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“What exactly is a city? A geographical accident? A glorified trading post? A communicational 
mode? A cultural symbol? A focus of power? A multiple art form? Or simply a state of mind? 
A city in fact is all of these things and more.” 

J. M. Crook 

 

 

Executive summary 

Sustainability and globalization have – not surprisingly, in view of their importance in urban and 
regional development – been themes at a number of UNECE research conferences, with different 
facets highlighted each time. Economic aspects of urban development occupied the foreground of 
the debates at the Ninth Conference on Urban and Regional Research, although it focused on social, 
behavioural and ecological aspects of sustainable development and new institutional arrangements. 
This conference is concentrating on how specific instruments (planning and urban design) and their 
changing decision-making framework (governance and participation) can redefine the public interest 
in territorial development and contribute to more liveable cities and city networks in the UNECE 
region. Topic 1 elaborates new approaches to planning and new urban design as two essential 
instruments which can help cities become driving forces of development. 
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I. CHALLENGES THAT CITIES CURRENTLY FACE 

A.  Urban trends and problems 

1. Cities in the UNECE region have a development history which reflects the political, social 
and economic structures of the countries in which they are located. Today more than 75 per cent of 
the population is concentrated in urban areas. This concentration has changed cities’ physiognomy, 
but not necessarily to their advantage.  

2. While increasing movements of people are creating a diverse urban culture, they also 
contribute to persistent problems, such as growing poverty, deepening inequality and polarization, 
division and segregation, high rates of urban crime and violence, and deteriorating living conditions. 
Population expansion in certain cities can cause problems in countries which have reached a state of 
virtual population stability. 

3. Despite increasing cultural diversity, cities are becoming more difficult to distinguish 
physically from their surroundings. Natural areas within and around cities tend to disappear under 
the economic pressure of expansion. Decreases in open and public space (including agricultural 
land) and in biodiversity threaten the quality of city life. Cities are losing their boundaries, while 
human activities are penetrating deep into the hinterland, consuming rural and natural areas.  

4. Urban sprawl and housing estates are typical of contemporary cities. In many cities the 
original compact core is surrounded by a kind of “second city”, physically separated from but 
functionally integrated with the conurbation. 

5. Transportation and other infrastructure networks that serve and connect these dispersed 
activities tend to fragment and degrade city neighbourhoods and landscapes, a major non-renewable 
natural resource. Sub-urbanization and the spread of urban functions lead to longer travel distances 
and ultimately to the deterioration of the quality of facilities and services. Declining use of public 
transport and increased use of private cars add to the problems of cities. 

6. New complex networks of small and large cities are creating an urban continuum in many 
parts of Europe in which the classical cities become just a component of these new networks. 
Paradoxically, within this urban continuum, both spatial and social fragmentation are occurring. 
They are closely linked, one leading to the other and vice versa. Increased disparity between 
different groups results is causing not only changes in urban governance but also large areas of 
deprivation, which contrast with high-quality development schemes for new economic activities and 
well-kept residential areas for privileged groups. 

7. Urban exclusion means that a shift has occurred from the paradigm of inequality within a 
cohesive social entity to the paradigm of fragmentation, isolation, poverty pockets and radical 
otherness. The degree of social inequality, cultural conflict and political fragmentation is growing. If 
nothing is done to stop this shift from integration to segregation, cities will break up into separate 
sectors – on the one hand overprotected areas and on the other hand dangerous ghettos and "outlaw 
zones". 

8. Technological innovations are favouring cities as centres of service, education, know-how 
and capital, as well as gateways to international markets. The speed of technological development is 
faster than at any time in history. However, physical infrastructure, the housing stock, patterns of 
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energy use in human settlements, urban transport and waste management are still insufficiently 
sustainable in most countries and communities.  

9. Current economic activities are influenced by a combination of two main forces: 
globalization and specialization (local or regional). The globalization of the economy strengthens the 
impact of external factors on urban development. Globalization profoundly affects a city’s structure, 
its economy and way of life. It increases the internationalization of metropolitan regions (in terms of 
both capital and labour), changes the distribution of responsibilities between the public and the 
private sector, attributes a stronger role to a few major cities within a country, and creates social and 
economic polarization within cities and intensified competition among cities, especially large ones. 

