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through Urban Growth Strategies

ial Integration through Urban Growth Strategies) is a network of twinned cities that provides
serience and good practices of partner cities, Universities, civic organizations and social groups
ation through joint development of urban growth strategies. The project has enriched the sense of
ainding between European citizens by bringing upfront problems and issues of urban life that are
' by sharing common values, history and culture in an open dialog.

form for creative and open debate between local authorities, academics, experts, civil activists and
ities about the problem of social integration in ever-growing cities. The SINERGI Book Two -
srovides the insight and exploration of the knowledge, practices, research and experience in facing
nporary cities. The purpose of this book is to provide a wide frame for the democratic tools that will
their right to the city, to provoke decision makers to create innovative policies and, through critical
1ships between the inclusive/exclusive city and the citizens, to create a better future for our cities.
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Francesca Frassoldati

- Shaping the Possil?le
City: Between Choice
and Chance

ABSTRACT:
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1 INTRODUCTION

In a time of rapid transformation of existing cities, a popular trend worldwide
is the specialization of urban change and urban regeneration: notions that
have been generally associated with the urban space, such as smartness,
cultural value, innovation capacity, and eventually resilience, are singled out
as explicit targets that designated pilot districts or neighbourhoods should
achieve. Urban systems have, in most cases, survived for centuries as a
result of their inherent adaptive capacity to transforming contexts. Public
aspirations are expressed in catch words such as ‘smart city’, ‘city of culture’,
and ‘resilient city’. The notion that cities should perform according to
selected universal criteria is, for instance, the very basis of most international
think tanks' guidelines and recommendations on eligibility under the
available funding schemes.

Increasingly, the performative notion (i.e. how some specific aspects of
the urban environment can be measured and compared via common
indicators) has been assumed in the public discourse as a demand for the
urban environment to conform to agreed indicators. Cities are requested to
be more sustainable, more accessible, and more equal. In the best cases,
such mobilization has achieved important targets. However, it is worth
guestioning what the implications are in pursuing better performances when
designated indicators are measured. To some extent, the bottom-up
requirement for better urban quality that dismantled the core of standardized
planning rules implemented by modern urban planning traditions is
replicating similar models when designated targets are translated into
normative approaches (Albrechts & Balducci, 2013). In the last twenty years,
a new ‘bureaucracy' has emerged that specifically focuses on sustainability
and stakeholders, for example.

Strategies of participation and inclusion in public decisions about spatial
transformations are no exception. It is increasingly common throughout the
world for citizens to have their say in public choices about the city they live
in. Inclusive strategies may serve as a method to overcome administrative
constraints, making the process of making decisions about the city more
democratic. Non-mediated inclusion is recommended by numerous
international  organizations to  counterbalance both  uncontrolled
administrative procedures and citizens® disaffection towards the public and
collective sphere that is undermining consolidated tools of representative
democracy. However, enthusiastic approaches to participation fail to
recognize that citizens’ engagement can be approached technically and
bureaucratically without producing and/or reproducing any public value other
than conformity to a settled procedure.

The European Union funded project Social Integration through Urban
Growth Strategies (SINERGI) provided the setting for four cities to share
their experiences on inclusion and exclusion in the practices of urban
transformation. The cases presented at the final conference in Skopje, which
mostly regard the four cities in question, Skopje, Turin, Zagreb, and Lisbon,
illustrated problematic definition, implementation, and critical evaluation of
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Indeed, there is hardly room for an implicit distancing of professionals’
ideal configurations and reality as it is. Both design professions and urban
policies have to confront the unfinished status of place and social process.
Inclusion and exclusion have specific developments in the framework of
complexity when the coexistence of different alternatives is hypothesized
simultaneously. | propose four issues to frame a debate around inclusion
and exclusion in urban practices through comparative cases that aim at
establishing a common dialogue among reciprocally remote locations.

2 URBAN AMBITION

Even amidst troublesome urban contexts, urban space is by definition the
opposite of isolation and singular conditions. Urban space is a collective
matter and (re)generates common resources and a redistribution of costs.
There are many ways in which difficulties, actions, and failures direct or
inspire future pathways. Eventually, in urban contexts not only are durable
investments worthy of appreciation, but even doing nothing, surviving

mistakes, or withdrawing competitive schemes at the right time can serve as
useful lessons.

