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Preface 

The editors and contributors to this book are part of a far-flung network of scholars and 
practitioners who have two things in common: they are committed to describing and 
analyzing the ways in which people from different cultures and countries make urban 
communities more livable, and they all know Fritz Wagner. That includes Wagner’s able 
co-editors, Riad Mahayni, who attended the University of Washington in the early 1970s 
and had a long and productive tenure at Iowa State University, and Andreas Piller, who 
attended the University of Washington in the early 2010s and served as a graduate assistant 
to Wagner’s previous edited volume, Community Livability.

Over the course of their careers, Professors Wagner and Mahayni have made the study 
and creation of more livable urban places their special mission. Over the years, Wagner 
has expanded his network of like-minded urban planners and social scientists, attracting a 
diverse array of people to his cause and herding them in such a way as to bring some of the 
best of what they have to offer to bear on this central and compelling problem.

Transforming Distressed Global Communities is an excellent companion piece to 
Community Livability, which Wagner co-edited with Roger Caves a few years ago. Several 
of the authors to the first volume also appear in this book. (I have graduated from writing 
the preface to also co-authoring a chapter in the current volume.)

The knowledge these authors have of particular urban areas across the globe is 
impressive. They know how these places have developed and how people live there and use 
them. Their sensitivity to the unique cultural and political differences that make managing 
these places a challenge is apparent. With the likely exception of this writer, you would be 
hard-pressed to devise a better collection of experts on how to make urban places healthier, 
more humane, and livable. We are in good company. You are being well served.

It occurs to me that Wagner’s collaborators have assembled a collection of essays on 
cities and urban life in different parts of the globe that would inform students from a variety 
of disciplines: urban planning, political science, public administration, and sociology 
foremost among them. I will be using both of his books in my classes on urban theory and 
planning. They will complement any textbook (including my own) that focuses mostly on 
cities in more developed societies. They also will improve these textbooks by providing 
much more detailed accounts of urban people and places in cultural settings very different 
from those in the United States, Canada, and Western Europe.

Transforming Distressed Global Communities is a good book. I wouldn’t wait for the 
movie, but I would recommend it to anyone who cares about the urban world we all share.

Daniel Monti
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 
Robert K. Whelan

The subject matter of this book is challenging, complex, and timely. Transforming distressed 
communities into more healthy and humane places is one of the many difficult tasks facing 
the global urban community. The growth of cities is a notable worldwide trend. In 2008, 
a majority of the world population became urban for the first time in human history. 
Urban growth, often accompanied by competitiveness among cities, has both positive and 
negative consequences.

Following the economist Jeffrey Sachs, sustainable urban development has three 
components. First, the urban environment must allow productivity. People and businesses 
need a place where they can thrive economically. Second, cities must be places of social 
and political inclusion. Discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, gender, race, or some 
other such quality prevents sustainability. Finally, there is the most common sense aspect 
of sustainability for planners: environmental sustainability. Cities must make two kinds 
of environmental efforts: they must reduce their own greenhouse gas emissions, and they 
have to adapt to changing environmental conditions. All cities must prepare for rising 
temperatures, and coastal cities must also prepare for rising sea levels. In short, cities must 
be resilient (Sachs 2015: 9–12).

The chapters in this collection address the threats that cities face in a variety of ways, 
and the authors suggest many possible solutions to these problems. Policymakers and 
individual readers would do well to heed the advice offered by the authors.

Berlin, Germany is an appropriate starting point for considering a variety of the issues 
addressed in this volume, as Robert Mugerauer does in Chapter 2. Berlin is a city that 
is well-known to most, whether through direct experience, its storied history, or popular 
culture. We are acquainted with Weimar-era Berlin, thanks to the writing of Christopher 
Isherwood, and its translation to stage and screen as Cabaret. Wartime and Cold War 
Berlin are familiar from popular spy and mystery writers, such as Len Deighton, Philip 
Kerr, and John le Carré. We are fortunate to have a thorough one volume history of the 
city in English (Richie 1998). And our academic colleagues have contributed studies 
of the major recent challenges facing Berlin, including reconstruction after World War 
Two (Diefendorf 1993) and rebuilding after the reunification of East and West Germany 
(Colomb 2012, Strom 2001). Mugerauer boldly juxtaposes the concept of “transformation” 
against that of “resilience.” He concludes that Berlin is a city of transformation, but it 
has notable resilient features. In Mugerauer’s view, transformation and resilience must be 
balanced. A brief summary cannot do justice to a provocative paper; suffice it to say that 
Mugerauer provides an excellent, brief historical review of the phases of Berlin’s urban 
development through these two lenses. His discussion of post-1980s development includes 
both alternative planning and the role of international speculative capital.

Marseille, France is likely not as well-known to most readers as Berlin. The only 
cultural reference that comes to mind is the city as an entrepôt for drugs in the movie The 
French Connection. There is not much written in English about the city, but two sources 
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that come to mind are a brief chapter by Andre Donzel (1990) and the city’s inclusion in 
Savitch and Kantor’s 10 city study (Savitch and Kantor 2002). Hank Savitch is a leader in 
the study of urban politics, and he is an extremely astute student of French urban policies. 
We are fortunate to have his contribution on Marseille (with his co-authors Doddy Iskandar 
and Charles Kaye-Essien) in Chapter 3 of this volume. The city was in a state of decline for 
many years. Savitch et al. introduce the concept of High Impact, Crucial Area Development 
(HICAD), as applied to an area called EuroMéditerranée that is located near the port. 
In brief, the authors explain how EuroMed, a public corporation, was able to recast the 
city’s image, apply targeted resources, connect important areas of the city, and build upon 
successes. Overall, the authors conclude that the intervention was positive for Marseille, 
and the strategies may well be useful for other cities.