B. Turning the twenty-first-century city into a driving force for development 

10. Cities are considered the driving force of political and economic integration in the process of 
globalization. Their enormous economic, social and cultural energy can make a major contribution 
to the promotion of social and economic cohesion.  

11. Cities are not just territories where social transformations take place; they are actors of this 
process. They can be economic, social and cultural driving forces, becoming incubators of 
innovation and an alternative to the crisis of the nation-states. A new type of urban system is 
emerging at the global and transnational regional levels, where cities are crucial nodes of 
international coordination and servicing dynamic economies.  

12. In the current phase of the world economy, characterized by geographic dispersal of 
economic activities, cities can even play a strategic role. They can function as “command points” in 
the organization of the world economy; as transnational locations for investment, as key locations 
and marketplaces for leading industries and as sites for the production of innovations in those 
industries. Thus cities can perform a dual role at the intersection of the global economy and the 
nation-state. 

13. Urban development can be an important part of the national economy. As was pointed out at 
the Ninth Conference, only rich and healthy cities can take care of their own development – be 
driving forces for themselves. Redistribution of resources (such as taxes) between nation-states and 
cities is needed to create balanced national development. Successful cities can thus serve as a 
driving force on a national or even international scale.  

14. It is in the interest of cities to be strongly connected at the economic level. This enables them 
to induce the creation of a closely knit financial network of great efficiency and productivity, 
maintain high levels of employment and ensure a competitive edge in the global arena. The 
knowledge-based economy has become more important than conventional industries, and new 
production processes may result in less pollution. These changes may turn cities into a driving force 
of new ideas and life-styles, bringing back bustling city centres, an enhanced urban landscape, and 
more biodiversity in the urban fringe and the surrounding rural areas.  

15. Key concepts like sustainability, urban identity, community life, safety, health care provision 
and social, gender and generation cohesion, together with the growing demand for an environment 
that offers a better quality of life, are the core requirements for enabling a city to act as a driving 
force of development.  
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16. The need for sustainable city development, based on the principle of fulfilling present needs 
without compromising the possibilities for development of future generations, was a central theme 
of the Ninth Conference. The conference found that environmental sustainability requires careful 
management of space, for which planning is an essential tool. It explored how the ecosystems 
approach could be embedded in city management and recognized that environmental quality is a 
major factor in guaranteeing the economic success of a city. In fact, environmental quality is a 
necessary though not sufficient condition of sustainability.  

17. Better access to housing, education, health, culture, recreation, information and other social 
services and facilities for all people living and working in cities of the UNECE region forms an 
important part of a sustainable development strategy, along with the goal of creating a wide range of 
economic and employment opportunities. A further step to be discussed at this conference is how to 
balance economically based urban development with healthy living conditions.  

18. Capitalizing on the cultural and natural attributes of cities and regions, managing their 
historical character, and promoting the uniqueness and diversity of their character and identity can 
be significant advantages for the UNECE region. A particular challenge is to increase the 
attractiveness of cities by enhancing the public realm, creating and nurturing public spaces for 
personal contacts and interaction among all groups, and providing accessible opportunities for 
leisure and recreation.  

19. In many cities the public realm has been eroded. It needs regeneration as the place where a 
sense of community and social activity and vitality are developed. Regenerating the public realm 
extends to the conservation and reinforcement of the network of open spaces, parks and leisure areas 
within cities. 

20. Urban design is considered a key instrument of the renaissance of the twenty-first-century 
city. The revival of urban design, discussed further below, can help improve social communication 
and interaction and foster the integration of commercial, institutional and residential facilities. Urban 
design is essential for urban regeneration because it promotes and enriches the quality of the urban 
environment for the benefit of those who live and work in towns and cities. Not only inner cities and 
historical cores but also large housing estates, abandoned industrial sites and deprived, degraded or 
unplanned parts of the urban fabric require regeneration. Urban design is thus both a key contributor 
to the city as a living environment and a driving force for development.  

