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Voorwoord 
‘De toekomst van de metropool’ was het brede 
thema voor de achtste Enneüs Heermalezing. 
Het belang van de stad en van stedelijke regio’s 
wordt steeds groter. Wij waren benieuwd naar 
de vraag hoe die metropool zich ontwikkelt 
en wat ervoor nodig is om die almaar verder 
groeiende stedelijke gebieden ook op termijn 
leefbaar te houden. Voor dit onderwerp had-
den we de Amerikaan Edward Soja uitgenodigd, 
die als geograaf veel onderzoek heeft gedaan 
naar metropoolontwikkeling. Maarten Hajer, 
directeur van het Planbureau voor de Leefomge-
ving, gaf zijn eigen visie op de toekomst van de 
Nederlandse metropool.

We kregen twee verrassend verschillende 
verhalen te horen. Soja, die beschreef hoe 
metropolen zich hebben ontwikkeld vanuit het 
industriële tijdperk, via de suburbanisatie naar 
de situatie van nu: de metropolitane regio. De 
buitenwijken en voorsteden zijn zelf steden ge-
worden met hoge dichtheden, functiemenging 
en al het goede én slechte wat de stad zoal te 
bieden heeft. Die metropool met meerdere ste-
delijke kernen draagt echter ook het gevaar in 
zich van wat Soja noemt spatial injustice. Zaken 
als vervoerssystemen en huisvesting kunnen al 
snel leiden tot uitsluiting van bepaalde groe-
pen en daarmee tot sociale ongelijkheid.  

Hij legde de verantwoordelijkheid voor het 
tegengaan van deze vormen van uitsluiting 
vooral neer bij de huisvesters en projectontwik-
kelaars in de zaal: denk ook na over dit soort 
sociale gevolgen en houd er rekening mee bij je 
strategie.

Maarten Hajer zag vooral een uitdaging om ste-
den voor te bereiden op de klimaatverandering. 
Hij betoogde dat we een land van ingenieurs 
zijn die voor elk klimaatprobleem een techni-
sche oplossing kunnen bedenken. Maar wat 
gevraagd is voor de toekomst gaat niet alleen 
om technische oplossingen; het gaat vooral om 
bewustwording hoe zaken met elkaar verband 
houden. Het beperken van de klimaatverande-
ring kan alleen als iedereen daaraan zijn bijdra-
ge levert. Dat vraagt om nieuw leiderschap en 
een nieuwe taal. Gevraagd is een aansprekend 
en positief verhaal en geen bedreigende cijfers. 

Klimaat en ruimtelijke ongelijkheid: is het één 
voorwaarde voor het ander? Wat is belangrij-
ker? Die discussie bleef onbeslist. Wat uit beide 
verhalen wel duidelijk werd, is dat er een ver-
antwoordelijkheid ligt bij het maatschappelijk 
middenveld om hierin het voortouw te nemen 
en nieuwe coalities te smeden. Afwachten tot 
een overheid dit soort problemen adresseert en 
oplost is niet productief. De overheid kan in zo’n 
nieuwe coalitie natuurlijk wel meedoen.

Pauline Meurs
voorzitter Enneüs Heermalezing

Pauline Meurs
voorzitter Enneüs Heermalezing
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Prof. Edward Soja

From metropolitan to  
regional urbanization
The title of my talk is meant to capture the dramatic changes 
that have been taking place in the social and spatial organiza-
tion of cities over the past thirty years. I will argue that the very 
nature of the urbanization process, and along with it the way we 
experience urbanism as a way of life, have changed significantly. 
More than ever before, understanding the city today requires a 
specifically regional perspective. 

Extraordinary transformation needs new ways 
of thinking

The last thirty years have seen an extraordinary transformation 
of the modern metropolis all over the world. The development 
of the metropolis - or metropolitan urbanization as I’m going to 
call it - has probably changed more in the last thirty years than 
in any other previous period.  This does not mean that there are 
no significant continuities with the past. When I say there has 
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been a shift from metropolitan 
to regional urbanization, I’m 
not saying that there is some 
kind of distinctive break and 
the old urbanization disap-
pears and a new one takes 
its place. The old forms of 
metropolitan urbanization 
are continuing. They are just 
getting less and less dominant 
as a new form of urbanization 
moves in and mixes with it in 
complicated ways and in ways 
that are going to differ from 
one metropolis to another. But 
what it is demanding is that 
we don’t go back in terms of 
understanding the contem-
porary city, to our old ways of 
interpreting the urbanization 
process. What is changing is 
also asking us to think diffe-
rently than we used to about 
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metropolitan development, about housing 
development or whatever we are interested in. 
The changes have been great enough for us to 
question what we may very confidently think 
we understand, about the nature of the urban 
process or urbanism as a way of life or any 
other aspect of the city we’re involved in.  

