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Introduction 
Prof. Julian Wékel, 
Scientific Secretary of 
the German Academy 
for Urban and Regional 
Spatial Planning, 
project manager of the 
2021 University Day

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/ 
C--fYGmG9zU

Long before its seventh edition described here,  
the University Day of the National Urban 
Development Policy (Hochschultag der Nationalen 
Stadtentwicklungspolitik) was already well estab-
lished as an important platform for professional 
and policy-related exchange: both in the academic 
disciplines that cover urban development issues 
and also in its dialogue between researchers, in-
structors and professional practitioners in urban 
planning, landscape planning and urban develop-
ment.

Since 2007, the University Days have been held in 
Berlin, with the substantial participation and sup-
port of the federal ministry responsible for urban 
matters, usually on a two-year basis. They are held 
on two consecutive days, the first of which is mainly 
reserved for presenting papers on fundamental is-
sues and theses regarding the event‘s main theme 
and for discussion between the research commu-
nity and practitioners. This day is also of interest to 
non-participants. 

The second day commonly addresses the aca-
demic understanding of the field. However, in ad-
dition to scholarly issues, foundational topics are 
also discussed. For example, participants discuss 
the role of scholarly research in society – a topic 
which is not only very important for students in 
the current situation with regard to digitalisation 
and the pandemic, but also for the relationship be-
tween researchers and policy-makers with regard 
to climate change.

In the years when this national event is not 
held, it is supplemented by a local University Day, 
which is mainly organised by the host university in 
its city. Three such events have been held to date 
with a great deal of commitment and success – in 
Bochum, Cottbus and Kassel. They are evidence of 
the universities’ interest in this form of event.

At the conceptual heart of all University Days is 
an open preparatory group with around twenty 
members, including both researcher and practi-
tioners. Most of the participants are students or 
early-career scholars. The Federal Ministry of the 
Interior, Building and Community and its subordi-
nate authority, the Federal Institute for Research on 
Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development, 
the sponsor of National Urban Development Policy 
programmes, are also represented, as is the pro-
fessional side. This group prepares the topics and 

agenda for future University Days by engaging in 
open discussions and consultations and taking de-
cisions. It meets around three to four times a year. 
The group carries out its activities on a voluntary 
basis. As the project sponsor, the German Academy 
for Urban and Regional Spatial Planning (Deutsche 
Akademie für Städtebau und Landesplanung, 
DASL) is in charge of organising the University Days 
and providing administrative support for them.

The 7th University Day documented here was 
held under the very exceptional conditions of the 
coronavirus pandemic, which the participants 
were, however, able to work with almost as a mat-
ter of routine. The preparatory group had already 
made significant progress on its programme-re-
lated considerations in 2019. It had also agreed to 
refer to the Fridays for Future movement, mainly to 
address the significant challenges climate change 
poses for urban planning. In early 2020, and par-
ticularly in the spring, however, it became increas-
ingly clear that it would not be possible to hold the 
usual in-person event. In the end, the event, which 
had been rescheduled for early June and which 
was supposed to offer many informal conversa-
tions and meetings on summer evenings, had to be 
cancelled. In the first half of 2020, the professional 
community was not yet able to change the event to 
an online format. 

After this disappointment, the participants 
hoped to be able to hold the event again in 2021 
– in whatever form – and quickly agreed that the 
pandemic had increased the importance of the 
planned topic. The organisers therefore continued 
with the preparations that had already begun. 
However, the additional year was used intensively 
to plan a more detailed focus on different aspects 
of the complex event topics in forums created for 
this purpose. This would previously have been im-
possible due to the workload involved.

By the beginning of 2021, it was clear that anoth-
er cancellation had to be avoided under all circum-
stances. The organisers therefore agreed to hold a 
purely digital event. The preparation focused on 
practising digital communication within the indi-
vidual topic areas. Four new online seminars on 
current urban development topics were added to 
the usual preparation process. This undoubtedly 
contributed to the wide public interest that the 
University Day attracted in its unusual form.
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The content of the 7th University Day was very well prepared. 
The administrative preparatory team also wanted a unique 
setting and was able to arrange an impressive location: the 
former boiler house of the Kindl brewery, today one of Berlin’s 
most unusual exhibition spaces. The special atmosphere of this 
backdrop of the talks and podium discussions had a significant 
influence on the completely virtual presentations. Fortunately, 
a professional technical team was also found, which brilliantly 
managed the numerous shifts between individual and group 
presentations, short films and live appearances.

The thematic content of the event was also significant and 
impressive. The two keynotes by Patrizia Nanz and Tabea Bork-
Hüffer opened the substantive discussion of the event’s theme. 
As the preparatory group had hoped, the speakers were able 
to present the social context of the urgent call for sustainable 
transformation in a way that enabled the listeners to under-
stand how this call related to their own role as urban develop-
ment planners and how the policy side related to professional 
practice.

Two other, shorter talks by Alexander Repenning and Frauke 
Burgdorff, which were moderated by Detlef Kurth, highlighted 
the social implications as well as the challenges that local poli-
cy-makers face when making genuine efforts to reduce climate 
change and its impacts.

The scope of a foreword does not allow us to describe the 
discussions from the six afternoon working forums in detail. 
All of the discussions have been documented with the names 
of the hosts and their discussion partners. I would like to thank 
both the forum hosts and their guests for their commitment to 
preparing this compact working format.

Despite the widely differing complexity of the individual top-
ics, the participants struck a successful balance between the 
content delivered in speeches and the wish for more in-depth 

discussion. This positive development raises hope that the 
University Days will increasingly take on the role of providing 
milestones within an ongoing working process. 

Later in the event, key results and new issues developed in 
the individual forums were presented in a podium discussion. 
The overarching aim was to discuss how the individual topics 
could be addressed in the future, for example in projects rel-
evant to the University Day.

Another well-established element of the University Day is 
the presentation of the results of summer and winter schools, 
which are affiliated events. At these events, students from dif-
ferent universities address a specific topic both analytically and 
conceptually and develop draft results. The key issue addressed 
– the post-pandemic city – was perfectly suited to the overall 
topic of shaping transformation. The results included many ur-
gently needed radical new approaches and changed interpreta-
tions of the scope of urban planning, in particular with regard to 
existing cities and the traditional structures of their use. 

Traditionally, the second day of the event is mainly organised 
by the university members and primarily by students; this time 
it was organised by Lara Danyel and Vivienne Graw. Focussing 
on the experience of the pandemic, the participants addressed 
the deficits of increasingly digital teaching and research that 
have become strikingly clear. The discussions covered changing 
working and teaching situations that affect both students and 
teachers due to the digital transformation and the apparent 
lack of preparation for the resulting need for innovative teach-
ing methods.

A paper jointly drafted by students systematically and sub-
stantially summarises the recommendations, proposals and 
demands generated at the event. The paper should be dissemi-
nated beyond this document to serve for further discussions, 
especially with regard to the specific need for action in the 
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universities. One topic I would like to mention here is the need 
for greater internationalisation and networking between uni-
versities. As an increasingly active platform, the University Day 
will make a significant contribution in this area. Oliver Weigel, 
a representative of the responsible federal ministry, where 
he is responsible for the National Urban Development Policy 
projects, mentioned this objective in his dialogue with Julian 
Wékel on the future of the University Days. This dialogue is also 
documented here (see page 60 -> Summary and Outlook). It is 
also the main reason why an English version of this publication 
is being offered for the first time, so that it can be disseminated 
in suitable contexts internationally. Considering the current ex-
pansion of the field of action of the National Urban Development 
Policy – consider the New Leipzig Charter and UN-Habitat – this 
perspective could even be integrated into a meaningfully organ-
ised, mutually inspiring overall context.

In summary, it can certainly be said that the digital format of 
the University Day, which I hope will remain an exception, has 
caused little damage. On the contrary, based on the responses I 
have received to date, the event has been unusually productive. 
Many of the first-time participants also feel motivated to take 
part in future University Days. The next opportunity will be at 
the Local University Day, which will probably be held again at 
the beginning of June next year and will mainly be organised by 
Coburg University of Applied Sciences and Arts. The topic – the 
sustainable design and transformation of regional contexts – 
will certainly allow for a more in-depth investigation of the more 
general statements and results of the 2021 University Day and 
will define the necessary actions more precisely.

This introduction would not be complete if I did not extend 
my sincere thanks to those responsible for the success of the 7th 
University Day. At times, the coordination that was required to 
create the content and technical conditions for this new, initially 
totally unfamiliar format was very difficult.

Special thanks go to the team that represents the administra-
tive side of the University Days and also shares the responsibil-
ity of presenting them to policymakers and the public, starting 
with Almuth Draeger and Oliver Weigel, the heads of division at 
the Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community 
responsible for the National Urban Development Policy and the 
federal institutes, as well as Friederike Vogel from the Federal 
Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial 
Development. 

The team of the project executing agency also deserves 
special mention. I would like to thank Irene Gaus, head of the 
national office of the German Academy for Urban and Regional 
Spatial Planning (DASL); Sarah Dörr, scientific officer at the 
Institut für Städtebau und Wohnungswesen München (ISW); and 
Tion Kudlek, student assistant at the DASL. 

The University Days also have another fundamental charac-
teristic: they reflect the students’ special skills and their strong 
will to cooperate informally and above all in an unconventional 
and exploratory way and at the same time to inspire experi-
enced partners, for example in the preparatory group.

In view of the much-needed prospect of change in planning 
for future and the systemically understood task of shaping 
transformation, it would be more than reasonable to continue 
and further develop the University Day as a special platform.
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Welcoming address
Anne Katrin Bohle, 
State Secretary, 
Federal Ministry of the 
Interior, Building and 
Community

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/ 
C--fYGmG9zU?t=510

Professor Merk, 
Professor Wékel, 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
Students,

A warm welcome to the 7th University Day of the 
National Urban Development Policy, which we ac-
tually wanted to hold last year. It was postponed 
due to the pandemic and can now “only” take place 
virtually. Yet it is precisely this digital format that 
has shown us that we can often reach more inter-
ested people through livestreams than through 
in-person events. I am therefore delighted that we 
can meet this year. 

The special format of the University Day is a 
key element of the National Urban Development 
Policy of the federal, state and local govern-
ments. It serves to exchange experiences across 
generations and build networks between the 
academic community, policy-makers and profes-

sional practitioners. The University Day is organ-
ised jointly by the German Academy for Urban 
and Regional Spatial Planning and 25 universities.  
I would like to thank everyone for their commit-
ment to organising the event and developing the 
programme. Special thanks go to the students, 
who also played a significant role in choosing the 
topics of this University Day. They also chose this 
year’s overall topic – planning for future – shaping 
transformation – which relates to a very current 
discussion: how can we ensure that cities and mu-
nicipalities, as well as society as a whole, can adapt 
to the major trends in development? And how can 
we master the associated challenges? 

The need for sustainable transformation has 
been identified multiple times, for example in the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 
agenda calls on cities and municipalities to be-
come inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. The 
term transformation thus describes fundamental 
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social change. Cities as vibrant places of diversity, creativity and 
solidarity hold enormous potential to significantly advance this 
social change. 

In the past eight months, we have played an essential part 
in shaping the transformation of cities and society by adopt-
ing two documents. One is the New Leipzig Charter – The 
transformative power of cities for the common good, which 
was adopted in the Council of the European Union last year. 
It forms the basis of urban development policy in Germany 
and Europe and focuses on neighbourhoods, cities as a 
whole and regions. I would like to stress once again what the 
New Leipzig Charter is all about: the common good. Only 
by focusing on the common good will we achieve a viable 
and sustainable transformation of cities and municipalities  
for everyone. An important element or a way to achieve 
this goal at national level is our federal award Cooperative 
City. We have recently awarded this prize to municipalities 
that promote cooperation through their innovative projects 
and strengthen the involvement of civil society in urban de-
velopment. Without this collaboration, we will not succeed 
in achieving sustainable transformation. It is not only the  

coronavirus pandemic that has shown us that cities and  
municipalities must be able to respond to crises and to adapt 
to new circumstances. 

The second document, the memorandum on Urban Resilience, 
also addresses this issue as a priority of the National Urban 
Development Policy. Resilience does not only mean increasing 
cities’ resilience. It is about active adaptation, about change 
in the municipalities early enough that they are ready to face 
future challenges. This became particularly clear in this memo-
randum, which we approved in May this year at the Federal 
Congress on National Urban Development Policy in Cologne. We 
will actively address these challenges in the coming months and 
years. And everyone is called upon to act. By focusing on trans-
formation and planning for future, you are addressing precisely 
the topic that we want to shape together to achieve a viable and 
sustainable transformation. I wish you interesting days at the 
five highly interesting forums, which will be running in parallel. 
And I encourage you to discuss the topics with each other. I look 
forward to seeing you again soon. 

Thank you for your attention.
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Greeting
Prof. Dr  
(Univ. Florence)  
Elisabeth Merk, 
President of the 
German Academy for 
Urban and Regional 
Spatial Planning

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/ 
C--fYGmG9zU?t=883

Ladies and gentlemen, colleagues,

I would like to start by expressing my thanks to 
the Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building and 
Community, represented by State Secretary Anne 
Katrin Bohle, for the fact that the National Urban 
Development Initiative has established continu-
ity for quality in building and planning since 2007. 
The support for the University Day of the German 
Academy for Urban and Regional Spatial Planning 
enables an interdisciplinary dialogue across dif-
ferent generations, bringing together new ideas as 
well as critical perspectives and experience from 
research and professional practice. I would like 
to particularly commend the commitment of the 
Academy’s Scientific Secretary, Prof. Julian Wékel, 
who came up with the idea for this University Day 
and superbly curates this event every time, with 
the help of his excellent networks. I wish to thank 
all the participants, first and foremost the students 
and teachers from the various institutions of higher 
education and the representatives of the cities and 
associations who have entered into a dialogue with 
us. Cities are practice in action, and we need this 
dialogue with academia, with practitioners and 
above all with the young generation who have the 
privilege, perhaps the duty, but in any case the op-
portunity to challenge many things from their own 
point of view or simply to view things differently. I 
would also like to thank our guests and all those 
participating in the conference discussions and 
workshops, and last but not least the technicians 
and our federal head office for organising the first 
virtual University Day!

The topics involved are diverse and reflected 
at different levels, from the New Leipzig Charter, 
the Urban Resilience memorandum and the 
Renovation Wave Strategy to the Green Deal and 
the New European Bauhaus. The key issues: how 
will we work together to organise living and hous-
ing in the future? What does “climate-friendly 
growth” mean in the 21st century? Which ques-
tions can be answered only by discussing them 
with each other? This year’s Biennale also pursues 
this ambition of seeking solutions together.

Today, we stand between the conflicting plan-
ning priorities of developing spatially cooperative 
strategies for cities and municipalities to deal with 
the major challenges of CO₂-neutral growth and 

urban development in line with the goals of social 
justice and solidarity. The same applies not only in 
metropolitan regions but also in rural areas, both 
where the economy and population are growing 
and where they are shrinking. This should be dis-
cussed and supported by society as a whole, with 
a participatory understanding of planning, so that 
it can also become effective and relevant for imple-
mentation.

We test our own concepts, from resilience and 
obsolescence to the empathetic city, in theory 
and practice and examine what perceptions, what 
probabilities, parameters and criteria we can give 
society for these difficult decision-making pro-
cesses.

What role do architects and planners play today 
in current development issues? Is it possible to con-
clude a spatial contract or growth contract across 
generations? How can circular systems contribute 
to the process of designing the future?

I am convinced that we can succeed together if 
we take into account not only the technological 
and functional aspects but also the cultural dimen-
sion, and if we take cultural identity as our starting 
point. 
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Designing social transformation as a societal task of 
the future
Prof. Dr Patrizia Nanz, 
Co-Director of the 
German-French Forum 
for the Future
Vice President of the 
Federal Office for the 
Safety of Nuclear 
Waste Management 
(BASE)

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/ 
C--fYGmG9zU?t=883

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you  
today!

Even though I do not have a background in urban 
development policy, as a scholar and practitioner 
I have long been concerned with the topic of civic 
participation. Later, as the director of the Institute 
for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS), I was 
also involved with the problem of transformation 
to sustainable societies. My current task con-
nects both of these areas in a very practical way: 
since February of this year, as vice president of 
the Federal Office for the Safety of Nuclear Waste 
Management (BASE), I have been concerned with 
participation in one of the technically and socially 
most complex sustainability problems that modern 
society has yet had to deal with: the final disposal 
of radioactive waste.

But if you, like I, believe that social transforma-
tion is significantly shaped from the bottom up, 
then you will naturally deal with urban develop-
ment continually in the areas I have mentioned. 
These relationships became most tangible for me 
in a project that I have led for a good year and that 
I would like to present to you today: the German-
French Forum for the Future. 

When I talk to you now about shaping social 
transformation, then at the same time, I would 
also like to give you some insight into the way 
my own work has developed in recent years. The 
mission of the Forum for the Future is to support 
learning on a municipal level and to promote con-
nections with higher levels of policy- and decision-
making processes. In this respect, it fits perfectly 
with the motto of this conference, “planning for 
future – shaping transformation”.

1) Question: Designing social transfor-
mation from the bottom up
Before we look at application in practice, I will 
first briefly explain the theoretical background 
and the larger issue of this talk: what does shap-
ing major social transformation mean? Why 
is it a task on which our future fundamentally  
depends?

I would like to begin by briefly explaining the 
term “major transformations.” This wording was 
essentially coined by the German Advisory Council 
on Global Change (WBGU). Ten years ago, in a re-
port published in 2011, the Council summed up 
the central challenge of today’s society as follows: 
our modern lifestyle has brought us to the brink 
of destroying the ecological basis of our existence 
through industrialisation, population growth and 
reckless overexploitation of nature. We are no 
longer talking about local “environmental prob-
lems” but instead whether life on a global level 
will change so radically due to phenomena such as 
climate change or species extinction that humans 
become the decisive factor in the history of the 
planet and the earth system. If we want to slow 
and stabilise these rapid developments, we must 
radically change society, our production and con-
sumption, in short: our whole way of life. This shift 
to a sustainable society must take place as soon as 
possible.

One example that is no doubt very familiar 
from the news in recent months about the Federal 
Constitutional Court’s decision is, of course, cli-
mate change. As we know, we must do all we can to 
limit global warming to two degrees or less in order 
to prevent potentially catastrophic global climate 
change. This requires a rapid and radical reduc-
tion in emissions of climate changing gases such 
as CO₂ and methane. If we want to achieve carbon 
neutrality by 2050 at the latest, or even earlier, the 
longer we postpone decisive reductions, the more 
drastic the reductions will have to be.