Is this uncertainty something that specifically characterizes our
contemporary times? | was particularly inspired by the epilogue to the
unfinished construction of the Cathedral of Siena mentioned in the
introduction to the Italian and French versions of Moral Calculations, a
relevant volume on game theory written by Lazlo Méré (1998). It is a story of
urban adaptation, public engagement, and strategic choices that dates back
500 years. Siena had a cathedral in the fourteenth century, but in 1339 the
city decided to enlarge it, adding a second massive body to the original
building. It would have doubled the size of the structure with an entirely new
nave and two aisles to which the pre-existing nave would have served as the
perpendicular transect. A number of unexpected occurrences, such as
construction errors, the Black Death in 1348, and financial mismanagement,
halted the completion of the cathedral and the work has never been
resumed since. However, the outer walls of this extension remain and can
now be seen on the side of the Duomo; the floor of the uncompleted nave
paves a public open space. Though unfinished, the remains are a testament
to local power and misdirected ambition. Méré’s epilogue notes that instead
of falling into a common social trap, in which those who started the
investment continue to pile up extra resources in order to actualize their
initial idea, people in fourteenth-century Siena gave up the competition with
other cities in the region to have the most magnificent cathedral. They made
a rational decision to adapt the initial idea to the different context that
emerged a few years later. In the end, they had a cathedral completed,
although it was smaller than imagined during the previous exciting season.
What is more, that decision in most cases goes unnoticed, even if the
unfinished remains were not eliminated. What was not used according to the
original design was used to fit other purposes.
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Figure 1. The cathedral of Siena
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3 THE RISK OF DECISION

One could argue that this notion of inclusion of alternative developments into
urban processes produces little effects, as it reproduces technical
prescriptions of tools designated for managing the urban space. The
difference, however, is in the principles guiding a programmatic inclusion of
alternatives and not an ex-post confirmation/verification of what has been
decided already. Incremental processes of inclusion accept the eventual shift
of initial targets. One reference during the discussion in Skopje was the
ongoing transformation of the former airport in Hong Kong. The airport was
relocated in 1998 from a relatively urbanized area to a more suitable
location. It was evident that the abandoned area was in urgent need of
transformation. and the local government already had some general ideas
regarding those 488 hectares. Due to the massive scale and fragmented use
rights, the transformation has gradually taken the form of a two-tiered
programme made of large-scale international investments driven by global
interests (320 hectares) and a multitude of coordinated efforts that are
controlled locally to create a decent place notwithstanding the unpredictable
times of the other substantial investments. If regarded now, it is easy to say
that the way in which the soft Masterplan phasing of transformation is
designed is obviously inclusive of alternatives that were not predictable in
the 1990s, and in many cases the people who were engaged in the
transformation did not originally know they could have been implicit
stakeholders.

However, it is worth reminding the reader that there has been a first
‘positioning’ in which something different was declared as necessary and a
general target was settled as the frame of reference for all efforts to actualize
what was at the moment out of reach. Assessing what is ‘within, against and
beyond the current urban condition’ (Chatterton, 2010, p. 235) is an active
project. Indeed, it is a possible means of city making. Many contemporary
constraints are internalized in this process: firstly, the diminished role for
public institutions to define what benefits the majority (which has represented
the declared aim of public policies, specifically spatial planning and urban
design; see Albrechts & Balducci, 2013). The redefinition of citizenship
during and as a result of urban transformation is also implicitly in question.
Secondly, problems and approaches have a double meaning comprising
both universal and punctual definitions, which may be conflicting. More tax
revenue for the government from international investments is not necessarily
perceived as benefiting local citizens who demand local urban quality.
Thirdly, a general and reassuring sense of continuity of the process may
prevail in alternative claims of discontinuity with the past. Continuity is a
specific character of the urban space that is continuously used and
inhabited, albeit in ever-changing fashion, with rare exceptions.

Within a similar urban narrative, the social network described by Anthony
Giddens (1984) adds further operational implications. Instead of rigid
pyramids of decision, which characterized the industrial society, Gidden's
conceptualization of organizational networks emphasizes their adaptivity to
changing contexts, eventually isolating critical pieces to boost the



performance of the system. Therefore, similarities with complex urban
systems multiply and a different angle emerges from the network refe.rencef
to look at urban transformations. Indeed, the experience of fragmentation O
both action and change is rather common in the contemporary urban spgce.
s there any tension towards the recomposition of these urban fragments”

Figure 2. The evolution of a Masterplan

4 IMPLICIT QUESTIONS

e fragmentation and implicit incoherence of urban decisions offer the
l—Eance gto eventually act on isolated pieces without questioning the
existence of the urban system fto be transformeq. T‘h!slapprpach has
numerous implications. Beginning with the positive.lfnphcations, [t may bte
inferred that change is made possible by oppprtunlt!es of pot'ent1al effetc {sj
rather than by need. An ideal definition of the right thing to dois subsptu ef
by what is possible in a given context._Yet, ?he collec’gve d|men5|onf0
change is then based on singular or particular _lmpulses, i.e. t_he parts of a
network that are suitable for change. The benefit of the many is thus forped
to focus on what is changeable, which is indfaed a ratlher narrow notion.
Moreover, the city may become more involved in managing procedures that
avoid structural questions.

