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The 30th Congress of the French Federation of Town Planning Agencies (FNAU) is scheduled for 2–4 December 2009 and will coincide with the 8th Biennial of European Cities and Town Planners. Since last September the FNAU's committee and directors have held several meetings to discuss the theme and organisation of the Congress/Biennial; and the Biennial's Permanent International Working Party (PIWP) met in Paris on 22 November to talk over the content of the combined event. 

The text that follows is a resumé of the ideas put forward at these meetings.    

 The Europe of the Cities is back

Throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance Europe's economic, cultural and social development was founded on its cities as centres for production, organisation and distribution of wealth, but also as focal points of power and political autonomy. The coming of the modern era saw nation-states gradually take centre-stage, monopolise power, carve Europe up and cut its cities off from each other. With the end of the Second World War, a new age began: the ongoing building of Europe, the fall of Communism in the late 1980s, and economic globalisation in the 1990s.      


Europe's cities and urban areas are now home to 80% of its population, and with decentralisation and the decline of national entities they have steadily increasing responsibilities in the fields of economic development, urbanism and planning generally, cultural initiatives and social welfare. In a return to the traditions of an earlier time they are reinforcing their relationships with each other, both inside and outside national borders. Development of the European space is now indissociable from its cities and urban areas: the Europe of the Cities is back. 


In this new context, the Nancy Congress/Biennial could envisage a focus on three main questions:

• Is there such a thing as a model for the "European city"?

• What effects on European cities are to be anticipated as a result of today's economic, climatic and demographic stakes?

• What strengths can Europe's cities draw on with a view to developmental leverage?  

Is there such a thing as a model for the "European city"?

The concept of the "European city" makes frequent appearances in the literature of urbanism
 as a reflection of a range of virtues: of an urbanity emphasising compactness and density; of the social balance of "mixed" neighbourhoods in which rich and poor rub shoulders; of the spatial organisation of a variety of urban functions; and of public spaces conducive to integration. But does this model exist in the real world? France's contemporary urban areas, for example – more and more sprawling, more and more partitioned socially and territorially, and functionally very fragmented – are hard-pressed to meet the specifications of a "model" which has meaning and validity only if the criteria are those of the "traditional European city". 


It was precisely these criteria that the Leipzig Charter, ratified in 2007 by the EU's Ministers for Urban Development, was intended to update. Considering "European cities of all sizes which have evolved in the course of history to be valuable and irreplaceable economic, social and cultural assets", the Ministers came up with recommendations regarding integrated urban development, public spaces, energy efficiency, innovation, education, job training and urban transport as part of the promotion of "sustainable European cities". 


The Congress/Biennial in Nancy will challenge the different "models" by confronting them with the realities of Europe's urban areas today. With a view to throwing light on the issues scheduled for debate, a European seminar will take place in Paris in the spring of 2009, with invitations going out to urban historians, town planners, transport experts, environmentalists, economists, sociologists and other specialists. A summary will be published in September 2009, three months before the Congress.    

Europe's cities in change
Europe's cities are currently facing three main stakes.


The first one is economic. The worldwide crisis that broke in autumn 2008 is going to trigger job losses and a hike in unemployment. It is going to impoverish businesses, households and local government. Cities are traditionally the refuge of the excluded, but how is the anticipated penury in the public and private sectors going to modify social balance in Europe's cities, traditionally marked by the extent of their system of wealth redistribution? In certain economically specialised cities the slump will mean migrations, depopulation and the emergence of brownfields in a context become too large: the result will be "shrinking cities" such as were seen in parts of Eastern Europe after the fall of Communism. What will be the fate of cities faced with this kind of situation? 


The second one is climatic. The battle against the greenhouse effect together with rising energy costs will mean economic cutbacks and a turning to new energy sources. These changes will in turn foster organisational approaches that limit urban sprawl and give increasing priority to "living local". They will impose urban structures that are more compact, less energy-hungry and less space-consuming. They will encourage new transport strategies involving less car use, greater recourse to public transport and more walking and biking. They will lead to calls for greater flexibility and less dispersion in terms of residential and business zoning. How are Europe's cities going to adapt to these new demands? 