We will therefore have to use all means available 
and all our imagination to accelerate the major 
transformation with an eye on the climate. In my 
view, a significant part of the solution lies with the 
municipal level, as I will show in a minute. Major 
policy initiatives such as the European Green Deal 
too will only be successful if they are able to initi-
ate innovative changes in the regions and munici-
palities by learning from pioneers who are bravely 
moving ahead.

But the pending transformations we face natu-
rally extend far beyond the problem of climate 
change. As a result, they will also be far more chal-
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lenging and multi-dimensional. Most of you are familiar with the 
sustainability goals of the United Nations’ Agenda 2030 adopted 
in 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). They include 
17 different goals to be tackled in the coming decade. In addition 
to general global social goals such as ending poverty, reducing 
inequality and restructuring industry and agriculture, SDG 11 
also includes establishing sustainable cities and communities. 
So how do we get such challenging transformations moving? 
How can we also strengthen our democratic institutions and 
practices at the same time, some of which have suffered sub-
stantial damage in recent decades and appear somewhat over-
whelmed by their ambitious political projects?

It is my firm conviction that the great strength of democratic 
and open societies lies in shaping social change from the bot-
tom up. I am therefore very glad that the spirit of the New 
Leipzig Charter focuses on activating cities and municipalities 
as sources of transformative power for sustainability and the 
common good. The innovative power of society is the most im-
portant resource for coping with future issues. Institutions at all 
levels of public administration and policy-making, from local to 
federal, must succeed in utilising this force. 

For this reason, I will also focus on how we can tap and en-
hance this potential for transformation. What form could this 
take? With my own approach to this problem, I would like to 
explore the possibilities inherent in the participatory design 

of social transformations. Along with the classic formats for 
civic participation, we must create new structures here, which 
I would like to present to you using the example of the German-
French Forum for the Future.

To make a distinction, I would first like to briefly describe how 
the problem of major transformations is currently understood 
from the perspective of classic participation approaches. You 
are probably familiar with the citizens’ assemblies on climate 
change; the French example shows that such randomly selected 
assemblies for deliberative participation have the potential to 
overcome the logjams of representative party democracy and 
achieve new social consensus.

The French national citizens’ assembly on climate was initi-
ated by President Emmanuel Macron in response to the protests 
of the so-called “Yellow Vests.” These protests were initially 
ignited by an increase in the diesel tax, which Macron also justi-
fied as a climate action measure. The citizens’ climate assembly 
was preceded by the Grand Débat, a nationwide discussion of 
the causes of criticism of the elite and disenchantment with 
politics. This discussion showed that resistance to Macron’s cli-
mate change policy measure, which was hardly ambitious, was 
mainly fed by social dissatisfaction. As a result, the French citi-
zens’ assembly on climate made much more radical proposals 
for targeted climate policy than the French government would 
have ever dared.
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It is therefore no accident that citizens’ climate assemblies 
are currently very popular. Based on the models in France and 
the United Kingdom, this format is now catching on in Germany, 
at the national as well as the regional level, such as the current 
“Climate restart” campaign in Berlin. There are also many ap-
proaches at the local level.

Done well and effectively fed back into policy-making pro-
cesses, citizens’ assemblies can improve the legitimacy, quality 
and effectiveness of policy measures, reduce political polarisa-
tion and promote learning in society as a whole. One strength 
of the climate assemblies lies in their ability to bridge the gap 
between grassroots participation and overarching policy objec-
tives which are essential for major social transformation. At the 
same time, however, this is achieved by leaving other strengths 
of participation by the wayside, such as the connection to the 
life experience and local knowledge of the participants.

In addition, such merely “political” forms of participation 
neglect an essential aspect of major transformations: as a ma-
jor effort by society as a whole, these transformations gener-
ally require a new type of collaboration between policy-makers, 
public administration, society and the research community. 
In the research community, this is taken into account in new 
strategies of “transdisciplinary” research, in which citizens and 
other stakeholders are involved in research processes so that 
research results are more oriented on users’ needs through 

co-design. In what are known as real-world laboratories or 
living labs, researchers cooperate to test local innovations in 
real contexts, creating “co-production” conditions for these  
innovations.

If we think through such approaches systematically to their 
conclusion, we will have to establish new platforms of social 
learning where all the key stakeholders contribute to major 
transformations: researchers, policy-makers and public admin-
istration as well as individuals. The task consists of reorganis-
ing the relationship between the state and society, on the one 
hand through greater permeability between the policy-making 
and administrative levels and a corresponding federalism from 
the bottom up. This leads to the greatest possible autonomy 
for municipalities to act; it also leads to learning from pioneers 
and lighthouse initiatives for setting the policy framework at the 
state and federal level. On the other hand, beyond the organ-
ised interest groups, non-governmental stakeholders must be 
functionally involved as an integral part of government action. 
The objective is to systematically enable and strengthen part-
nerships between civil society, trade and industry, government 
and the research community, which draft joint solutions and 
collectively shape change effectively.

Now, in the second part of my talk, I would like to show how 
we are implementing this idea in the municipal context using 
the example of the German-French Forum for the Future. 
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and functional services do not necessarily cooperate with each 
other. Administrative staff have limited time and a large num-
ber of specific services to provide continuously which require 
special expertise and clearly defined competences. Horizontal 
issues are a challenge for these organisations, all the more so 
when it comes to cooperating with other public administrations.

Lastly, policy-makers and public administration at federal 
and state level must be enabled to provide effective informa-
tion and support for these local and regional learning processes 
and in turn to draw conclusions and findings from them for the 
framework that they set. In order for nationwide initiatives, ser-
vices and legal frameworks to actually enable the municipali-
ties to control their local transformations, more feedback loops 
are required, more space and processes from which the federal 
administration and policy-makers learn from local transforma-
tions. 

This is where the German-French Forum for the Future, 
of which I am co-director, comes in. The French President 
Emmanuel Macron and Chancellor Angela Merkel laid the corner-
stone for the Forum for the Future in January 2019. They signed 
the Treaty of Aachen (Treaty on Franco-German Cooperation 
and Integration) in order to strengthen German-French coop-
eration and promote mutual understanding between the two 
countries. In Article 22, they also agreed to establish a German-
French Forum for the Future. 

2) German-French Forum for the Future 
The necessary major transformations will be very different in the 
different regions of Germany and Europe, as the initial regional 
conditions are many and varied. A small family in a village of 
a hundred souls in Schleswig-Holstein experiences and organ-
ises mobility differently from a small family in Berlin, Leipzig or 
Cologne. The needs are different. How we will move and travel 
in the future will take different forms from region to region in 
order to respond to these different needs. There is therefore 
no standard recipe for shaping the changes. However, there 
is a wealth of experience that we can draw on: for example, in 
relation to economic change and structural development, as in 
the phasing out of coal in the Lausitz region or with an eye on 
the creation of new technology clusters in Baden-Württemberg. 
How can we learn from each other and tackle the challenges as 
opportunities? 

I believe that our democratic institutions and we as a society 
should focus on three central learning processes, in order to 
shape transformations at the municipal level effectively. 

Firstly, municipal policy-makers and public administration 
must learn how to work with the public, local businesses, as-
sociations and other stakeholders to find targeted solutions 
for the specific characteristics of their own communities. Civic 
participation is not the answer to every question. However, ma-
jor transformations at local level, for example, complete green-
house gas neutrality by 2030, i.e. before the national goal, can 
only be achieved in our democratic system if the actions and 
initiatives of government, public administration, individuals 
and local companies reinforce rather than oppose each other. 

Secondly, municipal policy-makers and public administra-
tion must learn how they can join up with other territorial au-
thorities across their boundaries to form alliances for regional 
transformation. To provide a broad selection of regionally grown 
vegetables for the urban population, cities must make common 
cause with the rural regions around them. With an eye to allo-
cating responsibilities, different dependencies and coordina-
tion processes, this can often only be achieved by substantial 
additional commitment and communication. And it should be 
said that even within an administration, different departments 

The task of the Forum for the Future is to expedite transfor-
mation processes in both countries. The Forum for the Future 
picks up where transformations become tangible and public 
participation is especially important for setting the course: in 
municipalities. Cooperation with municipalities that want to 
break new ground and actively shape transformation is at the 
heart of the work of the Forum for the Future. 

The Forum for the Future uses three instruments to support 
transformation processes: peer dialogues, action research and 
a resonance space. 

What are peer dialogues? Peer dialogues are a structured ex-
change between municipal stakeholders, i.e. peers, in Germany 
and France, who are facing similar challenges. Both municipal 
administration employees and committed citizens who play 
a part in the local transformation processes participate in 
our peer dialogues. The Forum for the Future promotes this 
dialogue, thereby opening a space to share knowledge and  
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experience for mutual benefit. As already described, solutions 
from local contexts cannot be transferred one-to-one. But dis-
cussing approaches to solutions can inspire ideas and lead to 
new insights into one‘s own methods. In this way, the Forum 
for the Future supports the learning process of municipal stake-
holders with an eye to shared forms and formats for coopera-
tion across different sectors. 

Together with the residents of an ecovillage in Saxony-Anhalt 
and the mayor of a conventional village in Saxony, for exam-
ple, we conducted a range of peer dialogues to explore how to 
bring about change within a village community: how can the 
residents of a village accept joint responsibility for sustainable 
change? Despite the different local contexts and different at-
titudes within the communities, participants were nonetheless 
able to identify overarching patterns and conditions for both 
the success and the failure of joint transformation processes. 
One of the conditions for success that we developed with the 
participants: it pays to recognise conflicts as an inherent part 
of local transition. Spaces tailored to the respective community 
and constellation of stakeholders are needed in order to ad-
dress these conflicts. 

The second instrument the Forum for the Future uses to 
support and inform local transformations is action research, 
a qualitative and participatory approach from empirical social 
research. The primary aim is to acquire socially relevant knowl-
edge and to develop new options for action in the field, i.e. in 
and with communities.

Instead of considering the work and transformation processes 
in communities neutrally, we take an active part in the creative 
processes. Our field researchers get personally involved in the 
communities and help stakeholders to implement their trans-
formation goals locally. At the same time, they collect informa-
tion about the collective actions of the stakeholders and about 
local and regional links, challenges and potential. 

For example, the Forum for the Future is using action research 
to help the public administration and civil society of the city of 
Marburg implement their climate action plan. For all non-Mar-
burgers in the audience, some brief background information: on 
28 June 2019, a large majority of the town councillors in Marburg 
proclaimed a climate emergency. The goal: carbon neutrality by 
2030. To this end, the town councillors commissioned a climate 
action plan, which is to be drafted and implemented with the 
participation of residents, associations, initiatives and experts. 
City residents had previously loudly demanded decisive action 
by the town councillors. Climate active citizens’ initiatives and 
school pupils had demonstrated tirelessly and urged the coun-
cillors to take action. The city presented the climate action plan 
they demanded in June 2020. The fact that it exists at all is a 
success: it is the result of broad mobilisation by civil society, 
an alliance between civil society, policy-makers and public ad-
ministration. The action plan also acknowledges that the goal 
of carbon neutrality by 2030 can only be achieved if all stake-
holders are involved in its implementation and organisation. 
Measures by the municipal administration alone will not suffice. 
Specific action by individuals and businesses is also needed.

One example: the climate action plan identified renovation of 
the building stock in Marburg to improve energy efficiency as 
one of the most important measures to reduce CO₂ emissions 
within the city. In the whole of Marburg, there are around 24,500 
buildings; only 340 of them, or fewer than 2 per cent, are owned 
by the city. This means that the city cannot take action on its 
own. The crucial renovators are the residents and tradespeople 

This is of course not a radical new insight. However, as the out-
come and reflection of local movers and shakers, such flashes of 
insight are important steps in collective learning: only these mo-
ments of insight create the opportunity for participation based 
on the specific needs of the different stakeholders. The aim is 
not participation for its own sake, but rather to achieve the fol-
lowing: to provide a space for different roles and perspectives of 
public administration, civil society, trade and industry, as well 
as single individuals, and to understand conflicts as opportuni-
ties for communication and fertile soil for joint solutions. 

In this way, the peer dialogues of the Forum for the Future 
support the people, institutions and organisations which shape 
and drive transformation in their communities. With the peer 
dialogues, the Forum for the Future opens up space for reflec-
tion, mutual gain and learning processes, and does so across 
national borders in dialogue with French communities. At the 
same time, the peer dialogues help to prepare and organise the 
resonance space. 
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themselves. For the city to be able to assist and motivate these 
groups for the long term, it is currently exploring how to remain 
in touch with all participants and how to test and further devel-
op models. Forms of lasting involvement and consultation with 
the local and regional trades, banks, planners and architects 
require imagination and initiative.

Learning and working together are also necessary beyond the 
city boundaries. One objective of the climate action plan that 
was formulated in cooperation with residents is carbon-neutral 
and climate-resilient agriculture. Approaches for supplying 
residents of the city and rural district with more produce grown 
in the region are very promising. On the one hand, support can 
be given to existing innovators. We can learn from agricultural 
solidarity initiatives, for example. What structures and funding 
options have helped and can be expanded? Which processes 
and structures presented obstacles and can be adapted? On 
the other hand, opportunities exist for improving communica-
tion and coordination between the rural district and city. A new 
“Marburg and surroundings food council” founded in October 
2020 is a hopeful example of this. 

The Marburg climate action plan recognises that intensive 
cooperation is needed for the plan to succeed. The plan repre-
sents the start of a joint learning process. To carry out the plan, 
formats and forms of communication must now be found in 
order to utilise the entire energy and creativity of the city and its 
stakeholders. Brainstorming is needed to figure out where and 
how these can be integrated outside the administration.

The knowledge and patterns that we develop with the help of 
the peer dialogues and action research initially serve to support 
and promote local transformation processes. However, they 
also lay the groundwork for developing recommendations for 
action directed at the national governments in Germany and 
France. These recommendations for action are prepared in what 
we call the resonance space. This is where we bring the munici-

pal stakeholders we are working with together with experts from 
civil society, public administration and the research commu-
nity. These groups make up the participants of the resonance 
space and combine local, regional and national perspectives 
in different fields. Recommendations for action are developed 
in an open and collaborative process from the bottom up. The 
resonance space will start work for the first time in the autumn 
of 2021 and will be made up of an equal number of stakehold-
ers from France and Germany. The overarching themes have 
been set by the governments and are based on the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

In the current work cycle, we are focusing on ecological 
change, as in our work with the city of Marburg, and on economic 
and social resilience, for example with the Burgenlandkreis rural 
district. There, the topic is the second structural transformation 
resulting from phasing out coalmining. However, the specific 
issues are set together with the communities through peer dia-
logues and action research. The resonance space offers the pos-
sibility to incorporate local perspectives into recommendations 
for national policy-makers, for local stakeholders to participate 
and to learn from their experience with transformation.

3) Conclusion 
In view of the major challenges, democracy must be evaluated 
on the basis of its ability to manage these challenges. Whether 
the learning processes I have described succeed is crucial to this 
ability to manage. 

We must use the strengths of democracy and open societies, 
not least because authoritarian societies such as China are now 
establishing themselves as alternative models. 

These problem-solving strengths include plurality, the ability 
to innovate and subsidiarity.

Thank you.
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Urban climate change adaptation:
Global transformation processes and drivers of the future
Lukas Emrich,
Prof. Dr Tabea 
Bork-Hüffer,
Universität Innsbruck, 
Department of 
Geography

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/ 
RPNbjchxdHs

The age of cities? The age of multiple 
global challenges
As investigations of global change and of the 
Anthropocene have shown, the drivers of ecological, 
economic and socio-cultural processes of change 
are intertwined. They include climate change, the 
degradation of ecosystems, migration and the loss 
of livelihoods, demographic change, access to re-
sources in a geopolitical context, digitalisation and 
the massive global influence and power of a few 
transnational technology companies. The diverse 
drivers and effects of complex processes of global 
change are by no means limited to urban forms 
of settlement. However, historical, current and 
predicted data on the dynamics of urbanisation 
show evidence of a relationship between growth in 
urban populations and an increase in global GDP, 
greenhouse gas concentrations and the degrada-
tion of ecosystems (see figure 1). Moreover, these 
data illustrate the simultaneity of these mutu-
ally intensifying and diverse processes of change 
within the scope of the “Great Acceleration”  
(Steffen et al. 2015). 

Projections of further growth of the urban 
population – by 2050, the urban population of 
around 4.4 billion (2020) people is likely to grow to  
6.7 billion, encompassing around 70 per cent of the 
entire global population (UN DESA 2018) – indicate 
that these dynamics will accelerate even more, 
leading to a “momentum of urbanisation” (WBGU 
2016) in the 21st century. At the same time, it is 
important not to reduce cities to their quantita-
tive significance and their growth only, but also 
to consider qualitative dynamics of change in and 
around these urban spaces (Kraas/Mertins 2014). 
Metropolises are not only living spaces for human 

and non-human beings. They are also hubs of polit-
ico-economic regulation mechanisms and centres 
of increasingly critical, societal natural conditions 
in the Anthropocene (Kraas/Bork-Hüffer 2019). And 
they are spaces of temporally and spatially concen-
trated social interaction. The metropolis as a facto-
ry that produces the common (Hardt/Negri 2010) is 
thus inevitably a social product, both a conflicting 
and a cooperative product. The adaptation of cities 
to the impacts of climate change can thus only be 
addressed from a perspective which considers the 
interconnectedness of the influencing factors and 
at the same time acknowledges the societal and 
ecological nature of cities as living spaces.

Cities – drivers of climate change, driven 
by climate change
Cities drive climate change and the resulting socio-
ecological crises, but they are also particularly af-
fected by the impacts of climate change. The driv-
ers include soil sealing, emissions from the urban 
construction sector, linear material flows and the 
associated consumption of resources, the cur-
rently rapidly growing urban platform economies 
intended to maximise consumption and profit, and 
consumption-orientated urban lifestyles. At the 
same time, the rising temperatures due to climate 
change, which have a particularly strong impact 
on urban populations, exacerbating and creating 
health impacts as well as increasing the frequency 
and intensity of extreme weather events, show 
that the lives of urban dwellers are driven by cli-
mate change. In addition, there is an increasingly 
unequal distribution among the people affected by 
such climate change impacts and the loss of liveli-
hoods (Kabisch et al. 2017; WBGU 2016).

Figure 1: Comparison of selected socio-economic (red) and geoecological (earth system) (blue) indicator trends. The broken line relates to the (approximate) turning point  
of the Great Acceleration of social, ecological and economic processes in the Anthropocene proposed by Steffen et al. (Source: Steffen et al. 2015, modified).



Most cities are embedded in largely linear material flows, as 
the example of Paris shows (see figure 2). The inability to inte-
grate cities into dynamic but closed cycles that persists to this 
day does not only lead to unacceptable (greenhouse gas) emis-
sions and excessive waste production. The associated “imperial 
mode of living” (Brand/Wissen 2018) with highly differentiated 
social working conditions and dependent relationships causes 
further social and economic challenges in urban societies. 

