netherlands, started in 
the 70s, developed to relieve population pressure on major cities 
nearby. Now they aim to become real cities. 
New towns, at their conception, are places of hope and expectation. 
They compensate the lack of individual history by a collective 
utopian orientation on the future. Individually they may be young, 
as a family they have a genealogy reaching back to the origins of 
modern town planning. Part of that however is the suburban myth: 
the idea that new towns are dull places housing middle class 
families, far away from the big bad city. 
To become a city is an ambiguous ambition as new towns have to 
come to grips with the loss of erstwhile Ideals and expectations 
as they are confronted with the social dynamics of real life and its 
inherent contradictions. In a phase of adolescence, they struggle 
with growing pains and explore the awakening of their erotic life.  
As an article on a GDR new town put it: ‘Can one kiss in Hoyerswerda?’ 
Kissing in public may mark the transition of the new town as a 
place  of family life into a place to explore human relations, the 
city as theatre where everybody is both spectator and actor.  

prof. ir. A. Reijndorp, 
University of Amsterdam / Han Lammers Chair

Growing pains of new towns

Social and spatial develop-
ment of new urban areas at 
the University of Amsterdam.
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In an article ‘The almost per-
fect town’ by John Brinckerhoff 
Jackson, one finds a beautiful 
description of the ‘nearly per-
fect American town’, with its 
citizens, its civic culture and its 
relationship to the surrounding 
rural areas. I like the idea that 
this town served as a reference 
for urbanists nowadays as well 
as for the Disney Corporation, 
which researched 200 small 
American towns in order to de-
termine what makes them at-
tractive, how they can be organ-
ized etcetera.

But they are merely towns. What 
the new towns in the Nether-
lands and probably also in other 
parts of Europe really want is to 
become cities (ill. 1).

The first thing every new town 
wanting to become a city has 
to deal with is histories. It is of-
ten said that a new town has no 
identity because it lacks history. 
Its history is too short to de-
velop an identity. In my opinion 
this is not true, because several 
histories are involved. 

Every new town carries with it 
a history of Utopia, of thinking 
about ideal cities, and that is 
a history of hundreds of years. 
They have a history of moder-
nity, of hope, of modern life 
etcetera. They also have a his-
tory of the so-called suburban 
myth. Since the 1950’s social 
science and society have moved 
from the ideal of suburbanism 
to a suburban myth about mid-
dle class people defending their 
way of life. Of course, new towns 
also have to deal with personal 
histories of middle class people 
trying to improve their own lives 
and those of their children.

The following examples can 
serve to illustrate these histo-
ries. 

One of my favourite designs of a 
new area is this map by Cornelis 
van Eesteren (ill. 2), who was in-
volved in the plans for Lelystad. 
He changed the position of the 
new city from the polder to the 
coast, creating a new bay and 
coastal city. It is part of the his-
tory of thinking about the city 

1. Towns really want to become cities.
2. Map by Cornelis van Eesteren.
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as an ideal city or Utopia.

Fine examples are the modern-
ist cities of the post-war period, 
the kind that Crimson, the ar-
chitectural historians in Rotter-
dam, are doing research on. The 
problem of these cities was that 
they had a lot of collective space 
(ill. 3). When going back in his-
tory one sees the closed space 
of streets and building blocks of 
the traditional ‘street’-city being 
opened up in a certain way dur-
ing the post-war period into the 
modern ‘park’-city of greenery, 
light and fresh air. 

Modernist town planning start-
ed with the idea of creating 
collective space. Illustration 4 
shows a certain part of Amster-
dam, one of the first designs 
of the ‘new’ kind of town plan-
ning, that is different to 19th 
century planning. The layout 
of streets and blocks of houses 
was configured in a completely 
new way, implying also a new 
kind of space: collective space, 
to be distinguished from public 
space. 

At that time collective space 
was not only a town planning 
issue, but in society it also be-
came a space for emancipation, 
for class struggle, for people 
striving to improve their lives. It 
was the collective organization 
of society, something between 
the public space of the city, 
the public space of social life 
and the private life of people. 
Collective space in that sense 
can be regarded as room for 
various groups in society, more 
specifically blue collar workers, 
to organize themselves and to 
emancipate. With regard to the 
integration of the immigrants of 
today it may still have that func-
tion.

As mentioned before, new 
towns also carry a history of the 
suburban myth. It is a concept 
of a protected life and of people 
striving to improve their lives. It 
stands for homeliness, a certain 
way of withdrawing from public 
social life into the safe haven of 
their own families.

3. Modernist post-war city with a lot of collective space. 
4. Amsterdam - ‘new’ kind of town planning.
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So far the myth. One can argue 
whether it is true or not, but 
myths can not be falsified by 
confronting them with reality. 
Myths are part of reality, as are 
all kinds of prognoses and pre-
dictions. The stories about sub-
urbs are part of the myth (ills. 
5 and 6). And if a town wants 
to grow into a city it has to deal 
with that myth.

When looking at new towns 
like Almere and Zoetermeer in 
a more concrete way, one has 
to be aware of the fact that one 
belongs to a certain genera-
tion. People who were born in 
the 1940’s have different val-
ues and different ideas about 
society than people born in the 
1970’s and 1980’s. These cities 
date back to the 1970’s (ill. 7). 
In the 1970’s one of the impor-
tant developments in planning 
and society was the re-evalu-
ation of the city, triggered by 
Jane Jacobs with ‘Life and Death 
of Great American Cities’ (1961) 
and Christopher Alexander’s ‘A 
city is not a tree’ (1965). Many 
other examples exist. This was 

5 and 6. The suburban myth.

7. An example from the 70’s.

8. Amsterdam
- urban renewal.
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a global movement. One could 
call it ‘soft modernism’ or ‘sof-
tening of modernism’. In my 
opinion it was really a longing 
for the essentials of the city and 
for urbanity.

The re-evaluation of the city also 
came with a new urban revival. 

It is a striking fact that both for 
inner city renewal and for city 
extensions the same models are 
used during the same periods. 
The modernized model for city 
extension during the post-war 
period was also the model for 
inner city renewal. In the 1970’s 
this re-evaluation produced not 

only a model for urban renewal 
of inner city areas, but also for 
urban extensions, as is shown 
by this picture of Amsterdam 
(ill. 8).

Illustration 9 is a type of urban 
design that has been adapted 
more to the human scale, but at 

the same time it tries to make 
references to what a city should 
be. It includes labyrinthic struc-
tures and nature. The first part 
of Almere, Almere-Haven, the 
harbour area, has also been 
built in this new urban fashion 
(ill. 10).

9. Labyrinthic structures                 10. Almere Haven
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Every town of this generation 
in the Netherlands has recently 
created a new city centre with 
the theatre as its symbol (ill. 
11). It is a kind of ‘Stadtkrone’ 
to this new idea. One could say 
that the city the town endeav-
ours to become is built in a way 
as an overlay upon the ‘old’ new 
town. Hence it has two layers: 
the original city centre and the 
new overlay. Almere and Lelys-
tad are fine examples. The new 
city centre of Almere (ill. 12) 
is even organized in three lay-
ers: the original street level has 
been reorganized into a pattern 
of parking spaces; above that 
(first floor) is the main shopping 
centre with various cultural fa-
cilities; on top of that is a new
level, a housing area, with vari-
ous passages and footbridges 
along collective roof gardens. 
One can get a good view of 
this from the cafetaria on top 
of the V&D department store. 
The models for city building are
 returning.

There are several issues in-
volved in transforming a town 

into a city, in building a city 
upon a new town as it were. 

Every new town will become a 
city in a social sense. This means 
that middle class families of the 
original new towns are confront-
ed with other groups of people. 
They may not consider them as 
belonging to ‘their’ suburban 
new town environment, while in 
fact they do. Besides, every new 
town is confronted with its own 
street people, its own mentally 
ill etcetera. Every new town has 
to deal with these issues, as it 
turns out to be as much part of 
their life as it is in big cities.

The influx of people continues. 
New groups keep coming to the 
city. That is another important 
issue, because after 30 years 
people born in the city become 
parents to a new city genera-
tion. The newcomers are quite 
different to the first pioneers. 

Every new town wants to attract 
new groups of people with high-
er incomes and more education 
(ill. 13). They consider their pop-

11. The theatre in Almere.
12. The new city centre of Almere.
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is rather ‘middle middle class’. 
They want the new groups to 
bring new values, based on their 
higher education, and a broader 
base for facilities because of 
their higher incomes.

Estimates are that in the Nether-
lands the immigrant population 
may grow to 30% of total popu-
lation (ill.14). This percentage 
is already attained in big cities 
like Amsterdam and Rotterdam, 
where the immigrant population 
consists of people from Turkey, 
Morocco and other countries. 

In new towns it will reach the 
same level in a few years. This 
means that new towns will be-
come more like real cities from 
a social point of view. 

Possibly the growth of the im-
migrant population in the new 
towns to 30% is mainly a result 
of renewal and restructuring 
processes in the big cities. Peo-
ple do not move because they 
see new opportunities, but be-
cause they have to. The ques-
tion is what opportunities do 
new towns offer them. Is there 
really what Americans call an 

‘urban geography of opportuni-
ties’? Or is there only a geogra-
phy of exclusion? 

Another important tendency is 
for people to climb the social 
ladder. In most of the new towns 
every extension creates new dy-
namics: people moving out of 
the older areas into the newer 
ones. This means that they are 
moving upwards. And when 
social climbers move out, their 
old neighbourhoods often tend 
to move down in a social sense. 
What is the effect of this inter-
nal migration within the city on 

the older neighbourhoods? And 
how will this be dealt with?

Every new town thinks that its 
young people are leaving. Are 
they leaving – as the suburban 
myth says – because they are 
bored with suburban life and 
longing to go to the city when 
reaching the age of 18? Or is 
that a myth and do young peo-
ple want to stay and live there, 
but see no possibilities? Most of 
the new towns, with their con-
centration on family life, are not 
very ‘adolescent-friendly’.

13. Income levels in Amsterdam  (2000).                                                                                 14. Growth of the immigrant population.

Dutch average = 18,200

Very low (<12,500)
Low (12,500 - 15,000)
Below average (15,000 - 17,500

Average (17,500 - 20,000
Above average (20,000 - 22,500)

High (22,500 - 25,000)
Very high (>25,000)

Agriculture
Forest, heath and sand
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The question becomes how to 
transform the erstwhile suburb 
into an urban environment, to 
build a city upon the new town. 
Is it a solution to attract new 
groups with larger parcels of 
land and the kind of housing 
that is shown in the picture?   (ill. 
15). Are we really serious about 
the new immigrant population? 
In my opinion more of them 
will come to places like Almere, 
Zoetermeer and Purmerend. 
How does one deal with that? 
And how does one deal with the 
older areas? After all, the older 
areas were meant to be the new 
urban model of the 1970’s, cre-
ating an urban atmosphere with 
Mediterranean restaurants et-
cetera. 

Illustration 16 may look like 
slum areas, but they are open 
spaces in Almere. People use 
them for their ponies and hors-
es. This can also be part of the 
new urbanism, integration with 
a new reality.

This transformation of new 
towns into cities is already hap-
pening in the Netherlands, for 
example the twin city alliance 
between Amsterdam and Alm-
ere. Illustration 17 shows An-
nemarie, mayor of Almere, and 
Job, mayor of Amsterdam, de-
claring their ‘love’ for each oth-
er. The plan was made by Teun 
Koolhaas.

Illustrations 18 and 19 show a  

different plan for the develop-
ment of this region, bringing
another reference to cities 
to mind. It is a reference 
taken from Roland Barthes, 
a French philosopher and
semiotician, who became fash-
ionable in the 1980’s and 
1990’s. He wrote an article on 
cities in which he stressed the 
eroticism of cities, one of the 
most important parts of the 
eroticism of cities being the wa-
ter, the river.

Another interesting article was 
written by the architectural his-
torian Ed Taverne about a book 
on Hoyerswerda, a new town in 
the DDR. In this book the story 
is told of Franziska Linkerhand, 
a young female student of archi-
tecture in Berlin. After receiving 
her diploma she went to Hoy-
erswerda to help build the new 
town. A conflict arose between 
her and her former professor, 
who was her boss, about the 
development of the town. Then 

15. Attracting new groups. 16. Open spaces in Almere.

17. The twin city alliance between Amsterdam and Almere.
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the question is posed: kann 
man küssen in Hoyerswerda? 
Can one kiss in Hoyerswerda?

Maybe this is essential for think-
ing about cities as opposed to 
towns. Can one kiss in Almere? 
The question is a symbol of the 
eroticism that is essential for 
cities. One might put the ques-
tion in a different way. Not ‘can 
one kiss in Almere?’, but ‘can 
one see people kissing in Alm-
ere?’ 

I am a collector of pictures 
of people kissing in cities (ill. 
20). You know how collections 
are formed: one never plans to 
create a collection, but having 
bought five pictures of people 
kissing in cities one then starts 
looking for them. By now I have 
about 140 of them.

Maybe going from a new town 
to a city is equivalent to going 
from some kind of homeliness 
and cosiness, associated with 

suburbs, to the city as a stage 
for watching and being watched. 
This may be an essential differ-
ence.
Maybe this is a typical western 
view on the city. Do people from 
different cultures have different 
ideas about what ‘real’ cities 
are? This needs to be discussed. 
Nevertheless, these kinds of 
questions about the eroticism 
of cities should have a place in 
the research of the International 
New Town Institute.

List of illustrations / credits:

1, 5, 6. Postcard.

2. Van Eesteren Archive (Nether-

lands Architecture Institute) V-184.

3, 4. From: Atlas of the Dutch Urban 

Block, Thoth publishers, Bussum, 

2005, photo Peter van Bolhuis.

7-10. From: Ulla Schreiber, ‘Modelle 

für humanes Wohnen: Moderne 

Stadtarchitektur in den Nied-

erlanden’, DuMont Buchverlag, 

Koeln, 1982.

11, 12, 15, 16. Arnold Reijndorp.

13. Ruimtelijk Planbureau, Den Haag.

14. Ivan Nio, Amsterdam.

17. City of Almere.

18, 19. Adriaan Geuze e.a., 

EOWijers competition 2006.

20. Postcard ‘Kiss by the Hotel de 

Ville’ , Robert Doisneau.

18 and 19. Alternative plans for the development of this region.     