Similarly, Liverpool, England has gone through cycles of growth, decline, and  
re-emergence over more than 250 years. David Shaw and Olivier Sykes describe and 
analyze this process in Chapter 4. As a port city at the center of the Industrial Revolution, 
Liverpool grew from 20,000 in 1750 to 376,000 in 1850, reaching a high of 870,000 
residents in the 1930s. The population then fell to 430,000 by the year 2000. Aided by 
regional policy and regeneration programs from the United Kingdom and European 
Union, as well as by designation as the European Capital of Culture in 2008, Liverpool 
has experienced a renaissance in the twenty-first century. The authors discuss this history 
in the context of place-based policies. Particular attention is given to the Atlantic Gateway 
strategy, a partnership that is redeveloping the city’s old dockland areas, the significance 
of which is placed into the larger metropolitan and regional context. The authors conclude 
that “Liverpool provides a powerful and hopeful example of public action … and human 
resilience in the face of distressing urban conditions.”

Unlike the stories of resurgence being written in Marseille and Liverpool, many of the 
cities once at the heart of American industry continue to experience ongoing decline. Robin 
Boyle and Robert Mehregan appropriately employ a different approach in their study of 
city plans in the context of urban shrinkage in the United States. In Chapter 5, the authors 
study 13 American “Rustbelt” cities, primarily in the Midwest. All are declining cities, 
which the authors identify as those cities whose populations were smaller in 2010 than 
in 1950. The emphasis of the chapter is on the analysis of written city plans. Some of the 
responses to decline are very creative; for example, Youngstown, Ohio incorporates new 
zoning districts that allow vacant land to be used for non-traditional purposes, such as 
urban agriculture and wetland or environmental remediation. More commonly, however, 
cities’ plans deny that they are declining. Boyle and Mehregan note that “the attraction 
of returning to a normality of growth is powerful, perhaps even overwhelming.” Notably, 
as late as 1994, Detroit’s application for a federal Empowerment Zone grant was entitled 
“Jumpstarting the Motor City.”

At the opposite end of the spectrum from these “Rustbelt” cities is Houston, Texas. 
In Chapter 6, Zhu Qian and Elise Bright discuss Houston’s efforts to increase livability in 
the absence of a comprehensive zoning ordinance—a feature that distinguishes Houston 
from virtually all other major American cities. The authors provide a thorough explanation 
of the Houston planning context, noting that while the city may lack zoning, it has an 
extensive array of city plans that guide development, and the city’s development ordinance 
regulates land use in a manner that would be familiar to other cities. Other notable plans 
include a thoroughfare and freeway plan, a strategic transportation plan, and an urban 
corridor plan that the city initiated in 2006. Qian and Bright present three case studies 
of Houston neighborhoods: River Oaks exemplifies a planned neighborhood, which uses 
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deed restrictions to maintain its upscale character; Montrose is a gentrifying neighborhood; 
Independence Heights is a traditionally African-American neighborhood with a mix of 
residential and commercial uses. The authors conclude with a note of optimism: “Given 
Houston’s special land use controls for urban development, the city probably has more 
opportunities to create livable, heterogeneous, diverse, and mixed-use neighborhoods.”

Like Houston, it is difficult to view Québec City, Canada as a distressed community. In 
Chapter 7, Mario Carrier and Marius Thériault place the city into the comparative context 
of Canada’s 14 metropolitan areas. They find that the city has grown, but the pattern is not 
exceptional in relation to other mid-sized Canadian metropolitan areas. In Québec City’s 
case, the economy has experienced diversification based on the mid- to high-tech sectors. 
In conjunction with the city’s traditional bases of government, insurance, and tourism, 
the unemployment rate has been the lowest among Canadian CMAs. But the authors see 
a number of challenges for the area: an aging infrastructure and population, a housing 
shortage, low land-use density sprawl, and transportation systems and a labor market 
divided by the Saint Lawrence River. Many of these problems are also found in other cities 
examined throughout this volume.

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil faces major and perhaps more obvious planning challenges. 
As of this writing, it seems that Rio may be headed for urban planning disaster as its 
ambitions outstrip its capacities. The 2014 World Cup in Brazil took place without major 
incident, but not without considerable skepticism domestically and internationally in the 
preceding months—up to the very day of the opening match. With the 2016 Summer 
Olympic Games two years away, an official of the International Olympic Committee has 
expressed doubt that facilities will be ready unless a major international effort is made to 
salvage the Games. Protests in Brazil have centered on the costs of preparing for these 
events, in contrast to making investments that would address the problems of informal 
and low-income communities in host cities. Pedro Novais grounds his discussion of Rio 
de Janeiro in Chapter 8 within this context. To Novais, Rio’s fundamental challenge of 
socio-spatial inequality makes Rio a distressed city. Like Dewar in Chapter 12, Novais is 
critical of earlier modernist planning efforts. He emphasizes two major planning efforts. 
First, he looks at the Rio Cidade program, which began in the 1990s with construction 
projects in several city neighborhoods. Second, he analyzes several large-scale planning 
efforts—first unsuccessful, then successful—to bring the Pan-American Games and the 
Summer Olympics to the city. Novais concludes that the city needs new ways of thinking 
if it hopes to alleviate distress.