These can further exacerbate the impacts of climate change 
and the unequal distribution of these impacts across the social 
spectrum. 

The challenges are not only diverse and heterogeneous but 
they are also often mutually reinforcing. This is particularly 
evident from the example of urban heat islands. The heat is-
land effect mostly occurs in places with particularly high soil 
sealing rates. Sealed surfaces absorb significantly more solar  
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Figure 2: Material flows in the urban metabolism of Paris (Source: WBGU 2016)
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radiation than areas with vegetation on unsealed soils, but 
these areas lack shading and evaporation effects. As a result, 
we can measure temperatures of up to eight degrees higher 
in highly sealed spaces than in the less sealed surrounding 
area (Revi et al. 2014). The health risks associated with intense 
heating in the increasingly hot summers are difficult to assess. 
In Europe, tens of thousands of deaths were attributed to the 
heat wave of 2003. Further effects of rising temperatures are 
higher concentrations of harmful substances such as tropo-
spheric ozone and respiratory diseases, which are recognised 
as being related to these concentrations of pollutants (Corfee-
Morlot et al. 2009). Soil sealing, often in the context of uncon-
trolled urban sprawl, can therefore have multiple effects on 
social-environmental systems that are complex and often dif-
ficult to quantify. As a consequence of uncontrolled soil sealing 
rates and due to the heat island effect, cities as drivers of cli-
mate change become driven by complex and critical processes 
and risks. These risks are rarely distributed homogeneously. 
Instead, studies related to different examples of ecological 
crises have shown how, in relation to these crises, exposure 
and resilience correlate with social factors such as income (e.g. 
Kindler et al. 2018).

Approaches and challenges for urban transforma-
tion and climate change adaptation
Even if radical efforts are made to limit climate change, such 
as limiting temperature rise to 1.5 degrees as proposed by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2018), 
measures that mitigate the negative impacts of advancing cli-
mate change for urban (and other) populations must be mas-
sively expanded.

In recent years, there has been an intense discussion of  
nature- and technology-based approaches, which can only be 
partial solutions to complex adaptation strategies. The first ap-
proach includes the provision of urban green and blue spaces 
(e.g. parks, trees and green corridors) in cities, architectural 
solutions for sustainable construction (e.g. façade planting and 
roof planting), carbon neutral construction materials made of 
wood and bamboo and bioretention systems or rain gardens 
(Kabisch et al. 2017). The latter include modelling and simula-
tions based on precise climate information with a high level of 
spatial resolution to identify areas that are particularly affected 
by climate change, model the efficiency of potential response 
measures (ZAMG 2020) or use crowd-sourced data sources to 
improve municipal services and adaptation measures (e.g. for 
waste disposal, flooding). They also include multimodal mo-
bility systems or shared mobility schemes for a more efficient 
and emission-reducing organisation of mobility systems. Digital 
tracking in the circular economy can also help to make gaps in 
cycles visible and close them, and to avoid unnecessary raw ma-
terials, toxic substances or raw materials from conflict regions. 
Digital platform cooperatives can constitute alternative and 
solidarity-based economies and can promote sustainable, non-
financialised approaches for sharing and exchanging goods 
(WBGU 2019; IDDRI 2018).

The efficient management of cities, including through tech-
nological and digital innovation, will be an important and nec-
essary element of all transformation pathways. However, there 
is a well-researched risk that the increased efficiency achieved 
through factors within existing mechanisms of regulating global 
(and increasingly digital) financial capitalism that solely focus 
on efficiency – think more output for the same input – will be nul-



lified by rebound effects or that acute crisis symptoms are only 
replaced temporarily. Using the case examples of Copenhagen 
and Portland, Kabisch et al. (2018) describe how urban climate 
change adaptation strategies can lead to displacement process-
es if they are not based on integrative approaches. The authors 
also describe such sustainability approaches as “retrofitting”, 
i.e. the attempt to achieve (resource) efficiency successes by 
using new technologies within old structures or to achieve 
improvements by greening public spaces and the built environ-
ment. While they explicitly describe such approaches as an im-
portant part of their proposed transformation strategy for cities, 
they also note that above all, members of the middle and upper 
class benefit from these measures. The displacement of low-
income groups can be partially observed, a process that is dis-
cussed as “eco-gentrification” (ibid.). Recently, a wide range of 
studies have referred to similar risks (cf. overview in Anguelovski 
et al. 2019). If nature or technology-based solutions are driven 
by marketing strategies and neglect or ignore climate justice 
issues, they will result in positive externalities which increase 
the market value of properties or location factors of companies. 
The results of such developments range from the intensification 
of socio-spatial inequalities to displacement processes and the 
emergence of “elite enclaves of environmental privileges” (ibid.: 
p. 1065).

Thus, the question arises as to who will benefit from the 
upgrading and adaptation measures, whether spatial displace-

ments of the challenges are more likely to occur and how sus-
tainability transformations or adaptation strategies can be in-
tegrated into inclusive and democratising processes. Integrated 
approaches to solutions to the socio-ecological crises of the 
21st century will therefore also include institutional-systemic 
and spatial transformations and will have to provide answers to 
issues of distribution (of positive and negative externalities) or 
participation.

Spatial transformation at neighbourhood level – 
an example
Different urban spaces can have heterogeneous challenges, 
potential and conditions for transformative climate change ad-
aptation approaches. The German Advisory Council on Global 
Change (WBGU) (2016) differentiates among three types of cities 
and structures: mature city structures in historical cities; newly 
planned city structures, which continue to be created especially 
in the regions which are highly affected by urbanisation; and 
informal structures, for example in marginal settlements. Not 
only but in particular in the case of historical city structures, it is 
important to consider their “distinctiveness” (WBGU 2016) and 
thus specific spatial challenges for transformative approaches. 
Which functions should spaces have in the context of a climate-
neutral, inclusive and resilient city? How can we ensure inclusive 
access to these spaces and broad participation in transforma-
tive discourses and (re-)use processes? 
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Figure 3: Starting points (grey arrows) in relation to identified sustainability problems (white boxes) on the level of the neighbourhood,  
using the example of an existing Gründerzeit neighbourhood in Innsbruck, Austria (source: Emrich 2021, modified)

Such questions were posed by a study which investigated the 
potential of inner courtyards in existing “Gründerzeit” (late 19th 
century) neighbourhoods in Innsbruck (Tirol, Austria) for trans-
formative measures (Emrich 2021). The distinctiveness and 
socio-cultural diversity of historical city neighbourhoods leads 
to a large number of serious needs and perspectives in dealing 
with the challenges of the 21st century. The underlying spatial 
conditions, which are also very different, for example with re-
gard to access to or greening of open spaces, have a very high 
impact on the well-being of the people who live there, especially 
in densely populated existing neighbourhoods. Well-being in 
the neighbourhood and appreciation of it as an everyday centre 
of one’s life can, however, be seen as the basis for inclusive and 
cooperative-democratic transformation processes in the neigh-
bourhood. This is challenging. Far-reaching transformation 
processes are inevitably prone to conflicts. However, in order to 
be able to solve these conflicts in a democratic framework and 
to integrate them into processes for the common good, spaces 
are required where people can meet and socialise, as are instru-
ments of communication and governance. This combination of 
opportunities for encounters and accompanying governance 
structures also opens up opportunities for transformative, so-
lution-orientated and cooperative action (commoning). Figure 
3 suggests starting points for spatial and institutional transfor-
mation processes in the neighbourhood and answers to the fol-
lowing key questions: which strategies can be used to deal with 
existing sustainability challenges in the neighbourhood (white 

boxes)? What do collective ideas of a liveable neighbourhood 
of short distances look like and where are there starting points 
for social, institutional and structural change to support such 
processes (grey arrows)?

Conclusion
Due to the interconnectedness of climate change and numerous 
other socio-cultural, ecological and economic challenges and 
due to the heterogeneity of urban spaces, climate change ad-
aptation strategies must be based on systemic and integrative 
approaches. At the same time, far-reaching transformations are 
inevitable. If these transformations are to occur in democratic 
processes and have the guiding principle of “leaving no one 
behind” (UN 2017) as their normative basis, issues of environ-
mental and climate justice access and the right to live in the 
city as well as participation in transformation processes must 
be addressed. Only then can approaches regarding efficiency 
and consistency such as nature or technology-based solutions, 
be integrated without unwanted negative consequences (e.g. 
eco-gentrification). The process will always involve a variety of 
simultaneous and dynamically changing transformation path-
ways at all levels. The neighbourhood approach with enhanced 
participation and cooperation opportunities represents such a 
possible approach. It includes a completely new way of think-
ing about urban spaces, types of consumption, production and 
cooperative coexistence in the neighbourhood and should con-
sider interconnectedness with national to global processes.
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Introduction
Detlef Kurth
The topic of “planning for future – shaping 
transformation” is very familiar to those of us 
engaged in urban development and spatial plan-
ning because it involves thinking pre-emptively, 
thinking ahead and shaping developments, but 
also averting crises. One of the major challenges 
is certainly the climate crisis. The decision of the 
Federal Constitutional Court arrived just shortly 
before the start of our conference. It is now a con-
stitutional requirement that the issue of climate 
change must not to be left as a burden on future 
generations but must be solved now. 

Apart from climate change, other crises and 
problems also lie ahead, for example demo-
graphic change and socio-spatial inequalities. 
Many issues are currently overshadowed by 
the pandemic, but bad as the pandemic is, the 
other crises will ultimately cause far more dam-
age. Therefore, when we talk about resilience 
and generally about “planning for future”, 
pandemics will be just one of the issues to  
discuss. 

 
 

 

Another major issue is the National Urban 
Development Policy. The New Leipzig Charter, 
which was adopted in the autumn of 2020, 
already includes the topics of common good, 
climate change and resilience. We will come 
back to this later in the discussion when we 
discuss implementation strategies. With regard 
to climate change, we will also examine the 
key issues of mitigation and adaptation and 
conclude that we need both. Climate action 
and climate change adaptation are two sides of 
the same coin. These topics are somewhat con-
troversial, as we will see in the discussion after 
the two keynotes by Alexander Repenning and  
Frauke Burgdorff. 

High time to act! An appeal for more cli-
mate justice in urban development
Alexander Repenning
I would like to present a few thoughts that need 
to be kept in mind for urban planning in terms 
of “planning for future”. I will start by address-
ing the question of what is special about the  
climate crisis. 
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Firstly, there is the time dimension. The consequences of 
our actions must be understood in terms of decades and 
centuries. This goes far beyond the scope of electoral terms 
of particular governments, which generally guide political 
action. And this presents challenges for our democratic insti-
tutions. As societies, we are not used to thinking and acting 
beyond the scope of such limited periods. 

The other dimension is space. The consequences of past 
actions are already visible in other parts of the world. The fact 
that we are not directly experiencing these consequences 
where we live makes it more challenging to comprehend the 
extent of the problem. Yet in developing countries there are 
already many places where the impacts of the climate crisis 
are abundantly clear. These consequences also await us in 
the developed world.

An important term in the debate on climate change is  
“irreversibility”. Once global ecosystems have reached tip-
ping point, it will be too late to say “Now really is the time to 
act”. We must keep this in mind in terms of risk hierarchies. 
A publication of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 
Research in 2019 shows how tipping points are interrelated. 
The permafrost, for example, is starting to melt. Many an-
ticipated tipping points are approaching far sooner than pre-
dicted and will be more dramatic than previously believed. 

In its report in 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change called for “rapid, far-reaching and unprec-
edented changes in all aspects of society”. The urgency of the 
language used in this discourse often gives the impression of 
an impending apocalypse. But I would like to emphasise an-
other aspect of this. Many regions are under threat as places 
to live. But it is not humankind as such that is threatened but 
our humanity. Human life as we know it will no longer be pos-
sible. The growing stress factors caused by the climate crisis 
increase the pressure on us as a society to act in solidarity 
with those who are most affected. Resilience is lowest where 
people live in poverty and have few resources to respond to 
the changes. 

I would like to end with a few thoughts on climate justice. 
In my view, this term is not debated enough. I am frequently 
surprised to hear climate discussed as an environmental 
topic and not from a social perspective. A term that occurs 
in this context is “climate apartheid”. Philip Alston, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, 
says that if we do not proceed from the perspective of human 
rights and justice, we risk a situation in which the rich protect 
themselves and the poor are left to suffer the consequences. 
This threatens the concept of human rights per se and also 
the last fifty years of development and poverty reduction. 

Another point is intergenerational equity. The Federal 
Constitutional Court has declared parts of the Climate 
Change Act to be unconstitutional with regard to Article 20a 
of Germany’s Basic Law. Referring to the national objective of 
maintaining the foundations of life for future generations, as 

expressed in Article 20a, the court linked the idea of respon-
sibility for the future more closely to the climate crisis. Thus, 
the rights of future generations are now a political responsi-
bility. 

Shaping the transition to climate neutrality in 
practice
Frauke Burgdorff
In my view, in the context of municipal work, the transition to 
climate neutrality has three dimensions. The first is climate 
action: we must try to avoid CO₂ emissions wherever possible. 
The second is climate impacts strategy: i.e. adapting our cities 
to the hot weather, heavy rainfall and cold periods to come. And 
the third dimension is climate justice: here we can only make a 
small contribution, but it is important not to disregard it. 

At the end of 2019, the council of the City of Aachen declared 
a climate emergency. Within a year, my colleague Markus 
Cremer and his team had published an integrated climate ac-
tion plan. In order to achieve the 1.5–2-degree target and to 
reduce CO₂ emissions by 50 per cent by 2030, we must reduce 
our consumption by 76,850 tonnes each year. In recent years, 
consumption has actually been rising, which means we must 
take action now. We know in theory where our CO₂ reduction 
potentials lie. We have also tried to work with indicators and 
estimated values so that we have plausible data. Energy sup-
ply gives us the greatest leverage, but building renovation is 
also important, as is transport. However, we have no regula-
tory control over air traffic and heavy goods transport. As a 
municipality, we can only regulate around half of the relevant 
traffic ourselves. In the next few years, we will create many kilo-
metres of bikeways, partly as a result of a citizens’ initiative to 
promote cycling (Radentscheid). We will expand and electrify 
bus transport. This is a major investment that also needs time. 
Buses ordered today do not arrive tomorrow. We want to build 
a tramline and are currently preparing a cost-benefit analysis 
of the proposal. The city administration itself generally uses 
electric cars. 

We have provided the initial funds for the integrated climate 
action plan; we will have to invest many millions of euros in the 
coming years. We need to talk about whether we will acquire the 
funds through federal or state-level funding, through internal 
prioritisation or through local taxes. 

Climate impacts are an important dimension. In the city cen-
tre we have many large structures, multi-storey car parks and 
department stores that contribute significantly to the overheat-
ing of the city. I like to call these structures “whales”, as if they 
were washed up on the beach of our city. We must think about 
how we are going to deal with them in the future. How can we 
adapt them to reduce the impact of their use on climate change? 

Finally, let us consider the topic of climate justice. As a munici-
pality, we see ourselves as part of a community. We are in close 
dialogue with Cape Town, our partner city. We recently declared 
Aachen a “safe haven” for refugees. 
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There are also some issues of climate justice at the local level: 
How big should apartments be? How much outside space do 
people need in order to comfortably get through a pandemic – 
and to comfortably endure a hotter city? The parts of the city in 
which people have fewer economic resources generally offer less 
comfortable living situations. We must compensate for these dif-
ferences so that our city does not become divided into rich and 
poor. Ultimately, our democratic foundation must grow. I am  
frequently alarmed at how low public participation is in the more 
disadvantaged areas of the city. In those areas we have already 
lost some sections of the population; we cannot afford to lose 
more of them through our climate action strategies. 

We cannot be casual in our approach to climate action and 
climate impacts. But we will not succeed unless we can go about 
our task with a measure of courage and good-humour in prac-
tice. We must stick together, because everything we do requires 
huge financial and personnel resources. And above all we need 
decisive and consistent action – not always easy to maintain 
given the changes that come with different governments. 

Discussion
Detlef Kurth: My first question is for Alexander Repenning, 
who has an outsider’s perspective on urban planning and mu-
nicipal practice. From your point of view, is the city of Aachen 

responding appropriately to climate change? What other 
measures would you like to see? 

Alexander Repenning: The issue of transport was mentioned. 
I am pleased that tram tracks and bikeways are being planned 
and discussed in detail. A common mistake in the mobility de-
bate, however, is to see electromobility as a panacea. Although 
it will certainly play an important role, if we now flood the roads 
with electric cars just as we did before with petrol and diesel 
vehicles, we will not have solved the broader problem. 

Climate justice was also mentioned. From my point of view, 
when it comes to climate action and climate change adaptation 
strategies it is essential to keep in mind how these adaptations 
affect the reality of people’s lives. We need to look at things from 
their perspective and also provide funding for this. 

Detlef Kurth: Climate justice also has an urban aspect. How 
could this be investigated in the future? What data are avail-
able for this? Vulnerability studies will be important, including 
with regard to pandemics, climate and general health. After 
all, there are other environmental risks such as particulate 
matter. Can Aachen show that in places of socio-spatial in-
equality there are also greater health risks – or greater climate 
risks in future?
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Frauke Burgdorff: We have a considerable amount of material 
available thanks to air quality planning, an environmental noise 
action plan and socio-spatial planning, for instance. Especially 
where health is concerned, I am sure we could be monitoring 
certain areas even more closely, including with regard to heat 
and extrapolation from heat islands. But I am currently focusing 
on action. Aachen has a population of 250,000 and it is possi-
ble to get to know a city like that well enough that you don’t 
necessarily need statistics to know what the problems are. Still, 
it would help if the municipalities were well supported by the 
universities and federal research establishments, and if typical 
patterns could at least be collected from across Germany. 

Detlef Kurth: Certainly, both are needed: fast action and a 
certain amount of pragmatism, but also a good analytical 
basis. In the Urban Resilience memorandum we urged that 
vulnerability analyses should in future be used as standard 
when it comes to planning, urban development strategies and 
urban development assistance. 

Frauke Burgdorff: If I could just take issue with one point there: 
collecting these data ties up resources. We need to make sure 
that this does not happen in the wrong place because we need 
those resources in order to act. I am not against having a good 

stock of data to work with but we need to be pragmatic. After 
all, measuring vulnerability is, to some degree, empirically un-
reliable. And we shouldn’t rely on it too heavily. For example, in 
Aachen we had a huge debate on the topic of the 30 km/h speed 
limit. Public institutions disputed that a 30 km/h speed limit had 
a positive effect, so we had to prove that it did using our moni-
toring sites. It was good that we had the monitoring sites, but 
we need to measure things in practice rather than extrapolating 
potential crisis locations. We can also make highly effective use 
of digital technology for this, in continuously monitoring what is 
happening with air quality and temperatures.