20. Kissing in cities. 
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Summary

New Town movement in India and the changing paradigms of 
development

India is at the threshold of a major transition from rural to urban. 
It may have an urban population of more than 800 million by 2025 
compared to the present less than 300 million. India will need to 
build many new towns as well as expand existing ones rapidly. 
Re-examinations of paradigms of development to arrive at a sus-
tainable structure is a crucial challenge for the nation.
This paper follows  the evolution of new towns through history to 
link past and present.
New towns are as old as history. City building in ancient India was 
based on elaborate codes, called Shilpashastras. Cities like Mohen-
jodaro, Harappa and Lothal (2500 B.C. or earlier) evidently were 
based on sound planning principles. Chanakya (4th century B.C.) 
made a compendium called Arthashastra, providing a  treatise for 
both city building and its sustainable management. City building 
provided the State with a well ordered spatial distribution of settle-
ments.
The tradition of ordered layout in orthogonal form has been a 
major paradigm. There have been significant deviations from this 
pattern in the cities built during Islamic rule as well as in the plan-
ning of the British capital in New Delhi. 
The colonial period of India witnessed construction of many new 
towns: Harbour cities like Calcutta, Bombay and Madras as well 
as Railway towns and Civil Lines. Their layouts are quite alien to 
Indian morphology of cities. 
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New Towns are as old as the 
history of urbanization. Today’s 
new towns are tomorrow’s his-
toric towns. And yesterday’s 
new towns are today’s historic 
towns. The present is always 
transitory. We pay either atten-
tion to the past or to the fu-
ture.

India has a fairly long tradition 
of new town building. India de-
veloped an urban settlement 
pattern in the Indus valley in 
the northwestern part of India, 
along with other countries, in 
the fertile river valleys in the 
then developed world. The cit-
ies of Mohenjodaro and Harappa 
were discovered and excavated 
in the early part of the last cen-
tury by the Archaeological Sur-
vey of India. There has been a 
progression of new towns built 
over the next 5,000 years, some 
of which survive only in name, 
as the original have been over-
lain by successive centuries of 
development (Varanasi is con-
sidered to be the oldest urban 

settlement, the original can not 
be traced). Many others have 
been obliterated. The great Chi-
nese traveller Heuen Sang (7th 
century) had visited cities and 
recorded them. More than 100 
of them still exist today. Most of 
these cities were built according 
to codified paradigms.  It starts 
from prehistoric times, when a 
codified series of treatises on 
city building, known as Shilpa-
shastras, determined the urban 
form and pattern. They were 
written by various authors and 
all became part of the code of 
building cities.

The paradigms of development 
may also have undergone 
change with the changing econ-
omy, socio-political structure 
and technological advancement 
in communication and transpor-
tation. However, there appears 
to be a constant thread. The 
tradition of ordered settlement
hierarchy and orthogonal pat-
tern of urban form has remained 
as a major paradigm. There have 

been deviations from this order 
in the cities built by rulers who 
came from outside India (Mus-
lims and the British) and in the 
spiritually motivated plan (Au-
roville in Pondicherry), but they 
have not been able to affect the 
mainstream of Indian planning 
paradigms.

In the 4th century BC, after 
the invasion of Alexander the 
Great, there was a minister 
called Chanakya at the court 
of Chandragupta Maurya. He 
collated the Shilpashastras, in-
cluding administration, finance, 
the kind of officials one would 
need or the kind of punishment 
one would get for not comply-
ing. The document is known as 
Chanakya’s Arthashastra, and it 
became a guide for construct-
ing cities in those days.  
Regional hierarchy in distribu-
tion of settlements was the 
cornerstone of efficient admin-
istration. “He shall establish a 
sangrahana (the headquarters 
of a sub district) for each group 

of ten villages, a karvatika (dis-
trict head quarter) in the middle 
of 200 villages, a dronamukha 
(divisional headquarter) in the 
middle of four hundred and a 
sthaniya ( provincial head quar-
ter) for every eight hundred“
Shilpashashtras had provided 
clear guidelines. First of all, 
the selection of the site was of 
tremendous importance. Very 
clear directions were given of 
sites that could or could not 
be chosen. The capacity of the 
soil to support buildings had 
to be tested, because many of 
the Indian temples were multi-
storeyed buildings of up to ten 
floors. They were very strong: 
after more than a 1000 years 
not one of them has collapsed. 
Therefore they must have 
worked out the system of the 
bearing capacity very well.

The codes were based on para-
digms of climate, soil, land use, 
building typology, road layout 
and space division. Cosmic 
interpretation of space deter-
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mined the basic principles of 
space division.

The essence of Indian city plan-
ning and building is what is 
known as the Vastupurusha 
mandala (vastu – the site, puru-
sha – the cosmic man, mandala-

closed polygon). Vastupurusha 
is a diagram representing a 
person (ill. 1). The person is 
lying face down, always in the 
diagonal axis between north 
and south. The  mandala is di-
vided into squares, because the 
square is the essential form in 

Indian planning. Each house 
was divided into nine quadrants. 
There are two varieties, one of 
nine and one of eight. Usually 
we follow the nine squares ver-
sion providing 81 squares (ill. 
2). The centre of the square was 
invariably given to Lord Brahma, 

the creator of the universe. Un-
like modern cities, where the 
palace is not located in the cen-
tre, in the Indian system the 
temple is right at the centre. 
Then each house was given to 
various gods.

1. Vastupurusha mandala. 2. System of nine divisions.
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12. Chaturmukha.11. Karmuka.

10. Prastara.9. Swastika.

3. Manduka. 5. Dandaka.

8. Padmaka.7. Nandyavarta.

6. Sarvatobhadra.4. Paramasayika.
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There are ten major layout pat-
terns (ill 3-12), depending on 
the site. They were very prag-
matic, so that one could have 
an ordered layout. 

The ancient Indian city of Mo-
henjodaro dates back to before 
2500 BC. The site has survived, 
having been buried under sand 
and sea. It is now located in 
Pakistan, in the Sindh province.

The layout is very orthogonal. 
Mohenjodaro had a drainage 
system, a road system and a 

water supply system. It had two 
great baths, shown in illustra-
tion 13.

Every house was drained prop-
erly and had a water supply. 
The bricks that were used are 
exactly the same size as mod-
ern bricks. And unlike Sumer 
bricks, which were sun dried, 
these were baked. The bond-
ing is what is known as “English 
bond” today. 

The only ancient town in India 
that still exists is Shrirangapat-

nam (ill. 14). We can not trace 
the exact layout because of all 
the damage. But it can still be 
seen that Shrirangapatnam is a 
temple town, laid out in one of 
the ten patterns shown above.

One of the medieval new towns 
is Jaipur (ill. 15) built in 1726. 
The king of that time wanted 
to relocate the capital from the 
mountains to the plains. He em-
ployed a person called Vidyad-
hara, who was trained to be an 
architect. He went to Europe, 
examined the cities and then 

studied the Indian Shilpashas-
tras. He built the city according 
to the canons of the Shilpashas-
tras, so the nine squares are to 
be found in the formation of his 
town. Only one square was left 
open, because there was a su-
perstition that the ninth square 
belongs to the lord of death. It 
was not a place to build on, but 
otherwise this was the same pat-
tern of nine squares. The centre 
of the city was for the king’s 
palace and the temple. 

This city has a tremendous ar-
chitectural cohesion in the sense 
that the buildings have a more 
or less uniform pattern in their 
appearance. They are therefore 
very unified cities. 

13. Mohenjodaro.

15. Medieval town of Jaipur.

14. Shrirangapatnam a temple town.
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Something else Vidyadhara did 
was to conserve the natural 
resources, and to create a lake 
just outside the city (ill. 16). The 
air, which comes from the Ra-
jasthan desert, passes this body 
of water and cools down before 
reaching the city. 

Nowadays a new city is being 
built as an extension to Jaipur. 
It is called Vidhyadhar Nagar 
(ill.17), designed by Doshi. He 
has followed the prastara, one 
of the traditional layout pat-
terns. Unfortunately he has not 
been able to maintain the same 
architectural cohesion, because 
individual project owners are 
not following the discipline.

Another medieval capital is 
Fatehpur Sikri (ill. 18), built 
by the greatest of the Mogul 
emperors, called Akbar. Akbar 
utilized the Indian orthogonal 

system of planning in almost 
all his structures. The build-
ings represent a blend between 
ancient Indian art and Islamic 
architecture (ill. 19).

The map of Delhi has some grey 
areas. They were the old capitals 
of Delhi. It had seventeen capi-
tals (ill. 20), because every em-
peror who succeeded the earlier 
one would not live in the exist-
ing capital. So he would build 
another. Many of these capitals 
are in good shape because they 
have not been cannibalized by 
the succeeding one. 

18.The medieval capital of 
Fatehpur Sikri.

20.The map of Delhi with its 
seventeen capitals.

19. A blend between ancient Indian 
art and Islamic architecture.

17. The new city of Vidhyadhar Nagar.

16. Conserve natural resources.
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The last one, Shahjahanabad, 
is still there. It was built by the 
emperor Shahjahan, the man 
who made the Taj Mahal (ill. 21, 
22, 23). 

In many of these cities a strong 
geometry exists, which was 
normal in Indian planning. The 
Muslim emperors did not use 
geometry, except in their own 
palaces, which can be seen in 
the picture of the palace com-
plex. There is no geometry in 
the town except in one axis 
which terminates at the women’s 

mosque. During the period of 
Muslim rule traditional Indian 
city construction according to 
geometrical patterns was aban-
doned. Most probably this was 
done in order to confuse invaders.

The next period of new towns is 
the colonial period which start-
ed in India in the 18th century. 
A large number of European na-
tions came to India, but it ulti-
mately fell into the hands of the 
British. 

Somehow the British did not like 
Indian cities. They decided to 
build their own places, accord-
ing to their own ideas. These 
were called ‘civil lines’ and ‘Can-
tonments’. They were usually 
built as extensions of existing 
Indian cities, planned on sim-
ple gridiron patterns at a very 
low density, which was alien to 
Indian city building tradition, 
where the cities used to be 
densely populated. This result-
ed in unnecessary expansion 
of urban areas and these have 
remained as pockets of luxury 
in the middle of chaotic urban 
growth, as the colonial rulers 
spent no effort in regulating 
urban growth and local admin-
istration played no role in man-
aging the cities. 

The railways revolutionized 
the whole transportation sys-
tem in India. In doing so, large 
numbers of people had to be 
employed. Around the station, 
towns had to be set up to man-
age the railway system with all 
its employees. That is how the 
railway towns were developed.

One example is the town of 
Jamalpur. This was not only a 
major railway station, it was 
also a major railway workshop 
and a railway training centre. So 
they had a variety of people. 

The railways developed a hous-
ing system for their employees 
in accordance with their sala-
ries.

Even in those days they had a 
golf course. This was where the 
elite of the railways would live, 
while the other quarters would 
be for the workers or lower level 
staff. All was done according to 
certain layouts, which became 
the pattern of subsequent de-
velopment of railway towns.  

21, 22 and 23. 
Shahjahanabad.
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The housing typology that 
evolved is very important. It was 
hybrid (ill. 24), not at all Indian 
nor fully European. The eleva-
tion of these buildings is nei-
ther Mughal nor Hindu, Islamic 
or European. It was designed by 
railway architects to suit the life 
style of Indian, Euro-Indian and 
European employees (ill. 25). 

This typical architecture is there-
fore called railway architecture. 
It had a tremendous impact on 
the official architecture of In-
dia. These beautiful bungalows, 
which were meant for engi-
neers, officers, are examples of 
this style. For the comparatively 
lower staff there were smaller 
quarters. This has remained so 
in the housing system that was 
provided in new towns. In fact 
most of the space vocabulary 
and the housing vocabulary was 
adopted from the railway towns, 
in post colonial architecture.

The British also developed a 
large number of hill stations. 
Hills in India were not inhab-
ited, except by local tribes. But 

since the plains of India were 
very hot, the British were drawn 
to the hills and started founding 
new cities like Nainital, Shimla 
and Darjeeling, etc.

Nainital is a lake town where the 
governor’s house was built. It 
also has a mall, a typical English 
contribution to the Indian urban 
scene (ill. 26). The city is built 
around the lake and surrounded 
by beautiful mountains, so it 

was a kind of retreat. It still does 
not have many inhabitants, but 
the population is quadrupled in 
summer.

Shimla is another hill city. It was 
developed as the summer capi-
tal of the British. Every year dur-
ing summer the entire capital 
would relocate to Shimla. Shim-
la developed buildings not only 
with gothic arches but also in 
Tudor, Georgian and Edwardian 

styles as well as hybrid build-
ings.  The result is a pleasant 
urban scene with the mountains 
in the background (ill. 27). This 
period architecture has now be-
come the architectural heritage 
of the hills, because they are ac-
tually full of these buildings and 
it has become the vernacular 
vocabulary.

Major impact on the entire 
Indian urban system was made 
by the development of Port cities 
in Calcutta in the east, Bombay 
in the west and Madras in the 
south. The massive investment 
and consequent migration of 
people from various parts of the 
country resulted in a complete 
breakdown of the urban hierar-
chy, both in terms of social hier-
archy as well as administrative 
order based on spatial distribu-
tion. The impact of this lopsid-
ed development is still haunting 
the Indian urban scene. 

Calcutta has a population of 
more than 13 million, Bombay 
has nearly 12 million and Ma-
dras about 6 million.

24. Hybrid housing typology.

27 Shimla.25. Railway architecture.

26. A mall: a typical English 
contribution.
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Illustration 28 shows how Cal-
cutta has been divided into 
three. The north was the Indian 
part, the middle was the inter-
mediate town which had all 
other functions and the yellow 
part at the bottom was the 
European city. 

In the course of growth Calcutta 
( ills. 29 and 30) has been mov-
ing eastwards towards the so-
called salt lakes. The architec-
ture that evolved in Calcutta is 
again a kind of hybrid architec-

ture. Calcutta was called the city 
of palaces, and there are many 
examples of various residential 
buildings. None of them look 
like a pure European building, 
but they also do not look like In-
dian buildings. All these build-
ings are now designated as her-
itage buildings in Calcutta . 

Illustration 31 shows the Writ-
ers Building, an 18th century 
structure. The frontage has 
been changed by the British 
themselves. The original front-

age can be seen in illustration 
32.

Neither Calcutta nor Bombay or 
Madras were designed as capi-
tal cities but they became so. 
The only capital city which was 
built and designed as a capital 
city by the colonial rulers was 
New Delhi. 

29 and 30. The growth of Calcutta.

31. The writer’s building.

28. Calcutta divided into three.

32. The original frontage of the 
writer’s building.
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New Delhi had to have a mon-
umental concept used in the 
planning of Versailles, using 
the renaissance vocabulary of 
city design. According to some, 
New Delhi was the last of the 
renaissance cities.  Lutyens, the 
designer, in order to impose the 
superiority of the King above 

everyone else, imposed a scale 
to create the grandeur of the 
British Majesty as can clearly 
be seen on this curious sketch 
of the monumental axis he de-
signed (ill. 33). On the left is 
the Jama Masjid, the mosque 
and on the right the Viceroy’s 
house. The viceroy’s house is 
taller than the Jama Masjid. The 
unwritten rule in Delhi was that 
nobility would behave humbly 
before the Jama Masjid. How-
ever, Lutyens thought that the 

viceroy is above the Jama Mas-
jid and ought to have a bigger 
house. 