21. A new approach to governance, involving all stakeholders, may best counteract the current 
large economic and social disparities and tackle social problems such as unemployment, poverty, 
exclusion, criminality and violence. It would have to encompass full and open participation by the 
local community, a topic which this paper explores in greater depth. 

22. Many factors point to the future of the city as a polycentric rather than monocentric 
community. This prediction, which appears especially likely to be fulfilled for metropolitan areas 
and gateway cities, implies a good relationship between town and countryside. A promising 
approach is to maintain and improve the essential functions of city centres and other key nodes while 
protecting natural areas against unfettered extension and multiplication of such urban networks.  

23. Integrated networks of cities are considered essential for sustainable development. They 
enable twenty-first-century cities to increase their competitive advantages. By joining networks of 
specialized cities, cities can supply each other within a flexible system of exchange of goods and 
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services. Other networks of cities share economic and/or cultural interests. Many such networks are 
more or less guaranteed to transcend national boundaries. This issue is examined at the regional 
level in the discussion paper on Topic 2 (UNECE/HBP/SEM.54/3). 

24. Previous UNECE research conferences have identified urban sprawl as a hitherto intractable 
problem. More efforts and research are needed to stem and control the relentless outward expansion 
of urban areas and halt the trend towards suburbanization of the twenty-first-century city. Many 
solutions have been tried with varying degrees of success and merit further exploration. What is 
currently advocated is to increase the supply of building land in towns and cities; fill gap sites and 
use space-saving building methods; develop building land near traffic lines and nodes; promote 
inner urban development; improve the quality of living and housing conditions in urban areas; 
conserve existing ecosystems; and create new green areas and biotopes. All these measures are 
bound to be more successful with effective land-use planning and the use of proper planning 
instruments at all levels. 

25. Civil society expects cities to be fully accessible. This requires good transnational 
transportation networks as well as regional links between small and medium-sized towns and rural 
and island areas, so that inhabitants enjoy rapid, pleasant, sustainable and economical connections 
between places of work, living, leisure and culture. In reality, economic constraints tend to limit 
these demands; and more efficient ways need to be found to improve and broaden accessibility.  

26. One such way is to combine land-use and transport planning, although their combined effect 
on human behaviour may be limited, as was discussed at the Ninth Conference. Careful selection of 
the location and intensity of activities, promotion of mixed-use areas and development of efficient 
transport interchanges should reduce people’s need to travel. A new approach to movement policy 
involving a broader choice of transportation modes can also help, together with mixed developments 
where people can both live and work. Unlike traditional zoning policies, such development could 
reduce the need to travel and could consequently conserve energy and reduce pollution. It could also 
introduce more variety and vitality into the urban fabric, especially in city centres. Resorting to new 
technologies and traffic management could also decrease reliance on private vehicles. 

27. The key features (discussed above) that make cities driving forces of development show that 
poverty, fragmentation and insecurity can persist even in cities able to play a pre-eminent role in the 
economy’s globalization. This may result from paying too much attention to the economic role of 
cities instead of balancing it with social, environmental, political, cultural, psychological and spatial 
dimensions of development. A progressive vision or “ideology” of city development could be 
included in urban driving forces for development.  

Questions for discussion 

(a) What remedies are there to prevent cities from degrading, and what can be done to improve 
cities in adverse conditions like those described above? 

(b) What instruments have been effective in your country in making cities more liveable?  

(c) Are there prerequisites – other than those elaborated here – for cities to be a driving force for 
development?  

(d) Are there successful examples of establishing a balance between behavioural, economic, social 
and design dimensions of urban development?  
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(e) Can you give examples of successful projects or implemented urban policies which have made 

cities, and in particular urban cores, suburbs or large-scale housing estates, more sustainable?  