Detlef Kurth: So that’s a plea for real measuring, real data – 
which also tie up resources. The Urban Resilience memorandum 
calls for a significant increase in municipal resources, as there 
have been many cutbacks in that area in recent years. 

Another question for Frauke Burgdorff: Are existing planning 
instruments sufficient? Or would you like to see changes or 
quicker progress? 

Frauke Burgdorff: Let me take the example of bikeway develop-
ment, which has been given high political priority. The number 
of kilometres was specified by the citizens’ initiative to promote 
cycling (Radentscheid). We are not moving as quickly on this as 
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we would like for various reasons. Interestingly, this is not so 
much due to legislation. The situation is different in the case 
of the 30 km/h speed limit. Federal legislators repeatedly insist 
that we specify reasons to justify 30 km/h limits at specific loca-
tions, while we are of the firm opinion that it simply makes good 
sense, both ecologically and socially. In the case of bikeway ex-
pansion, disagreements tend to arise within the city itself. Each 
route that we build is usually at the expense of something else: 
sometimes parking spaces, sometimes even trees. We have to 
weigh up these considerations and the cooperative decision-
making process takes time. And it cannot be done without 
debate, otherwise our society will fracture over these issues. 
Humanity, or human cooperation, is an asset that is itself threat-
ened by climate change. But the path we take to avoid climate 
change must not lead us to fall out with one another. It is really 
tricky. I would prefer not to give a straightforward answer to this 
question because I think it is the task of democratic processes to 
address this problem and to withstand it. This demands a great 
deal of strength. 

Detlef Kurth: Mr Repenning, what do you think? The extent to 
which democratic societies are able to address the climate crisis 
is a big question. You have highlighted how dramatic the situa-
tion is. On the other hand, Frauke Burgdorff now says she needs 
more time for cooperative decision-making and discussion; she 
has her planning and coordination processes and has to get 
people on her side. How would you handle this contradiction, or 
does it only seem to be a contradiction? 

Alexander Repenning: I don’t know whether it really is a con-
tradiction but I can see the conflicting goals. 

I think it’s important to preserve standard democratic prin-
ciples. Having the local population on your side is enormously 
important so that division does not occur. Stress factors will 
increase. So I think that those involved in planning processes 
should take the perspective of those sections of the population 
that are most affected and least able to protect themselves. 
Climate change adaptation and climate action need to be pri-
oritised whenever building procedures are approved, whenever 
new buildings are planned. They need to be part of the process. 

Detlef Kurth: We are currently experiencing a period of big gov-
ernment. We are prohibited from doing many things due to the 
pandemic. Why not apply this to the climate too – for example 
in the form of lockdowns or bans on SUVs in towns and cities? 
Could defined CO₂ limits be expressed in terms of incidence 
rates? Would that be feasible – provided it were democratically 
legitimised, of course? 

Alexander Repenning: Definitely. I believe we need big govern-
ment for this. We cannot leave challenges of this magnitude to 
be dealt with by individuals or towns, cities and communities. 
I think there needs to be more political leadership. Instead, 

experience shows that pressure must be exerted on politics by 
the population and environmental movements. But it is very 
important to discuss the role of mandatory requirements and 
bans. It must be made easy for us to live, travel and feed our-
selves sustainably. That requires regulation and a government 
framework. 

Frauke Burgdorff: That is not so easy in practice. We have to 
distinguish between administration and politics. In this case, I 
am on the administration side and am elected for a certain pe-
riod of time. Then we have the political arena and civil society. 
An example of civil society involvement is the citizens’ initia-
tive to promote cycling in Aachen. That initiative was very well 
prepared. It was successfully adopted by the council of the City 
of Aachen to form the basis of municipal measures. This is an 
excellent way to achieve goals. As far as banning is concerned, 
banning short-haul flights, SUVs, etc., I am very cautious and 
would tend to prefer the use of pricing. However, this should 
not mean that necessary mobility is impeded – that people 
who don’t have much money can no longer be mobile because 
public transport prices rise as well. The government needs to 
create strong incentives rather than plan around problems as 
they arise. If we were to enlarge our multi-storey car parks to 
accommodate bigger cars, for instance, I would consider that a 
big mistake. 

Banning is certainly a useful measure now and then but mu-
nicipalities cannot shoulder the burden alone. We need an alli-
ance between the different levels of government. The Federal 
Government, federal states and municipalities must work out 
precisely which barriers to set and which incentives to provide. 
When it comes to bans, I know what specific debates are going 
on and I get dragged into them. The veneer of our society has 
become very thin during the pandemic. We must take care that 
our democratic culture does not collapse. 

Detlef Kurth: These are very fundamental debates, which not 
only concern the municipalities but also the federal states, the 
Federal Government and the EU level. The question is, in what 
areas are bans still useful and effective? Regulation through 
bans alone can be counterproductive, sociopolitically speaking. 
Those of us who are involved in urban planning certainly bear 
a particular responsibility. I gather that the City of Aachen is 
striking a good balance in this regard. The question is, of course, 
does this go far enough? Ultimately, it is always a question of 
indicators and resources. 

We have covered a wide range of issues in our discussion. 
There was a call for climate justice, to respond to the climate cri-
sis quickly, especially with the younger generation in mind. But 
we have also seen that implementing measures in municipal 
practice is a multifaceted undertaking. It is an interdisciplinary 
and participatory task, which furthers the aims of urban devel-
opment policy, and which we also promote with reference to the 
New Leipzig Charter. Thank you for this interesting discussion. 
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Graphic recording
Like the earlier Federal Congress, the 7th University Day ben-
efited from the visual facilitation of discussions and results 
through graphic recording. This useful memory aid works by 
connecting written words with images. It uses a mixture of 
mind maps, infographics, notes, cartoons, graffiti and typog-
raphy. Graphic recording captures the structure of what is 
said in visual form. This work requires some familiarity with 
the subject matter at hand. Its structure is fluid. Different 
elements are presented in fields, columns and clusters and 
interconnected using eye-catching lettering, colours, etc. The 
use of cartoon figures allows the artist to comment on what is 
being presented. The artist therefore also needs to maintain a 
sense of distance from the event. At this University Day, there 
was an additional challenge in that most of the event did not 
take place on site, and so our artist, Katharina Kosak, used a 
combination of analogue and digital methods. Her work can 
be seen throughout the results report.
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Forum A: Common good vs. individual interests – 
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Prof. Dr Florian Rödl,
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Trier University of 
Applied Sciences /  
Environmental 
Campus Birkenfeld

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/ 
kQKwyZ7-Pi0

Investing in land and housing in growing urban 
regions is increasingly considered to be a lucra-
tive and secure form of investment. The current 
toolbox for urban planning provides an important 
regulatory framework that allows for foresightful 
and integrated urban development, aiming for the 
common good while also accommodating indi-
vidual interests. The forum addressed the question 
as to how this planning toolbox could be usefully 
refined to counter land speculation and promote 
the socially just provision of housing.

After Uwe Altrock’s introduction, the five forum 
panelists gave their opening statements as a basis 
for subsequent discussion. Ricarda Pätzold em-
phasised that no single instrument could solve the 
current challenges on its own, arguing that several 
small revolutions were needed. Florian Rödl, who 
advised the federal state of Berlin when its rent 
cap was investigated by the Federal Constitutional 
Court, spoke about expropriation and rent control.

Kristin Wellner highlighted the economic aspects 
and challenges resulting from the fact that land is 
limited and not a renewable resource. She pointed 
out that to be successful, different interest groups 
had to cooperate and come to an agreement. 

Martin Kurt then gave his insights into the practice 
of urban planning in the city of Ludwigsburg, where 
priority is given to developing the city centre. Land 
for building on, however, is becoming increasingly 
scarce. Larger housing projects are implemented 
only if the city owns all of the land to be built on. 
Kurt pointed out that the extremely high cost of 
land and construction meant that it was difficult to 
create affordable housing by building new homes. 

Dirk Löhr explained that rents were not high be-
cause land was expensive; rather, high land prices 
led to high rents. In addition, he reminded the au-
dience that solving the supply problem would not 
automatically solve the price problem. Relations 
between cities and their surrounding areas must 
be enhanced through strong action on land policy 
by municipalities. Policy-makers need to think 
more in regional terms. Objectives should be set 
out in regional guidelines on development policy 
so that pressure on urban areas can be eased more 
effectively by surrounding areas.

Following the introduction, participants split into 
three breakout groups to discuss various aspects 
of a particular topic. Each group was supported by 
forum mentors and experts.
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Breakout group 1: Housing policy
Thesis: Nationalisation and rent regulation are the solution to 

the housing market problems in German cities.
Forum mentors: Corinna Schittenhelm, Vivienne Graw
Experts: Ricarda Pätzold, Florian Rödl

To kick off, participants were asked about their views on the 
Berlin campaign “Deutsche Wohnen & Co. enteignen” (expropri-
ate Deutsche Wohnen et al). Their view was that, in principle, 
the campaign was important in raising awareness of the issue. 
There was also general agreement that the urban housing 
market should not be in private hands. Another topic of dis-
cussion was how to fund the expropriation of large real estate 
companies. Compensation based on market value was not 
considered a useful option. Florian Rödl then explained that the 
campaign’s intention was not expropriation but socialisation. 
The participants concluded that terminology could play a de-
cisive role in determining the success of citizen and stakeholder 
participation: they felt that the term “nationalisation”, as used 
in Germany’s Basic Law, was less problematic than the term  
“socialisation”.

Above all, the discussion shone a spotlight on how problem-
atic it was that political opinion seemed to change constantly. An 
extensive sale of public housing stock took place not long ago, in 
the 1990s. Now, federal states and municipalities are looking for 
ways to increase their room for manoeuvre when it comes to pro-
viding housing. A long-term planning perspective is necessary for 
municipalities to take decisions with certainty and to coordinate 
and communicate their objectives and measures more effectively.

Breakout group 2: Towards diverse neighbour-
hoods
Thesis: Protecting existing housing against profit-orientated 

real estate development is key to preserving diverse neigh-
bourhoods.

Forum mentor: Uwe Altrock
Expert: Kristin Wellner

Diverse neighbourhoods are very important for long-term 
stability and local quality of life. Current trends have shown 
that, due to the situation on the market, larger areas of prop-
erty built by private investors with housing units all cast in the 

Small group 1

Small group 2
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same mould tend to be rather homogeneous, not only in terms 
of their function but also with regard to their social structure. 
It became clear during the discussion that the currently large 
demand for housing units and the structural change taking 
place in the retail sector mean, for example, that it is difficult 
to ensure diversity on the ground floor. Even there, housing for 
residential purposes sometimes displaces other uses. A policy 
which pursues a long-term perspective for existing building 
stock and aims to establish a diverse tenure structure could 
perhaps help to counteract this trend. Recent urban develop-
ment projects have shown that ambitious models for managing 
how buildings are used can indeed create diversity. This can be 
seen, for example, in Aspern, Vienna, or the former wholesale 
flower market in Kreuzberg, Berlin, or the wagnisART housing 
project in Munich. What still needs to be examined further is the 
question of whether projects that are less profit orientated (for 
example run by foundations, cooperatives or groups of private 
owners building together) can also bring about social diversity, 
or whether it is better to stick to tried and tested approaches 
to socially just land use, like in Munich, with housing quotas for 
different income groups.

Breakout group 3: Land policy
Thesis: More vigorous action by municipalities in the field 

of land policy and curbing land speculation would help to 
ensure a socially just provision of housing.

Forum mentor: Detlef Kurth
Experts: Martin Kurt, Dirk Löhr

The breakout group discussed the thesis presented by Dirk Löhr 
and Martin Kurt. One topic was the role of strong municipal 
housing companies, which have a positive effect on the housing 
market, as is the case in Ludwigsburg. Ludwigsburg also applies 
the powerful urban development measure enshrined in section 
165 of the Federal Building Code (Baugesetzbuch), albeit often 
only in the preparatory phase. As Ludwigsburg always assumes 
initial ownership of land to be developed, immediate land value 
increases accrue to the city and can be invested in the city’s 
infrastructure. The same does not apply to long-term value in-
creases. 

Good regional cooperation is very important for cities like 
Ludwigsburg, which have strong relations with their surround-

ing areas. Against this background, regional land funds and re-
gional housing policies would be worth exploring. Unfortunately, 
these issues are not addressed at the International Architecture 
Exhibition (IBA) for the city region of Stuttgart, 2027. Other im-
portant topics are the development of a long-term, anti-cyclical 
land reserve policy and the exercise of the right of pre-emption. 
In addition, land should always be assigned based on concept 
tendering. Increasingly, real estate owners are also the inves-
tors, which makes the negotiation process much easier. 

Topics that will remain relevant in the future are Baugruppen 
(groups of private owners building together) and increasingly 
company housing. It was also noted that business/industrial 
parks are coming under increasing pressure due to the housing 
shortage. 

Follow-up discussion
Following the breakout sessions, the participants all came back 
together and a lively discussion ensued, moderated by Corinna 
Schittenhelm. To begin with, the respective forum mentors pre-
sented the results of their groups’ discussions. 

Prices have been increasing not only for residential buildings, 
but also for commercial properties. If cities want to remain at-
tractive, they must meet the growing demand. It was pointed 
out in this regard that relations between cities and their sur-
rounding areas need to be strengthened and infrastructure 
developed in rural areas. This could ease the pressure on city 
centres. To this end, a regional steering body with a coordinat-
ing function would have to be set up and financial aid and other 
financial resources would have to be assigned in a more flexible 
way. In addition, neighbourhoods and towns/cities would have 
to define for themselves what makes them attractive, i.e. devel-
op their own attractiveness profile, and identify their objectives 
in the field of housing policy.

Those who criticise nationalisation and rent control often 
refer to the need for profitability, claiming that building pro-
jects would not be worthwhile if rents were lower. However, 
long-term land value increases and the profitability assumption 
underlying any large property investment also have to be taken 
into account. The discussion ended with the realisation that 
more communication, finely tuned planning instruments and 
new narratives are necessary to meet the current challenges in 
housing and land policy. 

Small group 3
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Forum B: Visions of the future –  
Utopias in urban planning
Hosts / Authors:
Dr Christina West, 
Darmstadt University 
of Applied Sciences
Benedikt Schroeter, 
TU Berlin

Guests: 
Dörte Meinerling, 
planbar hochdrei, 
Stuttgart
Dr Christopher Dell, 
Institute for 
Improvisation 
Technology, Berlin

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/
xtzhT69MzhE

We discussed the purpose, role and responsibility 
of urban planning in the light of the many current 
social crises. Increasingly we see that the neces-
sary transition towards cities and regions that are 
sustainable, future oriented, inter-generationally 
fair and climate adapted is not being implemented 
quickly enough. Why do planners (re)act so cau-
tiously? Current tools and guiding principles 
of urban development seem to be inadequate. 
“Planning for future – shaping transformation” 
requires us to think in terms of alternatives and 
transcend familiar forms of reasoning and com-
promise: planners (once again) need utopias and 
transtopias (!?)

Starting from this premise, which was as much 
an appeal as it was the main question underlying 
the forum, we did not begin by defining the es-
sence of what a utopia was, but instead by deter-
mining what this term meant for the participants. It 
is largely in their professional lives that they come 
across the term “utopia”. The participants agreed 
that utopian ideas have a highly relevant impact 
on society and a clearly positive connotation. The 
answer to the question as to whether it was neces-
sary to continue to think in terms of utopias was a 
resounding “yes”.

This has not always been the case. Benedikt 
Schroeter explained why it still made sense to 
speak of utopias, even after the publication 
of Fukuyama’s “The End of History” (1989), 
when they seemed to have been replaced by 
the narrative of capitalist democracy as the 
best form of society. Criticising this social or-
der, which was believed to have prevailed, 
was regarded as inappropriate. The sweeping  
commercialisation of all areas of life fol-
lowed, and this also manifested itself in urban  
areas.

Does this mean that everything is okay? 
Probably not!

We are facing incredible challenges which we 
must overcome in this decade: climate change, 
which threatens the lives of humans and ani-
mals; the dynamics caused by socio-economic 
disparities which go hand in hand with all kinds 
of discrimination; competing paradigms for ur-
ban and spatial development which increasingly 
undermine public consensus. The list could go 
on.

How can these problems be solved? By apply-
ing the same approaches which brought them 
about in the first place?



What is a utopia anyway? What do we mean when we use 
this term? By describing the triad of Utopia – Heterotopia – 
Transtopia (see figure 1), Christina West defined the framework 
for the discussion in this forum. What we describe as urban is 
the result of interdependencies between the political, conceived 
space (polis), the physical-material, i.e. perceived or built space 
(city) and the urban lived space (urbs). Introduced in 1516 by 
Thomas Morus (2005), utopia is an imaginary place, longed for 
but never realised. In analogy to Foucault (1966/2005: 9), uto-
pias exist in our minds as thoughts or ideas not pertaining to a 
real place. They serve as unfollowable guidelines, as a blueprint 
and model for a visionary future social order. Thus, they help to 
define societal ideals and how they are constituted, as well as 
forms of control and governance, and the relationship between 
individual groups and uses. However, the search for the ideal 
space is thwarted by the attempt to achieve a utopia. Only het-
erotopias (“third spaces” / “other spaces”) are brought to light. 
Heterotopias pinpoint the tension between the built and the 
lived space. They also serve important functions in society as 
they provide an imaginary and compensatory way to reflect so-
cial values and how such values manifest themselves in a space.

The triad of “polis – urbs – city” (see figure 1) shows that the 
polis, an imagined space where the conceivable (the utopia) ex-
ists in people’s minds, is positioned opposite the localised urban 
heterotopia, where the physical-material space of the city and the 
lived space of the urbs overlap. The polis and the city, on the one 
hand, are linked by urban development planning, which seeks to 
transform utopias into manifest physical-material structures (the 
built city), and which is usually negotiated by policy-makers, ad-
ministrators and investors. The polis and the urbs, on the other 
hand, are linked by transtopia, where various forms of power 
(Arendt 1958: 200) are exercised. While the polis is associated with 
unlimited power and control (potestas), the predominant form 

of power in the public realm of the urbs is potentia, an enabling, 
uniting power which pursues its aims in a way that is creative, im-
provisational, experimental and transdisciplinary (West 2017: 153). 

Transtopia is a place where people come together to meticu-
lously and repeatedly explore different options, to experiment 
and improvise; a place where “word and deed have not parted 
company” (Arendt 1958: 200) and action and speaking are in-
separably intertwined in order to create new realities. 

Transtopia is an invitation to rethink our urban future togeth-
er, conceptually and empirically (West 2019, 2021).

