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Preface

Cities across the world form a global network of capital, knowledge, services, in-
formation, and talent. They represent unique, collaborative spaces that can serve 
as laboratories for developing and experimenting with new ways to tackle urban 
challenges. Cities are also observatories, providing valuable information about 
what works and what does not when it comes to development.
In line with the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and 
across all areas of its work, UNESCO advocates for a people-centered and place-
based approach to urban development, emphasizing the need to “re-humanize” 
cities by reconnecting them with the people who inhabit them.
Following last year’s publication on Smart Cities - shaping the society of 2030, this 
book, which was developed in collaboration with Netexplo, aims at continuing to 
explore different models and approaches to the development of cities, revealing the 
limits of “Smart Cities” as the concept of the city of the future. By observing how 
cities evolve and adapt, the author highlights the dynamic nature of cities and the 
importance for them to strengthen connections with their territories and other 
cities, creating social bonds between citizens and functioning as an ecosystem at 
human scale.
«Smart» is often seen as a reference to the technological universe, leaving aside 
the human and sustainable development dimensions. When everything becomes 
“Smart”, the concept no longer suffices to capture the holistic challenges to which 
the cities of the future are confronted.
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The Organization’s extensive experience with city networks and programmes 
provides a wealth of knowledge, data, and best practices related to the ongoing 
transformation of our urban spaces and lifestyles. Bringing this knowledge to-
gether in one place is the goal of UNESCO’s recently established UNESCO Cities 
Platform. This multidisciplinary platform brings together the Organization’s eight 
city networks and programmes, namely: UNESCO Creative Cities Network, 
World Heritage Cities Programme, UNESCO Global Network of Learning 
Cities, Megacities Alliance for Water and Climate, Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Resilience, International Coalition of Inclusive and Sustainable Cities, Media and 
Information Literacy Cities, and UNESCO-Netexplo Observatory. 
The Platform fully illustrates UNESCO’s comprehensive and crosscutting ap-
proach to cities and sustainable urban development. It proposes sustainable 
solutions to contemporary challenges related to issues such as innovation and crea-
tivity, talent and mobility, the environment and urbanization.
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is an agenda for people, the planet, 
prosperity, peace, and partnerships. Cities are the places where all these elements 
come together. If we are to succeed in achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals by 2030, this is where our greatest efforts must be concentrated.

Ernesto Ottone Ramirez
Assistant Director-General for Culture

Moez Chakchouk
Assistant Director-General for Communication 
and Information
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INTRODUCTION

“The city was born with the road,” historian Georges Duby tells us. It is a set of 
interlinking crossroads. All roads lead to, or should lead to, cities, as the tens of 
millions of migrants heading there in search of a better future will tell you. They 
attract because we hope to find money, health, education, protection and the pos-
sibility of meeting more of our fellow men. The disappointments come later. It is 
within cities that our modern political systems and philosophy were born. It is their 
considerable role in changing our planet - concentration of population, creation of 
wealth, environmental change - that invites us to understand the current era as an 
era of cities: the Urbanocene. This also reflects the structuring role they play today 
in organising our societies, after the Empires in the 19th century and the Nation 
States in the 20th. 
Everything flows through cities, both the problems we have identified and the so-
lutions we seek. But the issue is not cities alone, cities that we could consider as a 
separate reality, detached from the rest, starting with the rural areas around them, 
with nature that finds its way into them. Cities are not concrete, traffic, pollution 
or extreme density, or, they are not only that. Never only that. Cities are organisms 
that breathe and evolve, that exchange with what surrounds them, near or far, that 
are constantly moving in space and time. They are strange, almost disobedient crea-
tures, difficult to grasp, that won’t settle down.
This challenge concerns us all because we are all stakeholders in cities. The fact 
that more than half of humanity today lives within urban regions – demarcated to 
better measure them – is impressive. But the important thing is that nothing that 
lives on the surface of our planet escapes their influence, their effects or their vibra-
tions, both good and bad. It is urgent to examine them closely.
I came late to this discovery. Convinced from a very young age that the world had to 
change (I was born in the middle of the war) and, noticing that nothing much was 
happening at home, I started to look elsewhere. A stay in Japan showed me that one 
could think otherwise, which opened my curiosity. I still had to find out “where is 
it all happening?”. I first followed the path of political action - as a journalist - in 
many theatres in Asia, Europe,  Latin and, later, North America, Africa and even 
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Australia, when I understood that the answer to the “where” of my question could 
not only be geographical. It could also - perhaps even more - be happening in terms 
of information and communication technologies, computers, software, data flows 
and the networks that connect them.
And it was after three tours of the planet in search of innovations that I opened 
up to the importance of cities, to their unique role. Fifteen years spent in the San 
Francisco Bay area had led me to meet geeks, brilliant and totally oblivious to what 
was happening elsewhere, how people would use the products they were flinging 
on the market with a vengeance, or the benefits that these could have for the people 
of Dakar, Cairo, Hyderabad, Ho Chi Minh City, Manila, Sydney, Shanghai or even 
Tokyo. Going to see “elsewhere”, I discovered “everywhere” people who innovated, 
geeks subjected to the pressures of their immediate environments, all different but 
rarely interested in people’s lives and practices. 
It was during a Netexplo Observatory conference that I suddenly realised that it was 
in cities that geeks were most likely to meet citizens and their problems, the society 
and its needs for improvement, for change. All almost all of them working in an 
urban setting of which they were totally oblivious, it was by trying to apply their 
talents to the solution of the difficulties of the cities in which they lived themselves 
that they would encounter real problems... Not only for the wish to be useful or, as 
in the early days “to change the world”, but because companies and investors began 
to understand that once the planet was inundated with computers, then mobiles, 
then tablets, then servers etc., cities were the biggest potential market. They were 
talking about Smart Cities, which for them meant “cities that use our technolo-
gies”. That was the logical conclusion. This was in 2012.
It was from this quest for change, then for innovation in the world and its 
impact on people’s lives, that I drew my first book A Journey through smart cities: 
between Datapolis and Participolis published in 2015 by Netexplo and UNESCO. 
Obviously, the intention was to show that intelligence did not come only from the 
data, but also from inhabitants and their participation. Not bad, but not enough.
Cities are spaces that attract and redistribute flows, where people are forced to ex-
change, live together, communicate, where all stakeholders, are close enough to 
each other to work together and meet easily.
Yet we treat these cities badly. We cut them into pieces, isolate them from neighbou-
ring regions, if we don’t let them swallow each other up. We divide the problems 
into districts, into places of work separate from places of rest. Too often we tend to 
be interested only in the one in (or near) which we live. We experience the greatest 
difficulty in thinking, at the same time, about the global and the local, the proxi-
mity and the mobility that they imply: the local and specific dimension of a space 
AND its dimension of universality and differences. A real problem, since connec-
ting them can be mutually enriching, giving the hope of living together, of evolving 
in a durable, viable, sustainable way. 
But THE CITY exists only in the plural and in different contexts: human, geogra-
phic, of time or of place. They are, for a week, Burning Man in the Nevada desert, 
or for almost two months, the Kumbh Mela on the banks of the Ganges where 
tens of millions of Hindu devotees meet every twelve years, far more than the in-
habitants of Paris, Los Angeles, Dubai or the “slums” of Lagos, just as many as the 
“cluster cities” of China. They are moving and we must take them in their dynamic 
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totalities, in their complexity, in the interrelations of all their components. They 
can only escape us. The real challenge, therefore, is not to make them “smart”, but 
to understand them, approach them, manage them as intelligently as possible to 
allow us all to live, to live well, to live better. 

Why “Smart About Cities”?

Where does the title come from?
The expression “Smart Cities” has entered everyday parlance in most languages. It 
is a promise (a very marketing-oriented one), a dream and a kind of paradigm at the 
same time, understandable by all, and used in general to refer to the use of informa-
tion technologies to improve cities.
We know that the term should be treated with caution, but it is in circulation and is 
understood everywhere. Dozens, hundreds of teachers, actors, communicators have 
suggested other, surely better terms, but which do not manage to break through, 
whether it’s “wise cities”, “living cities”, “new cities”, or “connected cities”. The 
meaning may seem more accurate but they haven’t really caught on, and yet it’s a 
question of exchanging.
No one wants to live in a silly city, but no one wants to be constantly monitored and 
controlled. We want cities that are smart, but also sensitive, lively, pleasant, inclusive, 
viable and stimulating, knowing that no term, no technology will be enough to solve 
the problems that cities pose today. The Smart City cannot draw all its intelligence 
from technology, or even from its citizens. Cities are without doubt our most durable 
creations, and urbanising ourselves is perhaps the smartest thing we have done. Any 
promise containing these terms is therefore, necessarily, hollow. It is no longer enough 
to just carry on. We need to improve the way we come together and live together, the 
way we approach growing urbanisation and our tools to understand the relationship 
between the fate of cities and that of living things.
Let us stop giving them a quality that they cannot have and take on the responsi-
bilities that fall on us: those of city authorities and companies, but also those of 
inhabitants, their associations, those who pass through them, the regions and 
nations to which they belong. And it probably begins by reviewing the way we 
conceive them, investing in them together and individually, without promising 
anything, for a long time, in multiple ways and changing each time that we have 
to adapt.
It’s not up to cities to be smart, it’s up to us to approach them in a smart way, to 
design them, to build them, to manage them for the good of all - those who have 
chosen to live elsewhere, never very far away, as well as those who live there. Those 
who expect answers from them, as well as those who see them as the source of too 
many problems.
But careful. When we talk about intelligence we are not just talking about rationality, 
nor about what - some would say - machines can demonstrate. The Cartesian method, 
which has allowed us to make so much progress over several centuries, is no longer 
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enough. We must take into account the fact that there are different types of human 
intelligence and, at the same time, the fact that our knowledge allows us to better un-
derstand and better take on the complexity of the planet and of living things.
The first step, which is far from being a guarantee, undoubtedly consists in looking 
at what others are doing... as far away as possible, everywhere else, which is what 
this book offers, systematically. It consists in recognising that there is always more 
intelligence outside any group or any system than there is inside it. So you have to 
go to see and meet people, get information, surf the web, read posts, books, reports, 
whatever you can find. For this work, all sources are good, starting with newspaper 
articles and Wikipedia. The secret here is always to provide the links to allow people 
to go and take a look, to allow them to go back, to go further. This text has an 
online version in which they can be activated, but they appear in blue in the print 
version, letting readers know that in the digital format they will be able to follow 
them.
The sources, therefore, are diverse and multiple. The interviews, on the other hand, 
have preferably (but not exclusively) been carried out with people without direct 
institutional responsibility - public or private - in a city or region. It’s a bias, a bit 
like in my book L’avenir de l’innovation - Chroniques digitales d’un tour du monde 
(“The future of innovation - Digital chronicles from around the world”) where 
I wrote little about the United States and Silicon Valley about which we were 
abundantly informed, whereas we knew almost nothing at the time of what was 
happening in Africa or in South-East Asia, for example. In both cases, I give less 
coverage to those who have the greatest opportunity to be heard. The intention is 
also to get away from the disjunctive “top down” versus “bottom up” approach, in 
which we tend to lock ourselves by inviting everyone to the table or to the public 
square, by following and listening to those who are not taken enough into account 
and whose innovations we too often ignore.
If we want to transform our cities, we must listen to all stakeholders, not only those 
who decide and even, as one of my interview subjects said, not only the inhabitants, 
those who work there, or even those who come there as tourists. It is a question 
of approaching this age-old subject with a new state of mind, more agile, based 
more on what is exchanged and what links, on what circulates, as much as what 
on what is, on the flows circulating thanks to the infrastructure as much as on the 
concrete, the steel, the glass or the brick and wood of our simplest houses. The 
future depends on it.
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Plan 

Chapter 1 - The Urbanocene - uses this term, coined by Geoffrey West, former pre-
sident of the Santa Fe Institute, to designate this era in which we find ourselves, in 
which humans shape the planet - directly and indirectly - by multiplying their cities 
more than by any other activity. It takes up the work done last year by Bernard 
Cathelat to ask the global question about Smart Cities and all the problems they 
generate, the choices they force us to make. A series of interviews shows, as a coun-
terpoint, how this policy, this practice, this global intention arises differently in 
cities like Mexico, Lomé, Beijing, Singapore and New York. 
Chapter 2 - Five Challenges for the City-Planet - shows how cities around the world 
are facing five global challenges, which arise differently for each of them, but which 
they are always at the forefront in facing: the climate change crisis, the increasing 
and ageing urban population, the flows that irrigate the planet, growing inequali-
ties and the mastery of technologies. And, in each of these areas, we are witnessing 
an acceleration, both technological and social, that makes the answers even more 
uncertain.
Chapter 3 - Urban Archipelagos - questions the very term “city”. We never really 
know what we are talking about when we use it, which prevents us from seeing 
the reality of urban development. If someone says “I live in New York”, we cannot 
know if this means Manhattan, the official city, or even, very often, the neighbou-
ring state of New Jersey. The same can be said of Shanghai, Tokyo, São Paulo, Cairo 
or even Paris. This comes from the fact that we are stuck to a definition stemming 
from a region and its limits, but these are always lagging behind the real dynamics 
of our urban spaces. To the spatial dimension on which our political systems as 
well as budgets rest, we must add a functional dimension as the geography becomes 
complex.
Under the title Smart About Cities, Chapter 4 addresses this question of the com-
plexity that characterises our cities and the fact that we cannot understand them, 
bring them to life or transform them without taking into account a multiplicity 
of elements, their interactions, the whole they form and the multiple assemblies 
in which they fit together. Its aim is to help better understand the urban dynamic 
and to provide the means to direct it. To move forward, we benefit from well-es-
tablished methods now (but in clear contradiction with the Cartesian system that 
characterises modern thought) such as system or design thinking, born between 
M.I.T. in Boston and Stanford in Palo Alto, but also African conversationalism. 
The next step, essential when it comes to really changing people’s living conditions, 
is action on a model inspired by these approaches which we propose calling “dia-
logic”.
As this book’s intention is not to tell people or cities what to do, Chapter 5 - Our 
Planet, Our Cities and Us... in the Future - is a series of interviews with leading 
figures in the main fields covered: inequalities, climate emergency, technologies, 
citizen participation and, of course, architecture and town planning. Based on their 
current experience, six women and three men from the main continents tell us how 
they see the main trends and developments under way, sometimes up to 2050.
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So I approach cities with a global a priori, a mixture of concrete and reflexive refe-
rences after field investigations, extended here by long interviews with players and 
thinkers on the subject. 
I show without proving, with only one ambition: to invite the reader to establish 
links or, as Steve Jobs said, to connect the dots. And, in doing so, to approach cities 
in their multiple dynamics, as a “process of processes”. I offer food for thought and 
connections, not a solution. I don’t think there is one. Solutions are always partial 
and provisional, as politicians have so much trouble admitting. Provocations, so-
metimes. More orientations, inflections, bets on the developments that matter to 
us, that we can constantly adjust thanks to a multidimensional approach based on 
dialogue, exchanges, 360° listening, establishing links, starting with those that are 
established by conversation. A vast universe in which curiosity always finds good 
reasons to rebound, new dots to join, new questions to ask. Impossible to be bored. 
Open doors and windows to your cities, your neurons and your heart. It concerns 
you and you can do something about it. 
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CHAPTER 1

THE URBANOCENE: 
WHEN “THE FATE OF 
OUR CITIES IS THE FATE 
OF THE PLANET”

Perhaps we’ve never really understood the importance of cities.
We know that more than half of humanity lives in cities and that this proportion 
will increase in the next thirty years at least. 
We know that “The 21st century will be the century of cities”, after the century 
of empires (19th century) and the century of nation states (20th century).
This subject concerns us all because the city is the geographical space we can most 
easily identify with.
We all, to various degrees, experience problems that we would like better 
managed, whether they concern mobility, housing, or pollution, to mention 
but a few.
But a multitude of trees may prevent us from seeing the forest as a whole: 
The new importance that cities have for the planet today and the intimate rela-
tionship that unites the fate of both. 

http://www.greendigitalcharter.eu/greendigitalcharter-2/cities-quotes
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“Cities” have become an essential subject or, even better, a subject in itself infinitely 
broader than the reality of any one of them.
Each city is unique due to its history, environment, own dynamics and character, 
but we can no longer just be concerned about the evolution of Jakarta, Los Angeles 
or Lagos. We can no longer limit our concerns to traffic jams or waste management. 
The multiple problems cities experience have common features and their various 
solutions can be mutually beneficial. Every day, these are the subject of new confe-
rences, new articles, new books and new speeches. We must reflect on “our city”, on 
“our cities”, on “cities” in all their dimensions.
The challenges are so complex and the solutions so crucial to our future that we 
have been striving for 10 years to make solutions as smart as possible by enhan-
cement through the full power of the technological tools that we are constantly 
bringing to the market to, amongst other things, “change the world”. And then, 
once past the initial enthusiasm, we are forced to ask ourselves if these tools had 
been enough and what problems they had caused. We should therefore attempt to 
further address them, to tackle them from different angles at the same time, using 
science, technology and human experiences in the field.

Origins of the term “Urbanocene”

Let us start with a simple proposition: The future of the planet and the future of 
cities are at present so closely linked that we should call the period in which we live 
Urbanocene, rather than Anthropocene.
This is what Geoffrey West, a British physicist and former director of the Santa-Fe 
Institute, a transdisciplinary research centre specialising in “exploring the frontiers 
of the science of complex systems”, invites us to do, whether it refers to “the human 
body, a dynamic metropolis, the Internet or the solar system” and, of course, cities. 
In any event, this is what he focuses on proving in a book with an ambitious 
title published in 2017: “Scale: The Universal Laws of Growth, Innovation, 
Sustainability and the Pace of Life in Organisms, Cities, Economies, and 
Companies” (Penguin).
He “prefers to reserve the term Anthropocene for a period several thousand years 
ago when we began to diverge significantly and ceased to be primarily biological to 
become social [and] to change from pure Anthropocene to what we might consider to 
be another era characterised by the exponential development of cities that presently 
dominate the planet.” It is to designate this “much shorter and more intense moment 
that began with the Industrial Revolution [that he] introduces and suggests the term 
‘Urbanocene’.”
West explained by email the circumstances of the emergence of the term: “I started 
using it informally in 2011 after The Economist published a long article and cover 
story on ‘the Anthropocene’. My own work made me realise that all the problems 
highlighted in the article in question were derived from the time when homo sapiens 
became truly social by developing/inventing ‘cities’. Even though humans had an 

https://www.santafe.edu/
https://www.santafe.edu/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/314049/scale-by-geoffrey-west/9780143110903/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/314049/scale-by-geoffrey-west/9780143110903/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/314049/scale-by-geoffrey-west/9780143110903/


 17

impact on the planet long before that, it was relatively minor (perhaps even harmless). 
Consequently, I thought it was necessary to recognise that it was the emergence of cities 
and urbanisation that led not only to all the wonderful aspects of socio-economic 
life that we have enjoyed, but also to the great threat of their ultimate disappea-
rance. And all this happened a few thousand years ago (mainly during the last two 
hundred years). That is why I coined the term ‘Urbanocene’ and used it in discussions, 
workshops, etc.”
It should be noted that, almost at the same time, the French architect Jean Haëtjens 
used the term in his book Eco-urbanism, explaining: “If it is true that planet earth 
has entered a new age in its history, called Anthropocene, it could also be described as 
Urbanocene because the role of cities will be crucial.”
According to West: “We live in the age of the Urbanocene and, globally, the fate of 
our cities is the fate of the planet.” His assertion is based on a long-term transdiscipli-
nary scientific work, which we will revisit, and which has the merit of assisting us 
to better understand the urban phenomenon and why cities continue to attract us 
despite their increasingly excessive sizes.
This history, that started 6,000 years ago on several parts of the planet, has always 
been linked to the evolution of technologies, as will be shown in Chapter 2. But the 
recent sudden emergence of cross-cutting information and communication tech-
nologies is penetrating all sectors, forcing us to change organisational, and even 
thinking patterns. These are the cause of an inescapable reality and of the term 
“Smart Cities” that some find appealing. 
What are we talking about?

https://ecosociete.org/livres/la-cle-des-villes
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UNDERSTANDING SMART 
CITIES

Emerging shortly after the turn of the century, the notion of Smart City has already 
gone through three major periods, explains Bernard Cathelat in his book Smart 
Cities: Shaping the Society of 2030, published jointly with UNESCO in April 
2019 in the first edition of the Netexplo Smart Cities Accelerator Forum. We 
present here a brief summary to serve as a common base to continue.
• At the onset, companies specialising in internet infrastructure and related 

services, studied the market potential and how best to take advantage 
thereof.

• In a second phase, through a major marketing effort, they offered their 
services to the largest cities all over the world and greatly benefited from the 
fact that, unprepared, most cities could only accept or refuse, without any 
arguments for negotiation.

• In the third phase, which could finish in 2019, cities, due to pressure from 
other stakeholders, began to negotiate, demanding changes in the offers of 
the giant companies, who were forced to change their discourses and then 
their proposals. We will show, below, how 2020 points to the advent of a 
fourth phase in the history of Smart Cities.

The overall issue raised by Bernard Cathelat - there is no single definition accepted 
by all stakeholders - is that of a series of essential choices to be made by cities in seven 
domains: purpose, ecosystem, society, governance, ecology, privacy and program-
ming, all of these taken together constitute an authentic “choice of civilisation”.
Let us consider these, one by one.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000367763
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000367763
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Choice of Purpose and Objectives

The Smart City is not a unique homogeneous model, but a virtual federating utopia, 
uniting diverse hopes and promises, which are sometimes contradictory. P.91

Three Main Trends: Business first, Ecology first, Human first

Business City

The “business” purpose, i.e. the collective enrichment of the city or region, a factor of 
growth and investment capacity, is nowadays the most frequently stated objective of 
conurbations vying for the international status of Smart City. Where the priority is 
economic development, ecological and human sustainability, in fact, become seconda-
ry. P.92 
Since the first objective is to attract multinationals and their activities, the main 
beneficiaries are outside the city. This dynamic approach often requires the esta-
blishment of public-private partnerships and the capability to act quickly, i.e. a 
top-down executive mode of operation. Example used: Konza in Kenya.

Eco City

“Sustainable” development (which implies economic growth, ecological mana-
gement of the environment and equitable social organisation) is often reduced 
to the ecological dimension only, which is easier to identify. It is often achieved 
through the use of advanced technologies such as the smart grid (smart electrical 
network), or a set of tools designed to absorb water to limit destructive runoffs 
such as the “sponge city” that the Chinese have championed.
The sense of collective urgency and the long-term nature of sustainability strategies 
often push promoters of the Eco City model to take expert decisions and to imple-
ment them proactively without consulting the population, except to ask citizens 
for restrictive lifestyles and consumption efforts. P.100 
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Citizen city

“Sustainability” (i.e. the objective of sustainable development) is then expressed in 
its human and therefore subjective dimension, it is heterogeneous based on popu-
lation profile, versatile and difficult to measure. P.102 
This model of urban modernisation considers technology as a simple tool in 
the service of quality of life. The paradigmatic example seems to be Medellin in 
Colombia, where the emphasis is more on collective psychology, the elimination 
of the feeling of exclusion, the reconstruction of solidarity in the population in a 
“city of all, for all”.

Choice of Ecosystem and Priorities

Our study showed that the purely technology approach (especially digital) is the first option 
considered by many cities to the point of confusing “Smart” with “High-Tech”. P.110
The choice is often made for “maximum delegation of urban management to high-
tech intelligence”. The issue is not to know whether to accept or reject technologies, 
but which one to choose first and how.
These choices lead to make a distinction between “Cyborg City” and “Community City”.