Following Hurricane Katrina in 2005, no one would quarrel with the inclusion of New 
Orleans, Louisiana in a book about distressed cities. After the storm, academics descended 
from all over North America to write about the rebuilding process. Most of these outsider 
accounts are inadequate and superficial. There is one excellent detailed account of the 
planning process by Olshansky and Johnson (2010). Insider accounts are a mixed bag: 
some are egotistical, some historical, and some thoughtful. (These brief remarks do not 
include work by journalists, novelists, and so on.) We are fortunate to have the informed 
perspective of participant-observers Bob Becker and Jane Brooks in Chapter 9. Their 
analysis of post-Katrina New Orleans looks at neighborhood recovery and open-space 
planning in the context of sustainability. Part of the chapter considers three neighborhoods 
as case studies to demonstrate the variety of experiences among neighborhood recovery 
efforts. Gentilly suffered extensive damage, and the uneven recovery realized there resulted 
from residents’ lack of economic resources. The Warehouse District experienced relatively 
little damage, received substantial public investment, and benefitted from increased density. 
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The new Musicians Village neighborhood, located in the Upper Ninth Ward, demonstrated 
non-profit leadership in creating new housing. The other main part of the chapter presents a 
case study of City Park. Lessons learned from the park’s recovery include the importance of 
having a master plan, the need for specific goals and missions, the good fortune of having a 
loyal staff, the capacity and willingness to accept help, and the requirement of steadfastness. 
Bob Becker is too modest to mention that it also helps to have a City Park director who 
is visionary, resourceful, and totally committed. Becker and Brooks conclude that New 
Orleans “has attempted to use the lemon of Hurricane Katrina to produce the lemonade of 
sustainability practices and healthy lifestyle opportunities.”

Christopher Silver addresses Jakarta, Indonesia in Chapter 10 of this volume, presenting 
a situation that is, to me, positively frightening. Silver is one of our most accomplished and 
eminent planning historians, and he has previously published an excellent history of the 
development of Jakarta during the latter half of the twentieth century (Silver 2008). He 
introduces his chapter in this volume by describing the devastating floods of January 2007 
and delineating the interconnected crises in water management, transportation, and the 
provision of infrastructure, which reaffirm planning and management failure. Jakarta is 
one of the world’s five largest metropolitan areas, and its planning challenges are immense. 
Traffic congestion is horrible, and the busway and rapid transit response has been 
inadequate. Heavy rainfall results in regular flooding that is exacerbated by pump failures, 
rivers clogged with solid waste, and development that has eliminated green spaces that 
previously absorbed the rainfall. Efforts to ameliorate these problems have been insufficient. 
Governance changes since 2000 brought decentralization and more citizen participation. 
What frightens me is that, with increased urbanization worldwide, it will become ever more 
difficult to achieve sustainable urban development. There will be more cities with stories 
like Jakarta’s, and some of them will be in the developed world.

Sydney, Australia is another city not typically associated with distress. To me, Sydney 
conjures up images of a warm climate with people enjoying beaches, a successful 
summer Olympics, and infrastructure that is recognized worldwide. Yet in a well-
organized Chapter 11, Heather MacDonald argues that the city’s aspiration to be “Green, 
Global, and Connected” is limited by weak metropolitan governance. MacDonald sees 
housing affordability as a particular problem. This is exacerbated by overloaded public 
transportation, congested highways, and expensive toll roads. MacDonald notes planning 
failures in the provision and funding of infrastructure, geographic and market constraints 
on land mobility, complex planning processes, and public opposition to infill development. 
In improving metropolitan planning, better coordination among state agencies is needed, 
especially in making infrastructure decisions. MacDonald’s solution is the adoption of 
a growth management program, aimed at sustainable development goals. Much of her 
argument will resonate for readers in the high-income, developed world.

Cape Town, South Africa is a city with serious developmental difficulties. David 
Dewar’s thoughtful Chapter 12 sets out differences and similarities from the cities of the 
industrialized northern hemisphere. Dewar places the city’s planning efforts into the context 
of two dominant ideologies: “the planning and design ideology of modernism and the 
political ideology of apartheid.” These ideologies shaped familiar spatial patterns—those of 
sprawl, separation, and fragmentation. In turn, these spatial patterns aggravate problems of 
inequality and poverty. Dewar defines four issues as central to creating a transformational 
path for Cape Town. The first is controlling sprawl and creating a balance among different 
types of landscapes. A second issue is the promotion of targeted intensification of mixed-
use development and improved public transportation. Embracing an urban model of 
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development is the third planning challenge. Finally, Dewar suggests that informality 
should be embraced in a positive sense. His suggested transformational path holds more 
promise than the usual incrementalism.

Manish Chalana and Susmita Rishi’s Chapter 13 about Delhi, India relates well to the 
earlier chapters on Jakarta and Rio de Janeiro. The authors examine India’s approaches 
to slum rehabilitation over the last 40 years and national efforts at urban revitalization 
since the 1990s. Some of the problems cited will be familiar to readers of earlier chapters: 
extremely rapid growth in the context of a lack of planning (and fragmentation and a lack 
of coordination when planning was undertaken); inadequate public transport; inadequate 
infrastructure in such basic areas as clean water supply. As in Cape Town, Jakarta, and 
Rio, the informal sector has provided the most significant response in Delhi. Developed 
world donors, such as the World Bank, have insisted on the usual neo-liberal responses 
to problems. Like Rio, Delhi aspires to world-class status, demonstrated by a desire to 
host major sporting events like the Commonwealth Games. Chalana and Rishi observe 
that “Delhi has continued to rely on an outdated model of eviction-demolition and 
peripheral location when dealing with slums.” Like Dewar, these authors believe that the 
informal sector must be utilized effectively before Delhi can become sustainable—not to 
mention “world-class.”

A fascinating contrast can be found in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, addressed by 
Professors Husnéin and Chakravarty in Chapter 14. Dubai’s “success” story is based 
on an entrepreneurial approach. According to the authors, the Dubai model has three 
key components: real estate investment, good quality infrastructure, and liberal cultural 
practices. Dubai’s response to the real estate crisis has been more real estate development, 
with aviation and tourism providing support. The authors note that the response to real 
estate’s decline included some regulation and some planning. In the end, Husnéin and 
Chakravarty question speculative real estate investment as the best economic development 
strategy. The authors suggest some reasonable, viable alternatives to this approach.