Dörte Meinerling referred to an everyday dilemma of urban plan-
ners: on the one hand, planning needs utopias, but is it really 
desirable to use utopias for planning? The task of urban plan-
ners is not only to solve specific problems, but also to develop 
ideas on how the sustainable city can be planned, designed and 
collectively shaped. But policy-makers and administrators often 
do not share these ideas, or even block them before they can 
actually take shape. So far, offers and attempts to create spaces 
of opportunity, to devise temporary uses and thereby create op-
tions for permanent use have been rejected by policy-makers 
and administrators. Instead, in a city like Stuttgart there is al-
ways pressure from investors to valorise space/land. Investors 
demand that the value of land be increased as cost-efficiently 
and profitably as possible by constructing new buildings that 
are as high and close together as possible. Ultimately, as a re-
sult of this, something completely different is created, leaving 
utopian ideas confined to the minds of urban planners. For 
Dörte Meinerling the crucial question, therefore, is how to suc-
ceed in collectively shaping the utopia of climate justice and 
of a climate-adapted city. For this, we need transtopia and the 
spaces of opportunity which that provides, as well as routines 
that help us to develop transtopia.

Utopias

Heterotopias
“The Other Spaces“

Counter Spaces, Thirdspaces
Transactional Spaces

Conceptualized, Imagined

Lived,
Public

Polis

City Urbs
Potentia

Potestas

Constructed,
Physical-Material

SOURCE: WEST, CHRISTINA 2017, 2019, 2021

Potentia:
Abstract Orders, Spontaneous, 
Improvisative, Experimental,
Search for Potentials,
Transversal Perspectives,
Transgressive Practices  

Potestas: 
Speaking with one Voice, 
Reduction of Contingency ,
Creation of one Utopia,
Offering an Organisation, 
one Contact Person
System Coherent Logic

Fig. 1: The urban: Utopia – Heterotopia – Transtopia (Christina West) 
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After this honest and lucid insight into the real world, or “living 
lab” (real-world laboratory), Christopher Dell pointed out that 
the dissonance between stakeholders on the one hand and 
decision makers and implementers on the other increasingly 
amounted to an attack on democracy. However, this is spatially 
based, which is why today’s utopias must be underpinned by 
a different knowledge/academic basis than previous utopias 
of modern urban planning, which were created out of noth-
ing (from Robert Owen and Charles Fourier to Ildefons Cerdà, 
founder of the modern discipline of urban planning in the 19th 
century, Richard Baumeister and Camillo Sitte). The key dif-
ference and challenge for the planners of today is that the ex 
nihilo (creation out of nothing) or tabula rasa (blank slate) plan-
ning and construction of the modern age, which applies to the 
construction of new buildings in general, is no longer possible. 
Therefore, the purpose, objective and use of utopias must also 
change. 

Christopher Dell focused on the need for utopias with ref-
erence to the renovation of the Tour Bois-Le-Prêtre, a social 
housing high-rise in the north of Paris, by Anne Lacaton and 
Jean-Philippe Vassal in 2011. In this case, the improvisation(s) 
of the people who used the space provided the material for the 
utopia(s) – which means that this was a completely different no-
tion of utopia than the one used by Foucault (1966/2005), who 
contrasted utopia with heterotopia (see figure 1). Here, Ernst 
Bloch’s notion of a (processive-)concrete utopia predominates: 
it is not at all imaginary, but is latently present as “the correlate 
of the not yet realized objective-real possibilities in the world” 
(Bloch 1986: 623) and thus exists in the potentiality of dormant 
possibilities. It is now important to read and develop this poten-
tiality of matter in a new way. Yet this will only be successful if 

planners (including those in the planning offices) and all other 
stakeholders are also part of this transformation. It is necessary 
to change the way we think and the way we do things, and it 
requires that we realise and understand how residents use their 
space. This means that it is necessary to become immersed in 
the space, to “hang out” there, and to understand from an in-
terdisciplinary and transdisciplinary perspective what the new 
ways of reading the notion of transtopia are. 

Christopher Dell highlighted in particular the technique of im-
provisation (Dell 2019), which helps to turn indeterminacy into 
a resource. This has nothing to do with the “anything goes” ap-
proach of postmodernity. With reference to Lacaton & Vassal he 
showed that improvisation has long been successfully applied, 
and that it creates a regime of visibility showing that transdis-
ciplinary-transformative living labs (West 2021: 95, Marquardt/
West 2016) can actually work.

During the plenary discussion that followed, it was pointed out 
that technical means could be used to address the challenges 
of listening to the many ideas of others, of spreading one’s 
own ideas and developing utopias in a participatory process. 
Another question regarded the relationship between “utopia”, 
which was considered to affect society as a whole, and the “field 
of experimentation” (including reshaping the public space), 
which was considered to be in the sphere of urban planning to 
shape utopia as necessary. What is the importance of space for 
the future development of society? It was also noted by parts 
of the audience that just after elections, the willingness to ex-
periment and to think in terms of possibilities usually increases  
(at least initially). Similarly, the next generation, i.e. younger 
architecture and urban planning students, showed a strong 



urge to make the world more ecologically sustainable and to 
embrace utopian ideas with this in mind. In this context, utopias 
have great potential to point the way towards positive trans-
formation, even for individuals who are not so deeply engaged 
in the issue. In terms of the specific utopia for “planning for 
future”, it was stressed that creativity and innovation derived 
from transforming existing cities into climate-adapted cities, 
not from demolishing and rebuilding them; and here rules were 
necessary, or else municipalities would be overwhelmed. The 
participating students explained that there should be many 
more truly open spaces for planners: spaces where utopias 
could be developed in a real-life setting, where it was possible 
to fail or not know the outcome; spaces which were allowed to 
remain permanently in a state of interim use. With reference to 
the effectuation approach, it was underlined that “planning for 
future” understands the process of identifying objectives as an 
experimental learning process to be undertaken on the basis of 
each municipality’s own resources, own knowledge and own 
partnerships, which is why every municipality/region needs 
its own living labs as a key element of its urban planning – to 
function as a transtopia for transdisciplinary experiments with 
utopias and to co-create (transformation) processes. 

The closing discussion can be summarised with the phrase 
“movement makes utopia”, which somewhat reconciles the ap-
parently contrasting concepts of utopia and experimentation 
and can be understood as a call for more movement, dynamism 
and spontaneity in urban planning. Christopher Dell again high-
lighted the importance of improvisation as a response to the 
growing challenges for society and also outlined the utopian vi-
sion of a society in which the appreciation of the creative class for 
the valorisation of space was also expressed in economic terms. 
Christina West emphasised that an essential feature of transto-
pia was that it was a process and that this found its expression 

in experimentation and improvisation. Dörte Meinerling argued 
that the tools for this were of crucial relevance for society and 
should be taught as a special subject at school so that this uto-
pian idea of collectively shaping our spaces as equal partners 
could become a reality. In his closing words, Benedikt Schroeter 
called for making utopias visible, by whatever means, thus 
implicitly retracing the arc that was drawn during the forum: 
from Foucault’s heterotopias (1966/2005) – i.e. “third spaces”, 
“other spaces” or “counterspaces” – to Ernst Bloch’s utopias 
inscribed as potentiality in matter (1986), to Christina West’s 
transtopia as an experimental and improvisational process  
(2019; 2021), and finally the experiment and the visibility  
regimes of improvisation.
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The following transcript contains excerpts of the 
discussion. Statements have been edited for length. 
The entire discussion is available online as a video 
recording in German – see left.

Despite all the deliberations on new drive tech-
nologies (e-mobility) and all the sharing models 
and digital mobility trends, one fact remains: traf-
fic needs space. Especially in city centres, but also 
elsewhere, this space is limited. The space between 
two buildings should not merely accommodate the 
different modes of transport: walking, cycling, driv-
ing (including delivery vehicles), public transport 
and other innovative modes (e.g. scooters). This 
space is what we call urban space. It needs to be 
a place where people enjoy spending time, regard-
less of whether it is the outdoor seating of a restau-
rant or café, public seating or simply a place where 
city dwellers can meet and gather.

On University Day, Arvid Krüger and Jens-Holger 
Kirchner (who have known each other for a long 
time) held a public discussion on the progress of 
transport transformation, excerpts of which are 
documented here. Dr Arvid Krüger is a researcher 
at the University of Kassel. He holds a PhD in ur-
ban renewal from the University of Weimar and 
has held various honorary appointments in Berlin. 

Jens-Holger Kirchner is the coordinator for ma-
jor urban development projects at the Senate 
Chancellery in Berlin. He was State Secretary at the 
Senate Department for the Environment, Transport 
and Climate Protection, and for many years was a 
city councillor (head of department) in the Berlin 
district of Pankow. The aim of the discussion was to 
sound out where and how academic ideas of trans-
port transformation come up against the political 
reality of a city such as Berlin. 

Arvid Krüger: Together, Jens-Holger Kirchner and I 
will take a look at several Berlin transport projects 
of the last two decades, asking: What was possible? 
What was not possible? What is the political ration-
ale behind transport policy discussions? You are a 
child of the East German civil rights movement and 
immediately in 1990 became a district councillor 
in Prenzlauer Berg. You also took on political func-
tions as head of department almost ten years later. 

Jens-Holger Kirchner: I became politically active 
in the late 1980s, before reunification, and reached 
the pinnacle of my career here at the Rotes Rathaus 
(Berlin’s city hall). That is a long political biography 
and at the same time, it is also a treasure trove of 
experience. In 1990, mobility and land use were 
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discussed differently, and other terms were used. For example, 
the term “fair distribution of space” was unheard of. Back then, 
we said “transformation of transport”, now, of course, it is called 
“transformation of mobility”. 

Arvid Krüger: Let’s begin with one of the first spectacular pro-
jects: Kastanienallee; actually rather a symbol of the gentrifica-
tion of Prenzlauer Berg, and ironically called “Castingallee” in a 
song by Reinald Grebe. Yet it is also a street where trams and cars 
share one lane. Cyclists move between tram tracks and parked 
cars; restaurants use more and more outdoor space. Very typi-
cal for inner-city streets where everything comes together – and 
in the case of Prenzlauer Berg, the party people on top of that, 
then and now. The 2011 reconstruction was intended to allevi-
ate this conflict situation, and you had the wonderful task of 
organising civic participation.

Jens-Holger Kirchner: That is what makes a city a city! A city 
is density, a city is competition, and indeed, sometimes a city is 
conflict. There was a referendum against giving Kastanienallee 
a new layout. From today’s perspective, that was somewhat 
weird. We wanted to build a bikeway. Unthinkable today that 
somebody would stand up and say: You cannot do that! At the 
time, people wanted it to look really shabby, for the flair to be 
retained; there were strong conservative forces. And it was also 
about parking spaces. 

Arvid Krüger: The problem was that cyclists had to ride on 
the tram tracks. In theory, there was enough space between 
the parked cars and tram tracks but you had to be very adept. 
Building a bikeway further right would have meant losing half 

of the parking spaces. The referendum said that “Everything 
must stay as it is,” but ultimately that meant “Save our parking 
spaces”.

Jens-Holger Kirchner: Then the trees would have had to be 
felled. When it comes to trees, however, Berliners take no pris-
oners. Which is why there was one planning requirement: the 
trees must not be touched. The price for this was that half of 
the parking spaces had to go, because they had been placed 
between the tree pits. Up to then, the problem was that cyclists 
had to weave through traffic, and they had to hope that a car 
door didn’t open. Traffic was anything but safe. You just had to 
look at the high number of accidents. Our goal was – and at that 
time there was no Mobility Act, the debate about more cycling 
infrastructure in Berlin was just beginning – to build a safe bike 
lane. Ultimately, the referendum did not get enough votes, 
which strengthened our position in the conflicts. 

The pedestrian path was also in terrible condition and not at 
all accessible. Somebody actually said to me: We do not need 
to change it, there are not any wheelchair users here anyway. 
I then immediately did an accessibility test and realised that 
there were no wheelchair users because they could not get 
through. I got quite upset, I said that not building for accessibil-
ity and excluding people was out of the question. 

Arvid Krüger: There was a referendum in Wiesbaden which 
the opponents of the tramway won, arguing that trees would 
have to be felled. Would you say that while a city like Berlin 
has embraced the learning process, the conflicts are the same 
as 15 years ago? Did people learn from the Kastanienallee  
situation?

Fig. 1: Reorganisation of Kastanienallee (Arvid Krüger)
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Jens-Holger Kirchner: Yes, the conflicts are the same. But 
public administrations and policy-makers have made strides in 
communication and standing. Whether this learning process will 
work out in favour of common good goals such as strengthening 
public transport remains to be seen in individual cases. Apart 
from a few projects, gaining acceptance is not the issue in Berlin 
today, but rather managing the pressure of expectations that 
projects are completed as quickly as possible. Criticism does 
not focus on changes and plans but on why they take so long. 

Arvid Krüger: So the problem is: it does not happen often 
enough, it does not happen quickly enough and it does not hap-
pen on a large enough scale in a city like Berlin. 

Jens-Holger Kirchner: Pop-up bike paths are a good example 
of speed. With some paint and mobile elements in place, people 
gradually get used to the new situation. Construction sites are 
ideal for this. We saw this on Schönhauser Allee, when the via-
duct was restored: there was a lane for motorists and a bus lane; 
parking was scrapped. And it worked. A second option would be 
to take advantage of such a situation and the fact that people 
had a year and a half to get used to it, and to make the changes 
permanent on the basis of an administrative order of the trans-
port authority.

Arvid Krüger: The Berlin Mobility Act also provides latitude here. 
I am curious to see what additional practical effects the Mobility 
Act will have. For example, there are two or three redesigned 
and undoubtedly now safer traffic islands on Schöneberg’s 
side roads, where I think to myself: Good job! But that upgrade 
would not have been my top priority in terms of mobility trans-
formation. I can understand, however, that the local civil works 
department deduced from the Mobility Act that it needed to 
build traffic islands first. But when I think of the overall vision, I 
would rather have had a half-kilometre of tramway instead.

Jens-Holger Kirchner: Unless it is a matter of securing school 
routes. There are currently 120 of these small projects. The aim 
is for children to be able to move through the city independently 
and safely. That is a priority on its own. There is this famous 
question: Would you let your child cycle this route alone? It is 
only in recent years that more attention has been paid to this 
perception of safety in public spaces. As traffic safety “is written 
in blood”, I find this approach excellent. Not to mention that all 
these measures also make the neighbourhood more accessible. 

Arvid Krüger: Perhaps we as academics must also be more 
accepting of all the small stuff that is important in practice. I 
remember several talks about visions of the future city; lots of 
colourful images were shown, every imaginable mode of trans-
port seemed to be moving around town all at once. I am not sure 
whether I would allow a child to go to school alone in such an 
environment either. 

Jens-Holger Kirchner: We are currently learning a lot about 
this. In addition, we are looking at how this affects public trans-
port. If a whole range of people no longer travel by underground 
because they do not feel safe – for reasons that have nothing to 
do with actual attacks – then no matter what we do to achieve 
mobility transformation, they will still use their cars. The task is 
to take this seriously and improve, so that people move through 
the city in other ways than by car. 

Arvid Krüger: In a city like Berlin there are many start-ups focus-
ing on smart mobility and the like. People, or better, institutions 
invest a lot of money in them. In a recent conversation with a 
founder, I came up with the following comment regarding ac-
ceptance: When you, as a start-up person, tell me that you have 
talked to a Berlin district office employee and made a strong 
case for how you will use and pay for the pedestrian space for 
your new delivery service, your new platform, your promise of 
ten-minute grocery delivery, your drones and all your smart lo-
gistics, then you can do anything you want. But not until then. 

In this respect, we must once again raise awareness among all 
stakeholders of all the intricate details of transport security and 
space requirements in the city: start-ups, transport research, 
and not least the municipal administration. For ultimately, eve-
rything takes place in the access strip, to use the formal term 
for this piece of the pedestrian area that is neither footway nor 
parking space, but a place to linger. 

One thought to develop tolerance for the different uses could 
be: In this city, I can do anything on this strip as long as I can 
guarantee that I will not disturb others. I believe that at least 
half of the platform business models do not live up to this yet. 
That is a problem. 

Jens-Holger Kirchner: Correct. It is public space. Road law 
explicitly says that this would be a special use. Nevertheless, 
much has changed. The traditional pedestrian zone had a clear 
rule: delivery from six to nine. Nowadays, deliveries are made 
twenty hours a day, to individuals and businesses. That is why 
road law must adapt to the reality of life. I do not want to ar-
gue for unconditional liberalisation, but it serves the common 
good if delivery zones are created, which can also be managed 
from elsewhere. Everyone benefits from nearby parcel pickup 
stations in the neighbourhood. Where I agree with you is that 
striking a balance between the colourful world of start-ups, 
strict road law and objectives in the districts can often only be 
achieved by trial and error. A lot of rethinking is needed.

Arvid Krüger: Sometimes this is not about mobility, but rather 
about how to deal with the conflict between financial interests 
and the common good. Here it would be important not only to 
look at it from the perspective of an alternative form of mobil-
ity, but also to ask whether this new form of mobility further 
pushes my city into becoming a commodity and whether I want  
to allow it.
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Jens-Holger Kirchner: And now for a commercial break for 
Berlin and its innovative city logistics. We are talking about 
actual living labs here. And thinking one step further: Do thou-
sands of trucks really have to drive into the city given that we 
have a good rail network?

Arvid Krüger: Which takes us nicely to the next point: the 
planned tramway line right across Kreuzberg. The idea is to 
extend the M10 line, also known as the party tram, through 
Kreuzberg to Hermannplatz. Currently it runs from the main 
railway station through Prenzlauer Berg and then ends at the 
Warschauer Brücke bridge. That means the tram still ends where 
the Wall once was (though this is not the only case in Berlin). The 
straight and most practical connection (now also considered the 
best option by experts, although already envisaged in proposals 
from the 1990s) now leads through Görlitzer Park. 

Jens-Holger Kirchner: … and through the very popular street 
Falckensteinstraße with numerous parking spaces. They would 
disappear if the tram were built. At most, a traffic area would 
remain for supply and waste management and the fire service. 
But cars would no longer be able to park here permanently.

Arvid Krüger: And now several interested parties are campaign-
ing against the tram, often making groundless claims. Of course, 
road safety and noise protection have been taken into account 
– just like everywhere else in the city. Moreover, because it runs 
along the sports ground fence, the line also does not dissect the 
park, as is claimed. The same arguments used in the Görlitzer 
Park discussion are brought up also in discussions about 
Sonntagstraße in Friedrichshain as well as in Wiesbaden; and 

we know them from past discussions about Kastanienallee. The 
local government must now expend vast resources because we 
have to produce more evidence, have yet another expert report 
written to calm people down, just to arrive at the conclusion 
that the walls and the dishes in the cabinets do not shake when 
the tram passes by. In most cases, these additional resources 
do not produce any insights that improve the assessment; they 
mostly support the existing technical facts from planning.