Cyborg City

In this initial design:
The city is not conceived as a social group, but as a very complex assemblage of functional 
motors, the components of which must be oiled, the co-ordination synchronised, the processes 
standardised as much as possible, according to an engineering logic based on theoretical 
principles of “zero defects”, without too much concern for the experience or the moods of the 
citizens, who are flows to be disciplined... obviously for their own good. P.116
The accelerated development of Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) is leading, according to the Netexplo 2019 Observatory, to the emergence 
of the “new paradigm of the digital Machine-City” in which the companies that are 
promoting it focus on “efficiency through real-time responsiveness and, consequently, 
the certainty that algorithms are already more efficient than human decision-ma-
kers”. They entrust Artificial Intelligence with the task of adapting “to a chaotic 
world in constant transformation”. P.119
But Cathelat also observes a growing emphasis on sustainability and the search for 
“zero environmental impact just as the hospital seeks absolute asepsis” which is based on 
a “negative and privative conception of ecology” wherein it is not obvious that it makes 
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life more pleasant. Songdo in South Korea is the example of this type of approach. 
The Netexplo Observatory 2019 advises us not to forget sociology, before showing 
how, in its opinion, the Quayside neighbourhood project set up by a subsidiary of 
Alphabet (parent company of Google) in Toronto risks transforming citizens into 
“cyborg citizens”. P.138

Community City

Fortunately, the Netexplo study recognises the parallel existence of an alternative 
model of “Community City”:
This is another conception of progress […]: fair integration, cohesion with a solidarity 
dimension and optimistic collaborative participation. This is another choice of Means: 
The lever for change is more the driving force of human collaborations fostering “bot-
tom-up” communication than the forced introduction of technology. This is another 
hierarchy of innovations: The smart solution lies (for example) in a new urban planning 
and transportation plan and secondly, in facilitating technologies. P.152
Truly local, alternatives sometimes involve the appropriation of technologies by citizens 
such as Woelab in Lomé, Togo. An attitude that can be found, in different forms of 
course, in a richer city like Helsinki, where one of the project managers considers that:
“Smart” is not about technology. Technology is only a tool to achieve more ambitious 
human goals, such as strengthening democracy, increasing resident participation, 
boosting mobility, increasing trust, being more inclusive and helping the environ-
ment.” P.159
Malaysian designer Weiee Ying does not design benches or parks, but multi-func-
tional sociability modules that meet the needs of contemporary walkers who want 
to stop to read, meet people, play, work, obtain information, etc.

Choice of Society and Social Model

The main alternative proposed by Bernard Cathelat in this field is between Smart 
City for the rich and Smart City for all.
An increasingly frequent criticism of Smart Cities is that these aggravate social 
inequalities by favouring the modernisation (or creation from scratch) of elitist 
neighbourhoods and business districts, under the pressure of global and national com-
petition between cities for attractive economic leadership. P.175
The model can be found in Moscow’s Rublyovo-Arkhangelskoye district but 
also in the Green Building Scheme for a Sustainable Eco-City in Taipei which 
aims at carbon neutrality but where apartments cost 2 billion Taiwanese dollars, or 
almost 59 million euros.

https://www.woelabo.com/
https://dribbble.com/weiee
http://www.mfc-city.com/en/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/26901945_The_Green_Building_Scheme_for_a_Sustainable_Eco-City_in_Taipei
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The countertrend of seeking inclusiveness is increasingly present. In a world 
where nearly two billion people live in makeshift shelters (slums), the first equity 
to be sought is in housing. The proposals are multiple, including that of “Table 
House” in South Africa: “A very cheap small house (about $650 on credit over 15 
years, making $3 per month), using simple local materials, to be built collaboratively 
among neighbours, in the space of just two days, on a very small plot, it is also exten-
sible (vertically and horizontally) as and when needed.” P.176
Efforts for inclusiveness also focus on accessibility to the city for people with disabi-
lities and women who feel at risk in too many neighbourhoods, in public transport 
or, more generally, are ignored by urban planners. The struggle is now at political 
level with the election of women to positions of responsibility in cities.

Choice of Governance

The choice is essentially between the top-down, not necessarily authoritarian, but 
always hierarchical, as opposed to the more participatory, but difficult to implement 
bottom-up approach. The challenge is to get the participation of citizens in the design 
and operation of their city. The top-down approach is the dominant trend.
Saudi Arabia has launched the “Neom” project, a “green” megapolis of the future 
that will have “more robots than humans [but] the sun and the wind as the only 
sources of energy”. In India, the Andhra Pradesh State Government has decided to 
build a new capital from scratch: Amaravati, a Smart City for 4.5 million residents. 
Citizens expected to live in these cities are not consulted. “This is why these dreams 
and virtual projections do not automatically lead to success.”
On the other hand, an increasing number of people oversee Smart City policies 
that implement real participation tools. Francesca Bria, Chief Technology Officer 
of Barcelona City, explains:
We want to make government more transparent through participative processes, by 
creating a participatory platform, Decidim (we decide, in Catalan). Today the public 
can participate directly in government through the social networks by suggesting ideas, 
discussing them, and voting [...] Over 70% of the proposals discussed (at town council 
meetings) come from citizens. P.213
But, everywhere, the difficulty lies in the implementation, due to lack of enthusiasm 
by the leaders and the fact that citizens have the deep-rooted habit of keeping quiet.  
Technologies can make it possible to track (and monitor) citizens and can lead to 
the implementation of processes for their benefit by observing their behaviours 
(Singapore, China). This contrasts with the “doing together” and the potential 
for co-modernisation of the “Community City” that can be found in cities that, 
with fewer resources at their disposal, rather use low tech and frugal innovations, 
“jugaad” for Indians.
In Lagos, Nigeria, Wecyclers tinkered with bicycles so that they could take garbage 
to the landfill. Easily contactable by SMS, they contribute to waste disposal. In Sao 
Paulo, the Popular Police Application is “used in a collaborative manner by citizens 
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who report damaged or dangerous streets, street equipment that is not working, etc.” 
P.224
All these cases, more frequent than we think, involve listening to citizens, measuring 
their expectations, paying constant attention even to the rumours in circulation. 
In Melbourne, Australia, for example, a start-up business called “Neighbourlytics”, 
anonymously analyses conversations on Social Media, to acquire more detailed 
knowledge of how city-dwellers see their neighbourhood. P.228 

Choice of Ecology

“It is probably at the level of cities and regions that ecological issues can most effectively 
mobilise citizens and their decision-makers. [...] Because megacities are one of those 
factors of environmental imbalance that risk creating an irreversible degeneration of 
the global ecosystem.” P.241
Cities must both survive AND improve the quality of life of their citizens. It is not 
easy to conduct these two battles at the same time.
In order to survive, cities are tempted to “go on a diet”. The most well-known steps 
involved in these “restrictive strategies” often focus on reducing energy consump-
tion (net zero or zero carbon target). Others practice “sprinkling of greenery” such 
as the High Line in New York and the Skygarden in Seoul. Perhaps one of the most 
ambitious projects is the Lingang Bird Airport - Tianjin in China, that plans the 
creation of a “safe space where the 50 million birds that use the migratory path each 
year can feed and breed”. P.249
To become “healthier”, cities try to reduce or even eliminate automobile traffic. This is a 
controversial approach that gives rise to many oppositions and does not always consider 
social realities. The alternative is the increased use of public transport, and a multimodal 
mobility which integrates and facilitates the use of different means of transport. Frugal 
or soft mobility such as cycling, scooters, walking etc., play an increasing role.
American digital giants are working hard to commission autonomous vehicles 
where software will make the difference, and an increasing number of experiments 
are taking place from Pittsburgh to Dubai and including Tokyo. But the Chinese, 
who are promising that from 2020 half of the vehicles on the market will have some 
autonomous functionalities, emphasise that while on the increase, the objective of 
the totally autonomous car is still remote. The same is not true for public trans-
port, shuttles, Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) systems or underground railways.
The responses of citizens (and some companies) include the use of carpooling that 
can be found everywhere from Boston to Abidjan, from Tokyo to Hyderabad, 
from Dubai to Shanghai. “This is a socially established, economically viable alterna-
tive that proposes to exchange possession for use of a car on demand.” P.260
Opposed to all these rather defensive strategies, are pleasing mini-projects such 
as the green building Shorabji Godrej Green Business Center in Hyderabad or in 
Paris, the “Saint-Gobain” office tower, and the introduction of green architecture 
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“with a profusion of large trees and plantations, at the base and at the top”.
This is also how urban agriculture is reintroduced; examples can be found all over 
the world, starting with “Singapore (a rich city, but it has to import more than 90% 
of its food)”. The aim is to increase local production of fresh food from 5% to 10%. 
The impact is still limited. 

Choice of Privacy and Data 
Processing 

The massive use of data to make urban services “smarter” forces us to ask many 
questions. 
How can we reconcile privacy in an urban society where each citizen will be under 
panoptic surveillance in public places and even at home, with the need of the city to 
improve the analysis of mobility flows, saturation of public spaces, energy consump-
tion, waste levels... to ensure safety and civic-minded behaviour, and also the need 
of the private sector to produce and market a variety of customised applications and 
services? How far should we go in tracking and profiling mass behaviour and the be-
haviour of each citizen? Who can collect, store, share or sell, process and use these data? 
Within the limits of what “Data Deal”? P.271
This issue is at the core of the use of ICTs and of the willingness to create “Smart 
Cities” as a result. The use, control and possession of data are becoming a major, 
if not the most important, economic issue. They are the “modalities of managing 
these data, which are at the same time a private asset, a tool for optimising the city 
and society, and a treasure trove for commercial targeting.”
The private sector tends to regard data as their property and other stakeholders, 
faced with this, have a choice between negotiating (with Waze on real-time traffic 
versus static data available to town halls, for example) or trying to win data back by 
force. Once again, the choice is political.
Providing a digital identity to those who have none can be considered a step forward, 
in São Paulo with the Microsoft-driven id2020 project, or in India with the Aadhar 
programme aimed at providing all Indians with biometric identifiers. China be-
lieves it can better serve its citizens with facial recognition thereby avoiding, for 
example, the need to take out a card or a ticket to use urban public transport. 
This can also be used for security or even for corrective purposes. 
As the technology is identical, it is tempting and easy to make the shift from this be-
nevolent paternalistic system for the social reintegration of the excluded (“Godfather” 
version), to a more disciplinary and authoritarian exploitation, possibly of corrective 
pedagogy, the excess of which could lead to the mythical “Big Brother” in the novel 
“1984” [...] The reactions to these techno-social innovations are very diverse around 
the planet, and should encourage us to be vigilant.
For companies, the target is the traceable consumer-user. “We need to know every-



 25

thing that is going on and it is a real obsession for us, because we have invested a lot of 
money,” explains Maria Serrano of Schneider Electric.
This does not prevent some municipalities from defending the idea that the data 
belong to the citizens. An ethical choice of social governance is what separates the 
supporters of these various models, while the use of Open Data is gaining ground.  
All the stakeholders must make their choices, must discuss them and negotiate.

A Choice of Programming and 
Partnership

The Netexplo 2018 global study shows that the conventional vendor-service provider to 
client-principal market relationship, is increasingly ill-adapted. P.308
Municipalities that use technologies available on the market often blame digital 
giants for “technological narcissism” and for their tendency to offer standardised 
turnkey solutions without regard for the uniqueness of each city.
There is also the emergence of an alternative: The use of civic financing, which 
“consists of asking the residents of a city, as taxpayers, to vote so that the municipality 
can incur expenses or take out a loan for a specific project. This amounts to giving a 
form of approval so that local taxes can increase to achieve a modernisation objective.” 
P.319
The implementation of Public-Private Partnerships seems essential for the crea-
tion of Konza in Kenya, and for the project to create 100 Indian Smart Cities. But 
Songdo, in Korea, illustrates the risk of confusion and misuse of objectives (real 
estate transaction, exportable techno-city model or free economic zone?) facilitated 
by leadership conflicts (municipality or private investors) and the lack of consensus 
on priorities. This is not a miracle solution.
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Conclusion: This Concerns Us All!

“These choices, presented throughout the book, first and foremost concern those we call 
‘city decision-makers’: urban modernisation designers and decision-makers, elected or 
appointed political leaders and all their technicians, engineers, administrators and 
managers, as well as municipal staff. These choices must also be taken into account by 
‘Providers’: Consultants, but above all companies from all sectors who must be able 
to adapt their infrastructure, service and digital offers to a whole variety of strategic 
choices. Finally, these choices define a framework and software for community life 
that directly concern ‘citizens’. Whether or not the population is consulted, each and 
every citizen has the right to reflect on his/her own choices in the range of Smart Cities 
options. It is subject to consultation among all these actors on all the choices mentioned 
here (and others) that the Smart Cities of 2030 will have the chance to develop in a 
variety of different ways, reflecting choices of society, lifestyles, sustainable economy, 
natural ecosystem, etc.” P.344
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A PLANET OF CITIES, ALL 
DIFFERENT

The “Smart City” approach, as it is generally thought, seems to be applicable wor-
ldwide, but while cities have many common features (which the technological 
approach seems to reinforce), each is characterised by cultural and historical, as 
well as geographical specificities which are essential to be taken into account. This 
is reflected in comments made by actors involved in different urban realities such as 
in Mexico City, Lomé in Togo, Beijing, New York City or Singapore.

Mexico City, a Megacity of Detached 
Houses

The Mexican architect-urban planner Tatiana Bilbao served as Mexico City urban planning 
and housing adviser. She lectured at the Yale School of Architecture and in 2014 received the 
Global Award for Sustainable Architecture Prize awarded under the patronage of UNESCO. This 
interview is a shortened version of a longer text published (in French and English) in the Politique 
Internationale magazine issue 164 (summer 2019) on Sustainable Cities and Buildings.

We asked her how she sees the role of architecture, and in particular, of “sustai-
nable” architecture. 
“I do not like the addition of this qualifier to architecture because in my view, sustai-
nability is the quintessence of my profession. It is an integral part of its definition. 
Architecture is precisely about making the most of the available resources in the envi-
ronment to improve daily life through a coherent use of space.”

https://www.tatianabilbao.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Award_for_Sustainable_Architecture
http://www.politiqueinternationale.com/revue/edito.php?id=166
http://www.politiqueinternationale.com/revue/edito.php?id=166
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Q - How can this be achieved in a country regularly plagued by earthquakes and hurricanes?
In Mexico, it would be absolutely irresponsible not to take hurricanes and earthquakes into account in ar-
chitecture. All architects here are trained to build buildings according to seismic standards. When I travel in 
Europe and see light structures, I instinctively think these would never hold, before I realise that you do not 
have the same problems, and there is no reason for your buildings to collapse. 
I must add that this concern applies also to the economic and social context in which we live. Freely spen-
ding our resources is not acceptable in a country where lots of people do not have enough food and decent 
housing.

Q - What do you include in the notion of “sustainability”?
The use of this word is being reduced to the sole responsibility towards the environment. Yet, in my view, it 
means much more than that: The word refers to social, ecological, economic and political responsibilities. 
In some countries such as the United States, the desire to build “sustainably” at all costs leads to shocking 
abuses. Forests were cleared to build zero-emission buildings in the middle of nowhere, and these re-
mained empty because no one really needed them. I think that basically, we have lost sight of the essential 
notion, namely that of “responsibility”. Our responsibility is not to waste resources.

Q - Many of your projects are “modular”: Why is this concept so important? 
By offering adaptable, interchangeable spaces that can evolve according to individual taste, we make it 
possible for people to create a place where they can live as they wish, and not in the manner I imagine they 
should live.

A Mexican Vision of the City

Q - You recently published a book entitled “A House Is Not Just a House: Projects on Housing”. What 
do you mean by that?
In Mexico, housing is a constitutional right: Every Mexican is entitled to decent housing and the Government 
must see to it. Over the past twelve years, this right has resulted in massive construction of houses. The 
title of my book is therefore a word game to criticise these huge social housing programmes.
I often give the word “house” (casa) the same meaning as my family who is of Spanish origin would 
give: that of “home”. In Spain, a house can also be an apartment. In Mexico, however, the detached house 
model is favoured. Especially in Mexico City, where it is impossible to build high-rise buildings because of 
the characteristics of the subsoil and seismic hazards. But this disposition is also related to the country 
culture: Mexicans do not consider that they live in a “house” when they live in an apartment. This led to the 
extension of the city as far as the eye can see with houses, houses and more houses. These are on average 
two-storey houses, for a city with 22 million inhabitants....

Q - Is there a Mexican vision of the city?
Of course, the city is a reflection of the people who live there. But we have a very particular approach to 
urban planning. It is even the exact opposite of the normal definition, since here we plan what has already 
been built! That is how the whole country was built. People build houses and only afterwards does one 
worry about access roads and connection to water and electricity grids!

https://www.arch.columbia.edu/books/catalog/339-a-house-is-not-just-a-house-projects-on-housing
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Q - You are a political architect. What does that mean?
Politics is the process of mediation leading to decision-making for the benefit of the group. In my view, this 
is precisely the definition of architecture.

Further Reading
• 30 Sites Every Architect Should Visit in Mexico City
• Tacking Gentrification in Mexico 
• Another city of detached houses: Dublin is not a low-rise city - it’s even 

lower than that

As a Reminder
• In Mexico, not taking hurricanes and earthquakes into account in architecture 

would be absolutely irresponsible.
• When we talk about “sustainability”, we too often forget the notion of “responsibi-

lity”. Our responsibility is not to waste resources.  
• We are doing the opposite of what is usually done and planning what has already 

been built. People build houses and only afterwards does one worry about access 
roads and connection to water and electricity grids!

https://www.archdaily.com/866897/30-sites-every-architect-should-visit-in-mexico-city
https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/06/gentrification-mexico-city-centro-historico-displacement/590344/
https://fora.ie/readme/dublin-low-rise-4152073-Jul2018/
https://fora.ie/readme/dublin-low-rise-4152073-Jul2018/
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Lomé, a Vernacular African City

Architect and anthropologist Sénamé Koffi Agbodjinou was born in Lomé, Togo, where he 
created the platform “L’Africaine d’Architecture” and  le WoeLab - Premier Espace Africain de 
Démocratie Technologique (WoeLab - First African Space of Technological Democracy), a mixture 
of incubator and fablab where people are invited to invent their city of the future. Invited as Keynote 
speaker at the first edition of the Netexplo Smart Cities Accelerator Forum, he explained how Africa, 
the continent that will have the most intense urbanisation over the next 30 years, will radically 
change the way we look at the issue. The stakes are high. Here is the gist of his presentation, slightly 
edited and shortened.

I would like to share with you a little experiment that some regard as a Smart City 
project and others as questioning the Smart City. 
Let me begin by saying that I distinguish two approaches to human settlements: One 
in which the settlement is a law unto itself, and another where the laws are taken 
from the environment in which it settles. The first is the approach to our modern cities 
which are settling in an environment in considering that it must present minimum 
constraints and that these must be eliminated. By freeing ourselves from what is 
natural, we build a city on earth as we would build a city on Mars, a little bit like 
under a jar. This approach is causing a crisis. NASA predicts that in a few decades 
the process could reverse and that, as in Shelley’s poem, nature could reclaim its rights.

The “System-World” Approach 

In the other approach we are only regarded as parasites on a living organism, which 
is itself part of a larger whole. The settlement must take care to perpetuate this 
general order and not conflict with it. This is the approach that can be called the “sys-
tem-world” approach and globally, it is that of traditional societies. The settlement is 
woven into and interlocked with the environment and does everything to ensure that 
it operates in accordance with the environment, and the universe which is regarded as 
the ideal model for all ways of doing things.  
The Egyptian pantheon features, in its centre, the god Amun who, by moving the sky 
and the earth further apart, allowed the world to come into being. An image that can 
be found in the plans of the houses. Art and architecture are always in the image of the 
cosmos. Thus, in Egyptian houses, beams and columns are positioned a bit like Amun 
being placed at the centre of the universe in the demiurge act. 
In traditional societies, this approach is found in ethics and morals. The best-known 
expression of this African morality is Ubuntu, a principle that recognises interdepen-
dence and considers that the order or balance of the world must be achieved by the 
union of the part and the whole. It discourages greed and all temptations to hoard, and 

https://www.lafricainedarchitecture.com/
https://www.woelabo.com/
https://www.woelabo.com/
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to perform, which are the very foundations of capitalism. In Rwanda, Umuganda is 
a day dedicated to working collectively for the city. As an expression of Ubuntu, it has 
force of law and its role is to make citizens aware that they are nothing without others. 
The system-world is also manifested in traditional African architectures as eight in-
terdependent, almost inextricable principles which ensure that the house is designed in 
the image of the world and guarantee that the latter exists within it.
Among these principles, the figure of mating, of birth expresses perpetuation. This is, in 
a way, what we now see as sustainability. There is this idea of unity, which is interde-
pendence, this idea of totality, which is that architecture must summarise the world, 
this notion of fractal which is coherence at different scales and therefore the repetition 
of the whole in the part. These principles are cleverly organised like algorithms, to 
allow the African house to really be at the centre of the world, like a landmark. This 
defuses all temptations to imagine the settlement as something neutral. Among the 
Dogons, the plan of the house takes on a human form, because man is considered a 
little like the best realisation of the cosmos. It also serves as a model for the village. 
Consistency must be replicated at all scales. Anthropomorphism goes very far.

Togo as an example to follow

Some very advanced Western minds wanted to draw inspiration from this fine 
knowledge of the environment and its implementation in human settlements. Aldo 
Van Eyck, a Dutch architect is such a case. He proposed to take Togo as an example 
to imagine a new way of setting up the reconstruction of European cities after the 
war. But the Africans themselves were not concerned with ensuring continuity. Our 
cities are generally colonial cities, built after erasing everything that could really have 
made cohesion possible. As a result, the cities are too often chaotic.
By 2050, the African population will be double that of today. One in four people will 
be living in Africa and any measure that could be taken could prove to be ineffective. 
The problem is that this demographic boom is accompanied by accelerated urbanisa-
tion. In 2050, five African cities will be city-regions extending over several hundred 
kilometres and will perhaps be the five largest megacities in the world. The lung cities 
of humanity will be in Africa. Thus, the choices of Africans in terms of cities are likely 
to be imposed upon the whole world.
Faced with all this, many decision-makers see the future of African cities in Smart 
Cities like Savannah City in Kenya. Inclusiveness is not guaranteed. The technology 
is generally imported. The average cost is about 12 billion USD, which represents 
for our economies a debt spanning over several generations. The problem is not only 
African. The Smart City is a horizon that is constantly changing. As technologies 
change rapidly, a Smart City project is already obsolete when it is completed.  This is a 
great cynicism, to which we are all contributing, and it means that we are promoting 
as a vision of society the largest programmed obsolescence project ever conceived.
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If you are alone and your back itches…

An even sharper criticism of the Smart City is that it has never offered to make smart 
citizens. It is, in a way, the extension of a capitalist ideal which is to transform man 
into an individual because man, freed from the group, consumes. If you are alone and 
your back is itching, you need a device to scratch your back. You buy it. While, if you 
are in a group, you can ask someone to scratch your back. Monkeys do that. If you are 
in a neighbourhood and you are part of a group, you may need only one household 
with a drill, since you do not all do DIY on the same day. But if you are in a neighbou-
rhood of individuals, each house will need to have its own drill.
The Smart City project, which is to turn man into an individual, is likely to be very 
difficult for Africans who are fundamentally beings of the collective. The Smart City 
will be civilised by Africa because it will not succeed in overcoming what is still resis-
tance in our traditional structures and will therefore be given back to you being more 
ethical. Unless it is stronger than Africa and overwhelms what remains of traditional 
practices such as the economy of sharing. 
There is therefore a challenge and Africa can be, for the Smart City, a virtuous trap 
that must be built.