The term post-industrial is  
misleading

People noticed something new happening in 
the 70s. There was a kind of turn in the 60s,  
a period of urban crisis felt around the world: 
1968 in Paris, 1965 in Los Angeles and in Amster-
dam as well. Looking back we can now see that 
it was the birth of something new and diffe-
rent. These forces have begun to transform the 
post-war modern metropolis and take it in new 
directions. I start with the first idea that arose 
and call it a false start, a misleading interpreta-
tion of what was happening. I refer to the term 
‘post-industrial’. The concept of post-industria-
lism arose largely from American census infor-
mation which showed that manufacturing was 
declining and the service industries were incre-
asing. So they said: “Ok, so now we’re going to 
be a wealthy society of hamburger flippers and 
other people involved in the service sector. The 
service sector is going to be the new growth in-
dustry and we can forget about manufacturing 
because it is going to disappear.” This was the 
beginning, by the way, of the extraordinary de-
velopment of contemporary China, the fastest 
urban industrialisation in world history with 

the monopoly on the production process on a 
global scale over the last several years. China 
has now become the world’s leading manufac-
turer, passing the United States, passing Japan. 
In part this was somewhat influenced by this 
misleading concept of post-industrial society, 
particularly in North America, but also in Britain 
and Europe as well. 

Both deindustrialization and  
reindustrialization

At the beginning, deindustrialization domina-
ted the academic and policy responses to urban 
restructuring, in keeping with the notion of 
emerging post-industrial society.
Later on, urban scholars began to realize that 
the process was much more. It was not only 
deindustrialization taking place - that is in 
many of the advanced industrialized countries 
manufacturing was declining relatively - but 
there was also a new industrial sector emer-
ging,  a sector that had to do with information 
intensive activities and information intensive 
industries. The FIRE-sector (finance, insurance, 
real estate) was suddenly starting to boom 
in many countries. Also the culture industries 
and the high technology industries began to 
expand. And so particularly from my vantage 
point and that of many of my colleagues wor-
king in this area, to view Los Angeles as post-in-
dustrial was absurd, because it was the leading 
manufacturing centre in the United States. 
The manufacturing sector was booming in the 
70s and 80s. So we decided that a different 

interpretation was necessary and we began 
developing a variety of concepts, talking about 
global economy and post-fordist economy, a 
change from fordist-industrialization to a new 
kind of industrialization, a flexible specializa-
tion, the informational city and so on. We were 
also starting to talk about the intensification of 
surveillance, fortification and gated communi-
ties. Many new approaches were developed to 
analyze and understand the urban restructu-
ring process. 

A new phase in the urbanization 
process

The focus was on trying to make sense of the 
restructuring of the modern metropolis. To 
describe this I temporarily used to the word 

‘post-metropolitan transition’. In a book I called 
Postmetropolis I said that something was hap-
pening to the metropolis so that it was now 
emerging as something very different. I didn’t 
know what to call it. I used the word ‘post-
metropolis’ simply as a kind of catch-all for the 
new trends that were emerging, not knowing 
the best way to interpret what was happening. 
Very recently however I began to be convinced 
that a better way of describing these changes 
was to call them ‘regional urbanization’ and 
argue that this notion of regional urbanization 
defined a distinctive new form of urbanization. 
It was not erasing the old form but certainly 
adding very different layers on top of it, crea-
ting new forms that some called post-modern 
urbanism, but I now much prefer to call regio-
nal urbanization. 
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From the industrial city to the 
modern metropolis

I think that almost everyone assumed that 
what I’m calling metropolitan urbanization was 
a sort of natural form of urbanization: this is 
the way it’s always going to be. But if we look 
back historically we can see that this form of 
metropolitan urbanization was a second phase 
in the development of the industrial capitalist 
city. The 19th century phase was not a period of 
metropolitan urbanization. The early industrial 
city was a highly centralized, highly concen-
trated urbanism with relatively little suburban 
growth. The industrial bourgeoisie had houses 
beyond the city and commuted to them, but 
there wasn’t really a suburbanization process 

of any magnitude going on. Everything was 
concentrated, compact in highly dense cities; 
maybe among the densest cities in human 
history. And what these cities did, was to con-
centrate enormous poverty. These were some of 
the worst conditions in cities in 12,000 years of 
urbanism. The early industrial city was keenly 
observed by Friedrich Engels in Manchester and 
Charles Dickens in London. These cities were 
enormously problematic, filled with every kind 
of challenge you can face in the city, particu-
larly poverty and disease. These conditions, 
which stimulated in the 19th century a strong 
and militant labour movement, also provoked 
capitalists to get out of these crowded condi-
tions and began a process of decentralization 
which eventually led to a second phase which 

I call metropolitan urbanization. As Engels 
observed, the early industrial capitalist city had 
a distinctive geography, with social classes or 
income groups organized in concentric rings or 
sectors.  This geography was picked up in many 
ways by the Chicago School of urban sociology, 
trying to build models of what was really the 
industrial capitalist city of the 19th century. It 
looks strange because in the 1920s and 30s, 
when the Chicago School was at its peak, this 
suburbanization or metropolitan urbanization 
was beginning to rapidly take shape, comple-
tely distorting their models.