Jens-Holger Kirchner: There is also the other position: acting 
carefully makes sense. We are talking about traffic facilities last-
ing longer than a decade. At the same time, we all suffer from the 
fact that every frog’s leg and every noise barrier is scrutinised 
ad nauseam. I am not against laying all the cards on the table, 
but we must also weigh up all the facts, and that is often miss-
ing. What also drags the process out inexorably is the fact that 
in Germany and also in Berlin, we cling to the principle of con-
sensus. That is the opposite of weighing up a matter. Consensus 
means to attempt to reconcile all interests and to satisfy eve-
ryone. On the flipside, this means that with a single email, a 
group, whether large or small, loud or quiet, manages to have 
a 500-million-euro project gather dust for ten years. If we now 
have a climate emergency, if we restructure the city, if we have 
a need for a mobility transformation, then we must weigh up 
issues. Weighing up means setting clear priorities while being 
aware of the price to pay. For example, ten new trees have to be 
planted because a few had to be felled. I believe that we could 
be better and faster if we improved our decision-making pro-
cesses and genuinely restored the renowned deliberation skills 
in the planning administration, for which it was once created in 
good conscience by the way. 

Fig. 2: Tram, Görlitzer Park (Arvid Krüger)
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Forum D: Urban vision and digital transformation
Hosts / Authors:
Prof. Dr Michael 
Prytula, 
FH Potsdam
Tion Kudlek, 
TU Berlin

Guests : 
Dr Nadine Kuhla von 
Bergmann, 
Hochschule für  
Technik Stuttgart
Dr Stefan Höffken, 
Tegel Projekt GmbH

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/
FjFsbqCBdEg

Urban and spatial development have always been 
characterised by technical advances. From the 
cultivation of natural resources through to a con-
tinuous expansion of our mobility radius, innova-
tions and knowledge transfer have also led to large 
changes in urban planning. Today, digital transfor-
mation is one of the most important technological 
driving forces behind social as well as urban trans-
formation processes. The information age is medi-
ally expanding the familiar physical dimension of 
space in an unprecedented way. This creates new 
standards, and at the same time we can collect and 
process data which are exceedingly relevant for 
urban development. In the urban vision and digital 
transformation panel, we discussed on different 
levels which opportunities and challenges digital 
transformation brings and could bring in the future 
for urban development, planning processes and 
training.

Facets of digital transformation in spa-
tial planning
Three kick-off presentations introduced the topic 
of digital transformation in spatial planning by 
giving a brief overview of the smart city discourse, 
current practice of digitally assisted planning and 
participation processes as well as possible eco-
logical effects of digital transformation. Nadine 
Kuhla von Bergmann, Managing Director of the 
Creative Climate Cities design agency, reported on  

participatory workshop formats in which digital 
tools successfully complemented facilitation meth-
ods. For example, in this way, scenarios can be eas-
ily developed on the basis of quantifiable factors, 
which are accessible to users from all contexts. At 
the end, the wish was expressed to link these new 
instruments of informal planning with formal plan-
ning processes.

Stefan Höffken of Tegel Projekt GmbH in Berlin 
reported on the planning, which he is involved in, 
of the future residential district at the former Berlin 
Tegel airport, which consists of the Urban Tech 
Republic innovation park and the Schumacher 
Quartier. He first described the different spaces 
and systems which are to be developed in the 
entire neighbourhood and linked by a so-called 
digital layer. He, too, highlighted the qualities 
and possibilities of digital tools with regard to 
communication and participation. These new 
tools are not intended to replace conventional 
on-site participation formats, but to comple-
ment them in promoting collaborative generation  
of knowledge. 

Finally, Michael Prytula made the case for the 
significance of digital transformation for urban 
infrastructure systems. His reasoning was based 
on the observation that the smart city already 
represents the status quo of urban developments, 
as virtually all fields of action, such as energy and 
water management, traffic, mobility and logis-
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tics, but also the organisation of social infrastructures already  
apply digital control systems. Opportunities and risks must be 
weighed up against each other. For example, digital infrastruc-
tures increase energy and resource efficiency while causing sub-
stantial rebound effects and negative environmental effects, as 
the provision of these infrastructures in turn requires resources, 
such as increasing power supply for data centres. Moreover, 
more communication options and more efficient public  
administration often come at the cost of data protection and 
data security risks. 

Theses on the role of digital transformation in sus-
tainable and resilient urban development
Our discussion on the urban vision and digital transformation 
was defined and framed by three themes. Based on the kick-off 
presentations, we gathered some fundamental ideas for each of 
these themes:

1. The infrastructural dimension of digital transformation: 
 What effects does digital transformation have on the plan-

ning, realisation and operation of our cities, in particular 
with regard to urban infrastructures?

2. The social and communicative dimension of digital 
transformation:

 What opportunities and challenges emerge for urban devel-
opment through new ways of participation?

3. Digital design:
 How can digital transformation support the design process 

and decision-making procedures? Which aspects of digital 
transformation should be given greater consideration in 
future courses on urban planning and development?
 

Digital technologies are already a fundamental part of control 
and management processes of urban infrastructure systems. 
Although the term smart city is sometimes the subject of  
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controversial discussion, on the technological level, digital in-
formation and communication technologies (ICT) are already 
established. They are just as necessary for the functioning of 
urban processes as energy, transport and water infrastructures. 
With regard to the goal of decarbonised society and urban de-
velopment, ICTs play a central role in the load management of 
power and heat supply based on regenerative energy. Digital 
instruments will become more important for planning these 
processes, for example, for mapping energy-saving potential 
and creating energy use plans. Research projects such as the 
Energy Atlas Berlin are pioneers in this development (https://
energyatlas.energie.tu-berlin.de/en/).

Digital transformation also influences democratic participation 
in planning processes. The threshold to access and get involved 
in participatory formats, for example, will be much lower be-
cause people can simply join using their smartphones. Above 
all, this enables the participation of young people. However, 
the digital transformation of participation also bears the risk of 
making processes more complex, which can in turn have a nega-
tive effect on accessibility.

The best way to make planning processes more democratic is 
to combine digital participation tools with face-to-face formats. 
In large information sessions, for example, digital tools could be 
used to generate quantitative patterns of opinions in a flash. Co-
creative workshops could also benefit from them. For example, 
joint scenarios could be developed at a digital planning table; 
and by adjusting key factors (key performance indicators), dif-
ferent effects on urban life could be visualised. Democratising 
planning processes also includes transsectoral communication 
and interdisciplinary work on future spatial planning topics 

such as climate change adaptation and the mobility transfor-
mation. Digital systems facilitate broad access at concept, plan-
ning and monitoring level, as they form the common language 
or the “glue” for an integrated assessment of complex systems.

Building Information Modelling (BIM) heralds the next genera-
tion of planning tools, comparable to digital tools for creating 
CAD drawings introduced in the 1980s, spatial rendering in 
architecture and urban planning, or digital geographic infor-
mation systems (GIS). With increasing computing power and 
improved interfaces, the “digital twin” will not only become the 
standard design tool for individual buildings, but will also be 
used increasingly for urban planning purposes. Moving forward, 
models will be available for integrated settlement, open space 
and traffic planning, which open up new opportunities, not only 
by using real-time data, scenarios or simulations, but probably 
also by using self-learning algorithms.

 
For universities and continued professional development in-
stitutions this means: on the one hand, they should put even 
more emphasis on conveying interdisciplinary communica-
tion skills to facilitate the increasingly complex knowledge 
transfer between different stakeholders. On the other hand, 
they – as in other areas of society – should teach comprehen-
sive data skills (data literacy) so that future urban planners 
can proficiently navigate “data spaces” and soundly handle 
facts and models. This requires experimentation spaces, test 
setups and new teaching formats, for example, in hackathons. 
University training should therefore not only focus on teach-
ing competent handling of digital tools for a specific purpose, 
but should also reflect on digital transformation as its own  
subject of discourse.
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Forum E: Urban-rural interface
Hosts / Authors:
Prof. Mario Tvrtković,
Coburg University of 
Applied Sciences  
and Arts
Jana Melber,
University of Applied 
Sciences and Arts
Lara Danyel,  
TU Berlin

Guests: 
Eleonore Harmel, 
studio amore
Peter Mann,
Luckenwalde local 
government
Jörn Stelzner,
Studio Aufmberg

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/
rPYGYg78LAA

This forum on the urban-rural interface focused on 
the challenges and potential of peripheral spaces 
in the transformation process towards sustainable 
development. As with numerous other fields of ac-
tion, planning is also focused on dealing with im-
portant issues for our future, primarily with regard 
to urban areas. As a result, the dichotomy between 
towns and cities on the one hand and rural areas 
on the other has become more pronounced. In or-
der to counter these developments, the regions 
and their villages and small- and medium-sized 
towns as well as rural spaces took centre stage in 
the exchange. The objective was to make future 
tasks visible and discuss potential solutions. 

The forum was made up of four parts. At the 
start, all participants collected thematically rele-
vant terms. Practitioners, members of the research 
community, local government representatives 
and rural pioneers then gave kick-off speeches. In 
the subsequent moderated discussion, the par-
ticipants engaged in conversation with the guests, 
after which all participants worked together on 
formulating hypotheses and demands.

Terms/concepts
The collection of associated terms and concepts 
served to visualise the issue at hand. It showed a 
multi-layered and extensive pattern that describes 
the complexity of the topic and identifies the rel-
evant fields of action.

Many participants referred to the importance 
of mobility. This includes public transport, acces-
sibility and connectivity as well as new mobility 
concepts. In addition, a frequently named higher-
level future task named was (territorial) justice, i.e. 
the balance between urban and peripheral space 
concerning equal opportunities and equivalent 
living conditions. Associated terms include de-
mographic change and adapting to such change, 
public services and health care. In particular, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has driven the need for digital 
transformation, broadband supply and infrastruc-
ture planning. 

Furthermore, participants drew attention to 
the different urban and rural needs with regard to 
housing and work types, mixed uses and new life-
styles. The spatial dimension of the terms “urban”  
and “rural” is reflected in phrases such as  
“vacant property” and “plenty of space”, as well 
as regional Baukultur and the cultural landscape. 
Morphologically the field is supplemented by 
terms such as Zwischenstadt (urban sprawl) and 
commercial zones (business/industrial parks). New 
visions and narratives as well as the development 
of rural planning were brought into play as tools 
for managing the wide range of tasks. In addition, 
participants addressed ways of working together 
in collaborations, alliances and educational net-
works. Finally, the following sustainability terms 
deserve mentioning: transformation, sustainable 
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energy and ecology. The collection of terms/concepts identified 
relevant basic topics to be addressed in the other parts of the 
forum. 

Hypotheses
Participants formulated five hypotheses to stimulate the fo-
rum discussion. Lara Danyel and Mona Beyer shared their ex-
perience from the Urban/Rural Action and Ideas laboratory in 
Luckenwalde, a small town in the region surrounding Berlin. 
The student project looked at growth in the Berlin-Brandenburg 
metropolitan region, which also affects towns and cities outside 
the Berlin settlement hub – with different effects than those 
experienced by the hub itself. We need to develop sustainable 
strategies to address the challenges faced by these provincial 
towns and cities in order to harness growth stimuli. These in-
clude low-threshold cooperation with universities, benefiting 
all those concerned. 

The next speaker is also based in Luckenwalde: Peter Mann 
introduced the view of this town’s government. He said that the 
town should not be enlarged as such. Instead, he advocated de-
veloping the town centre further to provide more space, while 
maintaining open spaces, preserving and re-using existing 
buildings and conserving the architectural heritage. In addition, 
cooperation between municipalities can be strengthened and 
the university presence developed, above all with regard to traf-
fic evolution and the decentralisation of jobs. 

Eleonore Harmel spoke about villages in rural areas. She fo-
cused on the people who make villages and regions vibrant and 
liveable by establishing projects with the potential to reflect dif-

ferently on rural areas to create a (social) infrastructure on the 
ground. These transformative cells can present a rural-urban 
interface and help attract new residents or businesses. The 
upward spiral of rural areas described by studio amore shows 
how residents, returnees and pioneers, driven by the digital 
transformation, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, changes 
in their professional lives and, last but not least, climate change, 
make new development prospects possible. However, this can 
also lead to gentrification in rural areas. The final result of these 
developments is still open and must be actively shaped in a 
planning process which mainly focuses on managing the major 
transformation towards sustainability. Above all, this requires 
new planning tools for rural areas. 

Jörn Stelzner outlined the view of local stakeholders. Since 
leaving Berlin to move to a small village in Upper Franconia 
(Bavaria) six years ago, he has actively helped to shape life 
there, primarily through membership in various associations. 
He spoke about his everyday experience and called on those 
concerned to build the future of rural areas together. This only 
works in conjunction with local stakeholders, by valuing and 
supporting structures which have evolved over a long time – a 
process which requires innovations that come from within, 
combined with investments that contribute to development, 
diversity and tolerance.

With hypotheses about the transformative power of the 
region, Mario Tvrtković then focused on the positive momen-
tum of the major transformation. The aim is to create more 
territorial justice and to develop new scopes of action. Using 
the example of the Upper Franconia region in Bavaria, the 
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current hypothesis concerns the development of guiding prin-
ciples for peripheral areas, similar to the normative compass 
for the transformation of urban spaces towards sustainability 
and maintenance of livelihoods, participation and the unique 
character of places. To achieve this, it is necessary to develop 
and visualise new visionary narratives, in order to help shape 

regions, to spark motivation and enthusiasm among those liv-
ing or working there – so that change is met with more accept-
ance. As innovators, universities can actively initiate this change 
and provide information and support through expert discourse 
and new teaching and research formats as well as platforms for  
networking and transfer.
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Discussion
Based on these hypotheses, participants formed two groups 
to discuss the role of rural areas and the urban-rural relation-
ship in the major transformation and how planning can support 
this process. Participants used a template on a digital board to 
which they added new ideas as they went along. 

Guiding principles are necessary to drive change. Especially in 
rural areas, it is necessary to strike a balance between conserva-
tion and transformation. The scale of this task must be geared 
to everyday experience on the ground. To this end, political 
change is also required, providing rules and requirements as 
derived from experience with changing regions. Agricultural 
change is also relevant, providing fresh appropriation opportu-
nities. As agriculture is a highly defining feature, we also need 
to develop a new identity for rural areas. Perhaps living in the 
country will finally become reality. 

As regards the mobility transformation, it must be noted that 
the car infrastructure continues to be a driver of commerce in 
the countryside. It is necessary to develop new mobility net-
works and focus on the cooperation between municipalities in 
order to provide people a link to infrastructures even in old age 
and develop an alternative to individual motor vehicles.

For the shift to green energy, greater emphasis needs to be 
put on renewable energy. The space this requires is found above 
all in rural areas. This leads to conflicts, as the structures needed 
for the growth of renewable energy disrupt the visual landscape. 
Negotiation processes and compensation rules are necessary in 
order to overcome the not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) mentality. 

With a view to planning tools, the diverse needs of rural areas 
must be identified in detail, in order not to judge prematurely 
from the outside. The narrative of “life in the country” requires 
a special planning approach, especially with regard to the provi-
sion of services of general interest, education and social infra-
structure. It also requires an open-door policy. Students, for 
instance, can receive practical training in projects in small rural 
communities. Spatial strategies must be developed for the use 
of vacant property and the prevention of further excessive land 
consumption and surface sealing. 

On the level of stakeholders, the forum advocated attaching 
greater importance to the regional perspective. Participants 
pointed out that municipalities must be better equipped to 
try out open processes such as joint meetings of local and 
regional government representatives. They proposed that 
the federal state level be activated for continuous coordi-
nation processes and the development of intermunicipal 
cooperation. Time is a particularly important factor, as all 
stakeholders must be involved in the planning process at an 
early stage and resources must be factored in for coordina-
tion beyond town boundaries. Direct participation in rural 
areas appears relatively easy due to the small scale involved, 
a factor which was assessed positively. At the same time, a 
more extensive discussion of conflicts of interest is needed, 

such as the dominance of interest groups claiming that 
environmental and economic interests are diametrically 
opposed. More participation and co-production are possi-
ble, for example, through digital formats. At the same time, 
Baukultur can be used as a tool to highlight the quality and  
added value of projects. 

Demands 
Participants used the digital board to summarise discussions, 
drawing up initial hypotheses which are intended to shape rural 
areas to make them fit for the future and to empower planning 
stakeholders to deal with current and future challenges. 

Shaping the future
What we need is people who apply their own sets of tools to find 
solutions and shape the future of rural areas. 

Demands 
> Plan urban-rural interfaces sensitively
> Bear in mind unique character of rural areas
> Make visions visible
> Change perspectives

Guiding principles
A normative compass, adapted to the scale of the region, is 
required to enable stakeholders to navigate changes in coming 
years.

Demands 
> Clearly name the guiding principles governing planning
> Overhaul the frameworks at EU, national and federal state 

level
> Set up spaces for experimentation in villages and rural areas 

Cooperation 
Diverse regional networks are needed to develop sustainable 
visions for the future.

Demands
> Develop a code for cooperative planning by activating local 

residents
> Support municipal governments 
> Develop new participation formats – including digital ones

Role of the regions
More importance is attached to the regions as the urban-rural 
interface, providing latitude for action and interaction. 

Demands
> Create (economic) incentives for transformation
> Share added value
> Coordinate funding programmes, in order to avoid conflicting 

aims
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Forum F: Proactive towns and cities – 
The new culture of city-making
Hosts / Authors:
Prof. Dr Agnes Förster, 
Prof. Christa Reicher, 
Anne Söfker-Rieniets,
Dr Fee Thissen, 
RWTH Aachen
Prof. Dr Sabine  
Kuhlmann, 
University of Potsdam 
Prof. Dr Christina 
Simon-Philipp, 
Barbara Hefner, 
Verena Loidl, 
Hochschule für  
Technik Stuttgart

Guests: 
Nina Peters, 
Haus der Statistik Berlin
Sylvia Winkler, 
Kunstverein  
Wagenhalle e. V.
Miryam Bah, 
Anastasia Schubina, 
Lukas Weber, 
“Mittelstadt as  
Mitmachstadt”  
graduate college,  
sponsored by the 
Robert Bosch  
Foundation

The discussion of the purpose and type and scope 
of participation of broader target groups in shaping 
neighbourhoods, towns, cities and regions contin-
ues to be an urgent one. Civil society stakeholders, 
the private sector and intermediaries play new 
roles and proactively help to shape the change of 
urban and rural areas together with local politi-
cians and municipal staff. 

The hosts started the forum by giving six brief 
inputs on proactive towns and cities. 