The HubCity Project

Can we imagine Smart Cities where the horizon would be a collective society? This is 
a bit like the project we have been working on since 2012 in Togo, by working on this 
small project called HubCité in Lomé that I mentioned at the beginning of my speech.
We have deployed a network of open spaces in a given territory. Everyone has a contract 
to change his/her perimeter by 1 or 2 km with resources developed by local people who 
form groups and decide for themselves on the exchange system, waste collection, food 
supply, mobility, etc. The best projects inspire other places and, all being networked 
(like a smart grid) they should gradually move towards a Smart City developed from 
the base.
We would make start-up businesses out of the best ideas, as the start-up is nowadays 
the fastest way to implement solutions. These would all be the property of the resident 
communities. One could even imagine that they would decide to have their own ex-
change systems and free themselves from cash and operate with a system of points 
which are obtained by rendering a service to the city: collecting waste or helping out in 
the community vegetable garden. 
I am very glad to tell you that we have succeeded in creating the first two places of 
this utopia. Being open, they welcome people. Participants are on average about 19 
years old. These young people think 24 hours a day about projects that can impact on 
proximity. These places operate on the model that comes from traditional societies: The 
initiation enclosure, the place where we gather young people of the same age to initiate 
them to knowledge and to create cohesion within a particular age group that is then 
returned to the village to help transformation. In addition, rituals are introduced to 
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these places. The enclosure is used to create cohesion. The moment, which is the ritual, 
serves to reaffirm the bond that has been created. If you doubt the effectiveness of this 
addition of place and time to help people be creative, you only have to look at the ex-
traordinary thing that is happening right now in France with the occupation of the 
roundabouts, a certain ritual every Saturday that takes place on the Champs Elysees. 
Everything we are doing there foreshadows a new urban typology, which should take 
over from the Smart City. It can be called the sharing city, the co-city or the city of the 
fourth industrial revolution. I prefer to talk about a vernacular city.

Further Reading
• Lomé - Hub City - an unprecedented experiment in technological demo-

cracy 
• Africa’s Booming Tech Hubs Are “Backbone of Tech Ecosystem”
• Vernacular Architecture throughout history 

 As a Reminder
• We make a city on earth as we would make a city on Mars, a little like under a 

jar, by freeing ourselves from nature. This approach is in crisis. 
• The best-known expression of African morality is Ubuntu, a principle that advo-

cates interdependence and considers that the order or balance of the world must be 
achieved in the union of the part and the whole.

• Africa can become, for the Smart City, a virtuous trap.

https://hub-smartcity.com/dossier/le-tour-du-monde-des-tiers-lieux/hub-cite-une-experimentation-inedite-de-democratie
https://hub-smartcity.com/dossier/le-tour-du-monde-des-tiers-lieux/hub-cite-une-experimentation-inedite-de-democratie
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2019/07/11/africas-booming-tech-hubs-are-backbone-of-tech-ecosystem-having-grown-40-this-year/
https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/entry/l-homme-et-l-architecture-vernaculaire_mg_5d3600a5e4b020cd9947976f
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Beijing, a Quest for Good 
Governance

Professor Tiyan Shen lectures at the School of Government of Peking University. He is 
Associate Director of the China Research Centre for Urban and Regional Economics. 
This text is a slightly edited and shortened version of his presentation at the first edition of the 
Netexplo Smart Cities Accelerator Forum in April 2019. 

Our hope is that our approach to Smart Cities will let you discover modernity in an 
ancient country like China. 
Cities improve quality of life, but also contribute to what is known as urban diseases 
(population growth, traffic jams, high cost of living, very high environmental pollu-
tion). Beijing is a concrete example of these. 
Note that a Chinese couple must purchase an apartment before getting married. The 
mother-in-law always demands it. However, the increase in real estate prices makes it 
difficult for young professionals to do so in large cities such as Beijing or Guangzhou. 
In addition, sprawl is a problem due to the ageing and deterioration of the urban 
fabric. In our big cities, if a family invites friends for dinner and they are an hour 
late, everyone considers this perfectly normal because of the very heavy traffic.  
We must therefore review the design of our cities to make them smart. To this end we 
have selected four objectives: Good business environment, Good Life, Good People, and 
Good Urban Governance which is the key to all of these. 
Quality of life begins with quality of employment. Our first task is therefore to develop 
the market, to create a favourable climate to attract more companies. Services, edu-
cation and medical care must be of high quality, and these compel us to rethink the 
concept of liveability or quality of life. The key to all of this is the quality of gover-
nance, which according to UN Habitat, requires the training of municipal officials. 
As our President said, this is the simplest part of the problems to be solved.

http://www.sg.pku.edu.cn/en/people/faculty/departmentofurbanandregionalmanagement1/1214691.htm


 35

The bases

In 2012, we studied different types of Smart Cities and came up with eight very po-
sitive results. 
 
1. To enter a new era of urbanisation, we developed a set of public policies with na-

tional plans for smart and green cities.
2. We launched pilot projects to attract funding and investment. We have 3,600 

of these with financing exceeding 1,000 billion yuan, with 82% coming from the 
public sector. Three hundred large cities are participating in the construction 
of these Smart Cities. The Ministry of Housing recently created 100 large and 
medium-sized cities.   

3. We are studying the use of smart people-centred technologies. Some projects focus 
in particular on development planning and on how to manage cities wisely. It is 
possible to build a computerised city by using big data, Artificial Intelligence or 
virtual reality.

4. To improve productivity in cities and the transition from digital to other ad-
vanced technologies, we have used what we call “data fusion”. 

5. We are improving the efficiency of public services. Citizens have access to all public 
services through a one-stop shop. We achieved very good results in the Zhejiang 
Province, in particular, and this initiative is supported by the population. 

6. We implemented a new investment method. The government is funding the fight 
against poverty. We also encourage public-private partnerships and cooperation 
between companies so as to limit the use of public funding and attract more solida-
rity or social financing. 

7. Different stakeholders have different needs. Mayors are striving to lower the cost 
of management and reduce urban diseases. Companies want to reduce costs and 
improve efficiency. Citizens are concerned about improving their quality of life. 
Our Smart Cities promote social integration. They allow us to create new urban 
ecosystems. We can harmonize the quality of public services through an evaluation 
system. Peking University and the Ministry of Housing are currently running a 
project on a social credit system. Whoever does not have enough credit will not be 
allowed to benefit from certain public services. 

8. We use the Smart City concept to promote good governance. We need very large 
amounts of factual data to make this system work by using specialists, administra-
tors and to fight traditional urban diseases.
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The City as a Whole

In China we see the city as a whole. We must consider different experiences and prin-
ciples in order to provide a general and global answer to the issues.
First, we plan, in liaison with the market. China is a very large and rapidly deve-
loping country with very different groups of people with different and conflicting 
interests. It is therefore very difficult to innovate. This is why we consult all stakehol-
ders to see what their expectations are, to see what kind of Smart City they want. We 
consider the ecology, financing, etc. This is an essential part of the planning at the 
very beginning of the process. We need harmonised criteria and a systemic approach 
starting at the planning phase.  
Then there is the management of the construction of the city, so as to achieve the objec-
tives identified at the onset. This involves, among other things, the Internet, the cloud 
and the Internet of Things. A cloud platform allows us to have a shared and collective 
system to solve the problem of fragmentation (of IT systems). But construction takes 
time. We initially thought that Smart Cities would allow us to solve all the problems 
facing cities, but our sources of funding, like our wisdom, are limited. We must set 
priorities, prioritise our work.  
The third step concerns the functioning of Smart Cities. Public services (which the go-
vernment must or should provide to citizens) are provided by local authorities or by 
central government. For example, energy generation, sewers, water supply, etc. These 
are not expected to generate profits, but we operate under the rules of market economy. 
For the Internet, for example, or for transport, we can provide these services through 
the market. Other services are hybrid because they are not commercially profitable 
and therefore the government establishes subsidy systems in some cases. We could also 
encourage our citizens or NGOs to get all these actors more involved in the operation 
of these services. 
We distinguish four types of financing: First for cities built, managed and financed 
entirely by the government; then cases where the government buys services on the 
market. Third is the model of cooperation between government and business where 
construction investments are made in a hybrid manner. Last, are cities entirely 
managed by the private sector.  

Lessons Learned

I would like to conclude by sharing the main lessons learned from our experiences.
The first is about the standards or criteria needed when building a Smart City. A 
framework is needed for infrastructure, management, services, construction, industry, 
safety, operations and maintenance.  
Secondly, since China is a very large and diverse country, guidelines are needed. We 
have indicators at different levels to guide the work at each step.
We also noted that there may be different scales to consider: small, intermediate or 
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very large. We must also look at how we can create autonomous Smart Cities on a very 
small scale. They could be independent and could provide access to all services through 
a single window. This will help strengthen their resilience. We are trying to make sure 
that housing is within a 10 to 20-minute walk for citizens and this must be taken into 
account at every level.
We have 19 Smart City groupings. The best known are Beijing, focused on finance, 
Shanghai, on trade, and the Pearl River Delta Grouping. What remains is to create 
links between these different Smart Cities at the different levels.
The fifth experience we have learned from, was the need for large-scale computer 
simulation. It is not enough to be smart when building a Smart City; a balanced 
approach is also needed. We must take advantage of big data to rely on modelling to 
solve the extremely complex issues related to the urban world. 
In addition, there is a need for a performance evaluation system operating at every step. 
These are some of the elements of the Chinese experience. We know that the European 
Union has a wealth of experience in this field and we want to create a cooperation 
mechanism. It is essential to connect all our achievements in this field to establish a 
dense network of Smart Cities on our planet.

Further Reading
• China Smart City Tech in Line with that of the U.S.
• About the integration of Artificial Intelligence into Chinese Smart Cities 
• The future megapolis of the Pearl River 

As a Reminder
• We need to review the way cities are built so that they are smart. To this end we 

have selected four objectives: Good business environment, Good Life, Good People, 
and Good Urban Governance which is the key to all these. 

• In China, we see the city as a whole.  
• We initially thought that Smart Cities would solve all problems, but our sources of 

funding, like our wisdom, are limited.
• In addition, there is a need for a performance evaluation system that operates at 

every step. 

https://www.govtech.com/products/China-Smart-City-Tech-in-Line-with-that-of-the-US.html
https://emag.directindustry.com/artificial-intelligence-smart-cities-asia-ces-china-alibaba/
https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/china-tries-building-a-new-kind-of-megapolopolis-a-1285094.html
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 New York, a Resilient City

Amanda Burden was Director of the Department of Planning for New York City and Chair 
of the Planning Commission of Mayor Michael Bloomberg from 2002 to 2013. Here is an edited and 
shortened version of a telephonic interview granted to us in August 2019 when she explained how she 
contributed to the transformation of her city. 

Q - How do you perceive the influence of New York City? 
I love my city. I think it is majestic. New York has always been tolerant and open to newcomers. It is a 
city of opportunities. Our skyscrapers are our hallmark and all cities have tried to imitate these. From 
a “physical” point of view, even newly built cities try to copy what works here. A network of grid streets 
is conducive to development and walking. Orthogonal blocks are good for developers; they can easily 
calculate their area. Several of our public green spaces, such as Central Park, have also served as models 
elsewhere.

Q - When Michael Bloomberg became Mayor in 2002, he appointed you as Director of Planning. 
How did you start?
I was told that New York City would grow by a million people by 2030. My challenge was to determine how 
and where we could meet the needs of these newcomers. I started by mapping the transport lines. They 
indicated the places that could support growth. The city zoning had not been changed in 50 years. I had to 
create a dynamic city throughout the municipality (and not just Manhattan) and design a plan that would 
last 50 more years, hinging growth around mobility.  
I therefore “re-zoned” 124 districts (40% of the city) around Transit Oriented Development (TOD), the urban 
development that ensures that public transport is always within walking distance. I did not allow growth 
if there was no public transport. Twelve years later, 87% of the new developments in the city were within a 
10-minute walk to a subway. None of the residents in these neighbourhoods needed a car.  
I developed the waterfront areas for public and recreational use. This transformation completely changed 
the image of the city. Now, water is part of the lives of New Yorkers. Many take a ferry every day. Water is 
our largest open space.  
I also worked a lot on habitability: encouraging bustling areas and bringing nature back to the city. I firmly 
believe in the transformative power of public space that channels growth while protecting the character 
of every neighbourhood.

Design Quality is Essential, Down to the Last Detail

Q - What place do you give to design in your work? 
Good design is good for everyone. It defines where a city grows, whether it is resilient and how people feel 
in it. It provides safety, comfort, sociability, contact with nature and determines how one feels in the street.

https://www.bloombergassociates.org/principal/amanda-m-burden/


 39

Every detail counts when creating a public space, such as the width of the sidewalk and whether there is 
enough space for both trees and pedestrians. The depth of a bench and if it has a backrest, will determine 
whether a person will sit on it for 30 seconds or an hour. The design makes you feel safe in a park. It defines 
how buildings are integrated into the streets. Good design conveys a sense of pride in a neighbourhood, 
irrespective of how poor it may be. It creates places where it is good, or not good, to live. 
Q – What were the main obstacles to all these transformations?
Michael Bloomberg was elected when the World Trade Center was still burning. We thought it was the end 
of New York City. The first obstacle, which was huge, was to overcome the consequences of the terrorist 
attack of 9/11. The biggest challenge was to restore the confidence of New Yorkers and show the rest of the 
world that our city was stronger than ever. In 2002, New York City was, for the first time, in competition 
with other cities such as Shanghai, Singapore or London. It was essential to excel. 
New York was the first major city to have a sustainability plan. Bloomberg became 
the leader in this field. He insisted on institutional expansion, by developing hospitals, 
research centres and universities. He argued that immigration is an essential part of 
our identity and a source for finding ingenious people.

A Healthier City

Q - What about habitability?
The mayor wanted to separate people from their cars. He established a true bicycle network and launched 
a ferry network. We made carpooling easier and improved the bus system. It is now easy to travel by public 
transport. 
Michael Bloomberg made New York a healthier city. Life expectancy increased by three years during his 
terms of office. He planted a million trees and banned smoking. He promoted healthy food and made 
people aware of what they eat. We also have cleaner water than before. We brought nature back to the city. 
I tried to give confidence to investors and developers by presenting urban design plans specific to each of 
the 124 re-zoned neighbourhoods. These aim to ensure predictability. But any plan that supports densifica-
tion faces public opposition.

Q - How do you explain this? 
Most people do not want change as the changes they previously experienced had often been negative. 
They perceive new buildings as cold and unwelcoming. To be accepted, densification must be adapted to 
each community. The acceptable height of a building varies from one community to another. It can be 
30-40 storeys in Manhattan, or five in Brooklyn. The appropriate scale is determined by spending time in 
the community, by understanding what people are likely to support. 
Each re-zoning took three to five years, with probably 100 meetings in every community. It was really a 
block-by-block approach. Otherwise, people would have opposed everything. There is also tension between 
preservation and development in every case. Wherever growth was proposed, I identified another sector 
to be preserved. This reassured people that the whole neighbourhood was not going to be upset. This took 
a long time.
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You can’t design a Space well from an Office

Q - A few years ago, you said that we “should not have the right to restructure a community 
unless we know the place but also the people”. What did you mean by that?
Some of the worst mistakes in urban planning have occurred when people designed a city, neighbourhood 
or park from inside their offices - or worse, from a helicopter - without ever having walked along them. 
I recently visited a very large park designed by a famous group of architects.  Photographed from above, 
the layouts are very interesting. But when I visited the park, it was impossible for me to find the entrances 
or even to find places to sit and enjoy the place. There was no one there. Clearly, the designers had spent 
very little time in the field or with the people who would use the park. We need to work with the communi-
ties we intend to reshape. My team knew that you should never draw a plan until you have walked at least 
12 times in the community concerned. This number may seem arbitrary, but it works.  

Q - For you, what is a Smart City?
We do not yet know what works best for our citizens. Five years ago, we thought that predicting car mo-
vements would be fantastic. Technology could anticipate our needs. Now people are concerned about 
protecting their privacy.  So, I am not yet at peace with the Smart City. More Wi-Fi access and very high-
speed lines are needed in every neighbourhood and if technology makes a city more equitable, that is fine. 
But if it interferes with privacy, it is not. I think we still must find the characteristics of a Smart City that 
work for everyone.

Q - What then about the use of data? 
Everyone who works with Bloomberg knows that if you cannot measure, you cannot manage. We need 
to know the percentage of the decrease in mortality rate, as well as the increase in the number of senior 
citizens completing high school, etc. If you constantly measure how you are doing, you get better results. 

Q - Should we consider that there is a limit beyond which a city or agglomeration should not 
grow?
Let us take Manhattan or the true archipelago which is New York City as an example. When should we stop 
growing? When will the transport system, roads and schools no longer be able to support this growth? 
What about tourism? When is there too much of it? It is a real dilemma. There is no way to stop this growth 
if the city continues to be attractive and safe. On the other hand, urban sprawl must be stopped. It is ter-
rible in terms of resilience, greenhouse gas emissions and traffic congestion. This is not sustainable. This 
raises the question of what is affordable for people. Without public funding for downtown housing or 
transportation, people are moving further and further away thus increasing the time and cost of travel. 
We cannot continue with this urban sprawl. 
The real question is: Do politicians have the courage to do something about it?
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Further Reading
• How New York City Tells the Story of Its Open Data Work  
• NYC doubles size of largest green infrastructure program in nation  
• TOD: How New York got it right

As a Reminder
• I started by mapping the transport lines. They indicated the places that could 

support growth.
• The depth of a bench and if it has a backrest, will determine whether a person will 

sit on it for 30 seconds or an hour. 
• My team knew that you should never draw a plan until you have walked at least 

12 times in the community concerned. 
• If you cannot measure, you cannot manage.

https://www.govtech.com/analytics/How-New-York-City-Tells-the-Story-of-its-Open-Data-Work.html
https://www.waterworld.com/municipal/urban-stormwater/stormwater-management/article/14039425/nyc-doubles-size-of-largest-green-infrastructure-program-in-nation
https://www.railwayage.com/news/tod-how-new-york-got-it-right/
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Singapore: a Systemic City

• Khoo Teng Chye is an associate professor at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy in 
Singapore. He is the Director of the Centre for Liveable Cities, with the mission to distil, create 
and share knowledge on liveable and sustainable cities. This interview is a shortened version of a 
longer text published (in French and English) in the Politique Internationale magazine issue 164 
(summer 2019) on Sustainable Cities and Buildings. 

Q - How would you define sustainable development in Singapore?
Our main challenge is the lack of resources. We have no land, not enough water, no energy source and no 
food. For us, sustainable development is not just a buzzword, it has been our approach to development from 
the onset. We make sure that we do not pollute and that we limit our consumption of resources. We also 
constantly assess our performance.  
Water is a good example. Although we have long (and increasingly longer) rainfall periods, we have neither 
enough land nor water (which we have to buy in Malaysia). So, we have heavily invested in technology. But 
we also address the “demand” dimension by holistically approaching the problem. We make sure that there 
is no waste or excessive use, in retail, industry and even in domestic use. We have many laws and regula-
tions regarding, for example, the size of toilets, which in new apartments can only store 4.5 litres of water 
instead of the conventional 9 litres. This helps to spread to the general public the message about the need 
for water conservation. There are also awareness programmes in schools.

The Water Loop
Q - Anything that contributes to a systemic approach... 
Water is indeed better managed in a holistic manner, like a system. It follows a cycle. You use water, then you 
can either dump it into the ocean or collect, treat and recycle it. This is called the water loop, an example of 
what is now called the “circular economy” which is, in fact, a systemic approach to resource management. 
We manage the loop as a complete cycle, from both ends. This applies to all resources. 
And that is not all, in a very densely populated city, you cannot manage each system independently. There 
is a lot of interaction between them. It is very complex, but that is what we do every day in Singapore. We 
must always consider a whole range of factors. We must assess the impact on people, on the community, on 
the environment and so on. It is not enough to resolve the issue of water resources. Other factors interact 
with the environment. For example, water can be stored in unsightly reservoirs and transported through 
concrete canals. But we are trying to bring water in a sustainable way by creating natural solutions. In the 
Bishan district we have a project for a 3.5 km long canal that will become a natural watercourse and flow 
through the park. This requires a good understanding of ecology and engineering issues. Whatever the 
problems, we try to solve them in a systemic manner. This requires research, innovation and working with 
private companies.

Q - Can a city be both smart and sustainable?  
We have three objectives: quality of life, sustainable environment and competitive economy. We believe 
that a Smart City must also be managed in a systemic manner. It must include the latest technological 
innovations, such as Artificial Intelligence and data analytics to achieve better management. We are cur-

https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/our-people/faculty/khoo-teng-chye
https://www.clc.gov.sg/
http://www.politiqueinternationale.com/revue/edito.php?id=166
http://www.politiqueinternationale.com/revue/edito.php?id=166
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rently testing autonomous vehicles and several ways to use the Internet of Things. We invest in research. 
We have a programme called Smart Nation Singapore that invests in private information technology in-
frastructure. This is what we are doing well but we are aware that these technologies are facilitators to 
help us improve the city. We do not use technologies only for their own sake.

Q - Do you think you can become a “net-zero” city? 
This is probably slightly more complicated (laughs). We are not only a city, but also a country with a manu-
facturing sector (chemicals, oil-based products, etc.). It would be difficult to become net zero for the whole 
country; but we are working towards this objective. So, I believe we are the city in the world where car 
usage is the most expensive. We encourage people to walk and use public transport.

Q - Where does social justice fit into your urban sustainability approach?  
We do not use this term, but at the end of the day, when we talk about quality of life and a competitive 
economy, we want everyone to benefit in an inclusive approach. One of the areas where Singapore has 
probably succeeded better than others is housing. Eighty per cent of the population benefits from State-
subsidised public housing. These good quality dwellings are connected and are located in well-integrated 
communities with gardens, schools, offices and other services. They house high as well as low income fa-
milies from different ethnic origins. This is extremely important for social justice, satisfaction, happiness 
and quality of life.

Singapore creates Cities in India and China

Q - You have a major partnership programme with India to build sustainable and Smart Cities. 
What does it entail?
Not only with India but also with China. In India, we are building the capital city of Andhra Pradesh as part 
of the programme to create 100 Smart Cities.
We have been active for 25 years in China and are now working on three major projects. The first one is 
a 200 square kilometre industrial park with a population of 1.3 million people, located in Suzhou, west of 
Shanghai. The second, started in 2008 on a very difficult site, is an eco-city project east of Beijing, in the 
coastal city of Tianjin. Today the population is 50,000 people. In the south, the third project, Guangzhou 
Knowledge City, is run by a private company. The idea is to create a new economic model based on innova-
tion and technology rather than industrial production.  

Q - I guess the challenges in India and China are very different... 
The main challenge is the stage of development of both countries. The technological systems, the relationship 
with the private sector and the bureaucratic processes are not the same. The two countries also have very 
different forms of government, but at city level, regardless of the political system, problems are similar. 

Q - How can you have an influence on such large countries with what you have learned in 
Singapore, such a special country? This seems almost impossible from the viewpoint of an out-
sider.
The Centre for Liveable Cities, which I run, was created 10 years ago to understand what made Singapore 
City what it has become. China underwent very quick urbanisation with a current rate above 50%. It has 
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about 800 cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants each, and 160 cities with more than a million each, 
with a flow of people continuing to settle there. India is less urbanised but follows a similar trend. However, 
the challenges facing high-density cities, whether in terms of housing, environment, mobility, inclusive 
employment or social integration, are basically very similar worldwide. We believe that what contributes 
to Singapore continued success and survival as a liveable and sustainable city can be applied elsewhere. 
Our experience in China and India shows that these principles are somewhat more universal than what is 
commonly taught.

Population Ageing
Q - Are there limits to density and size for cities to remain liveable? 
That is a very good question... to which I do not have the answer. We face challenges, and we must push 
boundaries, whatever these may be, until we get an answer. There may be a density X that preserves a 
physically viable city. However, I believe that the limits of growth will be reached, not physically, but because 
people will age faster than their consumption capacity. Singapore and other parts of the world are ageing 
rapidly as they move up the economic ladder. 
But let us not forget that there are talented urban planners, architects, engineers and constantly evolving 
technologies. We believe we can manage our cities, even if it means growing in a more dense, green and 
sustainable manner by becoming a garden city, a city of gardens and water, a city integrated into nature. 
We do not envisage our urbanisation to the detriment of nature but rather in harmony with it. 