II. A NEW APPROACH TO PLANNING 

28. Sometimes cities are victims of routine practices and myths. Planners attempt to explain how 
they expect plans to work, which mechanisms should be in place and how their success can be 
assessed. However, in many cases statutory plans specified by law are unrealistic in terms of 
addressing many of the critical issues. Often they do not provide a framework for making decisions 
regarding community priorities, or do not take into account the needs and concerns of low-income 
groups. They tend to remain physical in nature, attempting to cover every square metre with an ideal 
pattern. Such plans place more emphasis on the plan as a product than on setting in motion a 
dynamic process.  

29. However, some forms of plans, such as “performance-oriented plans” (Davidson 1996), link 
the plan to outcomes and are determined by the performance required rather than by prescribed 
statutory patterns. Two of them, action planning and strategic planning, both inspired by modern 
business management, are defined as participative decision-making processes whose aim is to 
achieve limited objectives.   

30. Lack of inspiration is one factor that decreases motivation and efforts to achieve desired 
objectives. Visions as a participatory inspiring technique focus first on the outcome – what the world 
will look like – and then on actions. Visioning through graphic and verbal descriptions of future 
situations has been used to develop user-friendly versions of plans. This helps to achieve outcomes 
by reframing problems and changing beliefs and activity patterns (Hopkins 2001). 

31. This implies a “call for change in the way we think about cities, teach about them and shape 
their future” (Campbell and Cowan 2002). Some of these issues deserve further exploration by 
researchers and rethinking by decision makers.  

A. Planning and participation 

32. For many years, researchers have been discussing whether the involvement of users in the 
planning and decision-making process brings plans closer to the real city. In community planning, 
participative planning units are established based on a common interest in a local building 
programme. On that basis, participatory workshops engage people to work together in drafting 
projects and designs. The chances of success increase when urbanization plans drafted with the 
community are linked to social and educational programmes . 

33. In a city-wide planning process, similar techniques are designed to reach as much of the 
population of the city as possible, with the aim of engaging a large variety of participatory groups. 
Generally, key stakeholders come together to agree on the main lines of action. A wide range of 
techniques (e.g. community visioning, future search, community advisory groups, cycles of public 
debates, stakeholder dialogues, consensus conferences, hearings and public consultations, 
plebiscites, referendums, popular initiatives, participatory budgets, online forums) contribute to 
improving the contents of the plan. However, the value of engaging a large number of inhabitants in 
a city-wide process remains an issue worth further discussion. As Rousseau said in the eighteenth 
century, “the public interest is not the same as the interest of all”. Societies comprise a complex 
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network of interests, and, unless appropriate systems and procedures are in place, participation can 
be misused and be counterproductive.  

B. Risks of participation 

34. If participation is undertaken seriously and the administration is committed, participation can 
drive towards a fairer city that improves the quality of life for a wider part of society. However, 
there are risks which can reduce participation to a formality. Sometimes participation processes, 
while they are used to give the impression that a place is designed by popular will, are in reality 
misused for political reasons. In other cases people are consulted on issues which they have 
difficulty understanding because they are separated from the bigger picture and the issues are 
expressed in a language alien to them. Confidence in the process is lost when input is sought by 
people who have no means of delivering the solution, or when inhabitants are told that their interests 
coincide with what has already been planned (Campbell and Cowan). A municipal information 
system conceived as an easy, accessible tool for administrative transparency and collective 
participation is quite important for increasing confidence in and commitment to participatory 
practices.  

35. To show commitment, participatory communities have to find meaning in the process. 
Participation may take time, and its effectiveness depends on the capacity of communities, including 
their formal and informal leaders, to understand the process. Building the capacities of communities 
is not a one-off event.  

C. Challenges to the new approach: From governing to governance 

36. The new, more democratic approach to planning calls for processes that create an all-
inclusive atmosphere through citizen participation and engagement in policy making. This is in line 
with the new paradigm of public administration, according to which government is expected to 
reduce its direct intervention and seek to facilitate the contributions of others instead. These trends 
have an impact on urban planning, which re-appraises what government does and establishes new 
relationships between the state, society and individual citizens. 