His planning was monumental  
(ill. 34), in the sense that he 
had put the king as the head 
at the northern end of the axis. 
The right arm of the king was 
the house of the Commander in 
chief of the army, his left hand 
was the church, and at his feet 
were Indian subject kings. So all 
the palaces of the native Raja’s 
were placed towards the end. It 
turned out to be a very attrac-
tive vista  (ill. 35).  

Herbert Baker, Lutyens’ associ-
ate, also designed buildings in 

the typical renaissance fashion. 
But he adopted some of the In-
dian patterns and Indian system 
of planning. The buildings he 
designed are very monumental 
and have a lot of Indian patterns  
(ill. 36).

Three other capitals were made 
in independent India. One of 
them was Chandigarh. After the 
Partition, Punjab was divided 
into West Punjab and East Pun-
jab. West-Punjab went to Pa-
kistan, so New or East Punjab 
needed a capital. It was decided 
that Chandigarh would be that 
capital and Le Corbusier the 
designer. Bhubaneswar became 
the capital of the state Orissa, a 
new state founded in 1936. The 
design task was given to Otto 
Koenigsberger. Gujarat was 
another new state in need of a 
capital. Since Mahatma Gandhi 
came from Gujarat, the new 
capital was called Gandhinagar. 
It was designed by Mewada.

For Chandigarh, Le Corbusier 
made a plan with the capitol 
complex right at the head of the 

33. Lutyens sketch of the 
monumental axis .

34. Monumental planning.

35. Attractive vistas.

36. Indian patterns.
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city (ill. 37) He adopted the grid 
system of planning, using each 
block of the grid as a neigh-
bourhood unit, which were to 
be reasonably self contained. 
He followed the Jaipur example 
in creating a lake by impound-
ing the water that was coming 
down from the hills. This addi-
tion created a tremendous cli-
matic change in Chandigarh. 

Apart from this Capitol complex 
Le Corbusier did not design 
any building. Other buildings 
were designed by his associ-
ates, Pierre Jeanneret, who was 
his cousin, and Maxwell Fry and 
Jane Drew. Many Indian archi-
tects were also involved. 
The basic concept of the Chan-
digarh plan shows how nature 
and green spaces were integrat-

ed into the structure of the old 
city on a very strong grid.

Illustration 38 shows the layout 
of a sector. Its density is not all 
that low. The infrastructure was 
done by Le Corbusier’s associ-
ates. There is a very strong pe-
destrian link and an accessible 
neighbourhood road, while bus-
es are only allowed on the main 

roads which is never more than 
450 metres from any place.

Le Corbusier thought that the 
assembly hall should have a 
mural. He created one, in his 
own style, but he introduced 
many Indian patterns and myth-
ological elements, like the tor-
toise and the snake.

37. Plan for Chandigarh 38. Layout of a sector
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These illustrations show the 
secretarial building (ill. 39), the 
high court (ill. 40), the assembly 

hall (ill. 41) and Le Corbusier’s 
famous hand (ill. 42), a kind of 
monument that rotates in the 
wind. 

The plan was that old Chandi-
garh would be extended. How-
ever, Punjab was again bifur-

cated into two states: one half 
was called Punjab, the other one 
Haryana. Both of the new states 
wanted Chandigarh as their cap-
ital. Therefore the secretariat 
was split in two. One half was 
for Punjab, the other for Hary-
ana. But then, who ruled the 
city of Chandigarh? Therefore 
the central government had to 
step in. Chandigarh has three 
governments now: the central 
government, the government of 
Punjab and the government of 

Haryana. 

As an answer to Chandigarh the 
Haryana government developed 
a new city called Panchkula (ill. 
43). Likewise, Punjab developed 
a new city called Mohali, but 
this is merely an extension of 
the grid of Chandigarh. 

Chandigarh was originally 
planned for a population not 
exceeding 500,000. But when 
taking Panchkula and Mohali 

43. Panchkula

39. Secretarial building.

40. High court.

41 Assembly building.

42. The famous hand.
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into account it is already over 
one million.
The other capital built in inde-
pendent India is Bhubaneswar 
(ill. 44), located on the east 
coast of India as the capital of 
Orissa. The city was given to 
Otto Koenigsberger to design. 
He was an architect for the ma-
haraja of Mysore at that time. 
When prime minister Pandit 
Nehru once visited Mysore he 
liked Koenigsberger. 

In the time of building Chan-
digarh, Pandit Nehru said that 
the city would be made in a 
modern tradition, unshackled 
to connections from the past. 
In the case of Bhubaneswar he 

said that the new city must be 
connected to the historic city of 
Bhubaneswar, because it was a 
very old historic city. 

Unfortunately, Koenigsberger 
did not think that this was nec-
essary. He wanted to design a 
city that could expand (ill. 45). 
He was given a population tar-
get of 20,000, but he said that 
no city would survive with such 
a small population. He designed 
the city in a way that would en-
able growth. He developed a 
kind of linear grid (ill. 46) that 
could easily be extended hori-
zontally and vertically, but he 
forgot something very impor-
tant. He did not study the drain-
age pattern or the ecology, like 
Le Corbusier had done. The 
result was that the internal 
water supply system of the old 
city was destroyed by the new 
Bhubaneswar. Because of this 
all tanks have dried up. 
Bhubaneswar has been extend-
ed many times now and it has 
become a fairly large city. 
The layout of the sector is rigid 
(ill. 47).

45. Koenigsberger wanted to design a city that could expand. 

46. Linear grid.                                   47. The layout is very rigid 

44. Bhubaneswar on the east 
coast.
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Bhubaneswar had a couple of 
temples (ill. 48). Koenigsberger 
made no attempt to relate to 
them.

Unfortunately, the architecture 
of Bhubaneswar was not done 
by Koenigsberger himself. It was 
left to Indian architects who, 
influenced by local politicians, 
did whatever they wanted. The 
architecture of Bhubaneswar 
is unimpressive, not at all like 
Chandigarh. 
The other new capital was 
Gandhinagar, the design of 
which was commissioned to the 
Indian architect Mewada. 

The mandate given to Mewada 

was that the city must reflect 
the ideals of Mahatma Gandhi. 
Gandhi was a man known for his 
simplicity.  He did not believe in 
ostentation. He believed in what 
he called ‘home grown’ prod-
ucts. He had his car drawn by 
an ox and called it Oxford. He 
used to be dressed sparsely and 
eat very little. In short, he was a 
very simple, pious man.
Unfortunately, Mewada could 
not reconcile the capital city with 
Gandhi’s ideas. He made a con-
nection with the city by a linear 
open space, and he put a statue 
of Gandhi in a prominent loca-

tion. Other than that he found 
no way of representing Gandhi’s 
ideas. The remainder of the city 
was created of orthogonal grids 
dividing the entire space into 
multiple sectors in the usual 
way (ills. 49 and 50).

Unlike Le Corbusier and the 
others, Mewada put the central 
functions of the government in 
the centre of the city and not at 
the head. All main official com-
plexes are to be found in the 
centre, while the city extends 
beyond it. 

51 and the following page 

48. Temples of Bhubaneswar.

49 and 50. Gandhinagar
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The next generation of new 
towns were built exclusively for 
the employees of industry and 
irrigation projects. Up to 1980 
there were 150 of them. After 
that these types of towns fell 
into decline. Three of them de-
serve some special attention. 

Durgapur was made for a steel 
plant which was commissioned 
in the 1950’s, and the task of 

designing the town was given 
to Professor Stein. Stein made a 
typically American suburban lay-
out with a very low density (ills. 
51, 52 and 53). It proved to be 
a very attractive place, entirely 
financed by the government 
and entirely lived in by employ-
ees of that particular steel fac-
tory. Taking advantage of this, a 
large number of other factories 
have come to the region. Today 

there is an urban corridor of 60 
km long, connecting Durgapur 
to another city in the north, 
called Asansol. 
This was the kind of layout that 
Stein advocated and followed, 
very simple and without any 
architectural pretensions. It is 
very unlike Stein’s later work.

Provision for future 
cross road

Major road

Dead end type toad

Loop type road

Play space for small 
children

Servants compound

Space for future garages

Park strip containing cycle 
and pedestrian paths to bus 
stop, school and market

52 and 53. Durgapur: Professor 
Stein made a typical American 
suburban layout. 
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Naya Nangal (ill. 54) is a town 
built because of the Bhakra 
Nangal dam project. It was 
designed by the chief architect 
to the Punjab government at the 
time of Le Corbusier, and he was 
deeply influenced by him. His 
township represents in a smaller 
form what Le Corbusier did with 
the capital complex. He utilized 
the basic concept of the sector 
layout and the open space sys-
tem. It is a good reflection of Le 
Corbusier’s sector plan.

The third example is Auroville, 
the so-called international city. 
It is a trust of people who be-
lieve in the views of a saint 
called Sri Aurobindo. This man 
had a disciple who was called 
‘The Mother’. She dreamt of the 
city, and said that it would be an 
international city, not belonging 
to any country or place. Any-
body could come and live there, 
as long as he was a citizen of 
the world and believed in their 
ideals. 
The Auroville concept is very 
esoteric (ill. 55). Right in the 
middle is what is called the 

Matrimandir, or the temple to 
the divine mother. The layout 
spreads from the centre like 
a nebula. The three-four con-
cepts that are a nebula, a galaxy 
and a further refinement of the 
galaxy.
 

Finally, we come to the new 
urban expansions of various 
cities. The examples of Bombay, 

Calcutta and Delhi may illustrate 
this phenomenon. 

Main Bombay (ill. 56) used to be 
seven islands which have slowly 
been joined together to become 
a  peninsula. It has no room for 
expansion and is a highly con-
gested city. Therefore it was 
decided in 1970 to create a new 
Bombay (ill. 57). It would be like 
a twin city of Bombay, but across 

the sea. It would be linked by a 
rapid transit network connect-
ing nine nodes, each of which 
would be like an independent 
city (ills. 58 and 59).

The result is a very modern 
city.

Taking advantage of New Bom-
bay, a city has been developed 
which is called Amby Valley. It is 

54. Naya Nangal. 55. Auroville and its experiment in spiritual space organization.

The 
mother’s 
sketch 
1965 

Nebula 
1966 

Emerging 
galaxy 
1967 

Galaxy 
1968
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meant exclusively for the super 
rich. There is not a single prop-
erty under 10 million rupees 
and prices are still going up. We 
are waiting to see what the so-
cial impact of this kind of city 
will be. Where will the working 
people come from for instance?

A city has been built next to 
Calcutta. Like the Netherlands, 
Calcutta is also a very low area 
not more than three metres 
above sea level. It has a se-
ries of salt lakes in the east, 

where the city used to drain. 
The lakes would act as a reten-
tion basin, because during high 
tide it could not be drained. 
Therefore the water had to 
remain.

By reclaiming marsh lands to 
build a new city we have reduced 
the size of the basin. As a result 
Calcutta is flooded every year 
now. Waterlogging and flooding 
have become endemic. There is 
nothing much that can be done 
about this. I doubt whether 

the Dutch system of poldering 
would work.
The new town has been planned 
as an extension of Calcutta, 
but it is very much like an inde-

pendent town, with its own city 
centre and its own facilities. 
It has also been planned on a 
linear corridor, very much like 
New Bombay. Another charac-

56. Main Bombay. 57. New Bombay.

58 and 59. The result is a very modern city.
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teristic is that the central area 
has been stretched.

A few words about Dwarka will 
conclude this paper, because 
I have been associated with 
the planning of that particular 
city. Dwarka is an expansion of 
Delhi. In 1982 it was decided to 
expand Delhi towards the east. 
The red zone is the expansion 
called Dwarka (ill. 60). 

When looking at the site, our 
first thought was that this site 
should not have been developed 
at all. It was right next to the air-

62. The nine square system.

63. Structure plan: Each sector a self contained unit. 

60. Dwarka.

61. Airport restrictions.
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port. We found that a large area 
of this site could not be devel-
oped because of the noise and 
the dangers related to air traffic 
(ill. 61). An entire part had to be 
left out. 

Another serious problem was 
the lack of ground water. This 
was mainly because the sur-
rounding water channels were 
cut off completely. In the past, 

very high banks were put on 
both sides because the area 
used to flood. Now there are no 
floods, but as a consequence 
there is no ground water left.

First of all we reintroduced the 
nine square system (ill. 62) 
in order to bring back some 
Indian elements. Secondly, we 
breached the banks with a sluice 
gate, so that water would come 
in and the ground water would 
be recharged. We made each 
sector into a self contained unit 
(ill. 63). It would have an open 
space in which the recharging 
basin would be situated. Then, 
instead of having a centre in the 
middle, we made a linear centre 
(ill. 64), stretching along the 
corridors. This is very typical 
of Indian cities, many of which 
tend to have linear commercial 
corridors.

It is being implemented now.

Conclusion:

Although India has a long tradi-
tion of new town development 
and also an ancient code, this 
tradition has not been the guid-
ing design principle for post 
independence new towns. The 
majority of them appear to be 
based on the vocabulary of the 
colonial period or the principles 
enunciated by Le Corbusier and 
the CIAM. Since the concept of 
orthogonal planning converges 
with the ancient principles of 
orthogonal space division, it 
may appear to be a continu-
ous trend, but in reality the link 
does not exist. The only mean-
ingful attempt was made by Vi-
dyadhara in the 18th century to 
revive the ancient principles of 
city development. This is a soli-
tary example.

There is need to study the con-
temporary new towns for their 
performance in the sociopoliti-
cal context of India. Many of 
them have grown way beyond 
their postulated boundaries; 
some have even become con-

urbation and metropolises. The 
future of India’s urbanization 
depends on its ability to order 
human settlement development. 
It is conservatively estimated 
that 50% of the population of 
India may live in urban areas by 
2025, which means a population 
of approximately 800 million 
against an urban population of 
less than 300 million at the turn 
of the century. This means that 
an additional 500 million would 
have to be accommodated in 
new or expanded urban areas. 
Only a study of the existing, its 
successes and failures and the 
evolution of paradigms of devel-
opment can ensure a peaceful 
transition to an ordered human 
settlement pattern.