Metropolitan urbanization and 
the urban-suburban dualism

What was happening in this metropolitan 
urbanization was the creation of a very fami-
liar dualism. The modern metropolis emerged 
with a split personality. There is the urban core, 
usually one urban core (monocentric), which 
still remains dense and heterogeneous, filled 
with excitement and density, buzz, crime, art, 
museums, drugs: this is the city, urbanism as 
a way of life. And then there was the other 
world, the suburb as a way of life: much more 
homogeneous, widespread, boring, dormitory 
communities with people working in the city, 
families often consisting of a white male wor-
ker with a wife staying at home and two cars 
in the garage. And they were very distinctive 
worlds: the buzzing core city and its surroun-
ding series of suburban rings. One of the dis-
tinctive features of metropolitan urbanization 

was the steep density gradient around the city 
centre. The central city was always the peak of 
urban density, because everybody wanted to be 
in the centre. The centre had major advantages. 
The only ones who could afford the enormously 
high land values were those willing to build 
housing for the poor and the workers. That is 
to build high rise housing. Because the land 
was so valuable, you couldn’t build a suburban 
house in the city. So there was an attraction 
to the city centre. In addition to the worker’s 
housing there were the necessary slums where 
the poor people lived: the homeless and the 
people who were out of work. This was also a 
housing strategy for landowners:  to have run 
down housing that they don’t have to invest 
very much in, given the enormous attraction of 
centrality. In most places you had this density 
marked decline with a peak around the cen-
tre and much lower density in the sprawling 
suburbs. These and other regularities in the 
social and spatial organization of the modern 
metropolis led many urban analysts to develop 
universal and idealized models of urbanization, 
as if the modern metropolis was the only or 
highest form of urbanization . But suddenly 
things began to change.

The forces behind the new  
urbanization processes 

A distinctive new mode of urban development 
has been emerging in the last decades. And we 
know what the major forces are. There’s been 
relative agreement that there are three major 
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forces that have been inducing these changes 
around the world. They are quite familiar to all 
of us. To begin with there is accelerated glo-
balization. Globalization occurred in previous 
centuries. Amsterdam was already a global city 
in the 17th century as mercantile capitalism glo-
balized. So globalization isn’t new, but this was 
a very advanced and complex form of globali-
zation, that was creating for example the most 
cultural heterogeneous cities the world had 
ever seen. But it was also stretching the boun-
daries of the modern metropolis. Some people 
described it as the ’metropolis unbound’. Cities 
began to reach out on a global scale, so that the 
hinterland of cities like London and Amsterdam 
and New York was the globe. Globalization was 
creating all kinds of forces of change. At the 
same time the very nature of the capitalist eco-
nomy was being reorganized, shifting from a 
major focus on industry and manufacturing to 
services, creating a new information economy, 
focused on high tech, cultural and financial 
industries. This was facilitated by a revolution 
in information and communications techno-
logy. I tend not to see technological change as 
an autonomous force. I think that it is of vital 
importance but must be seen in conjunction 
with economic restructuring and globalization 
as a facilitating factor.  So these are the forces. 

The urbanization of suburbia

We now want to take a look at what I mean 
by regional urbanization. The first thing that 
indicates what I’m talking about is a notion 

I call density conversion. The urban and sub-
urban worlds are becoming similar in their 
density. Instead of a steep density gradient and 
low density suburbanization you’ll be getting 
something like a flattening out. The suburbs are 
becoming denser and denser and the centres 
are often declining somewhat. There has been 
a slight emptying out of most central cities, as 
the urban starts becoming more like the sub-
urbs. This leads to the second aspect. The once 
clear boundary between urban and suburban is 
becoming increasingly fuzzy and blurred. This is 
a vital and essential part of what I call regional 
urbanization, that the boundaries between ur-
ban and suburban and the very nature of urban 
and suburban life are becoming more and more 
alike. Another way of describing this is as the 
urbanization of suburbia, which is an oxymo-
ron, a contradictory combination of words, 
like ‘military intelligence’. The urbanization of 
suburbia  is a contradiction of terms, but this is 
precisely what we’re beginning to see. We see 
extraordinary changes taking place in suburbia. 
What was once relatively homogeneous is be-
coming very diverse and mixed. We’re seeing a 
densification of suburbia, we’re seeing a rise of 
immigrant populations moving into suburbia, 
we’re seeing suburban cities. We’re seeing sub-
urbia becoming highly differentiated. You have 
to realize that suburbs are these huge circular 
areas around the city. Even in places like Los 
Angeles there are still sections that are like the 
classical suburban model, but in other areas we 
see things like the ‘edge city’, the outer city. We 
see the emergence of a new kind of urban form, 
that is no longer monocentric but polycentric, 

having many large urban concentrations wit-
hin, each one of them connecting to each other 
in complicated ways. Before, transit networks 
for example, were defined by the density in the 
centre of the metropolis and you had roads and 
trains and motorways going out of the domi-
nant centre. But suddenly we began to see that 
there was more traffic going from one suburb 
to another suburb than there was going to the 
central city. Something odd was happening and 
we didn’t know what it was. People realized 
they had to adapt public transport planning to 
these changed conditions. 

The polycentric city region

What was arising was a different form of 
urbanization with multiple centres and not one 
dominant centre, a network of cities expan-
ding the metropolis to a larger scale. The key 
concept here is the notion of the regional city 
or city region. The regional form is now beco-
ming increasingly dominant in the urbaniza-
tion process.  I think perhaps the most vivid 
example I’m still stunned by has to do with Los 
Angeles where this regional urbanization pro-
cess has advanced as far as almost anywhere 
else. Thirty of forty years ago Los Angeles was 
exactly like your stereotypes of it. It was a low 
density sprawling metropolis with the lowest 
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density of all the major North American cities. 
In 1990 it passed New York City as the densest 
urbanized area in the United States. If you take 
the whole built up area and look at the average 
density, then Los Angeles is by far the densest 
in the United States. This is exactly what I mean 
by regional urbanization. The whole metropo-
litan region has been filled in. Los Angeles has 
grown more rapidly than any other western 
industrialized city in the last twenty or thirty 
years. Yet, it hasn’t eaten into old agricultural 
land or the desert to any significant extend. 
It hasn’t spread out. It has become more and 
more compact, more and more like a European 
city. The American metropolis, that was op-
posite to what people conceived as a European 
city, is now like any other European city region. 
Greater London and Los Angeles have roughly 
the same overall density and the average den-
sity in the Randstad may also be similar. Not 
surprisingly, because the Randstad experienced 
the regional urbanization process early on and 
has been an exemplary city. The polycentric and 
globalized city region is the most culturally and 
economically heterogeneous form of urbani-
zation that has ever existed and this is having 
major effects on politics. There’s a shift from 
simple economic politics, striving for greater 
equality, to a new and more complex cultural 
politics. As the globalization of capital, labour, 
and culture continues, urban identity is incre-
asingly globalized. You’re less likely to have a 
direct local identity, because it becomes mixed 
with other kinds of cultural identities that are 
less rooted in the local region. This is some-
thing – I’m sure – you’re extremely familiar with 