37. In this context, effective governance remains an important prerequisite for economically, 
socially and environmentally balanced cities and regions. Principles of good governance have been 
described in numerous documents worldwide. These principles can be transferred to the context of 
cities and regions. The proposals of the White Paper on the reform of European governance (CEC 
2001) call for better involvement and more openness with the general public; better policies, 
regulation and delivery; global governance; and refocused policies and institutions. The UN Centre 
for Human Settlements (2002) has characterized good urban governance as involving sustainability, 
subsidiary, equity, efficiency, transparency and accountability, civic engagement and citizenship, 
and security. The UNECE Strategy for Sustainable Quality of Life in the Twenty-First Century aims 
at promoting democratic governance that responds to the need of local governments. 

38. As was mentioned at the Ninth Conference on Urban and Regional Research (UNECE 2002), 
spatial planning and urban research can particularly help to create good governance in urban eco-
governance (ecologically sustainable policies), socio-economic governance (education, culture and 
empowering citizens) and city-based governance (visionary strategies). 
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D. Challenges to the new approach: City partnerships 

39. In the context of decentralization, the relationships between local and central government 
and between local government units themselves are a crucial element of balanced territorial 
development. Often administrative boundaries disrupt natural urban systems, with the result that 
urban hierarchies may be truncated elements of wider systems. Based on the principles of 
subsidiarity and collaboration, two or more units of local government may deliver certain services, 
through the implementation of mutual agreements to carry out specific functions for the mutual 
benefit of their respective inhabitants.  

40. For the same reasons, local governments in regions divided by national boundaries which 
face difficulties in integrating spatially with the rest of the national territory may be strengthened by 
encouraging linkages among the leading cities of bordering countries. Exploring new ways of 
promoting international interurban networks as an instrument of development, especially between 
countries at different stages of socio-economic development, deserves further attention. The urban 
reality of small centres located in underdeveloped peripheral regions supports the idea that using the 
urban system within one country only is not enough to generate economic and social change.  

E. Challenges to the new approach: Links between policy planning and implementation  

41. Urban planning is a tool of urban management, and urban management operates within a 
policy context. Often the blame for unbalanced development has been attributed to lack of planning. 
However, the problem is not lack of planning but ineffective interaction between socio-economic 
processes, planning options, urban policies and political practices. The act of considering cities as a 
purely technical object “creates” a virtual city. Another reason for the gap between plans and their 
implementation is that planning is not considered an organic process where plan formulation is 
blended into plan implementation, revisions and further implementation.  

42. Moreover, a set of policy instruments need to be considered to guarantee that the targeted 
effects can materialize. Among them are the integration of urban planning processes with fiscal 
policy and management; relating land planning to budget preparation; guaranteeing both the social 
function of the city and property rights in the development process; and democratizing urban 
management generally. Additional policy instruments which fit into the specific context of each 
country need further exploration.  

43. Most importantly, special land use policies are needed to meet individual and collective 
interests to secure the place of the public realm. Urban partnerships involving land owners, 
residents, interest group and private developers require a clear legal, political and fiscal framework 
guaranteed by local authorities within the areas where urban change is planned. Often municipalities 
prepare development guidelines or social impact assessments, sometimes with other involved 
bodies, to achieve this before any interventions can take place. Such studies take into account the 
economic situation, the quality of the environment and services, and the availability of public spaces 
in the neighbourhood that is directly affected by the development. Findings can be used as a basis 
for achieving the right balance between individual and collective interests and negotiations during 
the development process.  
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Questions for discussion 

(a) What methodological innovations are being introduced in your country to establish a more 
viable new approach to planning?  

(b) What criteria are used in your country to assess whether a plan is successful? Can you give 
examples? 

(c) What factors may impede the establishment of interurban networks, national or international? 
What are the mutual benefits of promoting interurban networks, especially between developed 
and less developed countries? 

(d) What kinds of country-specific policy instruments have to be in place to guarantee the link 
between planning and implementation?  