64. Linear centre.
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Summary

Shrinking Cities – New Perspectives on Urban Development and Post-Socialist 

New Towns

A relatively new and entirely unplanned trend of urban development has 

taken hold in old industrial societies: For increasing numbers of towns and 

cities, economic and demographic indicators point towards stagnation or 

even shrinkage. Declining birthrates and aging societies, declining demand 

for labour and global relocation of industrial production, suburbanization 

and increased mobility as well as the fragmentation of growth pockets have 

inverted the development of many urban regions. The growth paradigm 

which informs much urban planning and our concepts of cities in general, 

requires revision. Countries affected by the massive economic and social 

reorganization after the collapse of state socialism and the Soviet-centered 

economic realm offer cases in point: Entire towns in Russia or eastern Ger-

many seem to become obsolete after having existed barely two-three dec-

ades. In Germany’s eastern states, unemployment, population decline and 

abandonment of housing continue in alarming figures while planners and 

politicians find themselves at loss how to “solve” the structural problems 

and how to deal with the heritage of the state socialist new towns, satellites 

and large-scale housing estates. The cultural and urbanist research project 

Shrinking Cities was initiated by the German Federal Culture Foundation in 

order to establish new perspectives on these developments. This paper dis-

cusses some conclusions that can be drawn from the multifaceted respons-

es and how they could be applied to shrinking and maybe also to growing 

state socialist new towns under post-socialist conditions in Germany and 

Russia.
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This paper has to start on a note 
of caution, as it largely draws 
upon an urbanist research 
project which wasn’t prima-
rily about New Towns, but fo-
cused on shrinking cities. Only 
some of the chosen examples 
analysed in this context were 
genuine New Towns. But the 
thoughts and ideas generated 
about urban development with-
out growth may be applicable 
nevertheless to a wider context. 
The first part of the paper thus 
discusses the current situation 
of many towns and cities in east-
ern Germany, taking the GDR 
New Town Halle-Neustadt as an 
example, setting it within the 
global context and within the 
context of urban development 
under post-socialist conditions, 
and comparing it with Russian 
examples such as the shrinking 
small factory town Yuzha or the 
currently booming New Town 
Zelenograd close to Moscow.1 

In a second part, this paper de-
scribes the project Shrinking 
Cities initiated by the German 
Federal Cultural Foundation in 
order to investigate possible 

interventions for shrinking cit-
ies and discusses some of the 
conclusions and fields of action 
established in its course.

Shrinking cities in eastern 
Germany

Since the GDR became part of 
the FRG in 1990, quite dramatic 
developments have set in for 
many eastern German towns 
and cities both old and new. In-
stead of the often cited prosper-
ing or “blooming landscapes” 
promised by Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl, a rapid and massive dein-
dustrialization in the wake of 
privatization has deprived the 
regions of hundreds of thou-
sands of jobs. This process 
was accompanied by an exodus 
towards the west, as well as a 
sharp drop in birthrates – to half 
the pre-1989 levels. Short-sight-
ed state supports for suburban 
developments in trade, manu-
facturing  and housing – “catch-
ing up” with West Germany’s 
socio-spatial arrangements – 
were snatched up in a develop-
ers’ bonanza and further aggra-

1. Demolition and Sprawl seen by photographer Nikolaus Brade. 
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vated the cities’ economic and 
demographic losses. Gaping 
windows of abandoned apart-
ments caused by vacancy rates 
of more than 30% and demoli-
tion crews became a common 
feature in large-scale prefab 
estates and GDR New Towns 
like Hoyerswerda, Schwedt and 
Halle-Neustadt, built not more 
than twenty to thirty years ago 
in the desperate effort by the 
GDR to provide housing for its 
baby-friendly young society, 
but equally in the little cared 
for inner city districts with Wil-
helminian or older structures, 
for example in large cities like 

Leipzig or Dresden, and espe-
cially middle towns. More than 
one million apartments in east-
ern Germany are not occupied 
at the time of writing. Cities and 
regions are subject to a continu-
ing fragmentation and polariza-
tion. Planners and politicians 
find themselves at a loss how to 
“solve” the structural problems 
or how to trigger growth.  
As an urbanist agenda, the Ger-
man state attempts since 2002 
with the huge program Stadt-
umbau Ost (City Restructur-
ing East) to integrate substan-
tial financial support for the 
demolition of housing (market 

clearance to stabilize owners) 
and upgrading urban “problem 
zones” (which has been of sec-
ondary importance in the imple-
mentation so far)2.  The program 
with a volume of 2.5 billion Euro 
is to last until 2009. The huge 
investment made by the state 
into the demolition of hundreds 
of thousands of apartments is 
still not sufficient to balance 
the housing market. And the 
urbanist concepts presented 
by the municipalities in com-
petition for funding all seem to 
offer the same desperate solu-
tion: demolition of prefab es-
tates versus strengthening the 

core, preferably the old town, 
and competition with all means 
for investment and funding pro-
grams.3  This desire for “shrink-
ing back to the core” is based 
on wishful thinking about a re-
establishment of the traditional 
european city and elimination 
of the GDR’s not always pretty 
physical remnants. Meanwhile, 
a majority of the population ap-
pears to prefer either suburban 
settings or the habitual estates, 
if they offer an established so-
cial structure and lots of free 
parking and communal green 
space. 
    

2. Demolition in Wolfen-Nord near Halle and 
Leipzig, 2001.

3. Vacant Wilhelminian Buildings in Leipzig, 
2001.

4. The town centre of Merseburg, 2001.
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5. and 6. Everyday life 
continues in a scenery of vacant 
buildings about to be 
demolished in Halle-Silberhöhe.

7. The urban region of Halle and Leipzig in eastern Germany.
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The dimension of deindustriali-
zation and its effects on a GDR 
New Town can be grasped by a 
look at the chemical industry, of 
longstanding tradition in the re-
gion of Halle-Leipzig.4  The New 
Town of Halle-Neustadt, pro-
jected for more than 100 000 
inhabitants, was built up since 
1964 in order to house the 
workers of the nearby chemical 
combines and their families. The 
“Chemiearbeiterstadt” (Chemi-
cal Workers Town), composed 
as a satellite to the city of Halle 
with a direct train connection to 
the chemical works in nearby 
Buna and Leuna, was the last 
and probably most ambitiously 
modernist New Town founded 
in the GDR, following Eisenhüt-
tenstadt (since 1951), Schwedt 
(since 1960), and Hoyerswerda 
(since 1955).5 All of them were 
partly still under construction in 
1989 – the building of commu-
nal facilities and civic centres 
lagged way behind the provi-
sion of standardized housing 
estates.  

Then, since 1990, about 60.000 
eastern German chemical work-
ers lost their jobs in the non-
compromising privatization of 
the worn out GDR combines. Un-
employment rates in the states 
of Saxonia and Saxonia-Anhalt 
stand at almost 20 percent at 
the time of writing6, not count-
ing the state subsidised second 
labour market or qualification 
programs. The region became a 
mere work-bench for almost en-

tirely automated production of 
West German companies such as 
Bayer – the same profit is made 
today again, but with a tiny frac-
tion of the work base involved 
previously. Today one under-
stands how important it would 
have been to maintain an indus-
trial base and also branches of 
management and development 
in the East in order to keep the 
regions’ endogenous potential 
for innovations.7  

8. Planned town centre of 
Halle-Neustadt, 1972.

10. New town and old town of Halle.

9. “A town of our time: Halle-
Neustadt” (Cover of Architektur 
der DDR, June 1974).
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Even though many of those who 
came as the first inhabitants of 
the New Town of Halle-Neustadt 
in the late 1960s still live there 
today and tell so with pride8, 
the social structure of Halle-
Neustadt is now dominated by 
unemployment, a large share 
of pensioners (or those in early 
retirement) and the departure 
of the young. The absence of 
work has changed the daily pat-
terns of life – one can observe 
the negotiation of a precarious 
balance between liberated time 
and loss of occupation.9 In the 
early 1990s the unfinished town 
centre of Neustadt has seen 
some investment – a quite fre-
quented mall was established 
on the site of the former cin-
ema, administrative buildings 
and the tram link to the old city 
were completed. But with a con-
tinously difficult income situa-
tion, increased aging and loss 
of inhabitants, today Halle Neu-
stadt finds itself in a precarious 
situation which may lead to its 
gradual demolition, from the 
edges of its housing complexes 

and from the partly abandoned 
central district.    

The five 22-storey apartment 
blocks (former student dormito-

ries in need of renovation) that 
shape the outlook of the central 
district are vacant as well as 
many of the shops in the pedes-
trian arcade below them. Their 

demolition, as well as of the 
railway station and other facili-
ties, is being debated – or con-
servation of the whole complex. 
For some years already, culture 

11. Centre of Halle-Neustadt, 2001.
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initiatives and urban planners 
have traced Halle-Neustadt’s 
history as a showcase of GDR 
modernity and there is a heated 
debate going on about the pro-

posal made in 2006 to list the 
entire New Town for conser-
vation.10 Part of this debate is 
the question of musealization 
and whether one can achieve 

or maintain an identity of an 
avantgarde through an innova-
tive “mise-en-scene” of the place 
by cultural productions and the 
like. The municipality of Halle, 

of which Neustadt became part 
again in 1990, aims to generate 
cultural capital with an image 
policy of a doubled city, play-
ing on the juxtaposition of the 
extremely diverse urban set-
tings of its Old Town and New 
Town. “Balanceakt Doppelstadt” 
(Balancing the Double City) was 
thus the motto of its competi-
tion entry for the Cultural Capi-
tal of Europe 2010 as well as for 
its contribution to the Interna-
tional Building Exhibition “City 
Restructuring 2010”.11 

The global context  
   
The entirely unplanned urban 
development hitting the former 
GDR after unification was not 
at all a historical accident or 
singular phenomenon, as our 
comparative study shows.12 A 
trend towards shrinking has 
taken hold in old industrial so-
cieties over the second half of 
the twentieth century, in those 
of capitalist orientation some 
decades earlier as in the former 
state socialist countries. While 
in a global perspective the long 

12. Global shrinking.
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era of demographic growth and 
urbanization still hasn’t come 
to an end, for increasing num-
bers of towns and cities, eco-
nomic and demographic indica-
tors point towards stagnation or 
even shrinkage. This represents 
a substantially new trend of ur-
ban development. 

Of course there have been ex-
amples of cities in decline or 
disruption all through human 
history: urban settlements were 
diminished or destroyed by 
natural disasters such as earth-
quakes, floods or illnesses – or 
due to social and political inter-
vention, most commonly wars, 
migration, the shifting demand 

for certain goods, facilities or 
services.13 But the current trend 
of shrinking cities worldwide 
follows historically new and 
specific patterns. It has affected 
both old and new towns, small 
towns as well as big cities. And 
it is shaped by several inter-
linked processes or pathways 
of shrinking: Firstly, historically 

unprecedented low birthrates 
and aging of societies, second-
ly, equally unprecedented indi-
vidual mobility, suburbanization 
and sprawl, and thirdly, an ever-
declining demand for labour 
because of automatization and 
the global relocation of indus-
trial production in post-fordist 
economies.14 Shrinking cities ap-

13, 14, 15, 16. Postcards of shrinking cities.
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pear to be with us to stay. The 
growth paradigm which still in-
forms much urban planning and 
our imaginary of cities in gen-
eral requires revision.  
This was much discussed al-
ready during the deindustriali-
zation crises of West European 
and North American cities in the 
1970s and 1980s but seems 

to have been forgotten in the 
very moment when the collapse 
of the Soviet economic realm 
promised new opportunities 
for expansion and economic 
growth. But, simultaneously, 
for many cities of the former 
state socialist countries an even 
more dramatic development 
set in in the 1990s, where the 

“transformation”15 to capitalism 
was triggering a cumulation and 
compression of the shrinking 
processes mentioned above.

Post-Socialist Conditions

Characteristic of post-socialist 
conditions was the simultane-
ity of the gradual dissolution of 

old structures and regulatory 
measures, and the emergence 
of new ones (the one excep-
tion to this may be the former 
GDR).16  Alongside the dynamic 
neo-capitalist boomtowns such 
as Moscow, Budapest, Ljubljana, 
and Prague, other towns and re-
gions are bearing the brunt of 
mass migration, stagnation, and 

17, 18, 19, 20. Postcards of shrinking cities.
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economic and material decline. 
Emigration, sharp drops in birth 
rates, and a decreasing life ex-
pectancy caused a demographic 
landslide in most post-socialist 
societies. More than 200 large 
cities (approximately 1 out of 
every 2) experienced popula-
tion losses, 93 of them in Rus-
sia alone. There, as in Bulgaria, 
Hungary, Ukraine and eastern 
Germany, the population of 
large cities declined and the ma-
jority of large cities shrank.

In the centralized, state-con-
trolled planned economies, in-
frastructural and architectural 
aspects of urban development 
were typically oriented almost 
exclusively to the local industri-
al combine and its (large-scale) 
housing estates. Civic facilities 
and services tended to remain 
underdeveloped. That is, those 
central areas marked for fa-
cilities and consumption were 
often never really developed, 
leaving wide vacant lots of un-
defined character. This is espe-
cially valid for the hundreds of 
new industry or mining towns 

of different scales and often 
monofunctional specialization 
that were founded in the force-
ful industrialization drives of 
the Soviet Union.17

    
At the start of the 1990s, due 
to the sudden disruption of spe-
cialized networks of production 
and distribution, industrial pro-
duction declined dramatically; 
economically unviable branches 

and sometimes entire industrial 
sectors were shut down. Cities 
or settlements that had served 
primarily as residential append-
ages to now obsolete industrial 
combines began to shrink. Many 
places with limited employment 
prospects as well as a more 
mobile population suffered the 
loss of twenty percent or more 
of their inhabitants within only 
a few years, e.g., cities in the 

Kuzbass coal mining district, 
like Andzhero-Sudzhensk and 
Leninsk-Kuznetski, both of 
which lost 20 percent, or Vorkuta 
in the Komi Republic, which lost 
30 percent of its population. In 
extremely unfavorable locations 
such as the Far North or Far East 
of Russia, complete small towns 
were officially disbanded after 
thousands of inhabitants left, 
sometimes supported by reset-
tlement programs.18 

For Example: Yuzha  

As a case in point for an old in-
dustrial region shrinking under 
post-socialist conditions, our 
research focused on the tex-
tile producing central Russian 
region Ivanovo. It is not very 
densely settled, but dotted with 
small or middle textile towns 
often depending on one or two 
highly specialized production 
facilities. These small and rela-
tively new towns, for example 
the town Yuzha, are very typical 
results of Soviet style urbaniza-
tion. Like so many new towns 
of the USSR, they are often little 

21. The urban region of Ivanovo in central Russia.
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smore than an assembly of the 

basic urban equipment thrown 
together in the subsequent 
moves for urbanization and im-
provement of life in the USSR. 
Their town status, social infra-
structure and physical appear-
ance was created by way of pro-
grammatic interventions by the 
state aimed at the establishment 
of a specific and similar way of 
life for all its citizens, and this 
meant placing the same kind of 
institutions, facilities, housing 
and services at different loca-
tions everywhere in the Soviet 
Union – thus determining the 
outlook of urban life. In the case 
of Yuzha – as in countless other 
places – this process was never 
completed, the small towns re-
tained a very strong rural resi-
due and seasonal lifestyle.19

  
Today, these quite young facto-
ry towns are faced with the end 
of the factory as the city-found-
ing institution. This embodies a 
fundamental re-negotiation of 
cultural patterns and networks 
producing the concepts and 
the consensus what the city is 

about, in a complex interaction 
between the inherited struc-
tures and patterns of cultural 
production on the one hand and 
the search for new directions 
by institutions and citizens of a 
city. The textile industry in the 
region came to a standstill dur-
ing the 1990s, but it was avoid-
ed to close down the factories. 
Even though many employees 
were kept on payrolls nominally 
to ensure social benefits and in-
surance, unemployment soared. 
Shrinking for these towns has 
meant a decline in living stand-
ard, regarding the individual 
financial means and a restruc-
turing of work patterns to 

patchwork jobs, shuttle trade, 
seasonal migration, if one can-
not make it to leave altogether 
to a more promising location. 
Deindustrialization was fol-
lowed neither by a smooth tran-
sition to the third sector nor by 
long term structural unemploy-
ment subsidized by the state, 
but rather by a dissolution of 
the division of work.20 

Because of the severe housing 
shortage inherited from the So-
viet era, in Ivanovo region just 
those buildings unfit for liv-
ing are abandoned. As a rule, 
the smaller and more remote 
a place, the more of it is aban-

doned. Shrinking meant being 
cut off from the economic and 
communication networks, a loss 
of the urban life quality as serv-
ices and amenities are not pro-
vided any longer by the factory 
or state. This has been mediat-
ed by a gradual adaptation and 
a replacement of state-run serv-
ices by more or less functionally 
equivalent private enterprises 
(e.g., instead of the cinema, a 
small video rental is now op-
erational in Yuzha) which tend 
to exclude a much larger share 
of the inhabitants for financial 
reasons. Against the sudden 
disruption of state planning and 
intervention there has been a 

22. Aerial view of central 
Yuzha, factory town in Ivanovo 
region.

23. Cinema in Yuzha, closed in 
the mid-1990’s.

24. Garden lots surrounding 
the textile factory in the town 
centre of Yuzha.
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25. Plan for the centre of the New Town Zelenograd near Moscow, 1969. 26. Recent building activity in Zelenograd, 2006.