in the Netherlands. The world was fascinated 
when it was announced, about ten years ago, 
that in fifteen or twenty years Amsterdam 
would become predominantly Muslim. This 
is best seen in conjunction with this regional 
urbanization process. 

The New Economy

A New Economy, as it is now called, has 
emerged in close association with the regional 
urbanization process. There were three sectors 
that led the growth of this post-fordist new 
economy. One was the high technology indus-
try that went down when the dotcom bubble 
burst. Another was FIRE (finance, insurance 
and real estate) that rose and had a crash in 
1987, rose again and crashed again in 2008. 
Before 2008 investment banking was getting 
up to being almost 15% of the workforce in the 
United States. This is now shrinking down to 
3% or 4%. What is hot now in most of the world 
are the culture industries. We no longer want 
to become a technopolis. We no longer want to 
become a new Wall Street or a City of London. 
We want to become a creative city. One of the 
most dramatic discoveries in all of the social 
and economic sciences in recent years is that 
urbanization – in whatever its form - has been 
the primary force driving all economic deve-
lopment, technological innovation and cultural 
creativity. This is a discovery that goes back to 
Jane Jacobs and a book she wrote in 1969 called 
The Economy of Cities. It is now beginning to 
pump into all new developments and thinking 
about cities and the urbanization process. 

Intensifying inequalities and  
new social movements

Another major discovery is that the process 
of regional urbanization is associated with a 
whole series of forces that intensify inequali-
ties in society. This is another just as important 
finding as the positive stimulus of urban ag-
glomeration. These urbanization processes that 
we’ve been experiencing are creating some of 
the worst inequalities that we’ve seen in a long 
time. Post-war developments were tending to 
reduce inequalities, but after 1973 we’ve seen 
some of the worst inequalities emerging. The 
welfare states in Europe have been a little bit 
better on economic inequalities, but in America 
– without regulation - we’ve seen the biggest 
gap between rich and poor in American history, 
the greatest concentration of wealth in the top 
1% of the population and the greatest loss of 
wealth in the 40% at the bottom of the po-
pulation. These extraordinary inequalities are 
historically and geographically associated with 
the regional urbanization process. In Europe 
economic inequalities have worsened. This has 
helped to seriously weaken Dutch democratic 
traditions in housing and in transit policy for 
example. More positively, this intensification 
of inequalities is also generating new kinds of 
social movements to deal with the negative 
effects of this regional urbanization. This is 
leading to new ideas, particularly with regard 
to the importance of space. My most recent 
book is called Seeking Spatial Justice. Concepts 
of justice and democracy are now being  
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struggled over in terms of the spatial or geo-
graphical aspects of justice. There is a realiza-
tion that regional urbanization is producing 
unjust geographies in the city. They are hurting 
different segments of the population in diffe-
rent ways. When you’re making decisions about 
where to put social housing, you have to realize 
that your decision may be intensifying these 
injustices. You have to understand the geograp-
hical dynamics and the patterns of distributio-
nal effects of housing before you make these 
decisions.

Security-obsessed urbanism  
and the loss of public space

Another outgrowth of regional urbanization 
has been what has been called “security- 

obsessed urbanism”, the efforts of fearful po-
pulations to protect their homes and property 
from the unsettled and confusing conditions 
of the postmetropolis. Maintaining order and 
safety has driven many cities around the world 
to fill their streets with surveillance came-
ras and bold notices that trespassers will be 
subject to violent reactions. In many American 
cities in particular, but elsewhere as well, gated 
and armed guarded communities have flou-
rished and increasingly there has been a loss 
of public space. In these conditions, gentrifica-
tion, the movement of wealthier professionals 
into relatively cheap housing areas in the city, 
becomes more tolerable than what has been 
called the “secession of the rich”, the movement 
away from the problems of the inner city into 
private enclaves and gated housing. I mention 
this especially since many in the audience are 

involved in housing development in the Nether-
lands. The easiest profits for housing developers 
in today’s cities come from building luxurious 
housing for the upper middle class and the 
super-rich.  I am not saying that seeking these 
profits should be stopped, but I am suggesting 
that the strategies that you take need to be 
evaluated with regard to how they might con-
tribute to the unjust geographies and deepe-
ning social exclusion and inequality associated 
with the new urbanization processes. 