(e) What kinds of land-use policies can promote development in which the interests of land owners 
are represented alongside the interests of the city as a whole? 

(f) What other aspects of the new approach to planning can contribute to redefining the public 
interest for territorial development? 

(g) How is participation used, and what can it realistically achieve? At what level has it been most 
effective in your country? Which creative techniques have been introduced into what types of 
participatory planning processes to inspire actions? 

(h) How is it possible to attract a very large number of inhabitants to participate in planning their 
cities, and what systems should be in place? How can we guarantee that citizens will exercise 
their rights and will feel a responsibility to participate? 

(i) What risks of participatory practices have you encountered, and how do they affect the quality 
of life of inhabitants? Given such risks, can participatory practices help to achieve a fairer city, 
the “city that we want”?  

(j) What systems and structures make communicative planning work effectively? What tools of 
collective participation and transparency can governments use to increase confidence in and 
commitment to participatory practices? Can you give examples?  

III. URBAN DESIGN STRATEGIES TO CREATE MORE LIVEABLE CITIES 

A. Perception of the urban environment, cultural identity of the city and economic 
impacts 

44. Pride of place is an important feature of successful cities. Citizens who feel ownership of 
their neighbourhoods, who identify with and feel a sense of belonging for the places where they live, 
work and play can be powerful driving forces for development. Numerous studies on location 
criteria for inward investment cite a high-quality urban environment, able to attract and retain a 
highly skilled labour force, as an essential attribute of liveable cities. Thus economic development is 
driven, in part at least, by the quality of the cityscape, intrinsically a combination of private capital 
investment and the public realm.  

45. As a crucial asset of the urban environment, the public sphere arguably has some market 
value, concerning which it may be difficult to achieve consensus. In turn, the shaping and 
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preservation of this common good depends on collective efforts which are synergetically connected 
to economic development. Clearly, mechanisms other than those of the market apply to the common 
“ownership” of cityscape from which all users of the city benefit. Some form of legislation is needed 
to arbitrate between private and public interests in common goods such as cityscape and landscape. 
If development is left to purely competitive market forces, its added value depends on the quality of 
the urban environment on offer as perceived by potential users; thus investment in higher standards 
may pay off in the longer term.  

46. Besides economic considerations, the public realm and the cityscape generally are important 
contributors to the cultural identity of the city. Alongside purely economic considerations, subjective 
values also influence the attractiveness of cities, and they are worth including in a sustainable urban 
strategy.  

47. Like commercial brands, the image or identity of a city constitutes an important cultural 
attribute. A city’s image can also have economic repercussions; it can be negative or become a 
driving force of development. Image building thus constitutes an important part of an urban 
perspective.  

48. Images of cities can exert powerful influences and may be transformed into icons which are 
copied out of context. For example, images of European cities appear in Disneyland; similarly, 
American shopping malls are spreading throughout Europe. The twentieth-century models of the 
“garden city” (Ebenezer Howard) and the “radiant modernist city” (Le Corbusier, CIAM) had and 
still have global repercussions. Both were profoundly anti-urban concepts and led to urban sprawl 
and the fragmented city. One of the aims of New Urbanism is to counteract these effects and 
revitalize existing cities. For New Urbanism the two most important factors of recreating urbanity 
are the relevance of the specific context of the city and the quality of urban design at all levels. 

B. Urban design strategies 

49. Reacting against car-based urban sprawl and seeking to bring back urbanity, both New 
Urbanism in the United States and the revival of urbanism in Europe (e.g. the “re-urbanism” of 
Campbell and Cowan) advocate a high-quality urban environment. As was elaborated at the Ninth 
Conference on Urban and Regional Research, contemporary urbanism calls for compact cities, high-
density development near transportation nodes, a city for walking in, urban villages, home zones, 
and even gated communities (which are favoured by developers offering exclusivity but which may 
exclude urbanity in the process). 