 Q - I guess it is impossible to say what the precise limits are, but would it not be smart to consider 
that there are in fact, limits?
Others probably have the choice of opting for a different policy, but not us.

Further Reading
• PM Lee Hsien Loong cites three ingredients for success in Smart Nation 

vision  
• From transport to housing, Singapore’s centenarians on how the Lion City 

has transformed in their lifetime 
• What does a sustainable city mean to Singapore’s youth? 

https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/pm-cites-three-ingredients-for-success-in-smart-nation-vision
https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/pm-cites-three-ingredients-for-success-in-smart-nation-vision
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/lifestyle-culture/article/3026096/transport-housing-singapores-centenarians-how-lion-city
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/lifestyle-culture/article/3026096/transport-housing-singapores-centenarians-how-lion-city
https://www.eco-business.com/news/what-does-a-sustainable-city-mean-to-singapores-youth/
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As a Reminder
• Our main challenge is the lack of resources. We have no land, not enough water, 

no energy resources, no food. 
• We believe that a Smart City must be managed in a systemic way. 
• Ultimately, the challenges facing high-density cities, whether in terms of housing, 

environment, mobility, inclusive employment or social integration, are very 
similar worldwide.

• The limits of urban growth will be reached, not physically, but because people will 
age faster than their consuming capability.
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GEOFFREY WEST AND THE 
SCIENCE OF CITIES

The assertion by Khoo Teng Chye that the principles of smart and sustainable 
urban development “are somewhat more universal than what is commonly taught”, 
finds an exciting echo, as outlined in the already mentioned book by Geoffrey West 
on the science of cities.
In all living organisms, from cells to businesses and cities, we find Networks as a 
Unifying Pattern of Life that ensure the transmission of the energy necessary for 
life.  Albert-László Barabási, one of the founders of the theory of Networks 
explains in his critique of the book of West that networks “”ensure that every com-
ponent has access to the necessary resources” and thus constitute a kind of universal 
principle of life. But can we really say that a city (or a company) falls into this cate-
gory? Here are the answers given by Geoffrey West in an interview that took place 
in Singapore.
West states that life is reflected in many of the characteristics of cities. Cities are 
constantly evolving, adapting and growing in different manners. They multiply, in 
a way. It is clear that they metabolise in the sense that they use energy and resources, 
particularly in terms of their growth. They thus have a lot in common with organisms.
But cities are places for interaction between human beings and for exchanging infor-
mation. We are all part of a huge social network whereon we are building something 
bigger. Cities are places where collective behaviour results in new inventions, new ideas 
and wealth creation. This does not happen in biology except over an extremely long 
period of time. 

Q - Because of social networks?
The image we have of the social network is now being confused with Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and 
everything else. They are part of it, but in the history of humanity, it all began with the discovery of lan-
guage, the exchange of information, its storage in memory and the invention of writing. The city is like an 
engine that we have created to facilitate social interaction and the exchange of information that facilitate 
positive feedback (that amplifies change).

https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/69/330
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/69/330
https://blogs.sciencemag.org/books/2017/07/11/a-physicist-probes-an-elegant-law-that-governs-cells-cities-and-almost-everything-in-between/
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Not even Scared of the Word “Complex” 

One of the keys to the work of West and his team is the notion of a complex adap-
tive system that is, in the end, easier to understand than one might fear. 
G.W. - All three words count. 
A “system” indicates the collective behaviour of many individuals or agents. A body 
contains ten trillion cells that interact holistically. But individual parts do their job 
without knowing what happens at the higher level where emerging properties can 
appear.
The word “adaptive” indicates that the system responds continuously to the en-
vironment as and when it evolves, as for example, with climate change. Cities are 
remarkable manifestations of this, and it is also shown in urban migration.
What is “complex” must be distinguished from what is complicated. A pair of scissors 
is a simple machine while a Boeing is extremely complicated, but not complex because 
you can write a book to show exactly how to build it; this is not the case with Barcelona 
or Paris. Cities are both “complex and complicated”.

The Larger the City, the More Efficient

One of the most surprising aspects of the approach of West is his assertion that 
those who want to understand cities for further better action must be interested in 
mammalian blood circulation. Let us follow his reasoning.
Basically, if I double the size of a mammal, one would think that it would need twice 
as much energy to sustain itself. However, it only needs 75% more. This sub linear 
economy of scale applies to everything that is measurable in all mammals, whether 
it is metabolism, size, or gestation period. Based on a simple mathematical formula, 
there is always a rule that states an average value. This is because all life is supported 
by networks.
The same applies to cities, which are (in terms of physical components and the 
manner in which they move resources) a set of networks (underground lines, 
trains, buses, electrical installations or water systems) similar to those of our bodies 
(respiratory, blood, renal system, etc.).
In the context of biology, as size doubles (mouse, dog, horse, buffalo, whale, etc.), 
there is always a “quarter” in economy of scale in all fields. Many tests, on different 
continents, at different times, revealed that the same rule is always applicable to 
cities. It is a kind of universal principle which is divided into two interconnected 
categories when it comes to the city organism, which is characterised by the exis-
tence of a social dimension.
The first category, which concerns infrastructure (transport, roads, buildings), is 
similar to biology. The only difference is that instead of 25%, the economy of scale is 
15%. If you double the size of the city, instead of requiring twice as much road length, 
you only need 85% more. In this sense, Paris is therefore more efficient than Avignon. 
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Curiously, this is repeated throughout the world: This same scale phenomenon is 
found in all urban systems.

Cities are the Product of Human Interaction

We were truly satisfied when we looked at the quantities specific to social behaviours 
where we discovered a “super linear” scaling law. If you double the size of a city, 
instead of having twice as many patents, you will have twice as many plus 15%. This is 
applicable to salaries, innovations, restaurants, educational institutions, crimes and 
diseases.
All cities are characterised by interactions between humans. This is their universal 
characteristic. Cultural differences, although undeniable, are in fact of minor signi-
ficance, while social groupings such as companies, organisations and groups have 
similar generic and systemic behaviours. The result, according to Geoffrey West, is 
that:
The super linear development in cities is due to a property of social networks that does 
not exist in biological networks: positive feedback. I talk to you; you talk to other people. 
Hopefully you will write it down. This will be published, and we have been making 
some progress. This is also the reason why positive feedback leads to acceleration. 
Things are moving faster and faster. There are more social interactions in a large city 
than in a small city.
Studies of millions of calls between mobile phones in several countries revealed 
that: “Each doubling of the population translates into a doubling of calls, plus 15%. 
Network dynamics determine lifestyles and positive feedback (which amplifies 
changes), accelerates them. We claim that this is the source of higher wages, busier 
people and ‘sexier’ lives in cities.”
Most of what West demonstrated is based on the sub linear scale of the physical 
structures of cities, which are more effective as they grow, while everything about 
their social dimensions is super linear, cities are more creative. However, “The flow 
of information in social organisations is as important as the flow of matter, energy 
and resources.” This led him to say, and even to demonstrate, that “The true essence of 
the city is its people, while politicians, economists and urban planners focus essentially 
on its physical dimension rather than on its inhabitants and the way they interact.” 
A good opportunity to remember the quote by Jean-Jacques Rousseau: “Houses 
make a town but citizens make a city”… “through their interactions” as West added.
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Further Reading
• An article co-authored by Geoffrey West: Scaling and universality in urban 

economic diversification
• The Science of Cities Applies to Ancient Mexico, Too
• According to the architect, urban planner and geographer, Michael Batty, 

We cannot predict future cities, but we can invent them. 

As a Reminder
• Life is reflected in many of the characteristics of cities. Cities are constantly evol-

ving, adapting and growing in different manners. In a way, they multiply.           
• If you double the size of the city, instead of requiring twice as much road length, 

you only need 85% more. 
• If you double the size of a city, instead of having twice as many patents, you will 

have twice as many plus 15%. This is applicable to salaries, innovations, restau-
rants, educational institutions, crimes and diseases.

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rsif.2015.0937
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rsif.2015.0937
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2015/02/the-science-of-cities-applies-to-ancient-mexico-too/385686/
http://www.spatialcomplexity.info/archives/3683
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CHAPTER 2

FIVE CHALLENGES FOR 
THE CITY-PLANET

In the Urbanocene - when the destinies of cities and planet are linked - the choices 
of society, the objectives we set and the results we get (which are not always wanted), 
should be evaluated in terms of their real impact on the entire planet. The impor-
tance of these “choices” was presented in the 2019 report. Nevertheless, as serious 
as they may be, the alternatives we face because of companies, State, politicians, 
associations and other interest groups, are by far not the only ones and may not 
even be the most serious challenges. These are due to the evolution of the world in 
many fields; the dynamics do not depend entirely on us, but our decisions act upon 
them as accelerators, impediments, or as orientations.
These interesting dynamics, whether we are aware of them or not, most often 
manifest as challenges. In 2012, it dawned on New York City that it could be 
partially destroyed by a tropical hurricane; in 2018 and in 2019, Paris went 
to bed some Saturday evenings wondering how it could have turned into the 
scene of demonstrations by Yellow Vests against geo-inequality that could have 
escalated into insurgency; in 2019, Jakarta, the capital city of Indonesia, was at 
risk of losing its status due to overpopulation. These three are by no means the 
only examples, as comparable situations are found all over the world, in cities 
of all sizes.
In this chapter, we will identify five major challenges that differ as much in their 
impact as in our means to act on them, but that cannot be ignored. None of these 
is strictly “urban”, but all have an impact, in one way or another, on the vast ma-
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jority of the population of the world and on almost all cities that will have to be 
the first to respond, to find “solutions” to what risks, in too many cases, to become 
“problems”.

These five challenges include:

Climate. The climate crisis is reflected, among others, in global warming, rising 
water levels, reduced biodiversity and desertification. It also results in new and in-
creasing migrations, usually to cities where it often results in water problems of too 
much or too little.
Demography. There are internal and transnational migrations involving hundreds 
of millions of people due to an increase in the number of people and because cities 
attract most of them (urbanisation). In addition, there are problems related to the 
age of the populations concerned: ageing in some cases (caring needs), that we will 
discuss here, or youth in other cases (employment needs), or both. 

Flows. We find it difficult to integrate flows in our analyses and perceptions, yet 
today these are more important than borders. We can try to close borders, turn 
them into nets with ever tighter meshes, build walls; yet our lives depend upon 
what is circulating, very close and very far away. The layout of the flow networks is 
determined by our cities due to their attractiveness. Tourism is a good example of 
how problems are caused by flows. 

Inequalities are increasing and diversifying, even though overall, the world and 
all its populations are doing rather better. In addition to economic and social ine-
qualities, which we have been learning to recognise for more than two centuries, 
there are also geographical inequalities, as well as cultural inequalities, a major issue 
in an increasingly knowledge-based economy. As inequalities are ever-growing, 
they can become explosive, even inside cities.

Technologies, particularly Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs), infiltrate everything, can be used in many ways and can disrupt the social 
fabric as well as the way we operate and our impact on the planet. We are designing 
these; they can be useful or dangerous. It would be a mistake not to use technolo-
gies, but they do influence the way we act and think. They come in increasingly 
sophisticated forms (such as driverless cars), but it is very difficult to know how 
soon. They are clearly tools, but we must learn how to use them.
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These challenges, far from being the only ones, invite us to revisit the issue of the 
smartness of cities. Can we claim to create smart urban spaces if we ignore the 
challenges? 
Let’s begin by addressing these one by one, without claiming to be presenting new 
discoveries, as the challenges are well known, but rather to give an idea of what 
they specifically represent for cities, almost always at the forefront when it comes to 
dealing with such issues, and for the Urbanocene when we take into account their 
multiple, always “glocal” interrelationships (local and global at the same time).
With each challenge, after a short introduction on the overall problem, we will give 
a concrete example of how cities, in their diversities, are confronted with them.
In conclusion, we will see that the challenges, which are already difficult when 
approached separately and without haste, are complicated by the economic, tech-
nological and social accelerations that are determining factors of our modernity. 
But no mistake here: The word “challenge” does not always only refer to a “threat”, 
because opportunities always open up as well.
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FIRST CHALLENGE: 
CLIMATE - NEVER THE RIGHT 
AMOUNT OF WATER

The first global challenge facing cities is the “climate crisis”. And the first thing 
to be done in 2020 (a little late) is to set our vocabulary straight. This was done 
by the British newspaper The Guardian on 17 May 2019 by amending its style 
guide, which is the reference text that journalists should consult when they have 
doubts about the best way to express themselves. “We want to ensure that we are 
being scientifically precise, while also communicating clearly with readers on this very 
important issue,” said editor-in-chief Katharine Viner. “The phrase ‘climate change’, 
for example, sounds rather passive and gentle when what scientists are talking about 
is a catastrophe for humanity.”
Consequently:
They used the terms “climate crisis”, “climate emergency” or “climate breakdown”.
They replaced “global warming” with “global heating”
They adopted the term “climate science denier”, rather than “climate sceptic”.
The objective is clearly defined: “People need reminding that the climate crisis is no 
longer a future problem - we need to tackle it now, and every day matters.”

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment


 55

“Cultural” Awareness

The year 2019 may have been the year of “cultural” awareness of this crisis. The 
increasing frequency of disasters contributed to this, but also, and above all, the 
demonstrations by high school students, particularly in Europe. It is “cultural” in 
the sense that we are talking about it. It is now difficult for anyone to ignore the 
problem. The subject appears in our conversations, in the media, in speeches, in 
demonstrations, even in programmes, but it is still too rarely translated into effec-
tive concrete actions. A large part of the world population remains more concerned 
about meeting their immediate vital needs than with climate change because it is 
not yet clear how drastically the economic system must be changed to stop the de-
terioration of the climate, as its impact on inequalities of all kinds tends not to be 
seen. In any case, this is one of the themes that is an essential responsibility of cities.

What Are We Talking About When 
We Talk About Climate Crisis?

Global Climate Crisis: Acceleration

The exceptional gravity of the climate challenge is largely due to the acceleration 
of the phenomenon. NASA points out that over the past 650,000 years the planet 
experienced seven cycles of warming and cooling, almost all of them due to minor 
variations in the amount of solar energy received. The current warming trend is of 
particular significance because most of it is extremely likely (greater than 95 percent 
probability) to be the result of human activity since the mid-20th century and procee-
ding at a rate that is unprecedented over decades to millennia.
The increase in the surface temperature of the earth, estimated at a little less than 
one degree Celsius since the end of the 19th century, has mainly occurred over the 
last 35 years, while five of the warmest years were recorded over the last nine years. 
The rate of the rise of water levels over the past two decades was twice as fast as it 
was in the previous century and “is accelerating slightly each year”.
Among “The 10 facts that prove that we are in a climate emergency” in 2019, 
an article published in the British version of the Wired website, based on various 
scientific research, reported that:
• The amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is only comparable to what 

it was three million years ago when trees were growing at the North Pole. 
A further acceleration is that half of the CO2 emitted since 1750 has been 
emitted over the last 40 years.

https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/climate-change-facts-2019
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• There are cumulative effects plus acceleration: The carbon emissions due to 
energy consumption increased by 2% in 2018. This is the fastest increase in 
seven years and is more or less equivalent in carbon to putting a third more 
private cars on the road, leading to an increase in the number of days of 
extreme heat and cold, resulting in an increase in the use of heating and air 
conditioning systems powered by natural gas and coal.

• “The number of floods and heavy rains has quadrupled since 1980 and 
doubled since 2004. Extreme temperatures, droughts and wildfires have also 
more than doubled in the last 40 years”. 

• Indonesia is considering relocating its capital city (more than 10 million 
inhabitants in an urban area with more than 30 million people known as 
Jabodetabek) because Jakarta is at risk of disappearing under water.

Water: Never the Right Amount

Unlike time, of which we never have enough, water becomes a problem when we 
have too much or too little.

Too Much Water

In 2019, flash floods caused hundreds of deaths in Pakistan, Iran, South Africa, 
Nepal, Bangladesh, Indonesia and, in particular, in India.
Apart from these disasters, which can sweep away everything in their paths in a 
matter of hours, there is a proliferation of slow-moving overflows, unlikely to 
attract attention even though these disrupt entire regions for months. The New 
York Times has illustrated this by mapping “The Great Flood of 2019” between 
January 15 and July 30, which showed the floods of three rivers (Missouri, 
Mississippi and Arkansas that irrigate, and can threaten, 40% of the United States 
territory). Poorly maintained levees easily fail. Dozens of cities suffered from rising 
water levels to the point that some fear for their future viability. Thousands of 
houses have been seriously damaged and it will take, in some places, up to 25 years 
to recover from this disaster.
The whole Midwest is affected, the Deep America, where there are still people, like 
the mayor of Pacific Junction (470 people), who said “That’s not climate change. It’s 
Mother Nature bringing on her fury.”
Elsewhere, awareness of the climate crisis is leading to change. In Quebec, after 
two record floods in 2019, the government offered financial assistance and invi-
tations to relocate to homeowners whose house reconstruction would cost more 
than half their value. This attitude is partially found on the Caribbean island of 
Saint Martin, which was ravaged by Hurricane Irma in 2017 and is slow to recover. 

http://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/jakarta-population/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/jakarta-population/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jakarta_metropolitan_area
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_deadliest_floods
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/09/11/us/midwest-flooding.html
https://phys.org/news/2019-07-limits-levees.html
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/may/15/it-has-to-be-dealt-with-what-is-the-future-for-midwest-towns-affected-by-climate-change
https://weather.com/news/news/2019-05-28-arkansas-river-flooding-threatens-tulsa-oklahoma-fort-smith-arkansas
https://weather.com/news/news/2019-05-28-arkansas-river-flooding-threatens-tulsa-oklahoma-fort-smith-arkansas
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/10/climate/canada-flood-homes-buyout.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/10/climate/canada-flood-homes-buyout.html
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The French government is trying to convince those most at risk to move their 
homes, and offers to help them do so, but faces strong resistance in a climate of 
racial and social tensions. “To change mentalities is always difficult”, Subprefect 
Sylvie Feucher explained to the New York Times journalist who concluded: “As 
storms become more destructive, hurricane recovery is as much about rethinking as it 
is rebuilding.”
Resilience must start in our minds.

Not Enough 

“The mechanism is simple: The air is warmer, so the water evaporates faster. Less 
water in the soil also means less water in the groundwater because it is only reple-
nished when the soil is saturated with water. And the phenomenon is accelerating: 
Water vapour is also a greenhouse gas, which intensifies global warming,” explains 
the French daily Libération. 
At the same time, the water needs of the population are increasing and technolo-
gical solutions are not very satisfactory: Desalination in some places (Saudi Arabia, 
Australia, Israel, California) or the conversion of waste water into drinking water 
(Israel, Singapore) is very energy-intensive and may even encourage waste (20,000 
plants operate worldwide and supply 300 million people). Ecologists say it is 
better to learn how to save water. Those who can pay for water delivery by truck do 
a little better, which is contributing to reinforce social inequalities in access to es-
sential commodities. According to a United Nations report published in March 
2019, lack of water kills nearly 800,000 people every year.
But let us take a closer look at the impact on cities. In June 2019:
Indian cities were among the most severely affected. Delhi had the highest tempe-
rature ever recorded there: 48°C. The city of Churu in Rajasthan even experienced 
peaks of more than 50°C. And it will not get any better: In 2030, 40% of the Indian 
population will not have access to drinking water and 21 cities, including New Delhi, 
will lack groundwater, affecting 100 million people. “We are on a war footing”, said a 
woman in mid-June in Chennai, a city threatened by what is increasingly being called 
the “Day Zero” scenario. Day Zero: The day when the water runs out.  
In the United States, the Weather Channel predicts that at least five cities could 
soon run out of water: El Paso in Texas and Phoenix in Arizona, due to lack of 
rain, Los Angeles where even when it rains, water is lost as it flows into the Pacific, 
Miami where the rising Atlantic water levels salinate natural reserves, and Atlanta 
(Georgia) where growth makes supply problematic. To this list should be added 
Mexico City, Cairo, Tokyo, Jakarta, São Paulo, Beijing, Melbourne and London. In 
Europe, the water of Athens, Istanbul and Paris is collected 100, or even 200 km 
away, which, according to the European Environment Agency, can have “harmful 
consequences” on the ecosystems concerned.
In Herat in Afghanistan, in 2018, more people were forced to leave their homes 
because of drought than because of violence in the country.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/07/world/americas/hurricane-irma-saint-martin.html
https://www.liberation.fr/planete/2019/07/05/en-france-l-eau-pourrait-aussi-venir-a-manquer-dans-des-villes_1737724
https://www.liberation.fr/planete/2019/07/05/en-france-l-eau-pourrait-aussi-venir-a-manquer-dans-des-villes_1737724
https://www.wired.com/story/desalination-is-booming-as-cities-run-out-of-water/
https://www.wired.com/story/desalination-is-booming-as-cities-run-out-of-water/
https://www.unwater.org/publications/world-water-development-report-2019/
https://www.unwater.org/publications/world-water-development-report-2019/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/15/opinion/india-water-crisis.html
https://weather.com/news/weather/video/5-us-cities-that-could-run-out-of-water
https://weather.com/news/weather/video/5-us-cities-that-could-run-out-of-water
https://www.usnews.com/news/cities/slideshows/10-cities-most-at-risk-of-running-out-of-water
https://www.eea.europa.eu/fr/signaux/signaux-2018/articles/gros-plan-l2019eau-dans-la-ville
https://www.eea.europa.eu/fr/signaux/signaux-2018/articles/gros-plan-l2019eau-dans-la-ville
https://www.lemonde.fr/climat/article/2019/09/23/a-herat-en-afghanistan-les-deplaces-climatiques-sont-reduits-a-la-misere_6012627_1652612.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/climat/article/2019/09/23/a-herat-en-afghanistan-les-deplaces-climatiques-sont-reduits-a-la-misere_6012627_1652612.html
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Many cities may no longer exist in the future, often for contradictory reasons 
since in addition to those threatened by lack of water there are those that could 
be flooded, such as Venice. In the first category are Mexico City, Las Vegas, Cape 
Town and, in the second, in addition to the former capital city of the Doges, are 
Bangkok and various Spanish cities like Bilbao or Santander. The list is far from ex-
haustive. Let us add that shrinking cities are not safe because water staying longer 
in the pipes, can cause serious health problems.
The highest number of victims can be found in cities, and that shakes our universe 
as a whole. A report published in Nature magazine explains that over the past 70 
years, there has been a threefold increase in extreme rainfalls over central India 
while the amount of water falling each year has declined significantly. “Global 
warming has destroyed the concept of the monsoon,” said Raghu Murtugudde, an 
atmospheric scientist at the University of Maryland and an author of the paper. “We 
have to throw away the prose and poetry written over millennia and start writing 
new ones!”