27. Recent building activity in Zelenograd, 2006. 28. Recent building activity in Zelenograd, 2006.
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“soft” or “weak” factors shaping 
the everyday and the appearance 
of towns through bricolage and 
private improvisation in public 
spaces as well as through net-
works of self-organization. 

But it is important to keep in 
mind that shrinking is only one 
side of the coin in post-socialist 
countries: Some industries, in 
Russia, e.g. oil and gas, auto-
mobile or electronics, managed 
to establish a new hold on the 
international or domestic mar-
kets. After a period of insecurity 
in the 1990s, they are now grow-
ing fast. Some of the 1960s-70s 
New Towns based on presently 
successful industry branches, 
such as Zelenograd, a satel-
lite of Moscow, or Togliatti on 
the Volga, today offer well-paid 
jobs and show a population in-
flux and high living standards. 
They expand: Shopping, enter-
tainment and services and a 
church are now settling in those 
central locations originally in-
tended for civic facilities – the 
standard urban equipments of 

the new era. The ample open 
public and green spaces are 
well maintained and equipped 
– and frequented by many. Pub-
lic transport facilities, schools, 
creches etc. appear freshly 
renovated. And ever more high-
rise apartment blocks are be-
ing added on the fringes and 
also in a densification process 
along the main communication 
routes. The growth patterns 
of these New Towns appear to 
follow the urbanist principles 
given in the 1960s – clearly with 
some changes in the ideological 
premises – instead of counter-
acting or reversing them. 

The Project Shrinking Cities

The German debate on shrink-
ing cities was dominated by 
the large housing corporations 
and limited to questions of real 
estate and housing policies up 
until the late 1990s. The strat-
egies proposed and embraced, 
such as the already mentioned 
program Stadtumbau Ost (now 
there’s one for the West, as 
well), were mainly reactions to 

the difficult situation on the real 
estate market and remained 
within the limits of conventional 
planning wisdom, always fo-
cused on growth potentials. But 
shrinking is an unplanned and 
hardly managable development, 
a fundamental challenge to our 
conceptual framework, percep-
tion and imaginary of cities and 
urbanity. The German Federal 
Culture Foundation initiated in 
2002 the cultural and urbanist 
research project Shrinking Cit-
ies with the aim to investigate 
and communicate how shrink-
ing affects all social processes 
and structures. The growth 
paradigms commonly founding 
assumptions about develop-
ment and, subsequently, poli-
cies need to be questioned and 
revised. Cultural factors may 
have surprising impacts in this 
complex and long-term proc-
ess. Project partners with dif-
ferent backgrounds worked to-
gether with chief curator Philipp 
Oswalt (architect) and his office: 
the Bauhaus Dessau Founda-
tion, represented by sociologist 
Walter Prigge, the architecture 

journal archplus, and the Muse-
um for Contemporary Art Leip-
zig directed by Barbara Steiner.
The project’s aims were to 
make the shrinking of cities 
a subject for a broad general 
public, and by doing so, to in-
troduce new approaches to ur-
ban analysis and intervention 
to the public discourse, com-
bining methods and means of 
communication from the arts, 
social sciences, architecture, 
and planning. Cities were not 
to be conceptualized as built 
matter, transport infrastructure 
and potential growth machine, 
but as spaces of practice and 
negotiation, places of multiple 
everyday realities. Shrinking cit-
ies allow a case study of chang-
ing paradigms in our society: 
how people live in a situation 
conditioned by unemployment, 
emigration and abandonment 
and how these problems are 
dealt with locally. The project 
focused especially on cultural 
production in shrinking cities, 
e.g. new music, and the images 
of urban decay and aesthetic of 
shrinking cities existing in our 
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culture, for example in movies 
and music video clips.

The four-year project was di-
vided in two phases: Departing 
from the previously described 
dramatic situation in eastern 
Germany, the first question 
was where else cities had been 
shrinking and why. In this first 
phase of international research 
(2002-2004) four representa-
tive urban regions affected by 
different pathways of shrinking, 

namely Detroit, Manchester/Liv-
erpool, Ivanovo, Halle/Leipzig, 
were compared. Results were 
presented in an exhibition in 
Berlin in 2004 – with about fifty 
mostly cross-disciplinary con-
tributions by architects, artists, 
planners and anthropologists 
plus an informational backbone 
comparing the four regions, 
complemented by an atlas and 
world map of shrinking cities 
presenting a global perspec-
tive.21 The second phase of the 
project (2004-2006) focused on 
possible interventions: a broad 
research into already existant 
or promoted successful and un-
successful policies, strategies, 
designs and initiatives. Again 
about thirty cross-disciplinary 
teams and individual artists were 
invited to develop and present 
interventions, ideas and scenar-
ios for shrinking cities in east-
ern Germany. The project part-
ner institutions chose different 
ways of commissioning entries: 
Architecture magazine archplus 
launched an international com-
petition22, the Bauhaus Dessau 
foundation commissioned inter-

disciplinary project teams to 
work on specific subjects such 
as suburbanization, withdrawal, 
work or aging, and the Museum 
of Contemporary Arts Leipzig 
invited a number of artists ad-
dressing questions of participa-
tion, representation and urban 
politics in their works to devel-
op projects.23 

Both exhibitions and publica-
tions aimed to give an overview 
of very diverse approaches to 
urban studies and urban prac-
tices, rather than to establish 
one coherent narration or at-
tempting to come up with one 
strategy, or one design. This 
may suffice to explain that 
Shrinking Cities was neither a 
strictly academic project nor a 
planning workshop, but in it-
self a discursive intervention 
on many levels, involving well 
over 200 authors from different 
fields. Its means were some very 
intensely reviewed exhibitions 
and publications, accompanied 
by many public events and dis-
cussions.24  

To conclude, the main fields of 
the debate on urban interven-
tion shall be outlined here, cit-
ing as examples some of the 
multifaceted responses within 
the project Shrinking Cities.

1. Polarization. 

Two playful scenarios devel-
oped by architects and artists 
pinpoint the main issues: A 
map of future “Schkreutz”25 ex-
plores spatial consequences of 
the Autobahn intersection be-
tween Halle and Leipzig becom-
ing the new focus of growth, 
while the New Town of Halle-
Neustadt and central districts 
of Halle and Leipzig are turned 
into theme parks and monu-
ments. The study “(Inverse) 
Saisonstadt”26 envisions an ever 
stronger transnational seasonal 
work exchange and cultural 
transfer between the (formerly 
shrinking) tourist regions of 
the Alps and eastern Germany 
until – maybe – a reversal takes 
place and the ruins of pre-fab 
estates are transformed into 
the cultural heritage explored 

29. Poster announcing the 
project exhibition, 2004.
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by a new generation of tourists. 
These scenarios are based on 
the continuing fragmentation of 
the physical and social spaces 
cities and regions are facing in 
a post-fordist global economy. 
The problem is much more ex-
treme and tangible in Russia 
and other post-socialist East 
European countries, and New 
Towns are more easily singled 
out as winners or losers because 
of their often rather homogene-

ous social and economic base. 
But to set the weakest cities and 
neighbourhoods in competition 
for scarce funds seems not only 
unjust – it is not to the point, 
either, because it overlooks the 
links and transfers between the 
local, regional and transnational 
economies which may be way 
beyond reach of municipal pow-
ers.27 New ideas are required 
for fulfilling the state’s avowed 
responsibility for the provision 

of equal living conditions in dire 
local circumstances. 

2. Perforation and Withdrawal.

To take away what’s no longer 
needed requires a political as 
well as an urbanist agenda, 
it concerns the hardware of 
physical structures as well as 
the software of services, facili-
ties and programmes provided 
within a town. It is not suffi-
cient to invest mentally and fi-
nancially only in the re-creation 
of old towns and to attempt to 
“heal” the cities from modern in-
terventions. The new challenge 
for planning is to honestly and 
sensibly accept and implement 
a fractured city, with areas of 
desertion (or reserves). There 
are many other options beyond 
the already mentioned mantra 
of shrinking back to the core – 
the task is to project new quali-
ties that withdrawal can gener-
ate and each city and town has 
to find a suitable pattern suited 
to the local interests concerned 
– for example, the need for af-
fordable housing.

3. Urban Landscape. 

To accept the consequences of 
shrinking requires other con-
cepts than expensive parks or 
fencing off brownfields. These 
could be urban wildernesses or 
forests, but also changing the 
property regulations to make 
possible the appropiation of 
neighbourhood gardens. In 
some post-socialist New Towns 
such as Zelenograd, the quali-
ties those “undefined” open 
spaces inherited by modernist 
city planning may have are be-
coming more and more appar-
ent – with the trees grown to 
the ninth floor. Changing work 
regimes may in the long run 
make possible – or, as can be 
observed in economic crises in 
industrial countries throughout 
the 20th century, necessary – 
lifestyles with more seasonal 
activity and even a reversal of 
the organization of agricultural 
production. 

4. Vacancies. 

In shrinking cities, there’s not 
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30. Schkreutz – Fictional map of the future centre around the 
motorway exchange of the urban region Halle and Leipzig.
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just empty space, but first there 
are under- or unused buildings 
that can be seen as valuable re-
source compared to expensive 
city premises. This depends, of 
course, on the rules of property 
and use, the openness of plan-
ning and also on the availability 
of start capital and support for 
“catalyst” projects. Vacant ap-
partment blocks can be turned 
into climbing ranges, as in dem-
onstrated in “sportification” by 
Complizen architects, or mush-
room farms, as in the business 
plan drawn up by the group an-
schlaege.de for GDR standard 
prefab buildings of type WBS 70 
in the city of Gera.28 In shrinking 
cities, the role of urban planning 
reverts from designing and reg-
ulating growth and the building 
of structures to negotiation.  
    

5. Special Zones and Migration.

Regulations and rules bearing 
upon urban development re-
quire a shaking-up. Scenarios 
of special zones created by geo-
graphically restricted social and 

economic programs point to the 
question, why the instruments 
responsible for extreme growth 
may not also be used to break 
the rules of shrinking. For ex-
ample, a study on a “Special So-
cial Welfare Zone” for the town 
of Forst suggested a new alloca-
tion scheme for the same state 
means already distributed to 
the town which would be based 
on a participatory budget and 
a guaranteed basic income.29  

The project “Exterritories”30 en-
visioned a Chinese special eco-
nomic zone in Halle, created a 
media stir and successfully chal-
lenged common assumptions 
on migration hierarchies. 
   
6. Moderation and Self-organi-
zation. 

Instead of grand visions, a close 
look and new valuation of local 
interests and resources must be 
the first step in open-ended de-
velopment processes. Tools can 
be the design of organization 
structures – as in the associa-
tion “Wir e.V.” drawn up by Vien-
na-based group Wochenklausur 

in Leipzig in order to create a ju-
ridical body allowing people to 
benefit from state sponsoring 
in jobs with a profile they them-
selves could define –, stimulat-
ing communication, appropia-
tion and new uses. Informal 
networks, citizens’ groups and 
other manifestations of “local 

social capital” are greeted with 
renewed interest in the plan-
ning departments of municipali-
ties. In absence of classic inves-
tors and developers, the real 
flagship projects turn out to be 
those with alternative models 
of ownership and development, 
e.g. in Dessau and Leipzig. In 
Halle-Neustadt, it is instructing 
to take a look at the sequence 
of projects adding up in sup-
port of cultural producers hop-
ing to preserve the late 1960s 
former railway station building 
and turning it into a centre for 
contemporary culture: from the 
often-cited spectacle “Hotel  Neu- 
stadt” to an International Sum-
mer School held by IBA Sachsen 
Anhalt, to the exhibition Shrink-
ing Cities. All this activity cer-
tainly played a role in the for-
mation of the proactive position 
taken by Halle’s city government 
towards the New Town. 

7. Image, Communication and 
Cultural Production. 

Cultural factors such as inter-
ventions in public space and 

31. Sportification – Activities for 
vacant buildings.

32. Grow! – A business plan 
to turn vacant buildings into 
mushroom farms.
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public media, art and cultural 
interventions, and projects 
about memory, perception and 
identity appear to be of primary 
importance in today’s “econo-
my of attention”. The “creative 
class” is touted as the saviour 
for every city aspiring to follow 
Manchester and Barcelona in 
putting itself on the map again, 
often resulting in streamlined 
branding policies mainly lining 
the pockets of communication 
agencies, star architects and 
real estate brokers. Instead of 
trying to attract only outside at-
tention, more weight should be 
placed on cultural projects with 
the potential of bringing to light 
the conflicts and desires that are 
present in a city and of making 
them work – by triggering dis-

cussion, setting examples and 
opening up possibilities beyond 
the usual logic of financial and 
administrative concerns. Cultur-
al interventions and image poli-
cies cannot, of course, replace 
urban planning and social poli-
cies, but they can inspire them 
and point out new directions.