Unjust geographies and the right to the city
Regional urbanization and its production of 
unjust geographies has also been stimulating 
new struggles over the right to the city, an 
idea originally developed by the French phi-
losopher Henri Lefebvre in the 1960s. Taking 
back control over the right to the city played 
a key role in the student and other uprisings 
of 1968 in Paris. After these uprisings failed to 
achieve their goals, Lefebvre’s ideas about the 
right to the city and the need to struggle to 
control the production of urban space faded 
away and were dormant for more than twenty 
years.  Recently, however, a new movement has 
been developing at local, regional, national, and 
global scales to guarantee residential rights to 
a spatially just city, where everyone receives 
a fair share of the wealth and resources that 
arise from the city or urban agglomeration.  The 
right to the city, along with the related right to 
difference—to be different in a rapidly homo-
genizing world—aims at achieving more just 
geographies, reducing the profound inequali-
ties and polarizations that have been building 

up in recent decades. This means, at a specifi-
cally urban scale, not to allow the wealth that 
cities generate to be distributed unevenly and 
concentrated in the top 1% or 5%; to have fair 
and affordable housing and not to have two 
housing systems, one for the rich and one for 
the poor; not to have two transit systems, one 
serving the rich that invests billions and billions 
in roads, motorways and rail lines, and then a 
weaker one that invests much less in bus net-
works and other services that are more adap-
table to the needs of the poor, particularly the 
growing mass of the immigrant working poor. 
In referring to the working poor, I’m not talking 
about the unemployed, living on welfare, but 
people who have one, two, or three jobs that 
often require multiple locations to go to. If 
you have a transportation network that only 
goes from the centre to the suburbs, it is not 
going to help this population. If we continue 
to invest in old forms of transit development 
or old forms of housing decision making, we’re 
going to intensify the problems of inequality 
and injustice in the city.  We cannot continue to 
think that the modern metropolis is the same 
as it was thirty years ago.

Regional urbanization on a  
mega scale 

Regional urbanization is not confined to the 
urban or metropolitan scale.  It has been 
spreading all over the world, creating regional 
networks of cities that are extending to cover 
almost every square inch of the earth’s surface.  
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In this sense, just as cities are becoming  
globalized, the entire globe is becoming urba-
nized.  Beyond the city region are even larger 
urban systems: megacity regions of more than 
10 million inhabitants, interconnecting city regi-
ons that Richard Florida, author of The Creative 
Class, calls megalopolitan regions, many of 
which have surpassed 50 million in population.  
The Pearl River Delta in southern China has a 
population greater that 60 million, the Greater 
Yangtze Delta focused on Shanghai has more 
than 80 million, and if Tokyo-Yokohama are ad-
ded together with Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto the total 
for southern and central Honshi is more than 
100 million.  Europe too has its burgeoning 
megalopolitan regions, the largest being what 
Florida calls the Euro-Lowlands.  To conclude 
my lecture, I will take a look at regional urbani-
zation in the Euro-Lowlands and how it might 
stimulate a rethinking of the concept of the 
Randstad.

Conclusion:  
rethinking the Randstad

The Randstad is only a small part of the Euro-
Lowlands, a region of more than 50 million 
inhabitants, Europe’s largest megalopolitan 
region and clearly distinguished from its imme-
diate neighbours by not having one highly do-
minant city such as London or Paris. The densely 
urbanized region extends from the Randstad to 
Antwerp, Brussels, Lille, the Ruhr area and Co-
logne, Luxembourg and the Saar basin, overlap-
ping into France as well.  While the Randstad at 
the northern end of the Euro-Lowlands 

continues to debate its organizational struc-
ture, local identity, and planning strategies, so-
mething quite remarkable has been happening 
at the southern extreme of the region.  Focused 
around Luxembourg, Europe’s wealthiest if 
small country, is a new financial powerhouse 
operating at a global scale and rising in compe-
titions with other financial centres, including 
Amsterdam. Out of practically nowhere has 
emerged a new regional organization able to 
coordinate planning across five countries.  Le 
Grande Region, as it is called, contains most of 
Wallonia, Lorraine, the Saar Basin and other 
parts of Germany and German-speaking Belgi-
um, and of course Luxembourg.  It is sometimes 
called SaarLorLuxRhin. Stimulated by cross-
border programmes of the European Union and 
the European Spatial Development Perspective, 
the Grande Region is one of several examples 
of a new multi-national regionalism emerging 
in Europe.  This new regionalism is encoura-
ging new forms of planning and policy deve-
lopment at a supra-national scale. This gives 
rise to many new challenges for the Randstad 
and especially the financial concentration in 
Amsterdam.  Remaining parochially national or 
even more local, and ignoring the new regional 
urbanization processes as they expand beyond 
the city to a global scale may create major pro-
blems for the future development of the first 
recognized city region, the Randstad.

 



16 17

Prof. dr. Maarten Hajer

Climate change and the reinvention  
of urban planning
My point of departure today is climate change. 
Climate change constitutes a new agenda. It 
is an agenda that will start to affect the lay 
out, the spatial organization of our cities very 
quickly. What we are witnessing is the blurring 
of environmental and land use policies. It is, I 
think, a reason for reinventing planning. I say 
that in a country that’s rapidly forgetting its 
essence. If we think properly, we cannot deal 
with the challenge of climate change in the 
old state-based regime. We have to rethink our 
own role. And finally, we have to really think 
much more about communication. There is a 
big risk in addressing something like climate 
change, that requires contributions from all of 
us, in a language that people do not relate to, 
do no longer want to hear and do not find aut-
horitative. The preferred language of the state 
is the language of numbers. I think we need 
to reframe the issue. For instance, it might not 
necessarily be persuasive if you say that people 
have to start retrofitting their homes at a cost 
of € 15,000 to help delimit climate change to a 
two degree increase in temperature. This needs 
to be discussed in another language.