African Cities: Cumulative Interactions

In Cape Town, South Africa, “Day Zero” is so pressing that it is the title of its 
action programme. A municipal dashboard, which maintains up to date records 
of available water reserves, allows residents to know exactly how much water they 
may consume per day. A way to prepare for drastic restrictions when almost all 
taps will literally be closed, and each individual will only be allowed 25 litres per 24 
hours. “For the time being, Day Zero remains an effective tool as it is an objec-
tive to be avoided”, and the population is showing signs of taking it into account.
At the end of July 2019, the 4,5 million people in Harare, the capital city of 
Zimbabwe, had running water only one day a week and had to queue for it the 
rest of the time in front of wells or simple holes in the ground.
African cities are all the more threatened because they are subject to a combination 
of different factors with mutually reinforcing effects. The attractiveness of the city 
is, in itself, a source of difficulties. Lagos (Nigeria), for example, is threatened by the 
rising water levels of the Atlantic Ocean, while the very success of the city makes it 
a magnet for people living inland. In an article in the Financial Times entitled Why 
Lagos works, a former Director of the Central Bank of Nigeria declared in 2018: 
“In terms of roads, in terms of infrastructure, in terms of a general investment envi-
ronment, in terms of security, the government has given people a greater opportunity 
to thrive.” The population of the city (14 million) could double in 15 years.
A study conducted by a team of European researchers and published by the Earth’s 
Future magazine in April 2019 considered several scenarios on how climate 
change could affect 173 cities with more than 300,000 inhabitants in 43 African 
countries by the end of the century. A perfect example of the interactions between 
different elements: “The effects of climate change are felt specifically in countries with 
tropical climates, which are characterised by high humidity and very high tempera-
tures. Furthermore, countries in these regions - especially in Africa - are experiencing 

https://smartwatermagazine.com/blogs/laura-f-zarza/which-cities-may-no-longer-exist-future-due-water-issues
https://theconversation.com/water-stays-in-the-pipes-longer-in-shrinking-cities-a-challenge-for-public-health-116119
https://theconversation.com/water-stays-in-the-pipes-longer-in-shrinking-cities-a-challenge-for-public-health-116119
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-017-00744-9
https://coct.co/water-dashboard/
https://theconversation.com/day-zero-is-meant-to-cut-cape-towns-water-use-what-is-it-and-is-it-working-92055
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/31/world/africa/zimbabwe-water-crisis.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/31/world/africa/zimbabwe-water-crisis.html
https://www.ft.com/content/ff0595e4-26de-11e8-b27e-cc62a39d57a0
https://www.ft.com/content/ff0595e4-26de-11e8-b27e-cc62a39d57a0
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1029/2018EF001020
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1029/2018EF001020
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heavy urbanisation and socio-economic development, leading to an explosion in the 
size of urban populations. A combination of these two factors is having a major impact 
on the living conditions of city-dwellers in Africa, especially in terms of exposure to 
extreme - or even lethal - temperatures.”
Contrary to what one might think, these conclusions are considered “conservative” 
by the researchers themselves, particularly because they did not take into account 
at least one aggravating factor: The urban heat island effect. 
As for cyclones, they do not wait. In the spring of 2019, Idai and Kenneth wreaked 
havoc in the Comoros, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. More 
than 100,000 houses were damaged or razed, nearly $1 billion worth of destruction 
and more than 1,300 deaths.

Climate-Induced Displacement

We have known since July 2019 that in 2050, the climate of Madrid will be 
similar to the current climate of Marrakech, that of Seattle will be similar to 
that of San Francisco as we know it and that of Tokyo, to that experienced by the 
inhabitants of Changsha, the capital of Hunan Province in mainland China and 
located much further southwest. Twenty-two per cent of cities will be negatively 
affected by climatic conditions that are unknown today.
Another study predicts similar “displacements” for American cities: in 2080, 
displacements of more than 800 km in a south/southwest direction with corres-
ponding increase in temperature. The work of the Crowther Lab, which is part of 
ETH Zurich, is pointing in the same direction. It estimates the “displacement” to 
be more than 1000 km and envisages that by 2050, 22% of the cities in the world will 
experience climatic conditions that do not currently exist in any city. “That means 
there will be new political challenges, new infrastructure challenges, that we have 
not faced before. We are absolutely not prepared for this. Planning for climate change 
needs to start yesterday. The sooner it starts, the less the impact will be”, stated Tim 
Crowther, in charge of the Lab at the Guardian.
As the living area of 500 million people where three continents meet (Africa, Asia 
and Europe), the Mediterranean is the region where the temperature increases 
faster than on the rest of the planet: 20% faster than the global average. By 2100, 
according to the Mediterranean Institute of  marine and terrestrial Biodiversity 
and  Ecology, sea level will  have risen by one metre. The negative effects of salini-
zation of the deltas and estuaries of the Nile, Ebro, Rhone and Po rivers will add 
to the damage caused to coastal cities (affecting more than 15 agglomerations with 
more than one million inhabitants). Freshwater availability could fall by 15% and 
leave 250 million people below the recommended minimum (1,000 m3 per person 
per year). By 2050, fish could weigh half of what they weigh today.
Acknowledging the increasingly precise assessment of the severity of the impact of 
the climate crisis on cities does not prevent action, to the contrary. We will return, 
in Chapter 5, to what cities are doing. There is considerable room for manoeuvre. 

https://www.worldvision.org/disaster-relief-news-stories/2019-cyclone-idai-facts
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0217592
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0217592
https://www.wired.com/story/this-scary-map-shows-how-climate-change-will-transform-your-city/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jul/10/global-heating-london-similar-climate-barcelona-2050
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jul/10/global-heating-london-similar-climate-barcelona-2050
https://elpais.com/sociedad/2019/10/08/actualidad/1570545300_377791.html
https://elpais.com/sociedad/2019/10/08/actualidad/1570545300_377791.html
https://www.imbe.fr/?lang=en
https://www.imbe.fr/?lang=en
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Guillaume Rohat, a researcher at the UNIGE Institute for Environmental Sciences 
and one of the authors of the report published by Earth’s Future said, “If we follow 
the Paris Agreement, we’ll halve the number of people at risk in 2090, which is encou-
raging.” 
But…
On 26 November 2019, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), 
published the 10th edition of its “Emissions Gap Report”, the annual report on 
the gap between the needs and the prospects of reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
to limit global warming, compared to the pre-industrial era.
The findings are implacable.
The emissions:
• Will have to decrease by 2.7% per year in each of the next 10 years if we want 

to respect the 2°C threshold.
• Will have to decrease by 7.6% per year if we want, as recommended, to stay 

below 1.5°C.
• However, they increased by 3.2% in 2018 compared to 2017; which is a 

record. The temperature could therefore rise by 3.9°C by the end of the 
century with catastrophic consequences.

What this means is that “the longer this action is delayed, the greater the cuts will 
have to be”. By 2025 it will be too late.
It is time to move from “cultural awareness” to action and to understand that in-
dividual efforts, as valuable as they may be, are not enough. Cities, in the United 
States for example, can act independently of the policies of the governments of the 
countries in which they are located. But the best urban projects are not enough to 
change, for example, the energy policy of a country. We must work at all levels, get 
businesses, municipalities, regions and governments moving, by using the means 
of pressures they understand: buyers’ strikes, demonstrations, votes, etc. We must 
convince and dialogue with everyone, every day, at all levels by all means. There is 
urgency.
On 20 November 2019, the Oxford Dictionary announced that the word of the 
year would actually be an expression: “climate emergency”. 
On 27 November 2019, the European parliament in turn, declared a state of 
climate emergency. It thus joined 1195 local or governmental entities around 
the world, thereby bringing to nearly one billion the number of people living in 
jurisdictions that acknowledged this situation.
It counts because it is symbolic, but it is not enough. 
“We can declare climate emergencies, but people in the street do not ask for 
statements, they ask us to act”, warned Green MEP Bas Eickhout in a debate 
preceding the vote.

https://www.unenvironment.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2019
file:///C:\Users\francispisani\Dropbox\___ProdOtra\___Livres-f6\Netexplo-2020\SAC2020-1er%20jet\Le%2027%20novembre%202019,%20l’Union%20Européenne%20déclarait%20l’état%20d’urgence%20climatique.%20Elle%20rejoignait%20ainsi%201195%20entités%20de%20par%20le%20monde.%20Le%20Oxford%20Dictionnary,
file:///C:\Users\francispisani\Dropbox\___ProdOtra\___Livres-f6\Netexplo-2020\SAC2020-1er%20jet\Le%2027%20novembre%202019,%20l’Union%20Européenne%20déclarait%20l’état%20d’urgence%20climatique.%20Elle%20rejoignait%20ainsi%201195%20entités%20de%20par%20le%20monde.%20Le%20Oxford%20Dictionnary,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/28/eu-parliament-declares-climate-emergency
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/28/eu-parliament-declares-climate-emergency
https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/climate-emergency-declarations-cover-15-million-citizens/
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/11/28/avant-la-cop25-le-parlement-europeen-declare-l-urgence-climatique_6020895_3210.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/11/28/avant-la-cop25-le-parlement-europeen-declare-l-urgence-climatique_6020895_3210.html
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Further Reading
• Start With Water, document of the World Water Council.
• International Water Association 
• If you live in a city where water is available 24x7, then, you are quite 

blessed.
• Floodlist: information website on worldwide floods.
• Report on ocean ‘emergency’ caused by warming

 As a Reminder
• The climate crisis is worsening and accelerating. Very soon it will be too late 

to stop the warming of more than 2°C.
• In the second half of this century, the climate of cities will become that of 

cities that are currently located between 800 and 1,000 km further south.
• Cities in the warmest regions of the world will experience temperatures that 

will almost make life impossible. This will be the case, in particular, in most 
of India and Africa. 

• The change is both resulting in a reduction in the amount of water available 
throughout the year, and in extreme rainfalls.

• “Day Zero” (the day with no water) is a reality that is approaching in Cape 
Town, and elsewhere.

• An increasing number of people are beginning to realize how serious the 
climate emergency is. But it is a cultural phenomenon that is slow to trans-
late into concrete actions.

http://www.worldwatercouncil.org/en/publications/start-water-putting-water-local-action-agendas-support-global-change
https://iwa-network.org/
https://iwa-network.org/running-out-of-water-cities-shifting-from-24x7-to-intermittent-water-supply/
http://floodlist.com/
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-49756260
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SECOND CHALLENGE: 
DEMOGRAPHY - SKYSCRAPERS 
AND SENIOR CITIZENS

It is so easy to forget demography. 
It evolves so slowly and out of our control, that we are tempted to take it as an intan-
gible given... a dimension that eludes us and that, consequently, we have no interest 
to consider. This is a mistake with potentially dangerous consequences because demo-
graphy always prevails in the end. The problem arises specifically in all urban systems 
but none of these escapes certain macro evolutions that can be summarised as follows:
• A MacGraw Hill Financial report reckons that “Two inexorable and in-

tersecting demographic trends are already defining the 21st century: rapid 
urbanisation and population ageing.”

• The world population totals 7.6 billion people and is expected to grow 
to nearly 10 billion by the middle of the century, before levelling off at 
around 11.2 billion by 2100. 

• The urban population will increase more (2.3 billion) than the population 
of the world as a whole (1.9 billion). Most new-borns will be in cities while 
rural-to-urban migration will continue.

• Almost a quarter of all people live in cities with more than one million 
inhabitants and 8.4% in cities with more than 10 million inhabitants. The 
median world resident lives in an urban area of about 625,000 inhabitants.

• The number of people living in truly unhealthy and unsustainable condi-
tions (shantytowns, favelas or slums) was officially estimated at nearly one 
billion in 2019. The difficulty in finding a clear definition, and the tendency 
of the authorities to underestimate these areas of which they are not proud, 
suggests that the number is much higher, closer to $2 billion. According to 
the United Nations, it will be necessary to provide “adequate and affordable 
housing” to three billion people in 2030.

https://globalcoalitiononaging.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/AgingUrbanization_115.pdf
https://globalcoalitiononaging.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/AgingUrbanization_115.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-world-population-factbox/10-facts-about-the-worlds-population-idUSKBN1K02AQ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-world-population-factbox/10-facts-about-the-worlds-population-idUSKBN1K02AQ
http://demographia.com/db-worldua.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/22797254.2019.1579617
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/22797254.2019.1579617
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/goal-11/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/goal-11/
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• The three countries that will experience the fastest urban growth over the 
next 30 years are India, China and Nigeria. Be cautious as these processes, 
all encompassed in the word “urbanization”, are not unfolding uniformly. 
Far from it, as a study published in March 2019 in the Journal of Urban 
Management showed: “Such differences are likely a reflection of historical 
context, country specific urbanization policies and decision-making structures.” A 
lesson not to be forgotten.

• As a country that is still predominantly rural, India already has 61 cities 
with more than one million inhabitants. Between 2020 and 2050, it is 
expected to urbanise at the rate of more than 13 million inhabitants each 
year, more than the population of an urban area like Paris... every 12 months. 
New Delhi, with a population growing by 700,000 people every year, could 
become the world’s largest city by 2028. 

• Only the African continent is comparable to India and China in terms of 
population. Estimated at 1,340 million in 2020, the population is expected 
to grow to almost 2,500 million in 2050 (the median age will rise from 
19.7 years to 24.8 years, indicating a young but ageing population). A decent 
increase but nothing compared to that of the urban population, which will 
increase from 587 million in 2020 to 1,488 million in 2050. As these are esti-
mates, we can say, without exaggerating too much, that the urban population 
of Africa could almost triple in the next 30 years.

Skyscrapers as an Illustration

This massive urbanisation leads to urban densification and often results in the 
construction of skyscrapers.
69% of existing skyscrapers are in Asia (that is a total of 12,345), 20% in North 
America, 5% in Europe, 3% in South America, 2% in Oceania and 1% in Africa. 
There are now more than 1,500 skyscrapers over 200-metre-tall in the world, from 
614 in 2010. 
76,2% of skyscrapers on the market in 2018 were in Asia, 11.2% in North America, 
9.1% in the Middle East and Africa, 2.1% in South America and 0.7% in Europe.
The tallest skyscraper under construction is the Jeddah Tower in Jeddah, Saudi 
Arabia. Ten cities have skyscrapers more than 500-metre-tall. 
Apart from New York and Dubai, the 10 cities with the highest number of 
skyscrapers are in Asia. The first is Hong Kong.
There is no official definition of the term skyscraper. According to Wikipedia, at 
the end of the 19th century, the term referred to habitable buildings with 10 to 
20 floors, but the criteria for this category are currently: more than 150-me-
tre-tall and more than 40 floors. As merely an observation tower, the Eiffel Tower 
is not on the list. But there are already four skyscrapers that are twice as tall and 
there should soon be one nearly three times taller, in Tokyo.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2226585618301870
https://www.urbanet.info/focus-weeks-india-infographics/
https://www.urbanet.info/focus-weeks-india-infographics/
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/india-population/
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/india-population/
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/india-population/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2018-11-02/india-s-new-delhi-is-example-how-urbanization-leads-to-megacities
https://www.emporis.com/statistics/most-skyscrapers
http://www.skyscrapercenter.com/compare-data/submit?type%5B%5D=building&status%5B%5D=UC&base_height_range=4&base_company=All&base_min_year=1885&base_max_year=9999&skip_comparison=on&output%5B%5D=list%20
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skyscraper
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skyscraper
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The only skyscrapers that have been destroyed in the last 20 years are those of the 
World Trade Center in New York City.

About the Ageing of the World 
Population and the Consequences 
for Cities 

Almost everywhere in the world, women are having fewer children and older 
people are living longer. The first fact is most often attributed to the increase in the 
standard of living and the second, to easier access to better quality care.
After seven decades dominated by population growth, ageing appears as the domi-
nant demographic reality in the emerging world, one of the most important social 
phenomena, particularly relevant to cities.
This major change is accompanied by changes in the behaviour of older people, 
very difficult to assess correctly, even though it is essential to do so.

More Senior Citizens, at a Faster Rate

Some gross data:
Since 2018, there have been more senior citizens in the world than children 
under five. By 2050, there will be twice as many senior citizens and the number 
will also exceed that of adolescents (15-24 years). 
The number of people over 65 could rise from 9% of the world population in 
2019 to 19% in 2050, while the number of people over 80 should triple during the 
same period and double again before the end of the century (to reach 881 million 
in 2100).
The growth of ageing populations is much faster than in the past. According to 
the WHO “It took more than 100 years for the segment of the French population aged 
65 and over to double from seven to 14%. In comparison, it will only take 25 years for 
countries such as Brazil and China to experience the same growth in their older popu-
lations.” This is particularly striking in China, where the proportion of senior 
citizens  is expected to rise from just over 10% of the total today to 33% in 2050.
“Japan is currently the country in the world with the oldest population, and 
the age is expected to increase even more.  In 2015, the number of people aged 
65 and overrepresented 26.7% of the total population [...]. The government estimates 
that 40% of the Japanese population will be over 65 in 2050. […]. Whereas five 
decades ago, there were 12 workers for every pensioner, there will be an equal ratio of 
1:1 in 50 years’ time”.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/03/there-are-more-people-older-than-65-than-younger-than-5-for-the-first-time-heres-how-thats-changing-the-world/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/03/there-are-more-people-older-than-65-than-younger-than-5-for-the-first-time-heres-how-thats-changing-the-world/
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health
https://www.who.int/ageing/about/facts/en/
https://www.who.int/ageing/about/facts/en/
https://www.who.int/ageing/about/facts/en/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brookings-now/2018/07/11/10-useful-facts-to-know-on-world-population-day/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brookings-now/2018/07/11/10-useful-facts-to-know-on-world-population-day/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/japan-population/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/japan-population/
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The ageing of the population of Sub-Saharan Africa will follow the same trend 
(but at a slower pace), since the number of senior citizens will increase from 3% 
of the population in 2019 to 5% in 2050. But here, this is rather beneficial: “These 
conditions can provide an opportunity for accelerated economic growth known as the 
‘Demographic Dividend’.  The share of the population aged 25-64 in sub-Saharan 
Africa is expected to increase over several decades, from 35% in 2019 to 43% in 2050 
and 50% in 2100.”
The WHO identified age and lifestyles of senior citizens as a priority area of 
work. There was even the decision that the years 2020-2030 will be the Decade 
of Healthy Ageing, which was defined as “the process of developing and maintai-
ning functional skills that enables older people to enjoy a state of well-being.” One of 
the priorities is the “development of a global network of cities and communities that 
respect the elderly.”

Evaluations to Be Revised

The figures at our disposal contain many inaccuracies.  Some sources classify people 
over the age of 60 as “senior citizens”, while others refer to people over 65. These 
differences can even be found within international organisations such as the United 
Nations, WHO or the World Bank. Unless otherwise specified, we will adopt the 
second criterion. In fact, the concept itself is subject to significant variations.
The threshold for “old age” can vary from late 40s to over 70, depending on 
cultures and living standards. Each country, each region and even sometimes, each 
city, can have its own definition. For its work to be useful, the WHO decided in 
2002 to set the beginning of old age in Africa at 50 so that “The accumulated 
evidence and resulting information would allow for a more accurate determination 
of the health status of older people.” In fact, everything changes, even the behaviour 
of senior citizens.
Some work after retirement (most of the time out of obligation, but not always).
As a result, errors have been made in accurately estimating the costs associated 
with an ageing population. These vary from one region to another, as well as 
within the same agglomeration.
This can be costly but, according to the Global Coalition on Aging,  an essentially 
American business group that prepares its members to take better advantage of the 
opportunities offered by this demographic transformation, the resources of senior 
citizens are twice as high in 2020 as in 2010: 15 billion dollars, whereas only 15% 
of companies have implemented a specific strategy for this age group. Real estate 
experts see “silver cities” as opportunities not to be missed.

https://www.who.int/ageing/en/
https://www.who.int/ageing/decade-of-healthy-ageing
https://www.who.int/ageing/decade-of-healthy-ageing
https://www.britannica.com/science/old-age
https://www.who.int/healthinfo/survey/ageingdefnolder/en/
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/329/5997/1287
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/329/5997/1287
https://globalcoalitiononaging.com/
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Consequences for Cities

Cities have the highest concentration of older people, which presents multiple pro-
blems in almost all areas under the responsibility of urban local bodies (varying 
according to regions and countries): housing, urban planning, mobility, public 
transport, health facilities, air pollution, quality of life, etc.
However, it should not be forgotten, as explained in an article of the World Bank, 
that “Ageing is not a ‘problem’ in itself, but can become a challenge if the social, 
physical, economic and political environments are not adapted to the demographic 
change.”
This contributes to explain the essential role assigned to cities by the WHO in the 
struggle to improve the living conditions of elderly people.
Making cities age-friendly is one of the most effective policy approaches for 
responding to demographic ageing. One of the reasons for focusing on cities is that 
major urban centres have the economic and social resources to make changes to become 
more age-friendly and can thus lead the way for other communities within their 
countries. In developed countries, three-quarters of older people live in cities. Although 
proportionately more older people live in rural areas in developing countries, rapid 
urbanisation is gradually reversing the picture: Large cities already count substantial 
numbers of older adult residents.
A McGraw Hill Financial report on the ageing of the urban population recom-
mends four specific types of development: Thinking about infrastructure and 
transport in a way that addresses the needs of older people; designing housing in 
a way that promotes independence, choice and freedom; introducing community 
health programmes with state-of-the-art technologies, and creating opportunities 
for senior citizens to continue working, learning and enjoying themselves.
It should be noted that there are some realities of particular concern for cities 
because of the costs involved and the specific care they require:
• According to the WHO: “As people live longer, worldwide, there will be 

a dramatic increase in the number of people with forms of dementia such as 
Alzheimer’s disease.” 

• The dependency ratio - the ratio of the number of dependent people (under 
20 and over 60) to the number of economically active people (between 20 
and 59) - is getting worse. 

• Intergenerational tensions could increase. According to Global Real Estate 
Experts: “Politics is fractured along generational lines. Elderly people are more 
politically engaged than younger generations and the evidence suggests that they 
have increasingly divergent budgetary priorities in relation to younger genera-
tions.”

Behavioural change in older people is, however, a positive phenomenon that is not 
sufficiently acknowledged. It is sufficiently important to lead some researchers to 
wonder whether it is always useful to consider the “chronological age” of people 
(the age calculated according to date of birth). They find it more useful to focus 
on the “prospective age”, which they define as “A measurement based on the 
average number of years that people have left to live. We categorise people as being 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/sustainablecities/are-cities-ready-their-increasingly-aging-populations
https://www.who.int/ageing/projects/age_friendly_cities/en/
https://globalcoalitiononaging.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/AgingUrbanization_115.pdf
https://www.who.int/ageing/about/facts/en/
https://www.globalrealestateexperts.com/2018/03/silver-cities-planning-ageing-population/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/04/what-is-old-age/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/04/what-is-old-age/


 67

‘old’ not at age 65, but when people at their age have an average of 15 more years to 
live.” Based on a systemic approach, this work suggests that if people live longer 
and under better conditions, the problems posed by population ageing can be 
addressed differently. We will return to this later.

How Does this Relate to the Other Challenges?

Climate - Hit by Hurricane Dorian in early September 2019, the City of Miami 
realised that the usual provisions and regulations were not sufficient to ensure 
proper protection of senior citizens. In Japan, in the city of Kawagoe, hit by 
Typhoon Hagibis in October, it was necessary to mobilise firefighters, police, 
self-defence forces, ambulances, wheelchairs, and more than four rescuers per 
senior citizen to be evacuated from threatened or damaged old age homes.

Technologies - The relationship with digital technology has changed and the 
problem persists as ICTs continue to evolve. The use of the web, the Internet or 
Skype to communicate with grandchildren is almost common, but agility in dealing 
with online services and understanding privacy protection methods may evolve less 
quickly than the use of big data and Artificial Intelligence by municipalities.

Inequalities - The relationship with ageing is a significant source of inequality 
as rich people can be better prepared, better supported and receive more services, 
starting at home.

Climate change is largely due to the activity of humans concentrated in cities, 
which is why we are talking about Urbanocene. It is where most humans will be 
confronted with the disruptions caused by climate change. But it is also because 
cities are all the more effective because they are larger, as we saw in Chapter 1, that 
it is in them that we must act first to curb the climate crisis. The paradox is that 
it is not in their power to make all the necessary decisions. Some with the most 
significant impacts are in the domain of the Nation States. This paradox of urban 
power is at the heart of their aspiration to play a greater role in the management of 
the planet and of the difficulties they have in exercising it; this is at the heart of their 
inevitable disillusionment.
But the mistake would be, once again, to think only of the action of a single 
stakeholder: the cities. As spaces for encounters between individuals, forces, ener-
gies and flows of various kinds, cities are in a strategic position to act, in liaison with 
the inhabitants, with the companies that work there, with the regions in which 
they operate and  the networks that connect them increasingly effectively, and with 
the States themselves, even if it means pressing these whenever necessary. 
Cities are also, due to the multiplicity of problems that arise there, in a great po-
sition to understand the relationships between the different challenges, so as to 
address these in a comprehensive manner, that is, in their specificity and interre-
lationships.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/03/us/hurricane-dorian-florida-evacuation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/03/us/hurricane-dorian-florida-evacuation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/world/asia/japan-typhoon-hagibis-rescue.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/world/asia/japan-typhoon-hagibis-rescue.html
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Cities are the “places”, the “nodes”, the most connected nodes of the networks and, 
therefore, the most important, the ones on which it is most useful to act because 
of their incredible ability to attract and distribute flows, as we will see in the third 
challenge.