Hypothesis 
The forum worked on the assumption that trans-
formation in our towns and cities can be initiated 
and shaped by new forms of participation. Urban 
space is the medium for change, and change is 
initiated by towns and cities working together, 
through independent communication processes 
and cooperation structures. 

Scales: 
Neighbourhood – town/city – region 
Change through participation takes place on all 
levels. The form of participation depends on the 
level on which activities take place. While the re-
gional level is more abstract, urban specifics can 
be dealt with for towns and cities as a whole. Yet it 

is the neighbourhood level that facilitates a culture 
of participation and supports identification and 
commitment. At the same time it enables adapted 
solutions with pinpoint accuracy. The smaller the 
spatial scale, the more successful participation 
tends to be. 

Planning tasks: 
public space – city – region 
Public space also plays an important role in the 
new culture of city-making. It is no longer the mu-
nicipalities (alone) which provide stimuli for new 
processes and planning in and for towns and cities. 
Against this backdrop, participatory and creative 
formats become more relevant in the further devel-
opment of public space. At the same time, public 
space itself becomes a place for experiments and 
change. 

Stakeholders: 
Who makes towns and cities? 
The development of towns and cities is a pro-
cess involving local governments, politicians, 
project developers and investors, urban plan-
ners, intermediaries, the general public and 
experts. While this has long been known in 
theory, practical implementation involves many 
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challenges. Governance and communication are required 
in order to be able to act in and with this wide range of  
stakeholders. 

Formal and informal instruments
Participation also requires all sectors of urban society to be 
given a voice in official procedures. In addition, laws, space, 
time and money must be set aside and made available for ap-
propriation, development and design. 

Local government:
Viewed from within and without
Stakeholders can be encouraged to participate wherever demo-
cratic structures are found: in direct democracy through local 
government or civil society initiatives; via participatory democ-
racy through forms of co-production and self-organisation or 
participation in policy-making and political implementation. 
Both types of participation are associated with many challeng-
es, for example, raising expectations too high, hurdles within 
local government and social selectivity in participation – to 
name but a few. That is why questions also remain open: What 
is the ratio of participation to the effectiveness and efficiency 
of transformative solutions? Which transformative tasks lend 
themselves to which forms of participation?

Participants formed three working groups and examined these 
and other aspects by looking at the three cases of the Haus der 
Statistik project, Kunstverein Wagenhalle and Mittelstadt als 
Mitmachstadt. Specifically, they discussed the following ques-
tions: 
1 Exactly which transformation tasks are involved?
2 What is changing and how (places, communication pro-

cesses, cooperation structures)?
3 Which new types of city-making are emerging, what are the 

opportunities and challenges associated with them?

Discussions
In the discussion on the Haus der Statistik project, the initial 
focus was on explaining the complex and multi-layered co-
operation, networks and initiatives of the stakeholders. Nina 
Peters, Chairwoman of the ZUsammenKunft Cooperative in 
the Haus der Statistik project, outlined the chronology: An art 
campaign, started in 2015 in support of +the preservation of 
the building, sparked a bundle of further initiatives from which 
the Genossenschaft ZUsammenKunft eG emerged. A coopera-
tion partner working with the Senate Department, the district 
government of Berlin-Mitte, Berliner Immobilienmanagement 
GmbH and Wohnungsbaugesellschaft Berlin-Mitte mbH, it now 
provides support for the development of the Haus der Statistik 
site. From the beginning, the interests of urban society were sur-
veyed and incorporated into intensive procedures. 

The process and cooperation of the new type of city-making 
related to the Haus der Statistik project were discussed on 
the basis of the three above-mentioned main questions. The 
project has had a positive effect on the transformation objec-
tive, which is a compact mixed-use city, as the urban planning 
concept prevented a homogeneous use of the site. Cooperation 
in the Haus für Statistik project also makes a sustainable 
social contribution, protecting against unwanted repercus-
sions of urbanisation: the risk that homogeneous residential 
use will reduce activity in the urban space, worsening social 
segregation. Participants also identified a favourable effect 
on the use of resources, particularly through the preservation 
of the existing building. Many other projects initiated in con-
text of the Haus der Statistik model project also contribute to 
climate action and resource protection. These include boost-
ing the circular economy, self-sufficiency and health protec-
tion. Education and information events on present trends and 
developments also extend the education offers provided by  
civil society. 

Fig. 1: miro-board
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Several specific requirements needed to be fulfilled to achieve 
these goals: well-connected stakeholders, political interests, a 
successful poster campaign and the importance and relevance 
of the site and the building itself helped create a model project 
involving a new type of cooperation among policy-makers, local 
government, institutions and citizens. Thanks to the highly com-
mitted and broad-based participation of civil society, mutual 
trust developed and provided the basis for contractually agreed 
cooperation. The ZUsammenKUNFT Cooperative provides the 
legal form for the initially loose alliance of stakeholders. 

The Kunstverein Wagenhalle, which was founded in 2004 and 
now has more than one hundred members, is an important 
initiator of neighbourhood development. The “Wagenhalle”, the 
former carriage repair hall of the Royal Württembergian State 
Railway, is now home to studios and workshops of visual and 
creative artists. Started as a subcultural project, the Wagenhalle 
neighbourhood now stands for creative and bottom-up urban 
development.

Areas can be secured long-term and removed from commer-
cialisation pressure through alternative forms of space creation. 
Implementation is dependent on the support and acceptance of 
policy-makers and society. Nevertheless, interim uses are only 
tolerated to a certain degree. The existing building regulations 
pose another obstacle to the implementation of artistic build-
ing projects. Temporary buildings in particular do not always 
receive a permit. The risk is that as a result, individual projects 
and ideas fail during the course of the process, leading to vacant 
spaces within the structure. In addition, many political decision-
making processes are protracted and not always transparent. At 
the same time, transparency and open communication are par-

ticularly important principles for new stakeholders involved in 
the creation of space. One key to transformation lies in the prin-
ciple of “making things easy – getting things done”, from which 
numerous opportunities arise. Participants also highlighted the 
role of public space, not only as a specific urban space but also 
as a space for communication. Public space can serve to reflect 
public opinion and to identify the acceptance or rejection of 
projects or ideas and the requirements associated with them. 
As a result, public space can help legitimise and further develop 
projects. It is up to higher education institutions to reflect on the 
role of future planners. The questions here are: What attitude 
will we as designers adopt in the future? How do we succeed in 
understanding the needs of people as the basis for the develop-
ment and design of towns and cities? 

In the transdisciplinary graduate college sponsored by the 
Robert Bosch Foundation, “Medium-sized cities as participa-
tive cities: Qualitative change through new cultures of city-
making”, 13 graduate students of RWTH Aachen, the University 
of Stuttgart and the University of Potsdam are doing their 
doctoral research on the transformation tasks of small or 
medium-sized towns and cities. What lies behind transforma-
tive research at the graduate college and what challenges and  
potential does this way of researching have? What is trans-
formed and what measurable results can be achieved?  
To approach these and other questions and thus trans-
formative research, the PhD students Miryam Bah, Anastasia 
Schubina and Lukas Weber, representing the graduate 
college, discussed the questions with potential students, 
representatives of various universities and municipal stake-
holders in a digital dialogue. They gave an initial overview of  

Fig. 2: Haus der Statistik (Photo: Fee Thissen, 2019)
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transformative research, both joint and individual. They an-
swered the questions raised by members of the interested 
professional public on the potential and challenges which 
they feel they are currently facing as researchers. 

The first day ended with a round table with reports on the re-
sults of the individual forums. Tomás Vellani, a PhD student at 

the “Mittelstadt als Mitmachstadt” graduate college, presented 
the results of the forum and emphasised the importance of par-
ticipation as an instrument for visualising problems in towns 
and cities as well as the decisive role that stakeholder constel-
lations play in these initiatives, particularly policy-makers and 
public administrations.

Fig. 3: Kunstverein Wagenhalle (Photo: Verena Loidl, 2020)

- Around 40 municipalities from 12 federal states are invoilved
- Fresh perspectives and professional know-how
- Possibility of exchange and networking M. Bah, L. Weber, A- Schubina, RWTH Aachen

Source: http://www.mittelstadtalsmitmachstadt.de/mittelstadtnetzwerk/

Source: http://www.mittelstadtalsmitmachstadt.de/forschung/ansatz/

Need for knowledge 
transfer on urban 
topics for the future

• Living and working
• Open Space
• infrastructure
• mobility

Trends and push 
factors in medium-
sized towns and cities

• Demographic change
• Changing lifestyles
• Climate change/adaptation
• Economic structural change
• Change in mobility
• Digital transformation
• Energy transition

Design needs in 
medium-sized cities

Topics and spaces
New processes and forms of 
organisation and 
coordination
Cooperation, coordination, 
networking within and 
between medium-sized 
cities

Opportunity for medium-sized cities

• Topics, spaces, 
actors come together 
in a new way on 
these future topics

• Medium-sized cities combine 
urban complexity with a special 
ability to act, as the actors who 
shape and implement the city 
interact closely on the ground.

• Medium-sized cities as places with a 
special quality of life, of identification 
and home, local democracy and 
co-determination, commitment to 
and in the community.

Medium-sized cities as participative cities

Fig. 4: “Mittelstadt als Mitmachstadt” graduate college (from the presentation of the graduates, University Day 2021)
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The transformation of urban borders  
and the idea of a post-pandemic city
Authors:
Dr Felix Bentlin, 
TU Berlin
David Gisa,
Dr Hendrik Jansen,
TU Dortmund 
Cordula Schwappach,
TU Berlin

Further information:
www.zukunftentwerfen.de
 
Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/
D8FgppTWnb0

The COVID-19 pandemic has opened up the op-
portunity to renegotiate many fundamental pa-
rameters of urban development, such as density, 
mix, short distances, neighbourhood supply and 
open spaces. “The coronavirus-related disruption 
of our everyday life provides planners in particu-
lar the opportunity to focus more attention on 
structural urban changes with regard to meg-
atrends and global challenges”, said David Gisa, 
a masters student in spatial planning at the TU 
Dortmund, in the discussion between students 
and representatives of German planning facul-
ties, the Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building 
and Community and the city of Essen at the 
University Day event. In the cooperation project 
“Fachlicher Nachwuchs entwirft Zukunft” (Young 
professionals design the future) planned and or-
ganised by the TU Berlin and the TU Dortmund, 
students from 11 universities examined issues 
of pandemic and post-pandemic urban develop-
ment for two semesters. The project included 
cross-university summer and winter schools, 
which were funded as a central concern of the 
National Urban Development Policy. The aim was 
to work in 2019/20 with European partner univer-
sities to keep track of shifting urban borders dur-
ing the pandemic, under the heading “Borderline 
city”, and to continue working on the project in 
2020/21 under the heading “Post-pandemic city”. 
By involving a wide range of different academic 
departments, the intention was to sound out 
current issues and underlying conditions for new 
forms of working and living after the pandemic 
and to present them to a broad professional pub-
lic as well as policy-makers and public adminis-
tration. 

The online winter school was held in March 
2021, at a time when all the participating univer-
sities were still fully in the emergency situation of 
remote teaching. In the discussion on University 
Day, David Gisa made it clear that students, 
children and young people were particularly af-
fected by the restrictions of the pandemic. The 
additional isolation causes psychological stress 
and lack of motivation, he said. “Even if digital 
forms of communication have largely become 

routine, especially among students and com-
mitted lecturers, no matter how sophisticated 
the technology, it cannot replace the experience 
of being at the university or working intensively 
and face to face with others in groups”, noted 
Cordula Schwappach, a masters student in urban 
and regional planning at the TU Berlin. Initiated 
by the pandemic, “the establishment of digital 
substitute formats endangers in particular for-
mats based on presence and places for informal 
interaction across hierarchies”. 

The students at the University Day event de-
scribed the situation of the inner cities after the 
pandemic as a fundamental field of action. In 
particular, they said that the pandemic was an 
important stimulus for change in city centres with 
a high concentration of retail: ground-level zones 
must be used in more diverse ways, so that city 
centres can continue to develop robustly even if 
retail drops away. Another result was introduced 
by the working group led by Christina Klausmann 
from the University of Kassel and Tanja Ißmayer 
of the TU Berlin, who emphasised: “Especially 
in densely built areas of the city, residents defi-
nitely need private and public open spaces.” The 
pandemic makes clear the urgent need for public 
spaces and green areas near residential areas. 
The current challenges can be seen in the exam-
ple of Essen’s city centre, with its high degree of 
sealed surface area. Additional recreational areas 
could be created by breaking up sealed surfaces, 
planting, or making roof areas accessible. In addi-
tion, Cordula Schwappach and students working 
with Rune Hattig of the University of Kassel car-
ried out a case study in Schwerte which showed 
how flexible co-working and other kinds of short-
term office/accommodation options in combi-
nation create new possibilities for housing and 
work in the inner city and attract new residents. 
Spaces and infrastructure for co-working could 
develop as a further field of action alongside the 
development of local public transport, including 
outside of large and medium-sized towns and cit-
ies. “Digital” can become the new “car-friendly”, 
summed up David Gisa. “The individual office 
may possibly replace the individual car.”
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From the perspective of the future professionals, the greatest 
urban planning challenges are the need to communicate plan-
ning activities and to involve the public. Here it is important 
to foster willingness and perseverance in the administrative 
departments and decision-making bodies, in order to anchor 
the measures for managing climate change and urban rede-
velopment in future planning and to implement them expedi-
tiously. At the same time, there are also planning conflicts that 
need resolving. Clara von den Driesch of the University of Kassel 
used the example of the Altenessen-Süd case study to point out 
that affordable housing must be preserved, as the economic 
consequences of the pandemic had increased demand. In many 
cities, affordable housing is found especially in the post-war 
settlements with rows of housing blocks perpendicular to the 
public highways. 

The winter school focused on urban areas with mainly resi-
dential or retail centre use. Yet the pandemic has also perma-
nently changed spaces which still receive little attention: supply 
areas in the urban hinterland, such as logistics transshipment 
centres, wholesalers and production halls, did not operate con-
tinuously during the pandemic, but some have grown signifi-
cantly. Beyond the conventional urban areas of housing, trade 
and services, one concern of the young generation is to use the 
experience of the pandemic as a reason to devote more plan-
ning, urban development and architectural attention to these 
“machine rooms” of the city in future.

Overall, the students of the planning disciplines urgently 
expect a return to in-person teaching. The results of the group 
work indicate that the students believe that using the pandemic 

as impetus above all for small-scale improvements to the resi-
dential environment in the near term should be a central task of 
urban planning.

Publications: 
Bentlin, Felix / Jansen, Hendrik / Kataikko-Grigoleit, Päivi / Million, Angela / Velazco-
Londono, Jose M. (eds.) (2021): Die postpandemische Stadt. Stadtstrukturen im 
Stresstest: Zukunftsbilder einer durchmischten und klimag erechten Stadt nach der 
Pandemie (The post-pandemic city. A stress test for urban structures: visions for the 
future of integrated and climate-friendly cities after the pandemic). Schriftenreihe 
Städtebau und Kommunikation von Planung. Band 5. Universitätsverlag der TU Berlin, 
Berlin. ISBN (Print): 978-3 7983-3228 7 ISBN (Online): 978-3 7983-3229 4

Bentlin, Felix / Höfler, Jürgen / Million, Angela (eds.) (2021): Borderline City. Shifting 
Borders in the Wake of the Covid-19 Pandemic in European Cities and Regions. 
Schriftenreihe Städtebau und Kommunikation von Planung. Band 4. Universitätsverlag 
der TU Berlin, Berlin. ISBN (Print): 978-3 7983-3200 3 ISBN (Online): 978-3 7983-3201 0

From right to left: Sebastian Schlecht (Stadt Essen), Cordula Schwappach (Student at TU Berlin), Hendrik Jansen (TU Dortmund), Felix Bentlin (TU Berlin), David Gisa (Student at TU 
Dortmund) and Almuth Draeger (Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community) in discussion at the University Day 
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Since the beginning of the pandemic in the spring 
of 2020, students, teaching staff and other staff in 
the universities have experienced isolation, the 
consequences of which have not yet been given 
the necessary attention, neither by the media 
nor by policy-makers. Weaknesses in teaching, 
digital infrastructure and university administra-
tion which existed before the pandemic have now 
become even more obvious. In a phase marked 
by the inability of a paper-based administration 
to act, by attacks on digital infrastructure, by 
data protection problems and a lack of sensitiv-
ity towards students’ needs, German universities 
shirked their responsibility to find appropriate, 
suitable and resilient forms of teaching and 
working. Those who suffered the most were the 
students, who were severely affected psycho-
logically and financially by the crisis, but also the 
teaching staff and other university staff. There 
are still no satisfactory solutions to end this  
situation. 

We therefore call on the universities to act! 

As part of the first digital future forum for 
the 7th University Day of the National Urban 
Development Policy, participants discussed how 
planning for the future affects the teaching, learn-
ing and research of universities’ planning disci-
plines. After more than a year of pandemic and 
online teaching, the need for renewal in these 
disciplines is especially urgent. 

Four workshops on 5 June 2021 examined 
different fields of action for the necessary re-
newal. In addition to digital technology, interna-
tionalisation and self-administration in higher 
education, the participants also debated the 
general role of universities in democracy. Forum 
mentors summarised the workshop results in 
the form of demands. Each of these demands 
invites further discussion, because the fact is: 
the current standstill in higher education must  
end!
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New digital technology in teaching and admin-
istration: Caution, universities are entering un-
charted territory!
Maintain access to course offerings
During the lockdown, students benefited significantly from 
classes offered by other universities. This networking of teach-
ing and research can be expanded in the framework of inter-
university programmes. While digital offerings opened the way 
here, in-person teaching is the best way to encourage creative 
work processes, open discussion and teaching formats. This 
is the only way to meet the expectations and the fundamental 
requirements for successful education.

Digital offerings are incompatible with (student) work processes 
in real life
The experience of online teaching has shown that, in addition 
to media for digital teaching as well as specialised CAD and data 
processing software, networked platforms are needed for joint 
working, project coordination and file transfer. Regardless of 
the future course of the pandemic, these tools are indispensable 
for higher education today. Their availability is a fundamental 
requirement for universities’ infrastructure, which must always 
be kept up to date. 

Expanding compensatory measures and services to deal with the 
impact of stress caused by online education 
Online education increases the feeling of having to be totally 
flexible and available at all times. It also exacerbates problems 

related to stress, the lack of physical activity and recreation, 
and limited access to mental health services. Students lack the 
space and time they urgently need for rest and learning. In ad-
dition, contact with and support from teaching staff and fellow 
students are subject to major restrictions. In order to counter 
individual and structurally related overload, analogue services 
and points of contact for care and support must be provided 
and opened again at once.