The magnitude of climate change as a chal-
lenge to our society is of this order: an 80% or 
more reduction of CO2 emissions. That is a stag-
gering figure. This 80% is the emission within 
the EU itself. We can now buy rights of others 

and emit more, but after Copenhagen we will 
have to reach the 80% within the EU itself. 
When this is the agreed goal, climate change 
will quickly come to the doorstep of ordinary 
citizens and firms.

Next year we will also hear al lot about  
biodiversity. It’s decreasing at a depressing rate. 
It is predicted that Europe by 2050 will have 
lost 80% of its biodiversity. It is not only a moral 
obligation to keep biodiversity. It is self-evident 
that we cannot do without biodiversity,  
because we are all part of an ecosystem.  
Biodiversity doesn’t seem to be at the urban 
agenda, but my point is that it should be. 

Country of engineers

The Netherlands is a country of engineers and 
this has a strange effect on the way we ap-
proach climate change. If the water level is pre-
dicted to rise we say: “Let’s get going and find 
out what we can do.” There is a big national 
governmental strategy on climate change, but 
there is also a regional one.  We know basically 
where the large effects are going to be for the 
urban areas. We talk about issues like flooding 
and droughts. We are looking towards a major 
engineering work to keep our cultural heri-
tage alive in a major period of drought. That 
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is a fundamental task that comes out of the 
Veerman commission. We already made maps 
for the Randstad of how you can buffer water 
in case there is a drought, but there is a major 
infrastructural task ahead of us. 

At PBL (Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving) we 
just brought out a study for the European Com-
mission which outlines the agenda for the new 
Commission. This study shows how climate 
change comes much closer to the people in 
the cities. We wanted to know whether it was 
feasible to continue our current life style as 
societies. Taking the IPCC reports as our star-
ting point we outlined which climate change 
policy targets were needed for the spheres of 

energy and transport.  We concluded that a 
low-carbon future is one where the little bit of 
carbon you can use has to be used where there 
are no alternatives. You need to use whatever 
you want to use in bio-fuels for aviation and 
navigation, that is for freight traffic, airplanes 
en ships. That is the only area in which you can 
use these energy sources. The strategy for the 
moment is a totally different one. We want to 
have cars drive on bio-fuels. But that is out of 
the question. You cannot get to 2050 with our 
lifestyles with that kind of energy mix. In the 
urban areas we have to go for fully non-carbon 
mobility systems. You have to become electric- 
or hydrogen-based. There is no alternative. That 
is a task we have to get working by 2030. 

Transport is not the only major task for plan-
ning. Climate change policy will also be about 
the existing housing stock. We technically know 
now how to make new houses energy efficient 
and even energy neutral. But 80% of the hou-
sing stock is already there. How are we going to 
retrofit the people that live in the 1930s ‘twee-
onder-een-kap’ houses? Energy labels is the 
first step, but it costs already € 15,000 a piece 
to make these houses slightly more energy 
efficient. Rethink city layouts in terms of what 
is needed connecting dwellings and work and 
how it is related to of CO2 emissions. That is a 
whole new task for planners.

These are statements based on complex calcu-
lations. But many people still discuss climate 
change and the spectre of a two degrees war-
ming saying: ‘Oh, that’s nice, we’ll get an Italian 
climate here.”  Leaving aside for the moment 
what that means for Italy, the point is that 
we’ll get many more hot days in summer. Ten 
days of over 30 degrees. In 2003 in Paris thou-
sands of people died for extended period of 
heat, Chicago has had two heat waves in which 
hundreds of people died prematurely. It doesn’t 
seem to be an acceptable idea to let that simply 
happen. So how can we make our cities heat re-
sistant? We need to have more green places in 
cities, we need to have more water in cities. Ok, 
but then what are we going to do with the idea 
of building compact cities? What do we do with 
the idea of Randstad 2040 and giving Utrecht 
the assignment of building 80,000 dwellings 
within the city itself? How does that match the 
climate change goals? 

The agendas of the city

Climate change is going to be a key concern in 
the decades to come. However, it is of crucial 
importance to see this as an agenda that we 
should add to the themes we were discus-
sing. In other words, climate change should 
not come instead but should be related to two 
existing public policy concerns. 

Any sensible planning strategy for the future of 
cities would seek to combine three things. 
We have been historically good at making cities 
that can capture economic growth; and we 
constantly rethink how we can make cities eco-
nomically vital. Over the 20th Century we have 
also grown accustomed to aspire to make them 
socially resilient, or, slightly more courageous, 
make cities socially en culturally vibrant. The 
third one would be called environmental ste-
wardship. My argument is that the ecological 
dimension should be essentially added to the 
others. The idea here being that this will then 
also change or guide the very way in which we 
will act on the climate challenge. 