The main problem of the Eastern Mediterranean Region (EMR) is the polar opposite 
of New Orleans and Jakarta. While the latter sometimes have too much water, the arid 
EMR lacks sufficient water. In Chapter 15, Kaiumars Khoshchashm of the World Health 
Organization (WHO) tells us about the Healthy Cities and Healthy Villages Initiatives of the 
WHO. A decline in infant mortality brought rapid population growth to the EMR. Moreover, 
rapid urbanization brought with it problems of water shortage and safety, solid waste 
management, and air pollution. The initiatives enjoyed greater success in the wealthier 
countries in the region, but the lack of autonomous local government, in the Western sense, 
has been a major barrier to success.

The case of Zhenjiang, China is not well-known in the US planning community. In 
Chapter 16, Wu et al. make us aware of urban-rural challenges facing China. In 2012, 
China’s population became majority urban for the first time in the country’s history. 
Planning in China takes place in the context of master plans, and while urban and rural areas 
were traditionally addressed as distinct from one another, recent legislation now emphasizes 
the integration of planning for central cities with their surrounding areas. Zhenjiang has 
a population of some 3.11 million people, more than 10 percent of whom are migrants. 
Zhenjiang’s urban-rural plan has admirable goals: raising income levels and equality, 
extending service provision and infrastructure, and promoting the social security system. 
At this time, planning in Zhenjiang is focused primarily on physical planning. Looking to 
the future, the authors are most concerned about the exclusion of migrants’ concerns and 
issues from the formal planning process.
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Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province in China, is a city of 14.1 million people. In 
Chapter 17, Hu and Abramson analyze the city’s efforts to deal with urban-rural tensions. 
China’s urban system has many policies that differ from Western urban practice. These 
include the need for households to register as urban or rural with the national authorities and 
a different system of land administration for urban and rural areas. Chengdu has devised 
a number of policies that are meant to alleviate these tensions, especially in the provision 
of infrastructure. In particular, local residents are allowed to play a meaningful role in the 
planning process.

In Chapter 18, Daniel Monti offers some provocative thoughts in reflecting on urban 
life in India and Latin America. Monti poses three questions about community creation: 
“Who can be a member? How closely do people follow the rules? And how accountable 
are they to each other?” Monti concludes that family-based caregiving in India may 
compare favorably with similar efforts in the United States. In Latin America, citizen 
involvement has increased. Monti suggests that voluntary organizations, families, and other 
non-governmental organizations may offer better possibilities for improving city life for 
migrants in developing countries than traditional, top-down urban planning.

Whereas the other chapters in this volume examine the experiences of particular places, 
Eugenie Birch et al. provide a different perspective in Chapter 19. Their question is how 
cities transfer best practice knowledge in facing the challenges of rapid urbanization. The 
chapter is based on a two-year study conducted for the Rockefeller Foundation. The authors 
look at three types of measures: critical success factors, benchmarks and performance 
indicators, and randomized controlled trials. Future challenges include the need for 
coordination and more standardized measures. These issues must be addressed in moving 
towards sustainability in cities.

The chapters in this book are exacting and stimulating. Students, scholars, and 
practitioners can learn much from the authors. The practical solutions offered throughout 
constitute a major contribution.
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Chapter 2  
Berlin: Resilience and Transformation 

Robert Mugerauer

Introduction

The intent of this chapter is to investigate not only the well-being of Berlin—that is, of its 
inhabitants and ecological systems—but the issue of how we might legitimately go about 
making such an assessment. Here we encounter the underlying question of what kind of 
a thing a historical, great city might be that it could be resilient or transformed. These are 
not so much problems to be solved, but puzzles to be entered into, described, analyzed, 
and interpreted. Specifically, the chapter will (1) describe and interpret several dimensions 
of recent changes in Berlin’s built environment and open spaces, (2) probe the extent to 
which this empirical work benefits from applying the ecological concepts of resilience and 
transformation, and (3) reciprocally, test the validity of that distinction by using historical 
urban findings. To be clear: the assumption is that there are neither simple “facts” about 
Berlin that appear innocent of theory and research practices, nor that theory and practice 
appear from out of nowhere to be applied to phenomena as a procrustean bed. Thus there 
is a critical but positive “hermeneutical circle” in simultaneously applying and testing the 
usefulness of the ecological distinction of “resilience” versus “transformation” to urban 
environments to (a) see how the categories might explain the development of Berlin over 
successive regimes and (b) use the evidence and findings to modify, reject, or accept the use 
of these categories for urban planning.

Applying Ecological Concepts to the City

Resilience

Most urban environments, especially those with a long history, are far too complex to treat in 
any simple way without reductions that obliterate much of what needs to be understood. This 
certainly is the case with Berlin, even though it is not an ancient city. Given the ecological 
definition of resilience as the ability of a dynamic system that has undergone perturbances to 
return to its original stable state (Holling 1973), at the most general level, we could inquire 
as to whether a settlement in the Spree valley has demonstrated this characteristic. In the 
original glaciated plains and valleys vegetated respectively with indigenous oak-hornbeam 
woods and pinewoods, and with a high water table with numerous bogs, settlement began 
in the early thirteenth century. For the purposes of examining urban environments in the 
context of urban planning, rather than detailed changes in biotopes, five major modern 
urban regime changes can be distinguished in Berlin:

1. That of the mid-nineteenth century residential city of almost half a million residents, 
which grew rapidly with industrialization, enhanced by its distinction as the 
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imperial capital of the first unified German nation state in 1871 and the state’s 
comfortable relation to capitalism;

2. That of the Weimar Republic of the 1920s, when Berlin’s population was 
approximately 3.8 million;

3. That during the 12-year reign of National Socialism’s intended 1,000-year 
Third Reich;

4. That in the post-World War II, Cold War period, with West Berlin as part of the 
Federal Republic of Germany (Bundesrepublic Deutschland);

5. That from 1989 to the present, with Berlin reunited after the fall of the Wall and 
German reunification.

Here it seems obvious that the ecological concept of resilience is not of much use. It is 
almost entirely empty of meaning to say that a settlement in the Spree valley has been 
resilient because there have been a continuous succession of regimes, through which almost 
all the vegetation has, at one time or another, been dramatically changed through urban 
environmental modification or fundamentally obliterated by the bombing of World War 
II. As to the inhabitants, during that phase many thousands were deported and murdered 
under National Socialism, and many of the remaining were killed in the war that ravaged 
the city. What would be that which supposedly was resilient? A generic settlement at a 
geographical location measured by latitude and longitude?