50. Although ideas about producing more liveable cities differ, new urbanists assign urban 
design a key role in the delivery of “good places”. In many UNECE countries, urban design is 
penetrating planning legislation. Promoted by the built environment professions, urban design has 
found its way into governmental agencies, which have elaborated its role and produced guidelines. 
Even developers and land owners have started to incorporate urban design into their handbooks, and 
it is taught in its own right in higher education. Urban design – what Francis Tibbalds calls  “the art 
of making places” – has reached the mainstream.  

51. A major goal of urban design is to produce a high-quality public realm. To the quality of the 
built environment, it contributes character, continuity and enclosure, ease of movement, legibility, 
adaptability and diversity (DTLR/CABE 2000). Urban design strategies aim to identify essential  
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elements derived from in-depth surveys and expected to influence urban form and people’s 
behaviour in a positive way. Urban design, a three-dimensional part of city planning dealing with 
visual and non-visual aspects of character, helps shape both urban regeneration and new 
development so as to strengthen the catalytic interaction between people and key urban functions. 
Although urban design principles apply to city cores as well as suburbs, to “brown site” 
development as well as large-scale projects, a criterion of good urbanism is to what extent the 
existing urban fabric can add value to the city’s social and cultural life.  

52. Urban design strategies deal with the city from two perspectives – from “within”, including 
the regeneration of existing urban areas, and from “without”, focusing on both the immediate and 
wider surroundings of cities. Urban design strategies can thus influence the “grain of the city” as 
well as the wider connection between the city and its hinterland, including the countryside.  

C. Design strategies at the regional level 

53. Urban design alone cannot curb urban sprawl. However, it can contribute some basic 
principles towards containment or reversal. Morphologically defined urban spaces and clear city 
boundaries can liberate some countryside. If such contained cities form polycentric networks, they 
have to secure independent management and reduce their ecological footprint by applying measures 
such as energy efficiency and ecological waste management.  

54. The spatial planning system based on the physical structure of the city region can benefit 
from urban design and its analytical approach to the physical fabric. If the political aim is a “regional 
city”, the basic structure of the region needs reconsidering to facilitate the development and 
integration of communities and neighbourhoods, as well as the implementation of other strategies, 
such as the expansion of public transport and safeguarding of the public domain on a human scale.  

55. Understanding what makes a city region successful can stem from an analysis of its overall 
structure and the reasons for its fragmentation. Knowledge of how fragmented components are 
positioned as regards their centrality or peripheral nature can assist the consolidation of existing 
structures and the reintegration of marginal functions.   

56. In particular, urban design strategies at the regional level can balance highway and road 
networks with human-scale corridors which may improve single-purpose marginalized areas. 
However, successful mixed use depends also on sound social, economic and market conditions. This 
approach contributes to the “city of harmonious development” scenario (discussed in paragraph 62), 
which can apply to city regions as well as cities themselves.  

D. Design strategies at the city level 

57. In designing a complex entity such as a city or seeking to integrate parts thereof, it is 
important to consider both the physical and non-physical aspects of the structure of urban networks. 
Only thus is it possible to understand their interactions, contradictions and mutual reinforcement. 
Research has its role to play. Analyses at the local city level of landmarks, nodes, pathways, edges, 
points of conflict and non-physical aspects can be scaled up from the anatomy of a district to a range 
of levels of resolution, up to the city region.  
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58. The most complex interactions occur in city centres and cores due to development pressures 
and the rapidly changing demands of city users. Triggered by the environmental lobby, reducing car 
journeys in city centres was a political challenge which improved the liveability of city centres 
considerably. Initial opposition by motorists, traders and other vested interests was fierce, but the 
experiment convinced many of them. This urban design model has spread throughout the world: 
many cities have banned cars; pedestrianized public space; remodelled squares, meeting places and 
green areas; recaptured streets for people; linked up significant points with foot and cycle 
movements; converted bleak alleys into shopping arcades; and created covered public spaces. These 
interventions are mostly design led, and public participation in the planning of such complex central 
areas with their vast diversity of users is difficult to achieve. Outcomes may assist in generating new 
central places and rearticulating inadequate ones to consolidate existing urban textures and establish 
new connections.  