This threefold agenda can be positioned in 
a historical perspective. When we look back 
in history, CIAM was actually a public health 
based discourse. It was about air, light and 
space (lucht, licht en ruimte) in housing. It 
was the idea of bringing health to our citi-
zens. We found a technical way of doing that. 
The problem was, it was not as humanist as it 
was intended to be. In her celebrated Life and 
Death of Great American Cities Jane Jacobs was 
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basically giving her voice to a broader ‘shout in 
the street’ in Marshall Berman’s famous phrase; 
a social protest that called to reset the goals 
for urban planning. After the fiscal crisis of the 
cities in the 1970s, and the repercussions of eco-
nomic recessions made themselves felt in the 
urban sphere, urban planning was aimed at re-
vitalizing the urban economy. First new liberal 
style: get what you can. Then more creative in 
the Florida-style. Of thinking about the essence 
of creativity and the ways in which cities can 
enhance their generative capacity. 

Today I merely predict that we’ll be adding the 
green city to these two well rehearsed sphe-
res of urban planning. This idea of a layered 
agenda is not  unproblematic let alone a self-
evident success. After all, in many cases we 
haven’t even been able to get these two first 
components together. Indeed we have grown 
accustomed to tell two stories for our cities. 
One story about the creative city with these 
images from Amsterdam for instance. But we 
don’t tell this story in one go with the other 
axis in the inner cities: of the violent incidents 
in Amsterdam West or the constant fear in 
management circles for social unrest in other 
neighbourhoods.  Planning strategy needs to 
combine these stories. I hear so little narrative 
that actually succeeds in saying that these 
stories are related. 

Now we have three stories: that of enhancing 
social resilience, of renewing the economic vi-
tality and of responding to the climate change. 
The question is how do we  do this? The first 

approximation is to examine approaches that 
no longer work. In this picture you see Cornelis 
van Eesteren, the director of planning in the city 
of Amsterdam and a leading figure in the CIAM 
movement of the 1930s and 1940s, working as a 
director of urban planning wearing a laboratory 
coat! This was infested with meaning. For Van 
Eesteren the appropriate way of being an ex-
pert was to distance yourself from your object, 
that is from the city and its inhabitants. The 
point was: don’t let the people in. It was ‘survey, 
analysis and plan’. Experts would do their sta-
tistical research and then they would tell which 
dwellings were needed and where they could 
be best developed. That modernist planning 
approach had its time, but we never recouped 
the role of the expert. After the days of high 
modernism we entered decades of participa-
tory planning where everyone could speak. But 
where was the expert in this? Well, the expert 
transformed from an expert of content to an 
expert of process. So the new expertise came to 
be to know how to run a good process. But can 
you run a good process if you don’t master the 
content? 

Redefining relationships

I think we need to bring back into the process 
the content quality of the expert. That is a dif-
ficult task, as we don’t have the stable admini-
strative structures on the appropriate levels, as 
Ed Soja just described. We will always have to 
coordinate between layers; we are faced with a 
sort of administrative spaghetti. What is more, 

political leaders that, if they would want to go 
for one thing, they face a distrusting public. You 
can’t have an idea about a healthy green city 
and expect that everyone is going along with it. 
The basic starting point of the public is distrust. 
And we have media that influence this whole 
relationship. How do we then redefine this re-
lationship between the political leadership, the 
media, the experts and the public? In my latest 
book,  which is called Authoritative Governance 
– policy-making in the age of mediatization  
I problematize this predicament. There is one 
item that is important for this discussion: the 
basic assumption often still is that you have 
science and you feed that into policy analysis 
and then the political decision is somewhere 
made and the media quasi passively reporting 
about this. But the thing is that the relation-
ship between science, policy making and deci-
sion making is influenced by the media. Take 
the case of climate change. Believe me, there is 
no basis for questioning the science of climate 
change, but that doesn’t mean I can, as director 
of the Netherlands Environmental Assessment 
Agency, say authoritatively that this is the case 
and that people would believe me because of 
my role, let alone act upon that knowledge. 
That’s not the media reality. There is a narrative 
component to this story that is going to decide 
weather it is an influential statement or not. 

It is not only the media that have changed. 
Publics are different too. We have no longer pu-
blics that we know by doing surveys and asking 
them about their values. People can no longer 
be assumed to possess a stable and coherent 

set of values. People respond to things and then 
they reorganize their value pattern. This lack of 
stability makes it very difficult to reconstruct 
the relationship between political leadership 
and the public, which is essential for planning 
nevertheless. Here we may distinguish two dif-
ferent ways of dealing with this predicament. 
The case of the Amsterdam IJ-oevers is very 
interesting. Here a whole group of modernist 
planners- among them Rem Koolhaas - had the 
idea of making the longest urban riverfront in 
the world. But the city said ‘no’ and the whole 
plan fell flat. And now they’re sort of smuggling 
in these ideas. Those who know the early plans 
from the beginning of the 1990s see how com-
ponents of those plans are suddenly turning 
up again and are being realized. But is that the 
idea of a democratic urban planning? 
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I put this against two provincial Dutch cities. In 
Nijmegen, where a public private partnership 
got the assignment to redevelop the Marien-
burg area and create the new Marikenstraat in 
the city centre. 

Here architects and planners captured some-
thing that people liked to such an extent that 
the designers were asked to do the other half of 
the city centre as well.  So instead of being the 
expert-enemy, the experts were appreciated by 
the city government and the city alike, because 
the experts showed a sensitivity for a future 
Nijmegen that the city liked. The other example 
would be Groningen where the city decided to 
build the Groninger Forum - a building that was 

twice the height of the buildings surrounding 
it. What is more, they decided by referendum. 