A remarkable point of crisis of European _governmg syste.m is thgt
governments survive longer in a democratic enwronment if the risk .of t_hgir
decisions is reduced. An attitude that characterizes critical urbar'\ studies is in
fact strongly against compromising with goverping bureaucratlc powe_rst:y
softening critical conditions with palliative solutions which can'constram e
construction of future alternatives. However, pragmatnc ap‘uons that are
generated by singular groups and tactical urpap lntervgntlons (Godanho,
2015) are the expression of direct forms of decision making and _conseqsus
with an inherent limit in terms of size. Even in the best cases, tactical actions
are acceptable for a limited group of persons that_ define and agree on wr:cat
is right. Moreover, tactical urbanism is made possible _by thg persmter_lce oTa
comprehensive background defined by the central policies it antagonizes. 10
<oma extent. tactics are concerned with the deconstruction of a complex

situation into a manageable context in which the most striking impediments
are disabled (such as bureaucratic procedures, unwilling financial support,
and ideological opposition) to favour pragmatic actions. The general intent is
thus not far from what a comprehensive and inclusive public process should
ideally do. The contexts in which actions take place define whether
supplementary collective aspects may apply, such as the recomposition and
redistribution of tactical benefits in a broad urban picture.

B

Figure 3. Tactical urbanism

5 IMPLICIT BARRIERS

The opportunity to redefine urban issues based on the chances they provide
for tangible effects to take place leads us to reconsider the scope of public
action in urban contexts. Government's actions will more easily be approved
and implemented to the extent that they are individually reversible and non-
compulsory. Bottom-up actions, and particularly those ranging in the grey
area between what is allowed and what is illegal, will be taken into positive
consideration when unvoiced subjects receive some sort of benefit that,
although far from a shared structural solution, provides a temporary frame in
which general urban principles are not systematically violated. Again, rather
than the conflict or tensions that may arise at some point, it is interesting that
the attitude underlying both kinds of action is to move on and incrementally
redefine the terms to negotiate in a dialogue.

Different perspectives and paradigms may coexist, but once questions and
spaces of negotiation are made explicit, the terms to agree on are directed
towards a shifted target. As in many ‘wicked' problems related with the urban
space (Rittel & Webber, 1973), opportunity mixes with opportunism and
occasional choices mix with chances. Whenever urban issues are made
specific in this way, it becomes clearer that there is a gap between the
capacity to act on a defined scale and with or for a defined target (which
does not prevent transformations from taking place) and the ideal image in
our mind of the city as a compact entity and a unified society where
everyone is actively engaged in public life for the public—and not their
own—interests. The picture we get after this description is a city in which



issues and prospects are mostly defined by separate groups. Al in all, it is
an urban world that works in a way which leaves the impression that the
commonality of adjustable interests is the force that aggregates rather than
the ground to make differences explicit and accepted.

6 CONCLUSIONS

To summarise the major arguments discussed above. The discussion began
with a description of the new constraints that the understanding of
contemporary complexity poses to public decisions related to urban space.
in a world of complexity, places are in a state of continuous change. In many
respects, making decisions in the public realm corresponds 10 maintaining
this process of incremental adjustment. Modelling procedures and processes
make inclusive actions plausible, but only specific and empirical references
specify ineluctable questions. For example, what is the purpose? What is the
effect? Who are the winners? Who loses? Inclusion and exclusion have
different meanings in diverse contexts, while the universalizing language of
normative discourse tends to make smooth transitions among any crucial
differences.  When confronted with oppositions, such as
detailing/generalizing, the paradigm of complexity helps us in configuring a
multi-scalar world in which different angles may coexist and, in most cases,
where polarizing differences obscure more than they reveal: in urban
planning and design professions, the fascination for conflict becomes as
dangerous as the idealization of consensus. Indeed, they are both elements
of the public process rather than bold alternatives.

With a focus on the tension petween inclusion and exclusion tensions, We
ended up questioning the possibilities for action in an urban world of
fragments. Quite often the imageries connected with the direct exercise of
decisions by collective groups refer to the poetics of village life and the
virtues of self-sufficient sustainable communities. Although this is a possible
pragmatic attitude to reach measurable (small-scale) effects to counteract
large and complex problems, the recomposition of city imagery on such
bases is rather challenging. In other words, a city system can hardly be
continuously reconstituted starting with a single parcel whose isolation
hinders potential conflictual diversity. While parcels may provide an escape
for governing matters, they do not result in a synthesis of universal
paradigms. The consequent fragmentation first changes and then becomes
a consequence of effects and means. Even for design professions, the
request to be specific and place-based, and therefore to specialize in
potential outcomes avoiding parochialism, is an everlasting challenge.

The discussion may convey the impression that we have developed an
analytical capacity that overcomes our ability to produce positive effects ina
complex context. One way for further elaborations to reconfigure urban
frames is to focus on the procedures within which single fragments are
racomposed. Another approach is to counterbalance singularities with those
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