33. Exterritories  – A media intervention subverting common 
notions about migration by suggesting the creation of a Chinese 
Special Economic Zone near Halle.

34. Hotel Neustadt – Turning a 
vacant building in Halle-Neus-
tadt into a performance space 
with a temporary theme hotel 
and multiple events run by local 
young people, Thalia Theater 
Halle in cooperation with 
raumlabor.

35. ZfzK – An initiative to create 
a Centre for contemporary cul-
ture in the abandoned railway 
station of Halle-Neustadt, venue 
of the exhibition Shrinking Cit-
ies in 2005.

INTI-seminar.indb   169INTI-seminar.indb   169 20-9-2007   9:31:2820-9-2007   9:31:28



E.
 B

ey
er

: 
Sh

ri
n
ki

n
g
 C

it
ie

s.
 N

ew
 P

er
sp

ec
ti

ve
s 

on
 U

rb
a
n
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

a
n
d
 P

os
t-

so
ci

a
lis

t 
N

ew
 T

ow
n
s

170

1Additional material was collected in 

the course of a visit to Zelenograd 

in October 2006 and research by 

the author on former Soviet New 

Towns for a dissertation at ETH 

Zurich.

2 See e.g. the various contributions 

of the issue “Stadtumbau Ost”, in: 

Garten+Landschaft 2002, No. 2; the 

brochure by WIEDEMER, Rochus: 

Why Demolition? Urban Restruc-

turing in Wolfen-Nord, Berlin: 

Shrinking Cities 2004, available for 

download on the informative site 

www.stadtumbau-ost.de run by the 

Schader Foundation; or for a criti-

cal assessment: BERNT, Mathias: 

“Demolition Program East”, in: 

Oswalt, Philipp (ed.): Shrinking 

Cities. Vol. 1: International Research, 

Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2005, 

p. 660-666.

3 Competition Entries were published 

by the Federal Ministry for Traffic, 

Building and Housing in the bro-

chure: BMVBS/BBR (eds.): Dokumen-

tation der Wettbewerbsbeiträge 

zum Bundeswettbewerb Stadtumbau 

Ost, 03/2003, available for down-

load at: http://www.stadtumbau-

ost.info/index.php?request=/

programm/wettbewerb.php.

4 The urban region Halle/Leipzig 

was one of the four main research 

areas of the Project Shrinking 

Cities, as well as Manchester/Liver-

pool, Detroit, and Ivanovo in Rus-

sia. See the respective chapters on 

each region in OSWALT, Shrinking 

Cities, Vol. 1.

5 For an overview of the building 

of the GDR New Towns see TOPF-

STEDT, Thomas: Städtebau in der 

DDR 1955-1971, Leipzig: Seemann 

1988, p. 26-45; more recent and much 

more detailed studies include: 

BEIER, Rosmarie (Hrsg.): Aufbau 

West Aufbau Ost. Die Planstädte 

Wolfsburg und Eisenhüttenstadt 

in der Nachkriegszeit, Ostfildern: 

Hatje, 1997; MAY, Ruth: Plans-

tadt Stalinstadt. Ein Grundriss 

der frühen DDR – aufgesucht in 

Eisenhüttenstadt, Dortmund: IRPUD 

1999; SPRINGER, Philipp: Verbaute 

Träume. Herrschaft, Stadtent-

wicklung und Lebensrealität in 

der sozialistischen Industriestadt 

Schwedt. Berlin: Christoph Links 

Verlag, 2006; HAIN, Simone: 

Schauplatz Hoyerswerda. Porträt 

einer existentiell bedrohten Stadt, 

in: Bauer-Volke, Kristina, und Ina 

Dietzsch (Hrsg.): Labor Ostdeutsch-

land. Kulturelle Praxis im gesell-

schaftlichen Wandel, Kulturstiftung 

des Bundes 2003.

6  January 2007 Data by the 

Federal Agency for Work (Bundesa-

gentur für Arbeit): Saxonia 18.6%, 

Saxonia-Anhalt 19.9%.

7 ROESLER, Jörg: Ostdeutsche 

Wirtschaft im Umbruch 1970-2000, 

Berlin: Bundeszentrale für politische 

Bildung, 2003.

8 As could be witnessed during 

almost all public panel discussions 

on the current situation of Halle-

Neustadt that took place during 

the exhibition of “Shrinking Cities 

– International Research” in the 

former railway station building of 

Halle-Neustadt from November 18, 

2005, to January 29, 2006.

9 See, e.g., NIKO.31: “Orbit Palast”, 

in: Oswalt, Shrinking Cities Vol. 

1, p. 384-392, or for a detailed 

account BITTNER, Regina: Kolonien 

des Eigensinns. Ethnografie einer 

ostdeutschen Industrieregion, 

Frankfurt am Main: Campus 1998.

10 By Sonja Beeck et al. in the 

context of a conference by the 

International Building Exhibition 

Stadtumbau 2010 from Septem-

ber 6-8, 2006. For some media 

reactions (as of November 2006) 

see  “Denkmalschutz für Halle-

Neustadt?”, http://www.halleforum.

de/article.php?sid=5290; or the 

discussion posted on 

www.wochenspiegel-web.de.

11 http://www.halle2010.de/html/

de/projekte/IBA.html

12 OSWALT, Philipp, and Tim Rieni-

ets (eds.): Atlas of shrinking cities, 

Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006.

13 See, e.g., SLATER, Terry R. (ed.): 

Notes
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Towns in decline, AD 100 – 1600, 

Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000; and the 

city portraits in: Oswalt/Rieniets: 

Atlas of shrinking cities, p. 32-36.

14 PRIGGE, Walter: “On the origins 

of shrinkage”, in: Oswalt, Shrinking 

Cities Vol. 1, p. 43-49.

15 For a discussion of the terminol-

ogy see e.g. VERDERY, Katherine: 

What was socialism and what 

comes next?, Princeton UP 1996; 

ANDRUSZ, G. et al. (eds.): Cities 

after Socialism, Oxford: Blackwell, 

1996.

16 For detailed picture see BRADE, 

Isolde (ed.): Die Städte Russlands 

im Wandel. Raumstrukturelle 

Veränderungen am Ende der 20. 

Jahrhunderts, Leipzig: IfL, 2002; 

and more recently BRADE, Isolde et 

al.: The Transformation of Urban 

Space in Post-Soviet Russia, Lon-

don, New York: Routledge, 2006.

17 For some perspectives on Soviet 

New Towns, see: KRAVCHUK, Jakov 

Terentevich: Formirovanie novych 

gorodov, Moskva: Izdatelstvo 

literatury po stroitel’stvu, 1973; 

FRENCH, R.A.: Plans, Pragmatism 

and People. The Legacy of Soviet 

Planning for Todays Cities, London: 

UCL Press, 1995; ENGEL, Barbara: 

Öffentliche Räume in den blauen 

Städten Russlands. Entwicklungen, 

Status und Perspektiven. Funktionale 

und räumliche Anforderungen an 

die Erneuerung öffentlicher Räume 

in den neuen Industriestädten Sibir-

iens unter veränderten sozioökono-

mischen Bedingungen, Tübingen: 

Ernst Wasmuth, 2004 (Dissertation 

TU Cottbus).

18 GÖLER, Daniel: “Raumstrukturel-

ler Wandel im sibirisch-fernöstli-

chen Norden”, in: Geographische 

Rundschau 55, 2003, No. 12.

19 SVERDLOV, Alexander: “Five 

Points about the City of Yuzha”, 

in: Oswalt, Shrinking Cities Vol. 1, 

p. 622ff; and MITURICH, Sergei: 

“Subsisting in Yuzha”, in: Oswalt, 

Shrinking Cities Vol. 1, p. 521-528.

20 SITAR, Sergei: “Consensual City”, 

in Oswalt, Shrinking Cities, Vol. 1, 

p. 368-375.

21 In addition to Oswalt, Shrinking 

Cities, Vol. 1; and Oswalt/Rieniets, 

Atlas of shrinking cities, a digital 

collection of research material and 

documentation of contributions to 

the first exhibition including a DVD 

with films was published: OSWALT, 

Philipp (ed.): Shrinking Cities 

Complete Works, vol. 1: Analysis, 

Berlin/Aachen: Arch+, 2006.

22 See the special issue: “Shrinking 

Cities – Reinventing Urbanism”, 

archplus 173, Mai 2005.

23 The results were presented first 

in November 2005-Januar 2006 in 

a second exhibition at the Museum 

for Contemporary Art Leipzig. See 

also OSWALT, Philipp (ed.): Shrink-

ing Cities, Vol. 2: Interventions, 

Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006; 

and the second part of the digital 

collection: OSWALT, Philipp (ed.): 

Shrinking Cities Complete Works, 

vol. 2: Interventions, Berlin/Aachen: 

Arch+, 2006. 

24 As of 2006, the research of the 

project is concluded, but exhibi-

tions have been shown in the 

case studies regions and at some 

international venues, namely at 

the Architecture Biennial in Venice 

2006, in Ruse (Bulgaria), New 

York, Detroit and Tokyo. Further 

exhibition venues: Frankfurt/Main, 

Dortmund, Liverpool, Manchester 

and St. Petersburg.

25 SMAQ: “Schkreutz City Map 1st 

edition”, in: Oswalt, Shrinking Cit-

ies, Vol. 2, p. 301-305.

26 ZINGANEL, Michael: “Tourism 

in a Luxury of Void”, and ALBERS, 

Hans-H., Hieslmair, M. and Saga-

din, M.: “[Inverse] Seasonal City”, 

in: Oswalt, Shrinking Cities, Vol. 

2, p. 244-256; see also: ZINGANEL, 

Michael et al.: Saison Opening. 

Kulturtransfer über ostdeutsch-

tirolerische Migrationsrouten, 

Frankfurt: Revolver 2006

27 AMIN, Ash: Rethinking Local Spe-

cificity and Community, in: Oswalt, 

Shrinking Cities, Vol. 2, p. 559-567.
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28 ANSCHLAEGE.DE: “Grow!”, in: 

Oswalt, Shrinking Cities, Vol. 2, p. 

174-178.
29 FEZER, Jesko, Stephan Lanz, and 

Uwe Rada: “Special Social Welfare 

Zone Forst”, in: Oswalt, Shrinking 

Cities, Vol. 2, p. 661-668.

30 FIEDLER.TORNQUIST: “Exterrito-

ries”, in: Oswalt, Shrinking Cities, 

Vol. 2, p. 630-637.

List of illustrations / credits:

1, 5, 6 Nikolaus Brade.

2-4, 7, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 

18, 19, 20, 21, 23, 24, 29, 35 

Schrumpfende Städte, Büro 

Philipp Oswalt, Berlin.

8  Planung und Bau der 

Chemiearbeiterstadt, 1972.

9,  10 Architektur der DDR, June 

1974.

22 Alexander Sverdlov.

25 Arkhitektura SSSR 1969.

26, 27, 28 Elke Beyer.

30 SMAQ Berlin and Rotterdam.

31 Complizen Planungsbüro, Halle.

32 Anschlaege.de, Berlin.

33 Fiedler.Tornquist.

34 Thalia Theater Halle/

Raumlabor.
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Round table discussion on the research agenda of the new institute 

Arnold Reijndorp: This is the final session of our seminar. We have 
heard a lot, seen a lot and, I am sure, also learned a lot. We have 
planned this meeting at the end of the seminar to share our experi-
ences so that all of us could participate in summing up what we have 
heard and contribute to drawing some conclusions. I hope that all of 
you will let your voice be heard.

Dirk Frieling: For us, the people who want to start this new institute, 
this seminar has an important function to test our preliminary ideas 
about our research program. The round table discussion is meant to 
create focus in the research program. 
The second thing I want to say is that urban development in general 
is an extensive field of research and there are already many insti-
tutes all over the world involved in it. With regard to demand and 
supply of knowledge and know-how we have to find out what may be 
a specific niche in this already well developed market. 
Our first reduction has been to concentrate on new towns, because 
we think that there may be demand from people confronted with 
migration processes either for environmental or for economical rea-
sons for whom new towns may offer one type of solution to accom-
modate these migration processes. Supply might then be provided 
by good insight in new towns in history and the reasons for the suc-
cesses and failures and for their growth and decline. 
Concentrating on this, new towns have been the topic of this pro-
gram these two days. When talking about urban development in 
general it is unusual to have lectures on water management or on 
rural development. But we have known for centuries that site selec-

tion for new cities is determined by the availability of fresh water 
and fertile land.
Of course, today’s program with its focus on modelling and cities 
outside Europe is also a means to come to grips with what might be 
a good focus for our research program. A preliminary outline of this 
program is in the seminar papers so I will not repeat them here. Tak-
ing that as a starting point the main question is: what did we learn 
during this seminar? 
An issue which came forward is that new towns are associated very 
much with planned communities. Whereas in modelling and espe-
cially in the contribution of professor Portugali, the issue is: in what 
way are cities examples of self organization? In what way can new 
towns be seen as examples of, or at least possibilities for, self or-
ganization? So I think that is a first lesson. I will not summarize 
before we start, but I give this example to invite you to do likewise. 
What did you learn from the seminar, keeping in mind that more 
focus is needed.  The better we can focus our research on issues 
which are missing in the supply of knowledge and insight already 
available, the better we may find a useful niche for this new insti-
tute.

Juval Portugali: I shall expand on what you have just said in two 
directions. On the one hand, if we want to find a justification for 
suddenly turning back to new towns and old fashioned planning, 
it is because they are examples of very strongly planned cities or 
parts of cities, they are interesting. In big or old cities planning is 
less dominant. In many cases the planning process of new towns 
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went from beginning to end. And this entails all kinds of interesting 
questions. One is, as I mentioned in my talk, the relation between 
planning and self organization.
The other issue, which is related but a bit different, is to what ex-
tent very intensive planning is a positive or a negative action. For 
example, in his article ‘A city is not a tree’ Christopher Alexander 
argues that planning too deeply, going into all the details of urban 
life, might entail negative implications. This is a second issue, which 
is related to the first one. 
And the third one came to my mind after the talk about shrinking 
cities. A few weeks ago I was at a conference on extreme events in 
Graceland. The background was formed by events such as 9/11 or 
Katrina, the hurricane in New Orleans, and it showed how a city like 
New Orleans shrinks in a very short time. Such issues, which are 
very relevant today, might be related to the issue of new towns as a 
renewed domain of studies.