Here we encounter fundamental issues. In ecological thought a stable state refers to the 
stable state of a kind of ecosystem. That is, the question is one of system identity. One way 
to think of this is relatively simple: such systems would include lakes and woodlands. For 
example, if a lake is perturbed so as to shift from clear to murky—a flip from an oligotrophic 
regime with low phosphorus, low algae, and rooted aquatic plants to an eutrophic regime 
with high phosphorus and high algae—the question is how long it would take, and under 
what circumstances, to return to the original behavior regime (Holling 1996, Mugerauer 
and Liao 2012). Of course, it is possible that the system is not resilient and dissipates or 
dies. Yet another possibility is that, as is characteristic of some open dynamic systems, far 
from equilibrium, a system may jump across a threshold, without smooth linear change, 
to another regime altogether, with dramatically different system behaviors (Walker and 
Salt 2006, Mugerauer and Liao 2012). This is what is meant by ecological transformation. 
Thus a grass-dominated savannah may become shrub- or tree-dominated, or a tropical 
forest may become grassland. On a given site, one ecological regime might be succeeded by 
another, different one—perhaps with the replacement of almost all of the biotic components.

The basic picture is almost immediately complicated, however, by the realization that 
there are long-slow systems that shift between apparently alternative stable states wherein 
the latter do not describe two different sorts of things, but two phenomenally distinct phases 
of one kind of thing (Gunderson and Pritchard 2002). At the current stage of ecological 
science, we often lack the empirical information and theoretical-conceptual clarity to be 
able to discern the difference. Yet even this ever-vexing issue of biological kinds (and 
morphological development) seems simple compared to issues of identity for persons and 
cities, which would appear to have many more open possibilities for change and identity.

Applied to Berlin, one crucial empirical question is what, and to what extent, individual 
components have remained whose resilience might be discerned. For example, the bogs 
from the era of pre-habitation. Or more recently, some species that survived in the sites 
abandoned and thus protected between the end of WWII and recent redevelopment. Or 
perhaps the residents’ oft-noted display of sharp wit and irreverent sense of humor (for 
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example, referring to the Kongresshalle as the “pregnant oyster”). But given the intent 
of National Socialism to utterly change the built and human features of the city (and the 
destruction resulting from bombing and ground fighting), the resilience of any features 
would have occurred by accidental circumstance or as the result of intentional resistance.

Transformation

Transformation, then, would seem a more promising ecological notion for understanding 
Berlin. Before focusing on a more detailed examination of the last two historical regimes, 
an overall argument can be made that transformation was attempted socially-politically-
economically across the major five regimes. The creation of the Prussian nation state 
consolidated and held a highly heterogeneous sphere into “Germany” and transformed 
Berlin into an even more powerful national capital. To cite examples of open spaces: the 
grand boulevards, squares, and monuments created by the Prussian kings remained; the 
Royal hunting grounds, which already had been opened to the public in 1740 (such as 
the Groβe Tiergarten), were developed into landscape parks; and beautification projects 
touted ornamental green areas (Russell 1983). Then, just as in other industrialized 
cities, after the mid-nineteenth century, public health and planning factions pushed for 
Volksgärten (people’s gardens), including planting trees for fresh air and landscaping to 
facilitate pleasure strolls. After the turn of the century, in order to focus more on urban 
health, planners and social reformers generated the Volkspark (people’s park), intended 
as recreational-exercise grounds for sports and children’s playgrounds for the working 
class, especially in the areas of overly-dense tenements (Mietskasernen) (Ladd 1997, 
Lachmund 2013). Nature conservation, often achieved by setting aside nature reserves, 
as in the first third of the twentieth century, was largely a dimension of affirming and 
displaying landscape elements (i.e., monuments) considered exemplary of national or 
regional identity. This was a key argument in establishing the Grunewald as a “permanent 
forest” in 1915, following 11 years of “public protests mounted against projected city 
extensions and clearing measures and against the effect of urban water use on the forest’s 
ground water level” (Lachmund 2013: 28–30, Lekan 2004). The timing for such action was 
critical, for by then the Prussian state was already selling the forests surrounding the city to 
private real-estate developers who were busily creating suburbs (Lachmund 2013).