The latter two examples indicate that planners 
can actually come up with future designs for 
the city. But it also suggests you need to be cre-
ative in finding the best way to communicate 
about it. This leads to a readjustment in the 
way in which you want to organize  the know-
ledge base of a planning effort. It makes sense 
to try and incorporate the idea that it is useful 
to know what stakeholders think. I can come up 
with my ideas about a sustainable city, but it 
would also help to have a better grasp of what 
stakeholders think is a sustainable city. This 
allows us to reconnect and come up with ideas 

of what a sustainable city could look like. At PBL 
a research group led by Ton Dassen figured out 
a stakeholder preference scenario and came to 
the conclusion that it doesn’t add up, not by a 
long way. There is no way in which a city can say 
they’re sustainable within their territory. We’re 
entering an era in which cities need to have 
a foreign policy. If you want to be sustainable 
you have to have an understanding of what it 
requires elsewhere for you to function. That is 
a much more fundamental notion of what it 
means to be sustainable. 

Regional thinking

The thinking about a sustainable city has a par-
ticularly astute meaning for the Netherlands. 
We have to think in the Netherlands how we 
combine nature, landscape, urban development 
and climate change. In the Randstad we foresee 
that we need 500,000 new dwellings. These are 
not all going to be build in the cities, but often 
outside. But what is the conceptual idea that 
will guide this? Do we leave it to the regions? It 
wouldn’t hurt to do a few overall calculations 
on where you can best build these houses. This 
is a traditional task for planning.

Yet planning will need to change face as well. 
We need to have a situation where cities, but 
also businesses, have to see it as their responsi-
bility to know but also to show where they get 
there energy from. This requires a different ap-
proach to governance that we see currently. To 
unleash the wind of change that is stored in ci-

vil society we need to think how cities, citizens 
or businesses can be stimulated to buy their 
own wind power in the North Sea or to  their 
own hydro-electricity from northern Europe. Po-
licy in this could have a tremendous impact if it 
would facilitate this sort of initiatives through 
the development of the grid to make this work: 
smart grids that allow people to sell back, 
super-grids that allows us to transport these 
kind of energies long distance. This suggests 
a completely new energy infrastructure than 
the one we have now. These sort of infrastruc-
tural changes are decided on multiple levels of 
government. It’s the EU, but it’s also the states 
that have to step in and also the cities. If cities 
understand themselves in terms of what it 
requires for the city to function and what they 
produce. So my ambition for the long run is to 
make the planning agency productive in the 
sense that we understand better what econo-
mic wealth cities can produce, but also what 
it requires in terms of input; socially, culturally 
and ecologically. 

Conclusions

At a time that many are uncertain if there is 
a future for planning, I argue that we need to 
think about planning again. We need to do it 
in an adaptive way, because we don’t know 
what we need exactly and when. We need to 
re-invent what Van Eesteren knew so well: 
reserve space, plan for a better city life and 
keep options open to protect the best city lay 
out in the long run. Planning is going to be a 
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serious affair. It cannot simply be about fol-
lowing a consensus. Knowledge deserves an 
important role in informing decision making. A 
key concern in this regard is the issue of climate 
change. Copenhagen is in December 2009 and 
shortly after that people will come to realize 
this issue is going to affect their lives too. By 
that time they will become aware that reducing 
CO2 emissions with 80% will come at a consi-
derable cost. If we want to avoid more than two 
degrees in temperature rise everybody basically 
has to come up with their own climate stra-
tegy: households, neighbourhoods, cities, firms 
and institutions. Currently we lack any serious 
monitoring of how much energy we’re using. 
Lifestyles are also an issue. For example, eating 
meat is directly contributing to climate change. 
Changing diets is an indispensible and non-
futile component of a climate strategy.

The good thing is that especially young people 
are open for that sort of message. We need 
to think of how to do things differently, in an 
awareness of global interconnections. The new 
planning will not be looking like the old ratio-

nal strategic planning. The core of the ‘new’ will 
be that national governments are going to set 
clear targets that meet global requirements, 
create level playing fields and allow markets to 
work. If we would start to think of consumers 
as producers and allow them that role, the go-
vernment would no longer have the problem to 
be confronted with the fact that the windmills 
are theirs. Climate change should be a societal 
problem; it should be our windmills. What is 
more, it helps if you know that you earn some-
thing with these windmills. It’s the businesses 
that are going to be the agents of change. The 
governments will set targets and should set 
boundaries within which money can be made 
by being green, but it is the businesses that are 
the agents of change. 

Most people know what the limits are. And 
now it’s up to us – you and me - to come up 
with ideas of how to address the problem. You 
no longer want to know from me if we need 
an 80% or 85% reduction in CO2 emission. You 
want to know the effectiveness of your measu-
res. So there’s a new era approaching where 

environmental policy and urban planning are 
going to merge. If we continue to communicate 
about climate change in terms of ‘80% CO2 
emission reduction’ or a ‘two degree target’, 
than it is not going to be a societal process. 
It runs the risk of being just as elitist as Van 
Eesteren was, only in a different time. The idea 
of climate change policy adding to a quality of 
life, or breaking away from the industrial era, 
is much more promising. In order to be soci-
ally effective, climate change policy should be 
much more related to the i-phone, as coal fired 
power stations to the dinosaur. If planning can 
reinvent itself as persuasive storytelling about 
the future we might indeed be able to make 
our cities sustainable by 2050. 