Peter de Bois: My perception today and yesterday was that there is a 
strong demand for context knowledge. One of the reasons for that is 
globalization, and because of that the lack of a common social and 
physical doctrine, which gives us rules and regulations to organize 
public space. Because of that there is uncertainty about responsibili-
ties and the relation between public and private investment. So there 
is a kind of eagerness to obtain know-how. If we look at new cities 
from the past, most of them had a strong construction based on a 
social doctrine, as well as a physical doctrine. By studying them, we 
might reinvent or rediscover the social importance and social func-
tions of certain rules of engagement by way of spatial analysis.
My personal experience in 5 years of research in Almere with a group 
of students is that making a detour to a new town which was very 
restricted, very mono-functional in terms of physical conditions, has 
helped me to understand historical cities much better. Historical cit-

ies seem much better at self regulation, that is more flexible in re-
investing and reconstruction, in a more or less constant process of 
private investment. The study of Almere really gave us insight into 
the basic functional conditions for urban development.

Michelle Provoost: Well, my intuition would go very much in the 
direction of not thinking of any themes or putting accents in this 
whole field of study, but to look for boundaries. Because even for 
us, in our very tiny project of the modernist new towns, it has been 
extremely difficult to say: this is what we are going to study, this is 
what we will leave out, and this is where the boundary lies. 
The field of the New Town Institute as it appears to be now - and 
when I look at the scope of everything that was brought to our atten-
tion during these two days, it is so wide and it consists of so many 
things, that it really necessitates us to narrow our focus. 
At this stage I would say that perhaps it is best just to put a few 
therapeutic questions before the institute, like for instance: what 
sort of institute is it going to be? Is it going to be like a research in-
stitute? Or will it be something like an advisory board for new cities 
world wide? Will it be like a hands-on crew that travels the world to 
advise other cities to be built in foreign countries? Or will it prima-
rily be a sort of university focusing on this one topic? And questions 
related to that. What is the goal of the institute? Of course that will 
determine how it operates, and finally also the boundaries of the 
research. So what is the goal, who is the client? That will define the 
niche market for this institute.
And another question could be, there are a few parties involved in 
this institute, and they all have different knowledge, experience and 
talents. The university can do several things in Almere, while they 
have different interests and want something different from the in-
stitute. 
How does that relate to each other? But maybe more interesting, what 

INTI-seminar.indb   176INTI-seminar.indb   176 20-9-2007   9:31:3220-9-2007   9:31:32



177  

R
o
u
n
d
 t

ab
le

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n
 

are these differences? It is usually very revealing, not to disregard 
these differences but to fully point them out and exploit them.
And as a last point, the definition. Going through the memo, it struck 
us that the whole definition of new towns is very different from the 
definition that is commonly used in new town literature. It is very 
wide, and it is not yet really focused. When looking at this memo 
it could also mean new urbanization, or it could be something like 
new cities. In literature new towns are usually connected to planned 
communities of the new towns movement. And that is absolutely not 
what this institute is about. It is necessary to be extremely precise 
about that.
I think that that is the first thing to discuss and determine: is this 
about planned cities and self structuring organisms that affect it, or 
is it about any kind of urbanization which starts from scratch? In my 
opinion those are two completely different things.

Asesh Maitra: There are two types of new towns. One is an instant 
city, with a very captive population, like capital cities, company cit-
ies, the railway towns and the like. They have a captive population. 
The planners know these are the people who have to work there. 
And they calculate their number first. Then the other population 
follows to serve them. So there is only this captive population and 
you have a very definite program of development, housing, structur-
ing, everything related to that particular group of people. All are 
employed there and in that sense it is a more or less homogeneous 
group. 
The other type is like urban extensions, new towns to support an-
other metropolis. There the population is not known. It is likely to 
be heterogeneous. And to reflect their needs is much more difficult, 
because they would be coming from several social strata, several 
economic groups, the planners have no knowledge about them at 
all. And you never know who will come and when. So the planning 

for that kind of city is very different from designing a Chandigarh or 
an Islamabad. They need a certain degree of flexibility, a degree of 
self organization. Those cities will evolve over a period of time. The 
plan you make today may become obsolete in ten years time. 
Whereas in a capital city the captive population will never go away. 
Whatever happens, one generation will be replaced by another gen-
eration but of the same type. So there the requirements would re-
main more or less the same. It becomes different as Chandigarh is 
expanding beyond being only a capital. Then it will begin to become 
a heterogeneous city. And that multifunctional city replaces the old 
original city and evolves. 
How do you do that? I don’t think there has been much attention 
to that these days, apart from Reijndorp. But I think these are the 
things one ought to look at. I mentioned Durgapur in my lecture. 
It was originally planned for a very small population. But a huge 
number of industries have come. It has spread across miles and 
miles. That was not planned. Nobody foresaw that this could hap-
pen. One would have to learn, given experiences like this, how do 
you organize the whole spatial structure? How do you organize the 
space? What kind of monitoring mechanism do you need to conserve 
resources, make it sustainable, make it into a proper system? That 
kind of research is absolutely absent. I think that should be one of 
the areas of focus of the institute, because this is something which 
is going to happen more and more, if not in Europe, but certainly in 
the third world countries.

Karen Buurmans: I have a question that connects to what Michelle 
Provoost said. You talked about setting boundaries, but I think more 
about: what this institute can do to break through boundaries. 
We are here together with a number of institutes and disciplines, 
and we have heard lectures from environmental studies to compu-
ter programming to psychological aspects of planning, about how 
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people function and so on. And I was wondering if it is one of the 
aims or possibilities of this institute to instigate research that is 
cross-disciplinary, or inter-disciplinary. Something that is often dif-
ficult within the scope of a single institute. 
So is it possible, if you want to do some research like a PhD, to go 
to this institute and ask for funding for a combined project that 
will aim partly at developing computerized tools for instance? Urban 
developers and urban designers are good in what they do but they 
can not program computers, and if you want to work on models you 
need something like that. 
Is it possible to do some more fundamental research that crosses 
the boundary of one’s own discipline by means of this institute, is it 
one of the aims? Planning cities and new towns is broader than just 
making the drawings and finding the rules.

Han Meyer: These are important questions. My answer would be 
that this institution should be developed as a knowledge institute. I 
think that it is necessary and relevant to develop knowledge about 
new towns. That is the reason why we are participating in it. Why is 
it important? The first reason why it is important is that we are con-
fronted with a lot of new towns, mainly developed in the second half 
of the 20th century, all struggling with certain types of questions 
and problems, running from how to become a real town to the prob-
lem of losing inhabitants because of a mono-functional economical 
base.
We think it is extremely important to develop this knowledge because 
of its relevance to society. Let me first say something about the dif-
ferent participants. I think they decided to participate in this institu-
tion because they all agree on the social relevance of this question, 
that we need more knowledge about new towns. But all for different 
reasons: the universities because they think that this is relevant for 
their specific discipline; and the city of Almere for instance, because 

it thinks that it can help in the process of transformation into a real 
city. The primary goal is to produce knowledge which is relevant to 
present day questions.
And by producing that, after a few years cities and other organiza-
tions may start to ask this institute for advice, that might happen. 
So it is primarily a scientific institute in my opinion, and also a cross-
disciplinary scientific institute. That is why it is important that the 
University of Amsterdam as well as the University of Delft participate 
in this institute. And others may follow.
I could imagine that all kinds of cultural approaches, like those which 
were put forward in the lecture about shrinking cities, will also get 
attention for instance. The collaboration between the present par-
ticipants is not exclusive; other disciplines may also participate in 
this institute.
And finally the question of the definition of new towns arises: what 
is exactly the subject of all this research? I refer to my first observa-
tion that a lot of new towns from the second half of the 20th century 
were planned more or less as independent cities with their own ad-
ministration and with a certain plan to grow to 50,000, 100,000 or 
200,000 inhabitants. These were explicit planning goals.
And because of that it is also interesting to compare the results of 
these planning policies with  more historic examples in order to dis-
cover what caused cities to become successful 5,000 years ago and 
not during the last 30 years. That could be an eye opener. 
So I think the central focus is the recent generation of new towns. 
We should learn from it, not only for these new towns themselves, 
but also for the many, many new towns and new cities that will be 
developed during this century. And we should include historic com-
parisons, as these may be fruitful for the present and future genera-
tions of new towns.

Peter de Bois: It is very clear what you said Han, but I still do not 
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think it is a direct answer to the questions of Michelle Provoost. Is 
it possible that what you said can be done by one of the institutes, 
can we do it in Delft by ourselves? We probably can. So the question 
is: what is the added value of this institute? What could be its special 
position? What distinguishes it from other ones, what could be its 
special ambition, so that people will be happy to join the club and 
give support to the goals?

Han Meyer: I think that what has been gained from this seminar 
is the exchange of results of  research that has been done world 
wide and the fact that this new town institute is international. That 
means: collect results from universities around the world, combine 
them in a sort of knowledge database, and from that point on start 
initiating new research. Because if you compare the results of re-
search into new towns worldwide blind spots will become appar-
ent, you might see new and unexpected developments, you will see 
which new towns are successful and where things go wrong and you 
may analyze the policies behind them. All of that can lead to new 
research questions for the institute, research you are going to do 
together with different universities, here and abroad.

Peter de Bois: But then you could say that we are a think tank. And 
we just collect interesting items, we publish them and that is what 
we do.

Han Meyer: No, I think the most important thing is to initiate new 
research. Then you have a stepping stone. You start from the results 
that are presented worldwide and then you start new research.

Arnold Reijndorp: I want to add something to the discussion, not 
about the definition of a new town, but about the central item we 
should study. I want to go back to the first lecture, the lecture by 

Len de Klerk. He said: new towns are about reform. And that is what 
I find interesting. Because I think that reform is the opposite of self 
organization in cities. When I go back to the history of urban sociol-
ogy Robert Park, the founder of the Chicago school, hated the so-
called social reformers, because they feared the disintegrating fac-
tors in the city and tried to design models to reintegrate cities. Park 
said - very much in line with what you said about self organization in 
cities – that disintegration was only the first phase in reintegration, 
in the development of new systems, new models, new management 
of self organizing systems.
I think that this contradiction is very interesting when we try to posi-
tion ourselves in the field of urbanization. And then we should not 
be too meticulous about a definition of new towns, but we should 
use the definition of new towns being about social reform, to direct 
our research to the tension between these two. On the one hand 
social reform – because that discussion always exists, not only in 
the new cities of the 1970’s, but also the restructuring of older new 
towns is clearly a new phase of reform – and on the other hand a 
policy of ‘let it go’, generally indicated as a ‘market-oriented’ policy. 
The same is true, for example, in the French new cities around Paris. 
I think that is the central question. It was also the main issue in the 
lecture on shrinking cities. Maybe that is not a definition but it is a 
kind of perspective that brings our research together.

Marit Geluk: I have a question for Peter Gotsch. (Peter Gotsch is do-
ing a PhD on private new town initiatives). What do you think of the 
definition as we put it in our leaflet and on our website? Are you 
familiar with it? And I have the same question for you as you studied 
the new towns in Iran, do you have a definition?
Our definition of a new town, or new city, is that there is an initiative, 
an act of will, with a development plan for a new settlement that will 
become a self sustainable society with its own local government.
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Peter Gotsch: I will try to answer that. I think your short definition is 
quite OK. My reference, if it comes to definitions, is a definition by 
Erwin Galantay, a Hungarian researcher and professor who taught 
at Columbia University and who wrote a book about new towns. I 
think he has a list of criteria and he also described the history of 
the new towns very well. I am sure quite a few other references for 
a definition exist. Part of it, of course, is planned, it has a start-
ing date, it has an ending date, it has a target population, there is 
some kind of power behind it. We have seen in the Indian examples 
today that most of the new towns are dominated by some kind of 
political power at strategic positions and so on. But I refer to exist-
ing research to find a definition. Let me add that you should make a 
clear distinction between everything that is built from scratch – like 
informal settlements or city extensions – and new towns, because 
those are different entities and it should be clear that new towns are 
better defined.
With regard to my personal comment on these two days: I think 
the contributions are really well selected and give a very broad and 
complete picture. And it is good to brainstorm about the idea of 
new towns. What is missing for my agenda, however, is a discus-
sion about stakeholders. Because in some countries governments 
less and less involved in building new towns, private developers are 
taking over. It would be interesting to analyze what they are doing, 
and also to include them in the discussion. And the other missing 
stakeholders are the people of course.

Marit Geluk: And in Berlin? Because I understand there is some re-
search going on in Berlin about new towns.

Sebastian Seelig: Since we are doing research on new towns in the 
Middle East and Iran, and also a bit in Egypt and Morocco, we found 
the definition of new towns very fast. We are researching govern-

mental new town policies, and these governmental new town policies 
were mainly implemented from the fifties on and were very strongly 
influenced by the modernist planning approach. So basically our 
new town definition is the one Michelle also referred to. It comes 
very close to the definition by Ebenezer Howard that influenced the 
western planning paradigm of new towns. But in my opinion it is 
crucial to find the definition. In our project there were also some 
heated discussions about this topic in the beginning and working on 
the topic became easier once we had found the definition. 

Juval Portugali: About those definitions. The problem is not only 
how to define a new town, it is how to define at least half of the cat-
egories that we are using. For example, if you look at the history of 
attempts to define a city, you will see that no one has yet managed 
to define a city. And as you can see we still speak about cities, it is 
not a big problem.
The explanation comes from two sources. One is Wittgenstein. He 
has shown that there are at least two kinds of categories. Categories 
which have well defined boundaries and categories, those are prob-
ably the majority, that have a very strong centre but a very fuzzy 
periphery. You can easily say when you see a chair: this is a chair. 
But there are all kinds of funny chairs that can not be distinguished 
from tables, because the boundaries are not definite.
Those are called by Wittgenstein ‘family resemblance categories’ and 
there is a whole literature in cognitive science about categorization. 
The main person there is Eleanor Rosh, who suggested that family 
resemblance categories have a very strong centre periphery struc-
ture. And she called the centre prototypical examples or cases.
It might basically be a waste of time to find the final definition of a 
new town, because some new towns are very obvious. Milton Key-
nes is a new town. There is no question about that. But there are 
very fuzzy and extended boundaries and anyone can take a different 
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view. Actually, regardless of terminology, it depends on the context 
in which the term is used.
My suggestion would be not to spend too much energy on the defi-
nition of a new town.
You have suggested creating a research centre that will attract PhD 
students. I think this is the way to go. If this is going to be an inter-
national institute for new towns and if such an institute would attract 
a few students from all over the world every year, it would really be 
international. The opportunity for communication between different 
disciplines on the one hand and people from several parts of the 
world on the other will turn this into a very interesting project.
In the discussion it became apparent that new towns have at least 
two faces. On the one hand there is the issue of new towns - their 
success, their failure, their problems etcetera. On the other hand 
there are lessons to be learned from new towns, not only for other 
new towns but also for planning and development in general.
So I think this combination can create a very strong and attractive 
centre. And the issues that will be studied in it can be left at least 
partly open. Young people can come and suggest an issue to re-
search for a PhD. They can come with new ideas and new initiatives. 
This should at least partly be left open.