After World War I, the city was drastically perturbed (though that technical ecological 
term seems woefully inadequate to the tragedy). But amidst contending forces, the 
Weimar Republic emerged in the 1920s in a moment that was simultaneously hopeful and 
disenchanted. For example, the benefits of the openness of international travel and exchange 
and the (perhaps overestimated) erotic charge of the city’s nightlife were assimilated in 
large part via the Neue Sachlichkeit—a matter-of-fact attitude to the new social realities 
of the post-war situation and capitalism. It has been observed that “the sober appreciation 
and use of material and technical possibilities” were key drivers, not obstacles to the burst 
of artistic creativity that occurred (Willett 1984: 12). This certainly was the case with the 
multiple descriptions and re-descriptions that celebrated both the possibilities and rawness 
of the city—stressing its heterogeneity, energy, and constant motion, especially through the 
use of montage (Bienert 1992). As to open spaces, in addition to the lively social-political 
life in the streets and squares and imaginatively projected by avant-garde theater and 
cinema, with the establishment of Greater Berlin as an administrative municipality in 1920, 
new green parks and greenbelts were created, allotment associations and plots multiplied, 
and continued attention was given to preserving natural spaces, especially forests, at the 
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city’s edges (Lachmund 2013). The ideas of conservation as preserving the natural heritage 
in Berlin in the 1920s “focused on sites considered particularly representative of the 
glacier-formed landscape of the Brandenburg region: fens, creeks, ponds, and a few sand 
dunes scattered around the metropolis … Consequentially, the bogs in the Grunewald were 
the first sites in the Berlin area to be designated nature reserves” (Lachmund 2013: 30). 
Importantly, it was during this period of social reform that open green planning, as part of 
open-space planning, became institutionalized in the city (Lachmund 2013).

Weimar did not hold as a stable regime, instead giving way to the violent plan to 
transform not only Germany but much of Europe into a supposedly hyper-stable 1,000-year 
Third Reich. As to Berlin, the transformations are all too familiar and need not be repeated 
here. To pass over the human destruction out of respect, we can note the well-known urban 
environmental changes. Huge parade grounds, gigantic monuments, and administrative and 
civic buildings evoked—indeed, were intended to recreate or even surpass—the Roman 
Empire. Notably and problematically on political grounds, there was support for and thus 
resilience of the conservative nature-landscape attitude, affirming “homeland nature,” a 
concept seemingly compatible with the racialized “blood and soil” ideology of National 
Socialism (Gröning and Wolschke-Bulmahn 1987, Lachmund 2013).

After World War II, two distinct yet inseparable regimes emerged. First, following the 
destruction of National Socialism, the international powers of the West and USSR aimed 
to establish new stable states quite distinct from what had gone before. In the West, that 
meant that Berlin was part of the Federal Republic of Germany during the Cold War period. 
Secondly, since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, as the city and country worked out 
the reunification of East and West Germany, a transformation occurred across competing 
communist and capitalist world systems toward an increasingly globalized capitalist 
environment (which substantially embraces both the former Soviet Union and China). 
Thus, a closer analysis of these two regimes can profitably disclose major features of 
Berlin’s contemporary transformations and, in its finer-grained details, perhaps some of its 
resiliencies. There was both: (a) a continuation of the older ideas of nature conservation of 
ecological monuments as “landscape care” and of the engagement of multiple groups with 
diverse bio-political ecological agendas (Lekan 2004); and (b) the discontinuous shift to 
ecology in terms of systems dynamics and to speculative capital aimed at new, privileged 
“up-scale” groups.

Contrasting Local versus International Environmental Regimes:  
Resiliencies Amidst Transformations

Two Modes of Urban Ecology Following the Transformation after World War II:  
The Resilience of Local Ecologists and Alternative Activists

The material in this section is not intended to imply a general description of Berlin in this 
period. The city in its ecological, built, and political dimensions is so multifarious that only 
a bit of what is important and interesting can be considered. Even that limitation, however, 
allows us to examine the extent to which the concepts of transformation and resilience are 
fruitful. When Western Germany came under the control of the Allies at the end of WWII, 
Berlin was beyond the eastern boundary—that is, extra-territorial. Though the city was not 
given in its entirety to the Soviets, the Western-oriented sector was fully isolated from its 
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surrounding countryside. By force, then, a strong centripetal focus developed, even as it 
was critical for the city to stay connected to forces outside its borders.

Especially significant in terms of sense of place were activities by ecological groups 
and by neighborhood activists concerned with resident well-being. Berlin, as much of 
Germany, had a long-established interest in studying and planning the landscape—that is 
in the interface and interaction between cultural and biotic environments (Lekan 2004). 
Whereas the dominant tradition nationally had been to focus on monumental elements 
including those taken to characterize the German spirit, and since earlier regimes in Berlin 
had attended successively on royal parks, ornamental plantings, and then recreational 
spaces aimed at improving public health, Berlin academics, amateur scientists, and nature 
lovers had become especially accomplished at close studies of local features. Extensive 
longitudinal data had been collected concerning one of the traditionally central concerns 
of urban ecology: vegetative diffusion. Given its overly narrow scientific view and data 
collection and interpretation practices, the ecological work of the 1950s–80s was neither 
really saturated with the fuller theoretical view of co-constitution nor able to actualize 
its potential. It did however appreciate and affirm that there was not a separation but a 
continuum of so-called “nature” and “culture,” as the urban environment had clearly 
impacted the vegetation regimes for a long time (Lachmund 2013). The trajectory of work 
done before WWII did continue after the war—a resilient feature—because it had been 
significantly institutionalized in city planning and was carried on by strong surviving 
researchers such as Herbert Sukopp (who strongly called for an “urban ecology”), 
colleagues such as Alexander Kohler and Woffram Kunick, and a large, diverse set of 
amateur and professional naturalists conducting field work, as well as gardeners, hikers, 
interested nature lovers (Lachmund 2013).

Green planning was deeply organically ambitious. For instance, in a case of the 
Tiergarten—though not a matter of resilience in the ecological sense but of a more ambitious 
(and optimistic) recovery—plans in the late 1940s were “not intended simply to restore the 
prewar situation; they were intended to restore features of the alder swamp and the riparian 
forest that once had covered the area in which the park was located” (Lachmund 2013: 35). 
From 1949 to 1952, the policy and practices of “greening,” for example with open spaces 
and playing fields, functioned as a mode of restoring a sense of urban order in the midst 
of the ruined city. It also deployed many of the unemployed, providing a means to look to 
better times ahead (Lachmund 2013).

