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The discourse on cities and urban development has gained a considerable appeal 
during the last two decades or so. On the one hand, economists such as Edward 
Glaeser or sociologist like Richard Florida have emphasised the economic 
relevance of strong cities as magnets for the ‘creative class’ and drivers of 
growth. This has resulted in strategies to accommodate the services-based 
industries and to accelerate higher education and R&D. The ‘new economy’ found 
its way to transformed warehouses and other, centrally located, former industrial 
sites. The impact on city centres has been profound and largely positive, with a 
new influx of social, economical and cultural life.  On the other hand, we have all 
been stunned by the incredible growth of cities in China, India, Latin America and 
Africa.  These, mostly industrial powerhouses, due to their sheer size will test the 



limits of contemporary urban infrastructure. Providing sufficient amounts of 
housing, energy, clean water, food and urban mobility to these new urban masses 
will be among the most complicated challenges of the 21st century. 
 
In a nutshell, these are the keys to understanding contemporary global urban 
development. Structuralist as it may be, it is tempting to regard the development 
of cities as a continuous lifecycle, with discerned phases of youth, maturity and 
decay, after which phase a transition may occur to new growth. Most emerging 
giants in the East and South are clearly in a phase of profuse growth and have not 
yet stabilized into a state of mature development.  In Europe, on the other hand, 
we see a balanced and mature urban system, with a stable hierarchy of primary, 
secondary and tertiary cities and towns all connected through dense networks of 
physical, virtual, political and economical ‘infrastructures’. Stable as the system 
may seem, individual cities and regions in Europe will face decisive 
transformations to safeguard their position in the increasingly global networks.  In 
this article some of the highlights of current European urban development will be 
introduced.   
 
Although some genuine growth poles do exist - mostly on Europe’s frontiers, such 
as Istanbul, Moscow and in some respects, London – modest growth, stasis or 
modest shrinking is typical. Investing in existing assets is therefore the way to go.  
But even this strategy has been altered dramatically in the past decade. Large-
scale port and waterfront regenerations such as Hamburg’s Hafencity project or 
Amsterdam’s waterfront transformation were driven by substantial demand for 
housing units and office space and the availability of funds for iconographic new 
cultural facilities. The results are well-designed, easily accessible and rather 
complete new urban areas with the qualities and potential of new downtown 
districts. The availability of large European funds and strong economic dynamics 
has also accommodated the impressive regeneration of many cities in the newer 
member states of the EU: Riga, Talinn, Vilnius, Krakow, Katowice, Prague, 
Bratislava, Lubljana to name a few, but also Lyon, Bordaux, Lisboa, Valencia, 
Bilbao, Genoa, Thessaloniki and other Mediterranean cities have seen massive 
investments in their public space, infrastructure and new residential and office 
districts.  With the availability of funds decreasing and the growth potential of the 
cities decreasing as well, future transformations will have to be different in scale, 
approach and outcome.  One of the distinctive features of current practices is the 
bottom-up rather than top-down approach of urban transformation. Public funds 
may provide some essential investments to ensure accessibility and a functional 
and attractive public space. The remainder is the responsibility of private 
initiatives, with a strong position for end-users to influence the urban 
development. This process of co-creation with a strong actor-network based 
approach is currently being widely tested in many northern European countries. 
The results may be less spectacular and near–instant urban districts, but they 
may also be more resilient, more adaptive and exiting.   In other ways as well, the 
impact of the current economic downturn might turn out to be benevolent for 
urban development. For instance, we may witness the end of urban sprawl. Due 
to the decreased need for new housing and offices, the increased costs of fuel 
and decreased public budgets for new road infrastructure, there will be a 
tendency to invest the remains of the funds in the existing urban areas and not to 
plan new ones. The ecological footprint of compact cities is many times better 
than that of extended sparsely urbanised agglomerations.  Also, an increased 



citizen engagement in urban development is a healthy correction after the 
discipline has been state-dominated for so many decades. In the end, our cities 
and towns are public goods just as much as they are assembled pieces of private 
property and state-owned infrastructure. A last topic that I would like to raise is 
the regeneration of post-war residential districts in nearly every European city. 
This is a process which will involve a huge amount of funds and can probably only 
be successfully implemented in a close collaboration between public and private 
actors and with a strong emphasis on citizen participation.  
 
Compared to the emergence of a new class of super-megacities or the execution 
of laboratory ‘ smart cities’ in the middle of the desert, urban development in 
Europe seems to be rather tame. Nevertheless, the European continent boasts of 
the most mature and balanced urban system in the world, and many European 
cities consistently top the lists of liveability rankings. The on-going 
transformations to accommodate new trends in workspace, mobility, 
manufacturing, retail and the role of public space, will dominate the urban 
development agenda for the coming decades. In a period with public and private 
funds both severely stressed, this will require the utmost ingenuity and efforts of 
all those related to urban development.  
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