Karen Buurmans: I am actually very happy with your remark about 
not being too rigid in your definition. I just want to give one example 
that ties in with what Han said about a common kind of problem that 
occurs in these new towns. It links back directly to the definition that 
Michelle Provoost and you also used. There are a lot of large city 
extension areas that are just that, that are not new towns, but they 
have exactly the same problems as many new towns have. So it is a 
matter of your aim, of what you want to do. If you are talking about 
wanting to define those problems and find an answer to them, then 
our answers are also applicable to those large city extension areas. 

And then there is this fuzzy area between where the new town be-
gins and where the city extension area ends or becomes a new town 
area in itself or perhaps a new community. 

Not identified: I should like to suggest that we do not focus primarily 
on historical knowledge. Of course we need historical knowledge 
as a background, as a context that you can reflect on, but like the 
website shows us, all kinds of new towns exist all over the world. 
Perhaps we could give some kind of information about where new 
towns or cities with reform ambitions exist, like mapping an infor-
mation platform, and with that give focus and context to what hap-
pens all over the world and what kinds of problems and solutions 
are present. In this way you have an overview of what is happening.
And then, what Portugali said about the start of PhD studies, com-
bining the motives and ambitions of people, you can get feedback 
on this platform. Perhaps the platform could also be a platform for 
discussion and international interaction between people and insti-
tutes to show what they are busy with. The context could then be 
available for everybody.

Arnold Reijndorp: I very much agree with what professor Portugali 
said about not using a too strict definition. I am always very much in 
favour of defining the nucleus: where do you want to put the accent, 
and not the boundaries, because the boundaries will not solve it. 
There will always be all types of questions which are doubtful, is it a 
new town or not, but that is not the most interesting point. 
I would like to emphasize and suggest that we should make a dis-
tinction, talking about focus, between what is a new town and what 
is an urban extension. Of course there are a lot of similarities be-
tween new towns of the 1960’s and 1970’s and urban extensions 
of the 1960’s and 1970’s, but one of the main interesting issues I 
would also like to study is the question of autonomy of a city in a 
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wider context. That is one of the things also put forward by Len de 
Klerk, which I think is very interesting. It is exactly the question of 
when a new town is planned like a more or less autonomous or in-
dependent municipal entity. What is the perspective of this concept 
for the future, already proposed by Ebenezer Howard more than a 
hundred years ago?
Let us finish our discussion on these matters for today, knowing it 
will never end. I will not try to summarize what we have heard during 
this seminar or what has been said just now. However, I am quite 
sure that this seminar has indeed brought what we had hoped for, 
that is clarifying our subject of research and helping us to give focus 
to our research program. So I really want to thank all of you for your 
contribution to this first international seminar, organized by this yet 
formally to be created International New Town Institute in Almere. 
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prof. em. ir. D.H. Frieling

Some Conclusions

One of the reasons the International New Town Institute in Almere 
organized its first international seminar was to assess its prelimi-
nary research program. An outline for a research program was pre-
sented to participants, speakers were invited to shed their light on it 
and at the end of the seminar a round table was held on the research 
agenda, keeping in mind what was said in the various lectures. It is 
appropriate to close this publication with some conclusions on what 
we have learned. These final remarks will follow the chronological 
order of the seminar. First the original outline. Then a summary of 
lessons from the lectures by way of ‘one-liners’ and the themes that 
received attention during the round table. Finally, we will draw some 
conclusions on lines of thought in the research program that may 
help the new institute in its main aim: to acquire, activate and dis-
seminate knowledge, experience and insight in new towns, serving 
those who are engaged in their development and transformation.

Outline of a research program

To map the field of research on new town development, three roads 
of access will be explored: development of new towns in the 21st 
century, transformation of new towns from the second half of the 
20th century and new towns in history, to analyze the reasons for 
their success or failure.

Today, as in the second half of the 20th century, new towns are gen-
erally conceived as satellite towns of existing main cities to accom-
modate ongoing regional growth, while preventing an unsustain-

able  expansion and intensification of the central city. These satellite 
towns may have quite different social effects on the central city. With 
ongoing immigration - always a main source of urban growth - the 
new settlers may concentrate in the main city, while the original in-
habitants move to the new suburbs. The opposite may also happen: 
the new settlers will concentrate in the new satellite towns, while the 
original inhabitants stay in the central city. Segregation of new and 
old settlers may not happen at all, or be more related to specific age 
groups: young people moving into the city, families moving out and 
elderly people moving in again. What do we know about the causes 
and effects of different new town policies in this respect?
  
Historically, new towns have also been developed as a means to 
exploit virgin land by colonization and as spontaneous or deliberate 
strategies to reinforce the economy of rural areas by urbanization. 
The Zuiderzee project in the Netherlands is a case in point. Could 
this type of new town policy still be useful in developing countries 
where rural economies will change into urban ones? 

During the course of history new towns have been developed as 
part of migration processes or general strategies, be they military, 
economical, social or all of these at the same time. Quite a few were 
abandoned again or experience decline right now, such as many 
former industrial towns all over the world. But many survive and 
several have grown into major cities. What were and are causes of 
failure and success?
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New towns as planned cities, are part of complex social decision 
processes of various public and private parties and of many indi-
vidual households, companies and institutions. How are these deci-
sion processes managed and what kinds of methods, models and 
simulation techniques are available to participants to improve their 
insight and overview of the course of events? 

All new towns that survive in due time will become normal. As the 
generation of the pioneers fades away, so do the memories of those 
special circumstances at the start. Yet a culture of independence and 
enterprise may persist to become part of a local or even national 
identity. ‘Can do’ is the slogan of Almere. When, how and for what 
reasons do new towns become normal ones? Do these more or less 
artificial communities have specific opportunities because of being 
new or do they encounter special threats as soon as the special 
policy ends that gave them birth?

It is questions like these that the New Town Institute shall have to 
tackle. As this might be a provisional research agenda, during the 
seminar we hoped to exchange ideas and experiences with people 
engaged in this same field of research.

Lessons from the lectures

These lessons of the lectures have been written many months after 
the seminar was held. They are based on re-reading the lectures 
and reflecting on what they had to say on the research that the 
New Town Institute might embark on. The lessons do not pretend 
to summarize in one sentence well-prepared speeches of half an 
hour. Nor do they necessarily correspond in a direct way with what 
a speaker said. Even so we do hope that we have extracted the es-
sence of their lectures. And certainly these lessons lack the richness 

of information and detail of the original lectures. To savour them, 
read this book.
The lessons are presented here as one-liners with a few sentences 
to clarify them. 

New town development is intimately linked to social reform. (Len de 
Klerk)
The original title in 1898 of Ebenezer Howard’s classic was sim-
ply ‘Tomorrow’. And its subtitle: a peaceful path to real reform. As 
much as this book influenced new town development in the 20th 
century, the main aim of new towns is regional development to pre-
vent ongoing growth of big cities by introducing clusters of new 
towns at some distance, towns of limited size, with a socially as well 
as economically balanced community, conditioned by communal or 
municipal landownership. 

Immigration policy and community building are key issues of new 
town development. (Wil van der Most)
The land reclamation in and ensuing colonization of the former 
Zuiderzee is a well documented showcase of changing policies of 
immigration and community building in  new settlements over a 
long period of time, including a transition from rural to urban de-
velopment. 

Site selection for urban development has to be based on a critical 
assessment of the natural environment. (Willem Oosterberg)
Vulnerable delta areas offer an example of the strategic choices to 
be made in site selection. The main choice here is between evading 
floods by settling on higher ground, preventing floods by manipulat-
ing the natural water system (with dikes, pumps etc.) and preparing 
for survival if the flood nevertheless turns up. 
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In a historical perspective selection of site and local layout appear 
to be of strategic importance to the future of a new town. (Han 
Meyer)
To enable a new town to become a real town its regional position 
and its urban structure should create favourable conditions for com-
plex forms of urban life. Main characteristics of these conditions 
are multiple orientation, multifunctional infrastructure and flexible 
parcellation.

Historical analysis of urban design and urban form may clarify 
their otherwise hidden political and social implications. (Michelle 
Provoost)
By analyzing the role of Doxiades in urban design and development 
in Asia, Africa and the Middle East since the 1950’s and by analyzing 
the urban form of Toulouse le Mirail in France and the fortunes of 
that city since then, this lesson is convincingly demonstrated.

Present conditions demand reinvention of unifying concepts and co-
ordination of local initiatives to replace centralized planning. (Rudy 
Rabbinge)
Agriculture, by cultivating the earth, conditions areas for all kinds 
of subsequent use. It has been a great force in the colonization of 
the world by man. Growth of agricultural production and growth of 
population go hand in hand. 
In the Netherlands, traditional planning is not possible anymore. 
Agriculture has lost its power. A unifying concept for urban devel-
opment is no longer available. And planning authorities have been 
abolished. So we should search for an alternative. There are ample 
opportunities and possibilities, they should be used. 

Social analysis of actors with different value systems may clarify 
their otherwise hidden influence on spatial development. (Klaas van 
Egmond)
The Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency has developed 
a model that distinguishes people according to their value systems. 
Territorial and social dimensions are used as a frame of reference. A 
simplified scheme offers a territorial choice between a global versus 
a regional orientation and a social choice between competition ver-
sus cooperation, thus creating four main culturally distinguishable 
groups. The idea is that these groups will make different political 
choices in various policy decisions, such as, for instance, dilemmas 
of land use.

Self-organization is an important concept to explore and under-
stand the behaviour of cities. (Juval Portugali)
Self-organization is a notion about the spontaneous emergence of 
complex entities from the interaction of simple units. Language is a 
case in point. There is a growing interest in the connection of self-
organization to city development. City gaming, in which participants 
have dual roles as actors interacting with their direct neighbours and 
as agents who have an overall view, is an urban simulation model 
that can be used as a planning support system.

Building your own new town in virtual reality enhances the image of 
that city. (Jan Kragt)
In Zoetermeer, as is the experience in many other new towns, posi-
tive opinions of its inhabitants about living there do not seem to 
diminish negative opinions of outsiders. To promote Zoetermeer in 
the outside world, a computer game has been developed to simulate 
building Zoetermeer in virtual reality. This triggered the start of an 
IT academy in Zoetermeer and the game is now being used in pri-
mary schools all over the country in lessons on ‘city development’.
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So the transition of ‘new town’ into ‘new city’ could be conceived  
as  a transition of home into theatre. (Arnold Reijndorp)
The myth of suburban utopia is the ideal of a home-centred life, 
protecting your homely values against interference of a dangerous 
outside world. The urban dream is the ideal of a permanent interac-
tion between different social groups that enriches one’s experience 
of being alive. A clue to a transition between suburban and urban 
lifestyles may be the public exposure of eroticism.

The history of new towns is a story of changing paradigms (Asesh 
Maitra)
Any new city is a manifest superposition of a natural environment 
by an artificial geometry. This is serious, even holy, business and in 
India a series of treatises on the subject by various authors exists, 
codified in the 4th century BC. They contain guidelines for site selec-
tion, orientation, lay out, land use and building rules.
Looking at a selection of new towns from 2500 BC until the present 
time, we see how these different aspects, their relative importance 
and their interaction combine into varying paradigms of the ideal 
city. 

New towns are associated with growth of population, but as most of 
Europe will experience decline, we might have to reinvent the new 
town. (Elke Beyer)
Under conditions of considerable decline of population, with no 
perspective of gaining new inhabitants in a foreseeable future, the 
more or less automatic response is to tear down all that was newly 
built and go back to the traditional European town as it existed until 
the middle of the last century. In Germany a project called Shrinking 
Cities explores a wider range of options by choosing a cultural ap-
proach. Research, design and debate concentrate on various strate-
gies that shrinking cities may follow in reinventing their city.

Themes of the round table

Four themes came up during the round table at the end of the semi-
nar.
First of all, a lot of attention during the seminar had been given 
to self-organization and planning as two different ways of develop-
ment. Research could be done on the differences in approach as well 
as results, by comparing new towns as typical examples of planning 
with traditional, long existing towns that are mainly self-organiz-
ing.
Secondly, extending this line of thought, one might distinguish also 
two different types of new town: the mono-functional town, like in-
dustrial towns and mining towns, sometimes in rather isolated spots, 
with socially a more or less ‘captive’ population and economically a 
more or less ‘closed’ character, as opposed to the multifunctional 
town that is part of a regional or metropolitan development, socially 
heterogeneous and economically undefined. Here also, research can 
clarify differences in development strategies and sustainability.
Then, thirdly, the question arose: what is the definition of a new 
town and the focus of the new institute? The notion ‘new town’ is 
commonly used for modernist towns of limited size, built roughly in 
the third quarter of the 20th century. The institute however stretch-
es the notion ‘new town’ to any urban settlement in history that was 
built or will be built from scratch according to a predefined plan. 
The answer to this question may be that the institute will be a self-
organizing scientific community that will generate its own focus of 
research by interaction between members from different continents 
and of different backgrounds and disciplines.
A last point of attention has been: what did we miss? What aspect of 
new town development has been neglected? An implicit assumption 
during the seminar was that public authorities are in charge of new 
towns. But if we are to be serious about self-organization then all 
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stakeholders must come into the picture: private companies, various 
interest groups and certainly the people living there.

Some conclusions

In the original outline the preliminary research program distinguish-
es between historical periods in new town development, different 
types of new towns, planning methods and decision processes and 
differences between planned new towns and towns that developed 
more or less spontaneously.
The main lesson that can be drawn from this seminar is how in new 
town development questions of a technical nature, such as site se-
lection, street pattern and land parcellation, of a social and cultural  
nature, such as immigration policy and community building, and of 
an operational nature, such as planning and self-organization, are 
intricately intertwined. If that interconnectedness of technical, social 
and operational aspects of new town development is to become the 
focus of the new institute, the new institute has to compose its sci-
entific profile and research agenda accordingly. 
An important lesson is also that, confronted with actual problems 
of development, a critical analysis of history can clarify how and 
why those kinds of problems arise and if, how and with what effect 
they might be tackled. The lectures of Maitra, Provoost and Meyer 
certainly made this point. Again, if this should become part of the 
scientific profile of the institute, historical analysis of development 
policies and the main actors in these processes have to become part 
and parcel of the research agenda right from the start.
A third and last lesson of the seminar is that, indeed, some impor-
tant aspects of new town development have been underexposed. A 
better focus on operational aspects of development policy would 
have exposed the various actors in these processes, as well as their 
role and influence. In Shrinking Cities, for example, cultural actors 

trigger a new approach to that phenomenan. But economical as-
pects, for instance, and the importance of landownership more spe-
cifically, have been completely neglected. If the institute is really 
interested in new town development and would also like to be taken 
seriously by people actually engaged in new town development, it is 
clear that the economy of new towns also has to be on the research 
agenda.
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