Further Reading
• Ageing in Cities, OECD Policy highlights.
• Prospective Longevity, A New Vision of Population Ageing by Warren C. 

Sanderson, and Sergei Scherbov, Harvard University Press, November 2019.
• Urban statistics 2019 published by the Government of India
• Report on the demography of the World Urban Areas
•   

As a Reminder
• The two dominant and inexorable demographic trends of the 21st century 

are the acceleration in urbanisation, and the ageing of the global population.
• Africa will urbanise very quickly but its population will remain largely young 

over the coming decades.
• Urbanisation is resulting, amongst other things, in urban densification and 

in the growing number of skyscrapers, especially in Asia.
• The ageing of the population of very large countries such as China and 

Brazil, will be faster than that of Europe during the past century.
• Cities will have to adapt to the ageing of their inhabitants in many ways, 

which will require investments in housing and in infrastructure, as well as 
changes in approach.

• The senior citizens of the future will be very different from those of 
yesterday, which is further complicating the search for appropriate urban 
policies.

https://www.oecd.org/cfe/regional-policy/Policy-Brief-Ageing-in-Cities.pdf
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674975613
http://mohua.gov.in/pdf/5c80e2225a124Handbook%20of%20Urban%20Statistics%202019.pdf
http://demographia.com/db-worldua.pdf
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THIRD CHALLENGE: 
FLOWS, 
NETWORKS 
“FLOWBILITY”

The study of the flows that irrigate the planet has confirmed its (always plural) 
unity, as clearly made visible by the climate crisis. As Geoffrey West has shown, “All 
life is supported by networks”, that is, by flows.
Their role is so important that we are invited to take into account a new conception of 
space and a new geography from which all our societies and cities emerge shaken up.

Flow Spaces, Place Spaces

Let us start with a small step backwards.
In his three books on The Era of Information (1996-2000), Manuel Castells 
states that both time and space are transformed by social practices. The combined 
interplay of the latter and information technologies, led him to propose a “new 
spatial logic” that he calls “space of flows” (irrigated by everything that circulates), 
as opposed to the traditional spatial organisation that stems from our common 
experience, that of “the space of places”, where we live. 
According to Castells, the global and information economy (that of flows) is orga-
nised around command and control centres, capable of coordinating the activity 
of company networks. He notes a spatial concentration of the sector that plays the 
most important role, in a reduced number of “nodes”, in cities spread over a limited 
number of countries.

https://www.eyrolles.com/Recherche/?q=manuel+castells
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9781444319514.ch6
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“What matters, from the perspective of the spatial logic of the new system, is the adap-
tability of networks: The global city is not a place but a process whereby the centres of 
production and consumption of cutting-edge services, as well as the local firms that 
depend on them, are linked within a global network, while their relations with the 
hinterland are simultaneously reduced.” This evolution is made possible “by the 
technological and organisational capacity to split the production process between diffe-
rent locations, the unity of the system being ensured through telecommunications.” 
Thus, according to Castells, “As the logic of the information technology industry is 
transferred from producers to users of information equipment at all stages of manu-
facture, the new spatial logic is expanding, creating a multiplicity of global industrial 
networks, the intersections and exclusions of which are transforming the very notion of 
industrial location, with factory sites giving way to manufacturing flows.” 
He continues by stating: “Space is not a photocopy of the society, it is the society.” And 
the latter is largely shaped by technology because, on the network of electronic im-
pulses, “No place exists by itself, since situations are defined by flows.”
Flows are determined by the specific interests of dominant groups, that have found 
ways to take advantage of networks for their own organisation while at the same 
time disorganising the dominated groups. “In short, the elites are cosmopolitan, 
and the masses are local.” This is partly why the flow space “does not permeate the 
entire human experience in the network society.” In fact, most people perceive the 
world from the place in which they live. But what is a place? It is “A space where 
the form, function and meaning constitute a whole within the framework of physical 
contiguity”: the bell tower, the mosque, the village square, the nearby street, the 
cemetery where the ancestors are buried. Castells acknowledges that this is where 
we live, “However, as in our societies, functions and power are organised in the flow 
space, the structural domination of its logic fundamentally modifies the meaning and 
the dynamics of these places.”

“Connectography” or the Geography 
of Connectivity

Pushing in the same direction, Parag Khanna, almost 20 years later, proposed, based on 
new elements, a reassessment of traditional geography in his book Connectography: 
Mapping the Future of Global Civilization (2016). An expert in international re-
lations, a citizen of India and the United States, a resident of Singapore, he is well 
placed to offer us some keys “in rebellion”. He answers our questions.

Q - What is “connectography”? 
I would like to challenge the traditional cartographic thinking whereby geography determines our destiny, 
which leads us to consider it as a prison. It has always been undermined by migration and now by connec-
tivity. Today, the lines that matter on a map are no longer borders. All countries spend more money on 
infrastructure than on defence. Functional geography takes precedence over the traditional. Our mental 
model must evolve.

http://www.paragkhanna.com/
https://www.paragkhanna.com/connectography/
https://www.paragkhanna.com/connectography/
https://www.lemonde.fr/smart-cities/article/2017/11/16/les-lignes-qui-comptent-ne-sont-plus-les-frontieres_5215706_4811534.html
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Q - What do you mean by “functional geography”?
It is the geography of utilities as opposed to that of sovereignty, that of how we use the world, that of the 
economy, that of resources. It is the embodiment of what allows the interplay of supply and demand that 
cannot take place without the connectivity infrastructure, which is more important than borders. Cities 
and infrastructure last longer than countries. Control may change but these do not disappear. Functional 
geography is more robust than political geography.

Q - What should be more important: infrastructure or flows?
Flows would not circulate without connectivity. But the importance of a city is primarily due to the 
concentration of flows. Mexico City, which is a huge city, is not a global “hub”. Power comes more from the 
concentration of flows than from control of territory or size, as shown in the case of Singapore.

Avatars of Globalisation

The globalisation process of the last 70 years has never been unanimously accepted, 
even if it has gained a foothold everywhere. Criticisms and struggles have always 
been threaded into it without being able to stop it. However, some believe that it 
has come to an end, and that its days are numbered. 
Last January, The Economist devoted a cover story to “slowbalization”, referring to 
the slowdown in the integration of global markets.
In September, the former French Socialist Minister of Economy, Arnaud 
Montebourg, heralded the end of globalisation in a mix of partially anti-capitalist 
left-wing arguments, fashionable sovereignism, and a certain idea of environmen-
talism. Unstable because “it organises the contagion of crises”, globalisation “is 
unbridled competition where the most antisocial, the most anti-environ-
mental prevails, which uses the least scrupulous means to manufacture cheaper. It 
is therefore unfair to put old industrialised countries, which have 150 years of social 
achievements, in competition with new countries, which treat their workers like slaves. 
[…] According to me, globalisation is over. If you add to the explosion of inequalities, 
the destruction of natural resources, global concern about climate change, the impo-
verishment of the middle classes and the digital colonisation of our economy by the 
American and Chinese empires, you necessarily have the contraction of the world as 
a result.”
Prior to him, already in June, Irish economist Michael O’Sullivan declared the 
death of globalisation: “Globalisation is already behind us”, he said. But he de-
velops his arguments in a more sophisticated manner in his book The Levelling 
- What comes after globalisation. Like former Minister Montebourg, this former 
professor of economics at Princeton University and banker no longer believes in 
centralised control mechanisms by the American power and sees a kind of multi-
polar regionalisation around at least three main groups: the United States, China 
and Europe (each with the countries that surround them). Neither Russia nor 
Japan, and even less Great Britain, notwithstanding its history, seem to be able to 
aspire to pole position.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/throwing-globalization-under-container-ship
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2019/09/07/arnaud-montebourg-la-mondialisation-est-terminee_5507487_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2019/09/07/arnaud-montebourg-la-mondialisation-est-terminee_5507487_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2019/09/07/arnaud-montebourg-la-mondialisation-est-terminee_5507487_823448.html
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2019/06/28/globalisation-is-dead-and-we-need-to-invent-a-new-world-order
https://www.publicaffairsbooks.com/titles/michael-osullivan/the-levelling/9781541724082/
https://www.publicaffairsbooks.com/titles/michael-osullivan/the-levelling/9781541724082/
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The major institutions of the 20th century such as the World Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organisation will appear in-
creasingly defunct. In the face of this, O’Sullivan sees two scenarios. The first, a 
favourite with commentators because it allows them to write about bloody end-of-the-
world calamities, is a repetition of what happened in 1913.
He prefers the second one, which he considers to be more likely: “Instead, the evolu-
tion of a new world order - a fully multipolar world composed of three (perhaps four, 
depending on how India develops) large regions that are distinct in the workings of 
their economies, laws, cultures, and security networks - is manifestly underway.”  Still 
very theoretical until 2018, this concept has suddenly gained accelerated acknowled-
gement: “Multipolarity is gaining traction and will have two broad axes. First, the 
poles in the multipolar world have to be large in terms of economic, financial, and 
geopolitical power. Second, the essence of multipolarity is not simply that the poles are 
large and powerful but also that they develop distinct, culturally consistent ways of 
doing things. Multipolarity, where regions do things distinctly and differently, is also 
very different from multilateralism, where they do them together.”
As examples of this development, the trade flows of Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos 
and Malaysia with China increased more than those with the United States. Like 
Bangladesh and Pakistan “they have allowed themselves to be enticed by trade- and 
investment-based relationships with China and are now in its orbit.”
Based on what O’Sullivan says, we can say that the stage we are entering is simply a 
reorganisation of the flows irrigating the planet.
As a mandatory reference for any reflection on the role of cities in globalisation, 
the book “Global Cities” published by Saskia Sassen in 1991 is now dated, because 
only London, Washington and Tokyo were taken into account. But the back-
ground remains valid, explained the geographer Michel Lussault, Director of the 
École urbaine de Lyon (Lyon Urban School) in an interview with the newspaper 
Le Monde on 10 June 2019: “It is from cities that globalisation develops and in 
cities that globalisation crystallises.” That is still true, but the phenomenon is more 
widespread: “There is a whole network of cities between 500,000 and 1.5 million in-
habitants that constitute essential elements of globalisation: They concentrate resources 
and attract populations, flows, work, creativity, social and cultural innovations.”
The role of these cities, connected to each other, is changing: “Look at the American 
metropolises that decided to implement the Paris Climate Agreement despite the wit-
hdrawal of the United States as decided by Donald Trump. This is challenging the 
absolute primacy of the State as the geopolitical reference scale. In conjunction with 
the States, a world organization of urban territories should be created at the UN, or 
in parallel with the UN. Contemporary urban areas have in fact become geopolitical 
actors but are unfortunately not legally recognised as such. It is not a coincidence that 
networks are being formed; these are seeking to play a geopolitical role, such as the C40, 
which brings together large urban areas.” 
All this is still a matter of flow as explained by the approach of Geoffrey West in 
Chapter 1. Efficiency is a source of attractiveness, all the more so because these 
cities are larger. 
O’Sullivan insists on the fact that the three regional poles he envisaged will be built 
around different cultural practices. According to Lussault: Groups of cities such 

https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2019/06/10/michel-lussault-les-villes-mondes-deviennent-des-acteurs-geopolitiques_5474271_3234.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2019/06/10/michel-lussault-les-villes-mondes-deviennent-des-acteurs-geopolitiques_5474271_3234.html
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as the C40 or the European Metropolitan Authorities are structured to fight social 
and environmental inequalities “against a backdrop of criticism of the dominant 
growth model”. In either case, the reorganisation of flows, the routes, the distances 
covered, the directions taken and what is conveyed, lead to different societies that, 
to some extent, coexist or can coexist.

On “Flowbility”

When speaking of flow, fluidity (the quality of what is fluid, i.e. what flows easily) 
often comes to mind. But what is in question in the flows we are talking about, is 
much more complex. We do not have a term that allows us to better understand, 
evaluate and measure what is in question. To do so, we propose the term “flowbi-
lity”, which, in addition to fluidity, takes into account what is circulating, and the 
direction and the distance over which circulation takes place. It is the measure of 
the function of networks, the pattern that we find at all levels of life, but which 
only gives us the tracing, flat, in a manner of speaking. The term “flowbility” is 
a registered trademark for a form of physical exercise, a kind of gymnastics to 
work on flexibility...
At a global level, as Marcus Goddard, VP Intelligence at the Netexplo Observatory, 
suggests, we can talk about “flowbalization” (for globalisation) or even “flowbality” 
(for globality). We will find the term again in the next chapter and will be able 
to better appreciate its usefulness in understanding this approach to cities, urban 
systems and city-regions.

What about Tourists?

Flow problems are never binary. They are needed and wanted but can overflow 
and flood us. They are always needed, but we never want too many. Tourism is a 
good example of how binary answers - such as yes OR no - are no longer enough 
in today’s world.
In the summer of 2018, the publication “The Conversation” said that it is a truly 
global issue which does not present itself in the same manner everywhere. The 
MasterCard 2019 report on Global Destination Cities showed that between 
2009 and 2019, the number of tourists spending at least one night at their des-
tination (the criterion of the company), increased by 76% worldwide. Bangkok 
is the most visited city, followed by Paris, London (the only city with declining 
figures, due to Brexit), Dubai (due to the airport) and Singapore. The 10th city is 
Antalya in Turkey. Mecca is 13th. The most significant growth is taking place in 
cities in the Asia-Pacific region, due in particular to the increase in tourists from 
China. The World Travel and Tourism Council points out that Chinese are “far 
more sophisticated, demanding and diverse, especially the Millennials” than we 

http://flowmovement.net/flowbility
http://flowmovement.net/flowbility
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/07/overtourism-a-growing-global-problem
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/07/overtourism-a-growing-global-problem
https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/GDCI-Global-Report-FINAL1.pdf
https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/GDCI-Global-Report-FINAL1.pdf
https://medium.com/@WTTC/eight-things-we-learnt-at-wttcs-global-summit-2019-f305c832d06c
https://medium.com/@WTTC/eight-things-we-learnt-at-wttcs-global-summit-2019-f305c832d06c
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tend to believe. Cities had better consider the variety of their specific demands. In 
Africa, cities are attracting increasing numbers of foreign travellers, starting with 
Johannesburg, Cape Town, Lagos, Casablanca, Cairo and Dakar.
Tourism is, according to the World Economic Forum, “One of the most impor-
tant economic activities in the world. It attracts wealth, employment and regional 
development”, that concerns all continents.
Some cities benefit more from (or depend more on) tourism than the country 
in which they are located. This is particularly striking in the case of Cancún, 
Marrakech, Orlando, Las Vegas and Antalya. This is not necessarily bad, except 
that variations can be brutal for reasons beyond the control of the destinations (as 
shown by the slowdown in Chinese tourism in Taiwan [Province of  the People’s 
Republic of China] in the summer of 2019 due to the events in Hong Kong); or 
when massive concentrations of people occur during very short periods of time, 
such as the arrival of several cruise ships on the same day in the port of Barcelona, or 
the 107,000 visitors to the Mobile World Congress who gathered for four days 
only in February 2019. This is a little more than the 80,000 people that Burning 
Man brought together from 25 August to 3 September 2019, in Black Rock City, 
in the Nevada desert in the United States. This was enough to attract the atten-
tion of Nobel Prize in Economics Paul Romer, who is interested in cities.
This is, however, a trifle when compared to the Kumbh Mela pilgrimage that saw 
120 million visitors (the equivalent of the population of Japan) pass through the 
city of Prayagraj, in the state of Uttar Pradesh in India between 15 January and 4 
March 2019.
These inflows, wished for or not, well organised or not, are often described as over 
tourism and can trigger a real “tourismophobia” among locals or growing calls for 
more responsible forms of tourism. We will return to this in Chapter 5 on the 
trends of the year.
 Flows, as we have seen with Parag Khanna, need infrastructure to circulate. In 
recent years, there has been a serious change in tourist accessible accommodation 
when Airbnb, without building anything, increased the number of beds available 
for a short period of time worldwide, at a lower cost than hotels. The latter made 
themselves heard by loudly expressing their opposition to this unexpected com-
petition made possible by a technology they failed to understand. But the most 
serious problem is elsewhere. If a room in an apartment is made available to tou-
rists on Airbnb cheaper than a hotel room, it brings in, in a few days, much more 
money than normal rent while the owner still has occasional access. This resulted 
in a reduction in the number of apartments for long-term rental everywhere, and 
thus in an increase in basic rent that contributed to driving the poorest out of the 
city centre.
The inhabitants of Barcelona (especially those living near the harbour) are invaded 
by the thousands of tourists who are suddenly dropped off by cruise ships and are 
also driven out of their neighbourhoods by landlords eager to maximise their ear-
nings. The measures taken by the municipality to reduce the number of rentable 
nights per year are being felt but are limited because of the difficulty in obtaining 
the necessary information from the company. 
More curious is that housing in the small town of Tepoztlán, south of Mexico 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/09/global-tourism-sustainable/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/09/global-tourism-sustainable/
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/wtobarometereng.2019.17.1.3
https://www.barcelonayellow.com/bcn-events-calendar/details/284-gsma-mwc-mobile-world-congress-barcelona
https://burningman.org/event/brc/
https://burningman.org/event/brc/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/05/upshot/paul-romer-burning-man-nobel-economist.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/05/upshot/paul-romer-burning-man-nobel-economist.html
http://kumbh.gov.in/en
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/15/kumbh-mela-hindus-converge-for-largest-ever-human-gathering-prayagraj-festival
https://www.elsoldecuernavaca.com.mx/local/especial-morelos-a-solo-un-click-3768125.html
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City is among the most sought-after on the Airbnb platform (at least for Mexico), 
which is clearly contributing to an increase in the cost of living. In the autumn of 
2019, the Catalan newspaper La Vanguardia, named it as one of the most popular 
destinations in the world based on a study carried out by... Airbnb.
This evolution led the dialogue and exchange website, Debating Europe, to wonder 
if tourism is not killing cities.

Further Reading
• Tourism Economics,  Oxford-based tourism economics study website.
• International Journal of Tourism Cities
• Overtourism from the viewpoint of the World Economic Forum.

As a Reminder
• All life is supported by networks, that is, by flows. The same applies to cities; 

they are living organisms.
• Spaces are the society. It is necessary to distinguish those woven by the flows 

of the places with which we identify.
• Borders are today less important than infrastructures that make the circula-

tion of oil, trade, information and people possible.
• Globality is evolving. Flows tend to be organised around three main poles: 

The United States, China and Europe. Multipolarity works on a logic diffe-
rent from globality.

• It is no longer enough to identify the points of departure and arrival, the 
layout of the roads that are being followed; it is becoming essential to unders-
tand better what circulates, in which direction and at what flow; hence the 
interest in the notion of flowbility. 

• Tourist flows, both good AND bad, like any others, contribute to the 
economy of cities but can reinforce inequalities.

 

https://www.elsoldecuernavaca.com.mx/local/especial-morelos-a-solo-un-click-3768125.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/ocio/viajes/20190913/47311667208/destinos-otono-populares-airbnb.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/ocio/viajes/20190913/47311667208/destinos-otono-populares-airbnb.html
https://www.debatingeurope.eu/2018/08/07/is-tourism-killing-cities/
https://www.debatingeurope.eu/2018/08/07/is-tourism-killing-cities/
https://www.tourismeconomics.com/economic-impact/
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/2056-5607
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/07/overtourism-a-growing-global-problem
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FOURTH CHALLENGE: 
DANGEROUS INEQUALITIES

The planet is urbanising increasingly faster, but with difficulty since nearly two 
billion people live in shantytowns, favelas or slums, a figure that, particularly in 
Africa, may correspond to 40% of the urban population. The result is an increase 
in inequalities, which are perhaps the most common thing in the world, and even 
the social structure constituting cities. This is the principle on which cities seem to 
have been shaped about 6,000 years ago.
According to Jean Guilaine, a French archaeologist specialising in recent prehistory 
and protohistory, the ancient city: “Brings together a population already socially 
divided - governing elites/those dominated - with specialists - producers, craftsmen, 
merchants, administrators, etc. The elite live in specific residences, the palaces. Major 
constructions (enclosures, fortifications, monumental gateways) delimit the city, while 
prestigious buildings for religious or institutional use contribute to identity cohesion 
and “social order”. Powerful people control medium- to long-distance trade, cities ope-
rating as networks.”
Quoted in the same article, Pascal Butterlin, a Professor of Oriental Archaeology, 
even speaks of “crystallisation” to characterise what others call the “Urban revolu-
tion”, the transition from villages of different sizes to more complex, more stratified 
societies in which differences are reflected in buildings and space. According to 
Guilaine, besides in Mesopotamia and Egypt in the fourth millennium BC, this 
phenomenon was found in other parts of the world: “In the Indus Valley, in the 
third, and in China, in the second millennium. In South America, large ceremonial 
centres were built around the third millennium. […] All these developments were 
more or less linked to rapid acceleration towards a strengthened social pyramid and 
the need for the “sovereign” to mobilise an administration (to collect taxes), the police 
(to maintain order), the clergy (to manage the spiritual), all of these to increase his do-
mination. The urban phenomenon is born when several factors constituting a system 
are combined.”
That came, in particular, with the possibility of keeping seeds in jars, stored in silos, 

https://www.lemonde.fr/archeologie/article/2018/01/25/et-l-humanite-inventa-la-ville_5246879_1650751.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/archeologie/article/2018/01/25/et-l-humanite-inventa-la-ville_5246879_1650751.html
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with seals affixed to the jars to properly identify the owners. This marked the begin-
ning of writing, and therefore of bureaucracy, and of walls to protect the whole lot.
Harvard professor Ed Glaeser states in his reference book on the importance of 
cities today, The Triumph of the City,  that “Cities can be places of great inequa-
lity” because they “attract some of the world’s richest and poorest people.” This has 
always been the case.
Hence the unavoidable question: Why do people, especially the poorest, continue 
to flock to cities?
Geoffrey West explained that cities are more effective, while Monica Smith says that 
it is in cities that the species fulfils its social destiny. Being an archaeologist and an-
thropologist, she lectures at the University of California, Los Angeles and recently 
published, in April 2019, Cities: The first 6.000 years. She explains that “Cities were 
the first internet”  because they were the first space where strangers could meet in large 
numbers to trade, have fun but we can also add, to clash when inequalities become ex-
cessive. There is a price to be paid for all this, and the poorer the people, the higher the 
price. But, their calculations to stay in cities despite urban disadvantages are logical 
moves, given that cities attract a disproportionate amount of resources when things 
do go bad. Proof of this is that young migrants who reach Mexicali, located in a desert 
area in northern Mexico near the United States border, explained their decision by 
saying that they went there to “buscar la vida” (to seek life) or, more specifically, to 
earn a living, which at least means they have something to eat.