In addition to their detailed field observations and data rich surveys, the broad community 
interested in local biotopes advocated both for features historically acknowledged as 
characteristic of and crucial to the now-enclosed city (such as the substantial 32 km2 
Grunewald and its lakes, Tiergarten, and Botanical Garden in Dahlem) and for newly 
appearing elements. For example, there were significant areas that had been abandoned 
and, from the viewpoint of ecology, protected, which gradually were carefully documented, 
especially in the Schöneberg, Luisennstadt, Tiergarten, and Kreutzberg districts 
(Lachmund 2013). This was notably true of the abandoned Potsdamer Güterbahnhof and 
Personenbahnhof (also known as Gleisdreieck) and Tempelhofer Rangierbahnhof (or 
Südgeländer) railroad yards and facilities, where diverse flora and fauna were observed 
from the 1950s onward (Spirn 1984, Lachmund 2013). Similarly, the vast amount of rubble 
from the bombings was partially “disposed of” by simply shaping it into waste heaps, which 
then were left unattended. Ecologists noted that these areas (formally, ruderal areas [rudus: 
rubble]) were quick to re-vegetate and became wooded and filled with species often new to 
the city, such as insects or plants supposedly brought in by rail, road traffic, and birds. These 
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spaces were not only appreciated by botanists; they were also used by the homeless and by 
children as favorite play spaces (Lachmund 2013).

That which held such scientific ecological interest also critically contributed to the self-
understanding and affirmation of the finite urban area as having distinction and importance 
insofar as it was uniquely constituted by the interaction of political and biological 
environmental processes. Both traditionally appreciated and newly emergent micro-
biotopes were worth nurturing for their own sake and central to delineating the identity of 
the city. Though often the subject of significant differences among the various ecological 
interest groups, these biotopes were the basis for the emergence of strong local protection 
attitudes and often legislation, as the diverse ecologists (often in cooperation with city 
ecological planners) were usually united in opposition to the technically-oriented urban 
planners and the official city administration intent on development in a modernist mode. 
Thus Berlin’s urban planning continued a notable ecological orientation that was not only 
resilient after WWII but intensified by the perceived importance of the little green space and 
few but distinctive biotopes present in the city.

At the same time, the post-war period evoked self-initiative in regard to social 
environments. The severe limitations of space and resources were in fact a positive 
challenge to a range of residents who were not enamored with the dominant world 
economic-political systems or official ways of ordering life. Many who were considered 
members of “marginal” groups devoted considerable energy and creativity to developing 
what generally has been referred to as “alternative” approaches to urban living. Though 
not at all constituting any coherent social structure, retirees, the unemployed, low income 
workers, immigrants (largely Turkish guest workers since the 1960s and 1970s), and an 
increased number of young people after the end of the 1970s—including students living 
in Berlin to avoid the draft, squatters, and artists—all focused on issues of housing, open 
space (especially for recreation), and an ecological way of building at the grass roots level, 
especially through processes that promoted serious resident participation in the city’s 
rehabilitation planning (for example, see Ladd 1997: 105–110). This was not, of course, 
a resilience of a directly continuous local democratic system from before the war (since 
any such precedents had been wiped out), though it did draw on the leftist (if not anarchist) 
traditions of the population and the persistence of many sorts of non-conformists. Though 
too diverse to cover in this short chapter—and criticized by some as overly complicated or 
at times too formally aesthetic (Braunfels 1983: 15–17)—the spirit of the approach is clearly 
seen in connection with the International Bauausstellung (IBA, or International Building/
Construction Exposition) of 1984–1987, where strong local concerns contrasted with the 
goals of the official Berlin administration. Because IBA itself was a multifarious set of 
phenomena that took place over a long period, the hundreds of exhibitions, publications, 
lectures, tours, designs, charrettes, and projects realized and unrealized “are not all one.” 
Only one of the two main aspects clearly indicative of localism directing the official 
IBA goal of a “livable city” is examined here. Setting aside the “critical reconstruction” 
articulated by the architect Joseph Paul Kleihues, Planning Director of the New Building 
Department of IBA Berlin since 1979—who wisely counseled that “no-one can build for 
strangers” (Kleihues 1983: 7–8)—the following focuses on the “urban renewal without 
displacement” headed by Hardt-Waltherr Hämer.

Since Berlin was in fact an autonomous Land under the German governance system 
after the war, city politicians and thus professionals had substantial range in what they 
attempted to carry out. In line with the rest of the Western urban tradition of modernism 
that was dominant at the time, a major goal was development of industry and housing on 
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the city’s edge and ceding to the importance of the automobile with ambitious inner-city 
highway and tunnel systems. The modernist emphasis on buildings in open spaces (of the 
sort advocated by Le Corbusier) had already been tried, perhaps more successfully by Hans 
Scharoun with the Philharmonic Hall given his unique, immediate intent to place art in 
“the middle” during the Cold War period and thus establish a new epicenter, and in the 
housing demonstration project in the Hansaviertel in the 1950s (Balfour 1990: 214–215, 
Till 2005: 42–43). Nonetheless, most of the professional work of modernist planning in 
Berlin was parallel to the urban renewal occurring in New York and across the United States, 
such that the proposed functional approach obliviously involved cutting through green 
spaces and residential areas in the pursuit of its technical solutions (Lachmund 2013: 40–44). 
Another set of ideas considered by the Berlin Senate was to “create space within the city 
by densification instead of extending the developed area” by significantly compromising 
allotment gardens and other open spaces—a different path to the same sort of destruction of 
open living spaces (Lachmund 2013: 119).