59. Throughout the UNECE region, and especially in countries in transition, suburbs are often 
considered problematic landscape areas, be they composed of single-family units or large 
industrialized housing estates. These monofunctional areas with few or no amenities and little 
variety were built with scant regard to aesthetics. Many such outskirts are in particular need of 
regeneration, and ideas from researchers and designers are in great demand. To succeed, new urban 
design strategies for these areas have to be conceived as an inherent part of urban policies which 
deal with social exclusion of urban peripheries and ways to re-incorporate them into the urban 
structure as a whole. Urban design can be a powerful creative tool able to exert a significant impact 
on all actors (inhabitants, authorities, developers, planners, architects, engineers) involved in city 
development. They could all benefit from knowing more about the “place-making” process, why 
“good places” work in providing new sociable spaces for groups and individuals, and how urban 
design strategies can create more liveable cities. 

60. Regeneration of derelict areas and large-scale development are also key tasks of urban 
design. Brownfield sites left behind by defunct uses are widespread in the UNECE region. Among 
the many examples of regenerating abandoned industrial areas, commercial waterfronts and outdated 
utility sites are, at the regional level, the International Bauausstellung Emscher and, at the city level, 
Wasserstadt in Berlin and large strips of industrial and railway land along the Seine in Paris, such as 
the André Citroën and Renault sites, Parc Bercy and the National Library.  

61. Old seaports underwent different types of transformations. In the United States, many (e.g. 
San Francisco, Baltimore) were driven by the amount of visitors and the consumer index; in London 
Docklands as an exercise of liberalism without planning; in Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam with close 
control by the city and port authorities; and in Barcelona as a trigger of urban economic and cultural 
regeneration.  

62. Another approach is the “city of harmonious development”. Moving away from piecemeal 
small-scale design, it aims at a new spatial order for a sizeable fragment of the city. At the same 
time, a large degree of spatial and functional coordination takes place between the elements, which 
are joined into a planned and later-implemented whole. Economic, land and property ownership 
issues tend to hamper such a comprehensive approach. Yet without it, urban evolution could be left 
to “self-development”, short-term gain, stalemate planning, or partial “quick-fix” political solutions. 
This approach stands the best chance of realization outside the city boundaries, although this may 
create conflicts between the new area and the existing city, instead of integrating such urban growth.  
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At a less ambitious level, the approach can be implemented on the many large brownfield sites 
within the city boundaries which are in dire need of urban renewal. 

Questions for discussion 

(a) How do cities in the UNECE region influence each other? Which design features are being 
transferred, with what effects, in your country? 

(b) Is it possible to stop or reverse the trend of suburbanization and urban sprawl? If not, how 
improvements be made in these areas, especially regarding large-scale, high-density 
(prefabricated) housing estates?  

(c) How does private capital contribute to city image building? Does it make the city more 
liveable? 

(d) What role does urban design play in the improvement of cities in your country? Who is in 
charge of it? How does it relate to other planning instruments? 

(e) What survey techniques and instruments of urban analysis are used in your country to better 
understand city structure and urban trends in quantitative and qualitative terms? 

(f) What concrete design strategies are being used at what level (national, regional, local) to make 
cities more liveable?  

(g) What models of urban development are implemented in your country? Please give examples.  

(h) What influence, if any, do the various charters (New Athens Charter, New Urbanism) and urban 
models have on planning and design strategies in your country? How does this show in 
practice? Please give examples.  

 

CALL FOR RESPONSE PAPERS 

63. Country delegations, international organizations, researchers and NGOs are invited to 
prepare response papers demonstrating the challenges involved in policy implementation and giving 
examples of recent research and its findings. Response papers should address issues as well as 
respond to some of the discussion questions posed in this paper. 

64. The response papers should be prepared in English. Authors are welcome to also submit 
translations into Russian, French or Slovak for distribution. Papers should be submitted in electronic 
form to the UNECE secretariat (urbanregionalresearch@unece.org) by 30 April 2006; they must not 
exceed 2,600 words.  
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