Inequalities that Compound or, 
rather, Multiply

Unequal from the onset, cities continue to abuse the poor, migrants, newcomers, 
but also women, the elderly and the disabled. Inequalities are perhaps the urban 
challenge wherein cumulative effects are the most evident. Not only do they com-
pound, they also give the impression of feeding of each other, of multiplying. They 
are of economic, cultural, technological, physical, gender based, and also geogra-
phical nature.
Though not yet resolved, the first ones are nevertheless more familiar to us. These 
have been the subject of countless studies, reports, books or recommendations 
and are simply mentioned here as a reminder. Less well known, the latter two are 
however, the source of very concrete challenges for cities and municipalities.
As we were reminded last year by Bernard Cathelat at the Netexplo Smart Cities 
Forum at UNESCO, the safety of women is an area where we have seen the emer-
gence of many initiatives by citizens. In Cairo, Harassmap allows female victims 
and their families to map the most dangerous areas. Redzonemap in the United 
States also produced digital maps of unsafe areas, this time using police statistics. In 
India, SafetiPin,  has the originality of identifying potentially dangerous places ac-
cording to categories: Streets that are deserted, poorly lit, exclusively male, with no 
open shops. Kigali in Rwanda created “safe markets” that allow for trading with 

http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/303439/triumph-of-the-city-by-edward-glaeser/9780143120544/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/553231/cities-by-monica-l-smith/
http://longnow.org/seminars/02019/aug/13/cities-first-6000-years/
http://longnow.org/seminars/02019/aug/13/cities-first-6000-years/
https://harassmap.org/en
https://www.redzonemap.com/
http://safetipin.com/
https://rwanda.un.org/en/1222-high-risk-safer-business-environment-story-kigali-safe-mini-market
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complete peace of mind. Women-only carriages feature in public transport in 
many cities. This is the case, among other things, in Rio de Janeiro, Tehran, Mexico 
City, Dubai and even Tokyo. Measures can also include encouraging citizen moni-
toring. In Quito (Ecuador), an alert system in public and private buses, is available 
on almost all lines in the metropolitan district. The “Stop Harassment” campaign 
led, according to the municipality, to a reduction of nearly 35% in acts of sexual 
violence in the bus and underground networks. In two years, it resulted in nearly 
3,000 reports and 23 convictions.
But we must go further and finally, also reflect on the place of women in cities. 
A world tour study carried out by the NGO Womenability revealed, that in 
France, for example, only just 2% of streets are named after women,  whereas 100% 
of women have been victims of gender-based harassment on public transport. 
Baghdad is governed by a woman, like Paris, Barcelona, Rome or Tokyo, but how 
many cities with more than one million inhabitants (and less) in the world are go-
verned by a woman?

Urban Geographical Inequalities

Place matters. Within cities, there are considerable inequalities from one street to 
another, even when they are only a few hundred metres or even less away.
One does not need to be a genius to know that it is better to live in an upmarket 
neighbourhood - where transportation works, the food is good and security is 
ensured - than in a slum. But inequalities due to the geography of cities can be more 
subtle and pernicious. These can decisively affect the future of children born in 
neighbourhoods between which, at first glance, one would not see any difference. 
As the result of several years of research, a study by the U.S. Census Bureau and a 
team of researchers at Harvard University showed that “The place where children 
live has a significant influence on how they succeed as adults”. This is obvious if we 
compare an industrial agglomeration in the North with one in the Deep South.
Differences within the same city are more surprising. Adults who as children at-
tended the same public school in Seattle and lived a few blocks away from another 
studied group, were earning $5,000 less per year, had more likely been to prison 
and had less likely been able to find a job. The reasons did not seem to be related to 
the family but to the neighbourhood, or even to the section of the neighbourhood 
in which they grew up... and very few elements seemed to distinguish one section 
from the other. “The researchers found that what mattered was the hyper-local 
context: The environment within half a mile (800 metres) from a child’s home.” 
They do not yet understand the origin of the differences because the elements tra-
ditionally taken into account (parental employment, single or two-parent families, 
school district, amongst others) explain “only half of the variations observed”. The 
only possible explanation, for the time being, is that some social programmes to 
which, in some cases, a lot of money and attention had been devoted, had been inef-
fective. The data might be BIG but have limitations. Andria Lazaga, Director of the 
Office of Public Policy and Strategic Initiatives at the Seattle Housing Authority, 
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said “I believe the results of the data, but we all want to know what causes these positive 
differences so that they can be developed in other neighbourhoods.”  “The dream is to 
understand it.”
These elements are probably more important in a country built on segregation 
than in others, but they can be useful elsewhere, in those countries, for example, 
where urban geographical inequalities are causing a crisis…

Explosive Inequalities

The above-mentioned article on cities as places where inequalities crystallise dates 
back to January 2018, 10 months prior to the emergence of the Yellow Vests move-
ment that began to shake France at the end of that same year and made France realise 
the importance of geographical inequalities linked to urbanisation. According to 
Gérard Wolf, head of the Smart Cities Task Force of MEDEF, the French employer 
organisation: “Whenever inequalities have been too high in cities, (most of the 
time between high-income districts and poor or informal districts), tensions have led 
to serious unrest and even riots. We are not far from that.”
The French, who invented salons (for the elites) and then cafés (for everyone), have 
been gathering in numbers for several months around a very physical space, the 
roundabout. It was around this round table of the Urbanocene that they ques-
tioned urban planning policy and its impact on the increase in inequalities.
The traditional explanations given by the French themselves are not lacking. The 
philosopher Etienne Balibar attributes it to the “generalised precariousness of jobs 
and livelihoods, which currently affects millions of French people or immigrants of 
all backgrounds and geographical places of residence”, except the rich and the gentri-
fied Bobos. According to sociologist Pierre Rosanvallon, this violence “is first and 
foremost the explosion of anger where urgency and uncertainty are mixed.” 
It brought to the surface what had long been suffered in silence: The feeling of coun-
ting for nothing, of leading a narrow existence, of living in a deeply unfair world. [...] 
This violence has a strong power of seduction because it gives a feeling of revival and 
power; it appears as the sign of a word directly put into action, therefore immediately 
effective. [...] This revolt is the revelation of the necessary shift of societies into a new 
age of social and democratic action.”
But the movement is also specifically urban. According to the urban planner 
Stéphane Lecler, it can be explained by the urban planning policy implemented 
in France over the past fifty years: “In short, this consisted in emptying villages, 
market towns, small and medium-sized towns, of a large part of the inhabitants and 
activities in favour of soulless and lifeless outskirts. This policy, from which few terri-
tories have escaped, is based on the triptych: urban sprawl of housing, shopping centre 
and the private car.”
The historian and geographer Sylvain Kahn broadens the perspective with a re-
flection that is undoubtedly valid in many other regions. According to him, the 
movement “reveals the nature of space in the modern world, in all its richness 
and plurality“. It reveals that “Appropriation and subjugation of distance, mobility 

https://www.lemonde.fr/citynnovation/article/2018/11/06/chaque-fois-que-les-inegalites-ont-ete-trop-fortes-a-l-interieur-des-villes-l-affaire-s-est-mal-terminee_5379456_4811669.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2018/12/08/pierre-rosanvallon-la-revolte-des-gilets-jaunes-revele-le-basculement-dans-un-nouvel-age-du-social_5394432_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2019/01/02/les-difficultes-des-gilets-jaunes-sont-la-consequence-de-cinquante-ans-de-politique-d-urbanisme_5404280_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2019/01/02/les-difficultes-des-gilets-jaunes-sont-la-consequence-de-cinquante-ans-de-politique-d-urbanisme_5404280_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2019/08/13/sylvain-kahn-en-occupant-les-parkings-ou-les-ronds-points-les-gilets-jaunes-signifient-que-ces-lieux-existent_5498884_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2019/08/13/sylvain-kahn-en-occupant-les-parkings-ou-les-ronds-points-les-gilets-jaunes-signifient-que-ces-lieux-existent_5498884_3232.html


 80

as a resource, conflicts over the use of space, spatial injustice, generation by each social 
group and by each individual of a higher or lower spatial capital have become the 
most structuring characteristics of social cohesion and community life.”
To occupy the Champs-Élysées “is normal, well known and historical”. To occupy 
car parks, roundabouts and tolls means that these places exist, “that the spatial situa-
tion is essential, and that the network of roundabouts shapes France.” To echo the 
statement of Manuel Castels, whom we have quoted before, “Space is a product of 
society, a construct, and not a passive point or surface.” 
In August 2019, he wrote as a summary, that the Yellow Vests forced the French 
to “rediscover geography”. We might be tempted to add, geography as a source of 
inequality.

Dynamic Diversities of the French Archipelago

This is exactly what Jérôme Fourquet, an analyst at IFOP (French Institute of 
Public Opinion), wrote about in his book L’Archipel français - Naissance d’une 
nation multiple et divisée (the French archipelago - Birth of a multiple and divided 
nation), published in March 2019. He reveals a fragmented society, in the process 
of re-composition through an analysis that is all the more interesting because it pro-
vides a good example of how to approach the changing world: By taking note of the 
major constituent elements of the past, which became ineffective, by detecting new 
ones as these emerge and by accepting that an isolated approach does not make it 
possible to account for the complexity of the evolution, resulting in the imperative 
of taking into account several dynamics and their respective actions. All of these by 
building on facts.
The first virtue of the book is to invalidate the statements of all those politicians and 
commentators who keep harping on that “The French think this...” or “The French 
want that...”. What they think and want is always full of unbelievable differences 
and often, strong contradictions. Our society is fragmented, and generalisation 
does not clarify anything. We must go into the details, acknowledge the existence of 
multiple groups that are increasingly different from one another (otherwise we do 
not actually address any group), accept the existence of and make room for, instead 
of (even implicitly) denying, tensions. 
More than archipelago, the key word could be “multiplicities” (as used by Deleuze 
and Guattari), unless “dynamics” is used. Multiple groups that are increasingly 
different from each other gather together, live, were born, choose France, interact 
and evolve in different directions and at different rates. This is what we need to 
understand in order to better deal with it. 
Fourquet gives the guidelines in his explanation of the “need to undertake a 3D 
analysis” of the country; he adds to the “cross section” corresponding to the tradi-
tional sociological analysis (gender, age, profession, level of qualification, etc.), a 
“vertical” section that allows him to understand the territorial aspect with its own 
spatial dynamics, be they economic or political.
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He point out that, “A third dimension must nevertheless be integrated if we want to 
have a truly complete understanding”: A time frame that makes it possible to take 
into account “the social trajectory of the voter in relation to his or her social back-
ground”. With evolution and progression, we now have the tools for a dynamic 
approach that is essential to understand what is changing.
This is what will enable Fourquet to arrive at the new “underlying logic” at work in 
the French society: The “win-open/lose-close divide”, which is none other than the 
attitude towards flows. First, it refers “to the link between low levels of qualifications, 
and low-skilled, low-paying jobs that are more exposed to automation or relocations.” 
This also refers to the broader vision of the world and an indispensable agility 
because, in our “society in perpetual motion under the influence of the emergence of 
new technologies in the private and professional spheres, the capacity to adapt and the 
possession of a cultural capital become key assets. Those with the least of these suffer 
and are much more vulnerable.”
To this must be added the importance of individual and regional perception of 
evolution, compared to the previous generation. “The feeling of being downgraded 
may, of course, be strictly linked to a personal trajectory, but in fact it often refers to 
the perception that voters have of their own region.” We thus have the sociological di-
mension, the territorial dimension and the way in which these are interacting over 
time at the level of each individual. A cocktail that “amplifies or modulates the effect 
of social standing on voting behaviour.”
The conclusion thus drawn is intended to be pessimistic insofar as it highlights 
the erosion of the illusory national unity and overcoming the opposition between 
Catholics and laity that has been structuring the country for decades, or even cen-
turies. 
But the main interest of the book is to offer what Fourquet himself presented (on 
the occasion of the award of the 2019 Political Book Prize at the end of March), as 
“A toolbox that will explain and clarify what French society had become” under the 
new interplay of cultural, educational and geographical tensions.

2019: The Eruption of Urban Protest 
Movements

In 2019, protest movements, mostly urban, were increasing all over the world.
Each had specific causes, but all became more important because of the convergence 
of different motivations that allowed different social groups to meet. In Barcelona, 
for example, young students feeling that they had no future settled in the streets 
and sometimes demonstrated violently when they seized the opportunity offered 
by the protests of the independentists caused by the verdicts that condemned their 
leaders to heavy prison sentences. Amongst the most frequently found reasons for 
protest are inequalities and climate change, together with anger against corrup-
tion and demands for more political freedom. Accelerated urban growth seems to 
play a considerable role in Africa, but also wherever slums are sprawling too 
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much, such as in Haiti. Henry F. Carey, an Associate Professor of Political Science 
at Georgia State University in the United States of America reckons that “People 
who fled impoverished countryside only to find poverty in the city, too, are deman-
ding more. Two centuries after the peasant rebellions that toppled monarchies across 
Europe, cities have become the stage for the kind of resentment and frustration that 
can destabilize entire nations.” 

Further Reading
• The Opportunity Atlas - Mapping the Childhood Roots of Social Mobility.
• Neighborhoods Matter - Children’s lives are shaped by the neighbourhoods 

in which they grow up. 
• Review of 150 years of urban protests  
• World inequality index  according to the World Bank and resulting GINI 

rankings.
• Open from 19/09/2019 to 05/01/2020, the Chicago Architecture Biennial  

showed a multimedia installation that makes it possible to visualise the 
disappearance of public spaces in Santiago de Chile and their replacement 
by private suburban plots. A policy implemented during the Pinochet dicta-
torship that was inspired by the vision of the world of the Chicago Boys... an 
artistic return to the sender. According to Alejandra Celedón, a co-author of 
the project: “The city is part of the problem. Its territorial segregation has invi-
sibilized our own population” who took to the streets to be seen... The French 
had started, a few months earlier, by putting on “highly visible vests”.

As a Reminder
• The emergence of cities 6,000 years ago could be understood as a crystallisa-

tion of inequalities.
• The interactions between economic, cultural, social and other inequalities, 

result in mutual reinforcement.  
• The evolution of cities leads to the rise of marked geographical inequalities 

with very short distances in-between. Subtle and pernicious, these can have 
an impact for life on the residents.

• Protests in 2019, highlighted the problem of geographical inequalities in 
cities and urban areas. These contributed to redefinition of traditional poli-
tical geography.

• The two main commonalities were the growing inequalities and the climate 
crisis.

• Gérard Wolf said “Whenever inequalities have been too high in cities, tensions 
have led to serious unrest and even riots”, before he prophesied “We are not far 
from it”. He can now say “We are there”.
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FIFTH CHALLENGE: 
THE LONG LOVE STORY OF 
CITIES AND TECHNOLOGY

Cities became rallying points when they started offering neighbouring populations 
the opportunity to preserve the fruits of their harvests (in sealed jars) and protection 
against attacks from elsewhere (by erecting bulwarks) not forgetting, of course, the 
water supply, provided by underground pipes or aqueducts. The history of cities 
was therefore, as we have seen above, linked to that of technologies. During the 
first six millennia, these were mostly heavy processes that involved public or private 
institutions.
The introduction of digital technology during the last ten years and even longer 
(see A journey through smart cities: between datapolis and participolis, a 
book jointly published by the Netexplo Observatory and UNESCO), changed this 
long history due to two specific properties of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs). The first is their transversality: They have changed (or should 
change) the way all sectors operate (all “directorates” or “departments”, as a muni-
cipality would say) by modifying each sector and allowing them to work together. 
The second is that, operating on multiple scales, they could be appropriated by 
citizens, as well as by start-up businesses, established companies or public institu-
tions which, contrary to what had been observed for the heaviest technologies, were 
often the last to get up to date. Installing sensors is expensive, but in the history of 
technology, the smartphone was the device that penetrated the global market the 
fastest... in all countries, and its impact on cities is considerable. As early as 2012, 
Seoul used it to implement cost free real-time monitoring of traffic.
But citizens are not treated as customers and the introduction of digital technology 
in municipalities proved to be more complicated than what the mega-companies 
in Silicon Valley and all their counterparts around the world thought. It was not 
enough to convince a boss, a mayor, it was also necessary to get approval from 
the municipal council. The level of understanding of the issues was not particu-
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larly high. Often, but not always subject to public scrutiny, resources were always 
limited and slow to mobilize. And in the end, citizens had to be convinced. This 
new situation for direct marketers from Cisco, IBM, Google, Huawei, Schneider 
Electric and others contributed to an even slower adoption of digital technologies 
by municipalities, than by companies.
As a great marketing catchword, the notion of “Smart City” (who wants to live in 
a stupid city?), most commonly understood as a city heavily equipped with digital 
technologies, finally prospered due to the combined effect of the massive adop-
tion of ICTs by the population, and the very substantial promotional budgets of 
IT giants who quickly saw it as the most promising global market in their sector, 
once they had conquered the company market (an analysis by the Indo-American 
company Grand View Research, published in May 2019, estimated that it would 
grow at a rate of nearly 19% per year and that it should reach $237 billion by 
2025). This is not a very difficult calculation to make when you know that most 
humans are urbanised and that the proportion will increase in the foreseeable 
future, all of which is described by Bernard Cathelat in his book jointly published 
by the Netexplo Observatory and UNESCO: “Smart Cities, Shaping the Society of 
2030.”
But ten years after the term appeared, there was still no clear definition. Some 
people, such as Jean-Louis Missika (Deputy of the Mayor of Paris, Anne Hidalgo), 
regards it as a pleonasm. His view is that “Humans have never made anything 
smarter than cities.” Noah Hariri disputes this. But the work of Geoffrey West (as 
we saw) and many others, clearly shows that it is by coming together that humans 
were able to grow and develop. In this light, the definition given by the Smart Cities 
Council has the advantage of simplicity, since it “defines a smart city as one that 
has digital technology embedded across all city functions.” That’s great, but is 
it satisfactory to accept a definition given by a group consisting of the largest IT 
companies in the world that defines the Smart City as the city that adopts what the 
group members sell?

“Technologies do not Make the City 
Smart”

As real as the benefits may be, technologies alone do not make the city smart 
(a little like the habit does not make the monk). Yet they contribute to it, as 
Professor Boyd Cohen wrote as early as 2012: “Smart Cities use Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) to be smarter and more efficient in the 
use of resources, resulting in cost and energy savings, improved service delivery and 
quality of life, as well as a reduced environmental footprint - all factors that promote 
innovation and a low-carbon economy.”
The best definition may be that given by a small department of the British admi-
nistration, the Department for Business Innovation and Skills, for whom: “The 
concept is not static. There is no absolute definition of the Smart City, no end 
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point, but it is rather a process, or series of steps, by which cities become ‘liveable’, 
resilient and, hence, able to respond quicker to any challenge.” As we saw, the term 
was already used by Castells.
Thus, a process, that uses ICT as a tool in different areas such as “liveability”, re-
silience, well-being or sustainability. The difficulty therefore is to fully understand 
- in the absence of agreement on the fact - that digital technology can help in all 
these areas without being the essence thereof, without even always being the most 
important aspect, without necessarily playing the dominant role. Just a tool.
And, like any tool, ICTs influence our way of doing but also of seeing and unders-
tanding things. This was perfectly summed up by Martin Kranzberg, a Professor of 
the History of Technology, in his famous law: “Technology is neither good nor 
bad, nor is it neutral.” From the first sentence it is easy to deduce that its impact 
on society depends on how it is used. From the second, we must learn the lesson 
that, regardless of our intentions, promises and precautions, it is absolutely neces-
sary to understand, not only what this or that technology allows us to do, but also 
what the impact can be on the way we do, act and think. This is even truer when 
it is, as with ICTs,  a cross-cutting influence that directly or indirectly affects all 
individuals (connected or not), all domains, all industries, all sciences, all fields of 
application (including cities) and soon all objects.

Hammer, and Pendulum / Backlash 
as Metaphors

Since we are talking about tools, it may be useful to use two metaphors inspired by 
the hammer, and the pendulum / backlash.
In his book, The Psychology of Science, Abraham Maslow wrote in 1966 that 
“If the only tool you have is a hammer, it is tempting to treat everything as if it were 
a nail.” One might add that focusing on the hammer tends to make the carpenter 
forget that he is not the only skilled tradesman needed for the construction of the 
house.
And we cannot forget the “Robert Kagan corollary” which states that when you 
do not have a hammer, you do not want anything to be a nail. He referred to it in 
his book “Of Paradise and Power” published in 2003, to explain the differences 
between the United States and Europe regarding their respective visions of the use 
of military force. Those who have it, are in favour of its use, which is not the case 
for those who do not have it. In the case of cities, the notion can partially help 
to understand the opposing positions of those, such as the Europeans, who do 
not dominate the market or who must acquire technologies at exorbitant costs. 
This should not be confused with those who use this deficiency as an additional 
motivation for more inventiveness and creativity, with the means at their disposal 
as with the Indian “jugaad”. Nor with those, like the Togolese Sénamé Koffi, who 
criticise the thoughtless imposition of ICTs on Africa, for the good reason that 
these imply investments beyond reach even while they operate on the principle of 
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“programmed obsolescence”. This may also be a good opportunity.
Driven by the (outdated) logic of progress, we only look at current events in the 
light of the trends we are trying to detect, of what is moving or will move. We thus 
forget that advances, movements, changes always lead to backlashes (or pendulum 
swings in the opposite direction).
Information technologies have become increasingly popular because of the savings 
generated (telephone calls, amongst other things), connections with relatives and 
strangers that are made possible, and facilitation of access to knowledge. The power 
of the companies that make these available to us, the threats posed to our privacy, or 
the ensuing dependence for most of us, are now eliciting a strong critical reaction, 
a backlash.
We urbanise because it is safer, economically more efficient, because in cities we in-
teract with more and different people, because there are more hospitals, universities, 
jobs and possibilities to create companies as well as works of art (the reasons why 
we entered the Urbanocene). But, once we enter the concrete jungle, we long for, 
have a need for, more greenery. A survey published in May 2019 by IFOP (French 
Institute of  Public Opinion) found that “41% of French people believe not enough 
space is devoted to nature in their municipalities” while “57% of urban dwellers 
want to leave the city to be closer to nature.”
2019 had been the year of a “tech backlash”, as English-speaking media would say. 
This is largely due to the fear of the omnipotence of the GAFAM (Google, Apple, 
Facebook, Amazon, Microsoft) and their little Chinese sisters, but also due to the 
omnipresence of ICTs and what is now known as, Surveillance Capitalism.
We need technologies but these can be frightening. Farhad Manjoo, a columnist for 
the New York Times, makes a useful distinction between the era of Steve Jobs, and 
that of Elon Musk. 
Back in the days of Jobs, things were “relatively uncomplicated” and one would 
be delighted when he took a new device out of his pocket to listen to music or 
make a phone call without the fear, he says, “that it might help a foreign govern-
ment steal an election”. Nothing of the kind in the days of Musk, our days. Musk 
sends rockets into space, produces electric cars and imagines trains moving at very 
high speed in vacuum tubes, but he “tries to convince people to slow down Artificial 
Intelligence” without succeeding. “This was futile. I tried for many years. Nobody 
listened. Nobody listened,” he complained in the New York newspaper. And 
Manjoo concluded: “On the one hand, Mr. Musk wants us to believe that everything 
he is building is going to turn out wonderfully; on the other hand, he is telling us to 
be very scared. This sounds like a contradiction, but in his admission of doubt and 
complexity, it is actually a pretty good picture of the future.”
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Autonomous Cars 
an Uncertain Timetable

 Autonomous cars provide one of the most telling examples of the delicate rela-
tionship between cities and ICTs. The prospects are attractive. The car builders are 
going all out. Some governments are pressing for it. Full-scale tests are multiplying. 
People are rather afraid. The laws are not adequate and most municipal authorities 
are wondering whether, and when, to act.
One could mistakenly think that these cars are about to take over our streets. 
During the first six months of 2019, car sales were lower everywhere in the world 
with the exception of Brazil. Car manufacturers have made autonomous cars their 
top priority because of their concerns about the growing attention given to pollu-
tion and the fight against the climate crisis, coupled with the lowered interest of 
the younger generations to obtain driving licences, and the increase in car-sharing 
possibilities.
One of the main arguments comes from a study by the American National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration, which found that 94% of motor vehicle 
accidents are due to human error.
Since 2015-2016, promises have been multiplying at various trade shows (inclu-
ding the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas, held each year at the beginning 
of January). The list is easy to draw up: One way or another, manufacturers are 
all jumping in.
Governments of countries with something to sell, such as the United States or 
Japan, are pressing for it. Will Japan, for the week before the 2020 Olympic Games, 
let 100 driverless cars roam freely, partly because it plans to start selling the cars in 
2025? However, this is only an intention. At this time, tests are being conducted in 
several dozen cities around the world.
But to go further, we need more details. When you hear about autonomous cars or 
vehicles, ask yourself each time, the following three questions:
• What is the level of autonomy? For several years, IT has already been used 

in new vehicles on the market (such as, for example, sensors that blip when 
getting too close to an obstacle). Computer-assisted driving is therefore a re-
latively common reality. But specialists distinguish five levels when speaking 
of autonomy, of which only the fifth corresponds to total autonomy, where 
the role of humans is limited to setting the intended destination.