In contrast to both the scientific ecologists and modernist planners, many leftist and 
liberal local political activists wanted development of adequate housing and neighborhood 
public spaces, rather than either preservation of “nature”—as occurred, for example, 
in the ruderal areas of rubble piles and abandoned railway yards regarded as important 
observation sites, as argued by the protesting ecologists such as Sukopp—or the “asphalt 
and concrete” expanses of the city planners (Lachmund 2013). Note, however, that the 
alternative approach did include a centrally important ecological component, but it differed 
from the traditional landscape aesthetic and from specifically scientific concern with the 
biotopes for their own sake. At times, then, the alternative planning was in opposition to 
other ecological groups if the latter argued too vehemently for non-development at the cost 
of possible socially-oriented projects, but it coordinated with them in opposing projects 
that would destroy the local bio-cultural character of neighborhoods (such as the highway 
projects that would have obliterated everything in their paths in the name of economics). 
Here the bio-ecologists and political activists agreed that Berlin’s well-being, including 
the benefits of ecosystems and open spaces, was not only devastated by the war, but by 
the urban planning attitudes and projects that had commenced since then (Kleihues 1983).

The more purely local self-sufficient dimension comes to the fore in the way residents 
coped with the remaining environment of nineteenth century Mietkasernen. These large, 
cramped tenement buildings, many remaining from the 1860s and 1870s, were regularly 
without any adequate sanitary facilities. In the mid-1980s, only one half had toilets in the 
dwelling units, and of the “down the hallway” facilities, many had not been maintained over 
the previous five decades or longer (Personal field research 1984, Nakamura 1987a). There 
were 150,000 units which had either no toilet or no bath, and an additional 90,000 which 
had neither (Hämer and Krätke 1983). These buildings and their associated health-social 
problems were resilient: despite two world wars and the collapse of any industrial basis in 
West Berlin isolated against the Wall, the tenements remained as they had been, except that 
they were further deteriorated after an additional half-century of neglect. Here we have a 
reminder that resilience in itself is not inherently positive: it only indicates the persistence 
of a steady state, as also happens in Death Valley or an unrecoverable eutrophic lake, 
though it may not at all be deemed desirable on either dynamic biological or social grounds.

Though there were a few books on the topic of alternative, ecological planning and 
design in the United States in the 1970s, the theory and practical application of eco-
urbanism were more well-established in Europe. Indeed, it was a revelation to at IBA 1984 
see 10 m of conference tables covered with literature on the topic and to be given tours of 
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green roofs, sophisticated water retention and purification techniques suitable for greening 
urban courtyards, and urban agriculture projects (Kennedy 1984a, 1984b). Importantly, 
there was the compelling delineation of an alternative “aesthetic”—for instance in the 
graphics by H. Katzmann and B. Lötsch (Kennedy 1984a: 31) or by Gruppe Ökotop 
(Kennedy 1984b: 76, Kleihues 1987: 246) depicting the greening of rental blocks, which 
intended to make vivid the ordinary, everyday difference—and realistic feasibility of the 
emergent lifeworld as opposite from that of the dominant establishment.

A chance for a consistent, parallel engagement of alternative planning with the 
possible deployment of major resources was provided by the city and state governments. 
The 1984–1987 IBA was the occasion for imagining and planning redevelopment projects 
with the assistance of over 100 German architects and 50 international architects and 
planners, many of them leading post-modernists (Nakamura 1987b: 302). Though IBA 
was purely “advisory,” without any legal power to make binding decisions or undertake 
actual construction, it was highly influential (Russell 1983: 18). Though admittedly many 
of the model approaches were of limited success, there was continuity and persistence 
in developing and implementing the strategies (Hämer and Krätke 1983). Indeed, many 
of the pilot projects and designs generated during its tenure were in fact built and well-
used. Activist architects and urban designers, students, artists, immigrants, and counter-
culture residents energetically worked out details of how attractive buildings could be 
modulated by the alternative, rather than mainline, modes of thinking and use to achieve 
a healthier environment and increased resident well-being (Hämer and Krätke 1983). The 
more professionally sophisticated community members not only had ideas of their own, 
but substantially opened up to and engaged with other residents, such as the Turkish guest 
workers in Kreuzberg, to work out designs and building plans.

Given the still overly-dense built fabric and lack of recreational spaces, there was 
interest in pursuing more open green spaces in more positive forms of vibrant community- 
and eco-oriented courtyards in buildings that retained the traditional Berlin scale and 
interior spaces rather than modernist high-rises surrounded by “lawn” (Kleihues 1987). In 
Kreuzberg, Hämer and his colleagues were contending with the destruction of over 7,000 
cheap apartments, public protest, and civil disobedience by squatting by mid-1981—often 
to prevent the “renovation by demolition” of derelict but rent-controlled buildings, which 
regularly were trashed by developers’ thugs so that the owners would be allowed to 
renovate the unit and charge much higher rent to the new tenants. For developers, “the 
existing buildings and certainly the present inhabitants [were] regarded as obstacles of 
the first order,” such that “their removal [was] generally a prerequisite for any renewal 
programme.” The counter strategy was to resist the profit-driven interests of business and 
the trajectory of private owners by arguing and demonstrating that it was socially and 
economically preferable to renovate dilapidated buildings, allowing the tenants who had 
already lived there for many years to remain, “retaining their accustomed environment and 
their social structure” (Hämer and Krätke 1983: 28).

The Kreuzberg local authority generated “Twelve Principles for Urban Renewal”—the 
political basis for “careful urban renewal”—which were subsequently adopted by the city 
housing and building authority and then passed by the Berlin House of Representatives 
in 1983. As documented in the well-promoted “Exhibition: Step by Step” (and later 
Kleihues 1987), Hämer (a short way to refer to the group consensus that emerged 
through work on hundreds of projects by thousands of participants) undertook the 
conceptual development and pilot projects to show that it was possible “to create a basis 
to [sometimes] enable agreements to be reached between the property owners, tenants, 