Adequate means are necessary for overcoming digital distance
Students and teaching staff are increasingly withdrawing from 
online interaction. Barriers to speaking out in a video conference 
are growing. At the same time, online formats make it difficult to 
assess class participation if students do not speak up. Strategies 
for uniformly assessing the relevance of oral participation are 
lacking, as are aids for maintaining professional and socially ap-
propriate contact, for example for advising. 

Legitimate self-administration – merely a ques-
tion of resources? 
Understanding the university as a political entity
Self-administration for universities means taking action in soci-
ety. To do so, the university must see itself as a political entity. 
Negotiations within the university and beyond, in its interac-
tions with institutions and organisations, are a central part of 
self-administration and lead to new partnerships with various 
stakeholders in the university and the community as well as 
with practitioners.
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Resources must be available based on needs
Resources are necessary so that self-administration can be 
organised to meet needs. The four-day work week is becoming 
a reality and is also reflected in the time required for full-time 
study. Teachers are needed for community organising and 
civic education. Rooms must be easily available not only for 
self-managed learning and organisation but also for political 
and voluntary activities. Various kinds of civic involvement must 
be recognised as such and should be enabled and encouraged 
by providing relief elsewhere.

Self-administration must become the norm for all members of 
the university community
In order to make self-administration the norm in higher edu-
cation, all members of the university community must show a 
joint will to organise and a desire for change, no matter their 
status. In this way, barriers to self-administration are reduced; 
self-administration is kept in mind, actively practised and does 
not depend on individuals. Well-organised committees and in-
terest group representation as well as systematically organised 
knowledge transfer enable all to participate. 

More than here and now! How can and should 
education become more international?
Integrated planning demands integrated, interdisciplinary and 
connected studies! 
In order to enable interdisciplinary education, the curricula 
must be organised to be more open and interchangeable. 

Universities have the task of networking internationally with an 
eye on career preparation and of maintaining and expanding 
existing networks. To implement this successfully, appropriate 
offerings and options must be brought to the attention of all 
students in a transparent way, to make them aware that these 
offerings exist and are accessible to them. 

The international component should be a central focus
For students and lecturers, gaining international experience 
is crucial in order to expand their range of knowledge. Classes 
on international approaches to planning should therefore 
belong to the obligatory modules. In addition, international 
(English) technical vocabulary should be a standard component 
of planning courses so that students are able to internalise 
international planning approaches more quickly and com-
municate them to the public. At the same time, this would 
also reduce inhibitions about gathering international planning  
experience. 

Integrate international best practices and learn from them
University courses of study already incorporate the interna-
tional experience of students and lecturers to a certain degree. 
Nonetheless, projects and designs frequently continue to focus 
on areas in the immediate vicinity of university towns and cities. 
However, digital technology allows greater integration of inter-
national examples. The same also applies to future University 
Days, as in the past the international dimension was highly 
under-represented.
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Universities in democracy: Are universities sys-
tem-relevant?
University teaching must not be limited to merely giving stu-
dents the technical knowledge necessary to pass their examina-
tions. Apart from this pure imparting of information, the objec-
tive should be to enable the education of students. Education 
always means educating oneself, examining oneself and the 
world using the knowledge imparted. Academic education can 
only be successful if, beyond internalising and applying certain 
examination-related information, students also come to know 
themselves.

 
Universities are not vicarious agents of business interests
The connection between universities and the business sector  
is very close, especially in Germany. Considered histori-
cally, this connection is an important reason for the coun-
try’s economic success. Nonetheless, the influence of busi-
ness interests on universities must be repeatedly examined 
critically. Academia is characterised by an intrinsic interest 
in knowledge. The potential profitability of the results must 
not be the main reason for choosing particular subjects of 
research or deciding which departments receive funding. 
For one thing, this promotes keen, often damaging rivalry 

within universities; for another, departments engaged in 
important research and teaching that does not result in a 
profitable product cannot continue for long under these  
conditions. 

 
Academic effort and creativity are the cornerstones of higher  
education
University teaching must conscientiously impart to students 
the methods of scholarly work as a central tool. Based on this 
foundation, future professionals must be given the opportunity 
to express their design ideas during their studies. Learning is 
a creative process which becomes comprehensible through 
scholarly methods.

 
Universities play an important role in the functioning of  
democracy and must be equipped accordingly
Universities educate young people, conduct research and com-
municate the knowledge acquired in an understandable form. 
If universities embrace these tasks conscientiously and are 
accepted in society as institutions, they make a significant con-
tribution to social discourse and the functioning of democracy. 
In order to fulfil this role, universities must be equipped with 
appropriate resources. 



Summary and outlook
Participants: 
Dr Oliver Weigel, 
Federal Ministry of the 
Interior, Building and 
Community
Prof. Julian Wékel, 
Scientific Secretary of 
the German Academy 
for Urban and Regional 
Spatial Planning,

Video (in German):
https://youtu.be/
C9BuiVL_CCM

Julian Wékel: As we are now nearing the end of 
this year’s University Day, this is a good time to take 
stock of the event. I’m very glad that Oliver Weigel, 
the head of the division responsible for urban de-
velopment policy at the federal ministry, is taking 
the time to speak to us about what we could learn 
from this special event for future University Days. 
I have the feeling that online components will 
continue to play a role in future events. But there 
was also something missing from today’s event. It 
would have been nice at the end of the day to invite 
everyone to meet up somewhere afterwards, to be 
able to say let’s meet at this place in Kreuzberg, 
in Neukölln, wherever, and to then carry on in the 
evening. I very much hope that this will be possible 
again in the future.

In terms of substance, it was my impression that 
the event suffered very little from the unusual cir-
cumstances. I’m very pleased with what a broad 
range of content we were able to cover. Of course, 
this raises the question of what happens next. Can 
we also expect the University Days to keep being 
funded by the ministry? How is this matter regard-
ed there, Oliver Weigel?

Oliver Weigel: I would like to start with a brief 
overview of the day and what I’ve taken from it. 

Firstly, I have to say that it’s easier to follow an 
in-person University Day than an online one: it’s a 
different experience to be right there in the indi-
vidual arenas. This is something I have also heard 
from many people about other formats such as the 
Federal Congress on National Urban Development 
Policy. Nevertheless, as you said, it’s a very positive 
thing that we have a viable conference structure for 
this situation and the technology to manage it.

I’d like to return to the University Day and explain 
our overall view of it before I turn to how we will 
continue to handle it. You started by evoking the 
history of the University Days, which began in 2009. 
And as I have repeatedly said – this will not be new 
for those who have attended often – the format 
we have here is unique in the world. Of course, we 
can’t entirely rule out the possibility that some-
thing similar exists somewhere, but I think we have 
a very good sense of what’s out there. What this 
University Day has again shown in a special way is 
that transformation is not something that we do 
because we feel like it, but rather something that 
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we have to prepare for continuously. We need to be ready for 
challenges. This preparation means creating structures, forms 
of cooperation and networks, as well as developing trust be-
tween stakeholders from different professions, from different 
levels of government, and in private industry and NGOs, so that 
when it matters, we can face the challenges together and mas-
ter them – or at least deal with them. 

I believe the form of cooperation that we have created in the 
University Days is interesting in ways that go beyond the fact 
that very different worlds meet here. Working in the ministry 
is often… how should I put it? Everything that we do has to 
be weighed very carefully. Because we have to be so cautious, 
sometimes we’re somewhat slower than we might like to be. But 
we can do things on a large scale. On the other hand, in German 
urban development we’re under the pressure of so many tasks 
– this was the case even before the pandemic – that we urgently 
need to receive fresh impetus. By the way, this is also why I find 
the winter and summer schools so extremely important, and 
you probably feel the same. They bring us completely different 
perspectives, because people approach the topics from a new 
angle and without the preconceptions we have. This is particu-
larly important for us, because to a certain extent we are also 
stuck in our own patterns of thinking. And as I said, transforma-
tion is something we have to do. We must shape it. We knew 
this before the report of the German Advisory Council on Global 
Change in 2016, but the report reiterated and clarified it. 

As my State Secretary mentioned, we have the New Leipzig 
Charter, which sets the framework for us. It provides a guide-
line for our political action: urban policy for the common good, 
participation and co-creation. Referring to what you just said in 
the podium discussion: we were socialised differently concern-
ing work with citizens’ associations and with groups outside of 
administration and policy-making. This participation and co-
creation is a basic principle. We will not allow any other ways of 
working. The multi-level approach is the basis of urban devel-
opment in Germany, as far as the Federal Government is con-
cerned – and I believe I can also say the same for our partners in 
the federal states and in the municipal umbrella organisations. 
What we do here, and what you are doing though your commit-
ment to this event, is a part of an environment that is not only 
supported by the Federal Government but also by the federal 
states and the municipal umbrella organisations. That makes us 
fairly unique within the political landscape of Germany. 

And we all consult with each other regularly. This morning I 
spoke to two colleagues from the federal states, albeit not about 
the University Day. Generally we discussed how we can be faster 
in using the opportunities that each change brings. As the saying 
goes, every problem is an opportunity. That might be something 
of an exaggeration, but we have very many opportunities. As we 
have just heard in the reports from the forums, we have breaks 
in routine that enable us to think about things in a new way. In 
his forum, for example, Arvid Krüger considered the mobility is-
sue, how to design public space, and much more. 

Having said that, I also want to mention that I found the 
University Day really important in terms of the breadth of the 
discussion.

That brings me to your question. We will continue to provide 
support for the University Day. Of course, every year we have 
to fight for our budget funds. Today I received the funds that I 
can spend this year. This was somewhat difficult, it was a spe-
cial structure. But with this minor caveat, which I have always 
given – which is what one has to do as a Federal Government 
employee, since it is the German Bundestag, the parliament, 
that decides on the funding for topics and projects that it con-
siders to be politically relevant – we will continue to support 
the University Day in the future. We will also expand it. We have 
learned some things, and I can honestly say that the digital as-
pects of the event are helpful. But as you mentioned, sharing 
in person is of course important. This is the case at the Federal 
Congress, and at the University Day. And sharing happens dif-
ferently at in-person events.

This Federal Congress is also described as a family meeting.  
Today’s event is a more in-depth family meeting, so to  
speak.

Julian Wékel: It has been painful, not being able to maintain 
these family contacts during the pandemic. 

Oliver Weigel: Not only these “professional family” contacts, 
but indeed all contacts have suffered. This is particularly dif-
ficult for me as a person from the Palatinate region, as we’re 
known to be very sociable, but ultimately it’s hard for every-
one, and we can only hope that soon we’ll be able to return to 
more normalcy. 

But what we want to do in the future, and we will coordinate 
this with you and our partners, is keep using digital formats 
where they’ve proven useful and where they support our work 
and help us develop it further. In preparing for the University 
Day, you also tested out formats in which digital components 
work very well and enrich what we normally do. So we will 
start there. 

Very certainly, and it is important to me to mention this 
here, we will definitely continue the tradition of the summer 
and winter schools, because they generate urgently needed 
new perspectives. When we were just beginning to prepare 
for our EU Council Presidency, we were, for example, espe-
cially keen to hear students’ views on this document, which 
is to some extent politically difficult to implement – views 
that are more direct and more focused on the result. In these 
cooperation structures, we were able to gain such perspec-
tives from the summer school and to present them at the 
Federal Congress in Hamburg in the form of the Accessible  
Leipzig Charter. 

Julian Wékel: So that’s the operational arm of the University 
Day, so to speak.
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Oliver Weigel: Correct. And completely apart from that, I must 
say that it’s also simply enjoyable. Due to my job, I often don’t 
have time to stay longer. After a while, one also begins to feel 
somewhat bad, because then we follow entrenched thought 
patterns after all. Even so … 

A federal ministry of building – let’s see how everything de-
velops with such a ministry after the elections – or the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior will continue to support this University 
Day. Of course, we also hope that the universities will continue 
to be as strongly committed to the event. My goal would be for 
us to integrate international cooperation, which is becoming 
increasingly important in urban development and which is now 
also a policy field, into the University Day to a greater extent. 
For example, we currently have a project together with our 
partners at the Department of Housing and Urban Development 
in Washington DC, with whom we have a long and successful 
collaboration. Very successful, in fact. We don’t just talk, but we 
also jointly investigate questions such as how is the coronavirus 
crisis affecting the property market? Of course, New York offers 
us an extremely interesting example that provides information 
not only about what’s happening there, but also about how the 
property market and urban development are affected in the cit-
ies where those employees who are now largely able to work 
remotely are relocating. So I would also like to incorporate such 
examples into the University Day to a greater extent, because I 
believe that this will also help us in our international work, just 
as it helps us in the National Urban Development Policy. 

Julian Wékel: Wonderful! Let’s work on getting that done. 
Perhaps we should first link it to the development methods and 
experiences that came out of our work on the Leipzig Charter. 
There were certainly countries that we were able to establish 
contact with relatively quickly, and perhaps we can also devel-
op something very constructively with them – and with others 
that we haven’t been in such close contact with. Specifically, 
this core issue of urban policy for the common good would be 
very suitable for a next University Day. I don’t want to just throw 
out topics here without consulting others first. I’d just like to say 
that this kind of issue, which touches on a fundamental principle 
and at the same time lends itself so well to concrete examples, 
should be pursued in such international cooperation. And it is 
absolutely true that now that America is once again inclined to 
work as a partner with the rest of the world, we should definitely 
take advantage of this.

Oliver Weigel: There are also other countries that are probably 
prepared for such cooperation and open to it.

Julian Wékel: Thank you. That really points to where we 
will pick up the thread and where we should continue to work 
constructively on this idea, in order to then be available for any 
offers from your side. I would greatly welcome that. Thank you 
very much. 

Oliver Weigel: We now seem to have reached the end of our talk. 
I would like to take this opportunity to express my thanks. It’s 
true that the University Day is different to the Federal Congress. 
The German Academy for Urban and Regional Spatial Planning 
holds it, organises it – above all, you and your colleagues or-
ganise it. Thank you! It’s worth the effort, because this event 
is recognised, even in the political sphere, as a special form of 
cooperation. You and Ms Dörr and Mr Kudlek have all done a lot 
of this work, and so has Almuth Draeger here at the ministry. 
And thanks also go out to everyone who made this event pos-
sible: the moderators of the forums as well as the contributors 
to this year’s University Day. I believe that your work has made a 
significant contribution to the type of urban development that 
we’ve understood as a goal for fourteen years now and have 
been actively working towards for the past five to seven years. 
Of course, we have to keep working on increasing the relevance 
of our research and our professional and policy field, but to-
gether we are moving in the right direction. 

Julian Wékel: I don’t want to correct you in any way, but might 
add that you are familiar with our preparatory group. It is super 
important for me to stress that all that work is done on a com-
pletely volunteer basis. This means that travel expenses aren’t 
reimbursed. It means nobody is doing your job when you’re out 
at these preparation meetings. All these things and much more 
have gone into making the University Day a personable experi-
ence with an almost familial atmosphere, because it generates a 
sense of camaraderie and because the interests and issues that 
people present here are always also directed at this whole com-
munity. I would very much like to include that in this thank you. 
It’s also great, and I say this with some vulnerability, to have 
such a protecting hand that understands this entire instrument 
of the University Day so well, after so many years of involvement 
in these issues. I very much wish you …

Oliver Weigel: It’s in our own interest to support the University 
Days, Julian … 

Julian Wékel: I very much hope, for you and for us – the Interior 
Ministry is a very helpful, large institution – but I wish that we 
could once more have what we had more than a decade ago, 
that is, a ministry that also has urban development in its name, 
to make clear that urban development isn’t only about building, 
which continues to be included in the full name of the Ministry 
of the Interior, Building and Community. At its heart it also isn’t 
always about housing, instead it is actually about the intersec-
tion of these very sectoral issues. That’s what urban develop-
ment is. 

Oliver Weigel: I don’t wish to disagree with you. But I also can’t 
comment on what you’ve said. 

Julian Wékel: Oliver, thank you for talking to us!
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The flagship report of the German Advisory Council 
on Global Change (WBGU), entitled “Humanity on 
the Move: Unlocking the transformative power of  
cities”, was published in 2016 and offers a three-
level view (forces – forms – values) that has pro-
vided important momentum for a comprehensive 
perspective in the discussion of global processes of 
urbanisation. According to the Advisory Council, cit-
ies and their populations both drive global environ-
mental changes and are affected by these changes. 
The report takes up the concept of polycentric 
urban development as an important approach for 
shaping a people-centred, liveable future. Based 
on this perspective, at the next University Day on 
site at Coburg University of Applied Sciences and 
Arts, which will take place on 15 and 16 June 2022, 
we will dedicate ourselves to the topic of the trans-
formative power of regions.

In doing so, we wish to draw on the discussion 
held at the 7th University Day of the National 
Urban Development Policy in 2021, Planning for 
future – shaping transformation, while at the same 
time looking forward to the Climate Change and 
(Our) Responsibility conference to be held from  
16 to 18 September 2022 in Berlin on the 100th  
anniversary of the German Academy for Urban 
and Regional Spatial Planning (DASL). The event in 
Coburg will focus on the question of to what extent 
a hybrid settlement strategy which fosters connec-
tions between high-density central locations and 
metropolises while also strengthening small and 
medium-sized towns and cities in the region can 
make a transformative contribution to forward-
looking urban and rural development.

In this context, we have taken the Upper 
Franconia region of Bavaria as a prototype of a 
mature region that is subject to constant transfor-
mation. As a former border area, this region is often 
discussed in the regional planning discourse in 
Northern Bavaria as “structurally weak”. However, 
as a longstanding industrial region, Upper 
Franconia is to this day strongly shaped by the 
manufacturing industry and has the second-high-
est industrial density in Europe. Upper Franconia 
has experienced structural change multiple times 
(in the porcelain industry, the upholstery industry, 

etc.) and has experience with relevant transforma-
tion processes. 

Can this potential also be used for a forward-
looking transformation of Upper Franconia 
towards greater sustainability? Are polycentric 
regions in the area, which are frequently described 
as disadvantaged and weak, better positioned for 
change and could they even act as trailblazers? 
How can we enable, pool, and make productive a 
sense of balance and interplay among 1) preserv-
ing the natural foundations of life, 2) fostering par-
ticipation and 3) developing the region in keeping 
with its unique character? What role do small and 
medium-sized towns and cities, the intermunicipal 
alliances and initiatives, etc. play in this process? 
What can new rural living labs achieve? How can 
universities actively initiate and provide informa-
tion and support for this transformative process?

We understand the University Day as a platform 
for sharing among researchers, students and mu-
nicipal planning practitioners and administrators, 
and we support dialogue on an equal footing with 
other stakeholders and people from the region. The 
subject area of design and urban planning within 
the architecture course at the Faculty of Design 
of Coburg University of Applied Sciences and Arts 
invites all interested teachers and students to 
participate in this integrative and interdisciplinary 
format.
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