Stake three is demographics. As Europe ages some of its nations are declining numerically. There are more and more old people in cities and this is reflected in the needs for amenities: fewer schools, for example, but more retirement homes. How are housing, public spaces and urban services going to react to this changed situation? How are they going to modify urban layout to meet new needs? Public transport may be making a comeback, but the car is not about to be abandoned by a healthy, independent and highly mobile generation of senior citizens. And what of the increasing burden represented by the level of handicap and dependency of the very old? Will it encourage a revival of the local and a "return to the city centre" or will it, on the contrary, increase age segregation? How is the European city going to respond to the imminent demographic revolution?       

Development leverage and the "European city"

In the difficult, uncertain context outlined above, what means do "European cities" have of "bouncing back"? What leverage factors can they draw on for the creation of wealth and the provision of a sustainable living environment for all their residents?

Innovative planning strategies and symbolically charged urban projects – often tied to ambitious environmental agendas – have enabled some European cities to enhance their systemic efficiency, change their image and boost their attractiveness. The urban regeneration operations in Bilbao, Liverpool, Genoa, Birmingham and other hard-hit cities are eloquent testimony in this regard, as are the large-scale planning ventures undertaken in other, more thriving centres.  


At the heart of successful revitalisation projects we often find heritage and culture, both potent markers for European urban identity. The highlighting of a hitherto neglected or disdained urban patrimony and the rediscovery of a sometimes forgotten cultural past can be powerful stimulants for internal mobilisation and greater attractiveness. An urban policy that foregrounds these assets will impact directly on a city's image and the way it is used and appropriated – on condition that "museification" and the touristic monoculture are kept at bay.   


"Major accessibility" is often the main precondition for a city's rebirth. What this means is having high speed rail facilities, international airports, big canals and freeway networks. Such accessibility, however, is highly dependent on national or local policy. In this respect a city can provide itself with a crucial asset by becoming part of the European Transport Network (TEN-T) programme. 


The quality of an urban area's internal transport system is another powerful "bounce-back" factor. Here the main lever is the public transport network set up by the local authorities. Less subject to national and European demands, it can usefully be complemented by the expansion of "alternative" transport modes which will help forge a new, more ecological image for the city in question. For optimum efficiency, of course, the system's components must be articulated into the main regional and national networks, and intermodal considerations are vital here.


Cooperation-led policies offer cities one way of attaining the critical mass development calls for. Through alliances with other territories and participation in networks, cities acquire a higher profile and become better known. This type of approach can be implemented on anything from a sub-regional to a fully European scale. 


Research and innovation policies can help cities achieve ongoing development. With the Lisbon strategy in the air, how are Europe's cities to go about establishing their own knowledge-driven economies? What role can be played here by tertiary education institutions, research centres and competitiveness hubs?


To build up a list of relevant examples of urban operations and development projects, contact will be made with the major European city networks including METREX, EUROCITIES, URBACT and INTERREG.  

European town planners and the role of the Permanent International Working Party (PIWP)

Town planners make an active contribution to European cities' urban policies by designing development strategies, drawing up master plans and making provision for sustainable development. They also formulate and assist with the implementation of "urban projects" in the main strategic sectors. Some of these specialists are to be found in cities' planning departments, others work as consultants on assignments involving general planning, urban design and specific projects. The sharing out of tasks and responsibilities between planners in the public, parapublic (e.g. planning agencies) and private sectors varies from one country to another. The Congress/Biennial will be an opportunity to consider the role of Europe's urbanists in relation to the strategies our cities are putting into practice, with the comparison based mainly on examples to be spotlighted in Nancy. The support of the Permanent International Working Party (PIWP) will be particularly important here in terms of identifying the most interesting projects and inviting their creators and designers to come and present them.   

� Provisional title


� See for example Jacques Lévy's explorations of the "Amsterdam model" and the "Johannesburg model".  
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