• Are we talking about private cars or vehicles dedicated to public transport? 
Range is an issue as it is not at all the same for private cars and public trans-
port, for the simple reason that the latter generally operates on fixed, easily 
signposted routes.

• Will the vehicles or cars in question be driven on highways or in cities? The 
unexpected in urban settings is considerably more complex and makes total 
autonomisation more uncertain.
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https://blog.lawinfo.com/2017/09/06/human-error-causes-94-percent-of-car-accidents/
https://blog.lawinfo.com/2017/09/06/human-error-causes-94-percent-of-car-accidents/
https://emerj.com/ai-adoption-timelines/self-driving-car-timeline-themselves-top-11-automakers/
https://emerj.com/ai-adoption-timelines/self-driving-car-timeline-themselves-top-11-automakers/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-09-05/for-one-week-only-japan-will-become-a-mecca-for-autonomous-cars
https://qz.com/1488576/self-driving-car-tests-around-the-world/
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In terms of autonomous mobility, 2019 marked a change in almost all parties 
involved. Start-up businesses, media, and even manufacturers tended to become 
more reasonable.
In July 2019, for example, the New York Times headlined: Despite High Hopes, 
Self-Driving Cars Are “Way in the Future”. We will come back to this in Chapter 
5 on the trends of the year. In October, The Economist stated: Driverless cars are 
stuck in a jam. Same observation.
We should always keep in mind the quote of “forecaster” Paul Saffo (he insists on 
forecaster and not futurologist) for whom it is relatively easy to predict what will 
happen, but almost impossible to say when: “Never mistake a clearer view for 
a short distance just because the technology looks like it’s about to arrive in the very 
near future. Chances are there will be some surprises and in the long run even the most 
expected of futures tends to arrive late and in completely unexpected ways.”

Further Reading
• Budgets and predictions from the top 11 global automakers. Most of these 

date back to 2017.
• Automotive revolution - perspective towards 2030 by MacKinsey (2016)
• Four views on the “Tech Backlash”: It is real, and it is accelerating. There is 

no Tech Backlash. Does the Public Care About Tech Backlash? The Tech 
Backlash We Really Need.

As a Reminder
• Technologies are useful tools.
• They are neither good, nor bad, nor neutral. It all depends on how we use 

them, but when used, we can be modified by them.
• The use of Information and Communication Technologies is not enough 

to make a city “smart”. What matters is to intelligently address the issue of 
cities.

• Autonomous vehicles are coming, but much slower than promised.
• It is recommended to pay attention to reactions of fear and rejection of the 

massive deployment of certain technologies and the abuses that it can lead to.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/17/business/self-driving-autonomous-cars.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/17/business/self-driving-autonomous-cars.html
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/10/10/driverless-cars-are-stuck-in-a-jam
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/10/10/driverless-cars-are-stuck-in-a-jam
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/1591631
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/1591631
https://emerj.com/ai-adoption-timelines/self-driving-car-timeline-themselves-top-11-automakers/
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/industries/high%20tech/our%20insights/disruptive%20trends%20that%20will%20transform%20the%20auto%20industry/auto%202030%20report%20jan%202016.ashx
https://www.theverge.com/interface/2019/9/17/20869495/tech-backlash-nyt-rob-walker-antitrust-privacy
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/14/opinion/tech-backlash.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/14/opinion/tech-backlash.html
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20190916/00182942998/does-public-care-about-tech-backlash-does-that-matter.shtml
https://www.thenewatlantis.com/publications/the-tech-backlash-we-really-need
https://www.thenewatlantis.com/publications/the-tech-backlash-we-really-need
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AND THE ACCELERATION…

All whites have a watch, but they never have 
time. 

Senegalese proverb

 Cities always have a problem with time. Several time problems, when one thinks 
about it, as well as several space problems, as we will see in the next chapter. These 
problems are simple to pose, but difficult to solve: Municipal leaders are victims of 
an implacable “polychrony”, living in several times, at the same time.
One of the times to which some of them are the most sensitive, is election time. The 
pace is known, almost always short and relentless at the same time. They are elected 
for a given period of time, at the end of which they must produce sufficiently sa-
tisfactory results to give the voters confidence to once again, vote for them. The 
duration of a term of office varies significantly from country to country and region 
to region, but the most common in the world would appear to be four years. 
Conversely, profound urban transformations, whether cultural or infrastructural, 
often take decades to complete. In this context, it is not surprising that elected of-
ficials tend to favour projects that offer rapid returns on investment (of whatever 
nature).
The third time is that of crises, too frequent, of course, forcing us to change the 
more or less carefully drawn up agendas, unless crises are so profound that we are 

https://www.evolution-101.com/pensees-sur-le-temps/
https://www.nlc.org/mayors-term
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pressed to act in a radically different way, as did Medellín  (Colombia) during a 
process that lasted more than twenty years. A transformation that could only be 
achieved through consensus on the essentials, by all the political and social forces in 
the city. The World Capital of Crime in 1992, it was in 2013, ahead of New York 
and Tel Aviv, crowned the Most Innovative City 2013 by the Wall Street Journal. 
In 2020, Medellin was awarded the Netexplo Smart Cities Grand Prix at UNESCO 
in the Attractiveness category. A lot has been said about it, emphasising the ope-
ning-up of the poorest neighbourhoods and the beautifying of some public spaces. 
But the most noteworthy achievement was to have managed to maintain this policy 
of profound transformation over a very long period of time (in terms of muni-
cipal calendar), despite shifts in power at the town hall, and this, in a country with 
extreme political tensions, even today.
Here is what Jorge Perez, one of the initiators of this transformation, told us when 
he was Deputy Director of the Metropolitan Planning Area before the change in 
municipal administration (2015).

Q - What does Smart City mean to you?

The city that is able, by building on the strength of the inhabitants, to find forms of human deve-
lopment for all by using technological, methodological and organisational tools.

Q - In what way is Medellin a Smart City?
We understood that the collective strength that shares interests and proposals with co-responsibility, 
makes it possible to create an environment for all. We benefited from an active citizenship that had his-
torical foundations, not very old but very strong in shared creation. We have a religious, civic, professional 
(in coffee production for example), trade union, and even a criminal association, tradition. We know how to 
come together to do things. Individualism is strong, but in the face of the crisis, we joined forces.

Q - You were the Dean of the School of Architecture from 1993 to 2001. What role did the school 
play in this transformation?
As early as the 1990s, we decided to create a climate for dynamic discussion. While no one wanted to come 
to Medellín, we managed to get 85 of the world’s leading architects and urban planners to accept our invi-
tation and discuss our problems. We established a close relationship with Barcelona and, inspired by theirs, 
created an Architecture and Urban Planning Laboratory. The entire school became an urban laboratory and 
we were able to begin to influence the design of the city with the opening of public spaces (Parque de los 
Piés Descalzos [Bare Foot Park,1998]) and the promotion of social urban planning. We focused on imagining 
what we could do in a process that left nothing to chance, due to extensive research and discussion using 
methodologies tested elsewhere. This is how many projects started in the workshops of the school.
We defended a traditional vision of architecture that was integral, humanistic and took into account 
cultural identity while understanding the usefulness and merits of technology, new methods and that was 
more interested in the development of the city than in the quality of architectural objects.
I am sure that the seriousness of the crisis we were going through at the time became our best opportunity.

Q - Can your experience serve as a model?
I do not like the word “model”, but it is something that can be replicated. Our experience is proof that it is 
possible to use conventional tools to solve non-conventional problems. To achieve this, we built a broad col-
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lective dialogue that became a city project. The society more or less agreed on the nature of the problems 
and the solution could not depend on the programmes of some mayor.
We dedicated more than 230 public discussion meetings with universities, the private sector and all 
stakeholders, to the development of a Land Use Plan (Plan de Territorial Ordenamiento). We did this with 
respect for the institutions and obtained the support of 85% of the town councillors. A city cannot be in-
vented, but what exists can be improved and strengthened. We wanted a dense and connected city.
Our most successful achievement was to reach broad based consensus for a long-term plan, as it would 
extend to 2027. The crisis (in the early 1990s) took our city away from us. We reclaimed it with, and for, the 
citizens.

Q - What are your fears on the eve of a change of mayor and municipal majority?
My biggest fear is that they may not be able to understand the collective process that we have created. It 
takes a certain greatness to understand what Medellín represents as a process, as an agenda that does not 
depend upon anyone in particular, but on society as a whole. If we can continue, Medellín can be an example. 
Few cities have a project. We managed to get one.

Accelerations

Difficult as it may be to conceive and maintain in action, the long term, which does 
not erase any of the shorter rhythms of any municipal agenda, is therefore essen-
tial for profound urban transformation. This is an even more important challenge 
because all our cities are subject, like the rest of our societies, to constant accelera-
tion, a term already encountered many times in the preceding pages. It should first 
be remembered that, according to Geoffrey West, acceleration is due to one of the 
properties of human networks, namely that interactions between people feed and 
accelerate social processes.
The most truly social dimension was highlighted by the German philosopher 
Hartmut Rosa, in a book published in German in 2004 and in French in 2010. 
This book entitled “Social Acceleration: A New Theory of Modernity” and in 
French, Accélération, une critique sociale du temps, is the result of a long process, 
as he explained in an interview with Revue Projet, published in November 2016.
 “I was first intrigued by the fact that, due to technology, we are so efficient at saving 
time in all its forms (even with the microwave oven and the hair dryer), yet we do not 
have any. […] I wanted to understand this paradox, and what the link was between 
these two realities: Saving time on the one hand and on the other hand, not having 
any. The history of modernity is really the history of this tension, which seems to be 
getting worse.”
 Born in a small village in the Black Forest, he had been living in very large cities 
such as Berlin, London and New York. He explained that “It was the difference 
between village and metropolis, where everything is going so much faster, that struck 
me. Every time I came back to my village, I saw that the main difference with big 
cities is the way of being in the world, linked to the apprehension of time.”
At any given moment of the day, nearly two million people are flying to travel faster. 

https://cup.columbia.edu/book/social-acceleration/9780231148351
https://www.editionsladecouverte.fr/catalogue/index-Acc__l__ration-9782707154828.html
https://www.revue-projet.com/articles/2016-11-rosa-la-logique-de-croissance-et-d-acceleration-s-empare-de-notre-esprit-et-de-notre-corps/8179
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This is not just about people. Capital and information are circulating at increasing 
speeds. “Social acceleration is what sets the world in motion.”
“And the change is accelerating, because people are reacting; they are trying to increase 
the pace of their lives so as not to fall behind. However, this scarcity of time and the 
impression of lack of time, have nothing to do with the speed with which we act. We 
are in a hurry because of the explosion of the amount of work to be done: The number 
of entries on our ‘to do list’ exceeds the available time. 
[…] To maintain our society, our institutions, we need growth, innovation - we must 
always innovate! This global logic leads to a spiral of acceleration.” 
Contrary to what one might think, “The driver is not so much greed, as fear. Fear of 
losing one’s job, of not having sufficient social protection and retirement benefits... But 
the economic capital is not the only one at stake. Cultural capital is perhaps even more 
important. One’s skills and knowledge must be up to date. The same applies to social 
capital: One has to stay in the game, know the right people, be involved in different 
projects.”
Acceleration is therefore a source of multiple tensions but, paradoxically, “We are 
not its victims. We (...) also like dynamisation.” He developed this in his interview 
with Project by saying “We feel pleasure, and desire to explore the world, to widen the 
horizon of possibilities and opportunities.”
We therefore have a share of responsibility in this acceleration in which we are parti-
cipating. The problem is that, more than fragmentation of society (a term that does 
not take into account the dynamic aspect of social change), acceleration results 
in desynchronisation “because, in setting the world in motion, there are certain 
domains that cannot be accelerated without modification or destruction.”
Many attribute acceleration to the sudden emergence of new technologies. This is 
not so simple, explains Rosa, notably at a conference in 2013 held at the Institut 
National des Sciences Appliquées (National Institute of Applied Sciences) in 
Lyon, where he said that we can “imagine a world where, due to technological pro-
gress, we could manage to have a surplus of time, if the growth rate were not so 
high. Technological progress broadens our horizons and our possibilities in life. 
It changes the perception of opportunities and obstacles, and also changes social 
expectations, both what we expect from others, and what they expect from us. 
Technology allows the pace of life to accelerate but does not impose it. It gives us 
the means to freely dispose thereof.” 
According to Hartmut Rosa, there is no doubt that “The shortage of time is not 
due to technological progress, but to the fact that growth is more important than 
acceleration.”
“A modern society is characterised by the fact that it needs growth, acceleration and 
innovation to maintain the status quo. To remain stable, it must grow, innovate and ac-
celerate.” This is the very logic of capitalism, explained Rosa, who spoke about dynamic 
stability, in the way Schumpeter spoke about creative destruction. This is an unstable 
balance, all the more delicate to maintain because acceleration has three dimensions 
that constitute a system, as each one feeds the others, while at the same time, feeding 
on them: The technological dimension (communication, transport), the social dimen-
sion (the social change that destabilises us), and the dimension of the abovementioned 
rhythms of life  (which presses us to do more things per unit of time). 

https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/internetactu/2013/03/22/la-technologie-est-elle-responsable-de-lacceleration-du-monde/
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/internetactu/2013/03/22/la-technologie-est-elle-responsable-de-lacceleration-du-monde/
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The assertion of Rosa that “Slowness is a richness of time”, seems to have inspired 
the title of a book, entitled “Thank you for being late” by Thomas Friedman, a 
New York Times columnist and author of several bestsellers. But, again, not every-
thing is as simple as we would like to believe. He explains that “We do not know 
how to adapt to the speed at which the world is changing.” “There is a dissym-
metry between the acceleration of the rate of change and our capability to invent 
learning, training and management systems, to serve as social shock absorbers and 
regulations that would allow citizens to make the most of these accelerations, while 
mitigating their worst effects. [...] The world is not only changing at a rapid pace; it 
is undergoing an in-depth reconfiguration and is beginning to function differently 
in multiple domains simultaneously.” Friedman points out that this problem is all 
the more serious because “If society does not build a floor under the feet of its 
members, many would want to build walls.”
This floor is first being built in cities wherein we have seen that they are subject to 
a multiplicity of rhythms and times which can lead to very problematic desynchro-
nisations. Rosa explained that the answer is never simple: “It is not possible to slow 
down in a society that is only stable when moving; it is not desirable to be slow. We 
do not want a slow fire truck, or a slow internet connection. Speed is not in itself evil.” 
Hence the exemplary value of the experiment conducted in 2012-2013 in the city 
of Rennes under the leadership of a service with a name like that of a novel:  Le 
bureau des temps (The time office), initially launched to assist people to better or-
ganise the time they have available for “family life and professional life”, explained 
manager Evelyne Reeves, whose work I already mentioned in my book A journey 
through Smart Cities, between Datapolis  and Participolis, jointly published by the 
Netexplo Observatory and UNESCO.
Faced with a problem of maximum peak (the critical phase of peak hours in public 
transport, a quarter of an hour of hell, exactly 14 minutes at 8 am, when the un-
derground is so congested), some pressed for the construction of a very costly 
additional line. Rather than embarking on such a venture, Reeves and her team 
visited the main “time producers”: Universities, hospitals, administrations, large 
companies that cause lots of people to move at the same time. None of these ins-
titutions felt responsible and it took many meetings and a lot of patience to make 
them understand that any additional spending on public transport by the munici-
pality would eventually affect them. However, a rather simple solution emerged: 
All it took was to shift the starting times of some of the employees or students of 
each of the institutions by a few minutes.
It is not easy or quick to achieve convergence of points of view and to consider 
joint action. “It takes time to work on time,” said Evelyne Reeves with a smile. She 
could have said “On timeS”, because time is never the same as it depends on what 
we are talking about: politics, infrastructure, mobility, housing, education, health, 
demography, technology, trade flows or population, climate crisis or inequality, etc.

https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2017/03/16/nos-democraties-occidentales-vivent-d-abord-et-avant-tout-une-crise-du-temps_5095193_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2017/03/16/nos-democraties-occidentales-vivent-d-abord-et-avant-tout-une-crise-du-temps_5095193_3232.html
http://metropole.rennes.fr/innovation/l-innovation-a-rennes/le-bureau-des-temps-participe-a-lamelioration-de-la-ville-daujourdhui-et-de-demain/
http://metropole.rennes.fr/innovation/l-innovation-a-rennes/le-bureau-des-temps-participe-a-lamelioration-de-la-ville-daujourdhui-et-de-demain/
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xz4hpp_evelyne-reeves-reine-des-temps_news
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000234422
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000234422
https://www.latribune.fr/opinions/blogs/aux-coeurs-de-l-innovation/espaces-temps-ou-la-vraie-intelligence-des-villes-462788.html
https://www.latribune.fr/opinions/blogs/aux-coeurs-de-l-innovation/espaces-temps-ou-la-vraie-intelligence-des-villes-462788.html
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Further Reading
• Analysis of Rosa’s book in the European Journal of Social Sciences 
• Acceleration in physics.
• The acceleration principle from the viewpoint of an investor website.
• The accelerator effect in economics.
• Growth acceleration in medicine.

As a Reminder
• Social acceleration is what is setting the world in motion.
• It is much faster in cities than in villages.
• The lack of time is not due to the use of technology but to the fact that we 

favour growth.
• It is also a cultural phenomenon.
• Our societies are only stable when moving, and we experience difficulty in 

adapting to the speed at which the world is changing.
• Time (chronos in Greek) is no longer what it used to be, neither is space 

(topos), and cities are the throbbing heart of the constant disruption of the 
chronotope in which all life evolves. 

https://journals.openedition.org/ress/2893
https://www.sciencedaily.com/terms/acceleration.htm
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/a/acceleration-principle.asp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accelerator_effect
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/growth-acceleration


 95

CHAPTER 3 

URBAN ARCHIPELAGOS

WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT “CITY”?  97
A Vague Field: the Urban Space 97
The Words in the Dictionary 98
The Size of Cities and the Thresholds That Make It Possible to 
Distinguish Them…. 100
The Limits of Boundaries 101

FROM THE “CITY AS A TERRITORY” TO THE “CITY AS NETWORKS”  103
Archipelagos and Urban Systems  103
Geography of Emotions  105

WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT “METROPOLISATION”?  107
This Constant Urban Sprawl 108
Megalopolises, Clusters and Corridors 111
The Chinese Megalopolises 112
Criticism of the All-Metropolis Approach 112

FINDING A BALANCE BETWEEN REGIONS, CITIES AND RURAL AREAS: COMBINING 
TERRITORIES  115

Cities-Regions, Regions-Cities, Regiopolis... or Something else... 115
15-Minute Cities and 30-Minute Territories, an Experiment at the Gates 
of Paris 116

THE STOMACH, THE SECOND BRAIN OF THE CITY  120
IS ALL THIS COMPLICATED? NO, IT’S JUST COMPLEX!  124



 96

CHAPTER 3 

URBAN ARCHIPELAGOS

Cities are largely on their own to face the many challenges of today: climate concerns, 
growing population, large-scale flows, growing inequalities, unbridled technolo-
gies, omnipresent acceleration, to name just the most significant. Whatever the case 
may be, they are on the front lines without always having the means to deal with 
these. Worse still, they find it all the more difficult to cope because there is no agree-
ment on what is meant by “city”, on what we expect from the cities around which 
increasing numbers of us gravitate. For the importance and role of cities are never, 
and have never been, limited to built-up areas where the population is particularly 
dense. There is something else being played out, as we shall see, starting with a 
simple question of vocabulary that is far trickier than one might imagine.
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WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN 
WE TALK ABOUT “CITY”?

A Vague Field: the Urban Space

Whether it is claimed to be smart or not, the term “city” is misleading. Seriously so. 
The mere fact that it is used continually contributes to prevent doing any serious 
work on this subject, on which the very future of our planet depends. This is true 
for many languages, at least for English and French. By not knowing what we are 
talking about, we run the risk of undermining all our efforts.
In the time of our ancestors, “going to the city” was a relatively clear-cut matter. 
Most lived in rural areas and went there for the market, for legal matters, for dis-
tractions not found elsewhere, and often to find a zest of anonymity. The better-off 
families sent their children there to study. The rural-urban divide was visible and 
marked much of our economic, social and cultural rhythms. Trees and fields on 
one side, stones and crowds on the other. There, we knew our way around.
That is no longer the case.
Most of us live “in the city”, but cities have become so big, have absorbed one another so 
eagerly, that we no longer know which one it is, or even what it is. To say that you live in 
Johannesburg, London, Tokyo, Paris, Delhi, São Paulo or Shanghai is only useful if you 
are talking to someone from another continent. You almost always live in a municipa-
lity other than the one mentioned. It is likely, however, that you work there.
The resulting inaccuracies are huge. For example, when we think of “New York” 
and visualise the skyscrapers and Central Park, it is “Manhattan” that we have in 
mind. With a population of just over 1.6 million, it is only one of the five official 
boroughs of New York City which has a population of nearly nine million, a 
fraction of the metropolitan area that exceeds 23 million. The phenomenon is re-

http://worldpopulationreview.com/us-cities/new-york-city-population/
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peated with all cities of any size, however small.
Even more confusing, we have a strong tendency to “live” in several cities at the 
same time, in different municipalities. 60% of French people work in a municipality 
other than the one in which they vote, explains sociologist Jean Viard in his book 
Une société si vivante. (A society so vibrant). Many of us go through several muni-
cipalities in the course of a single day spent between home, office, children’s school, 
administration office and shops.

The Words in the Dictionary

As soon as you hear the word “city”, do not hesitate to look in your dictionary or, 
more simply, to ask the person using it what they mean.
According to the French Larousse dictionary, the term is used to refer to a “rela-
tively large agglomeration, whose inhabitants have diversified professional activities. 
(Statistically speaking, a city has at least 2,000 agglomerated/urban inhabitants)”. 
But it is difficult to know whether it refers to a “commune”, i.e. a “basic admi-
nistrative district”, a municipality, i.e. “a town subject to municipal organisation” 
(commune, town hall and municipal staff), or even an “agglomeration” which is, 
for its part, a “combination of a central town and its suburbs”. In addition, there is a 
term specific to France: “urban unit” which takes into account both the continuity 
of the built environment and the population. It is thus “a commune or a group 
of communes with a continuous built-up area (no gap of more than 200 metres 
between two buildings) with at least 2,000 inhabitants”.
The Oxford and Cambridge English dictionaries seem to agree on translating 
“ville” as “city” as well as “town” while giving, as a definition of the former, that it is 
a broader version of the latter, “a place where people live and work, containing many 
houses, shops, places of work, places of entertainment, etc.”.
Whatever their apparent complexity, the words mentioned so far are the simp-
lest. They refer to territories, spaces and, for the most part, of how they are 
circumscribed. But the urban vocabulary is much broader and is complicated every 
day by the introduction of new terms such as - to give just two examples now fa-
miliar to us - “Smart City” or “pedestrianisation”. Not forgetting the more or less 
quirky but marketable innovations that writers of political speeches love, such as 
“sustainable mobility” or “welcoming public spaces”.
“The city is a long sentence”, explains the Lumières de la Ville (lights of the city) 
website, but, to build it, “it is like grammar: It is very good to know the vocabu-
lary, but it is even better to know how to conjugate the words of the city”, to 
know how to put them together. And it adds, “The development of cities [is] slowed 
down by a poor understanding of words [...] because building the city together means 
first of all building a vocabulary, and a common and shared language”. 
Not easy to achieve at national level. Even more complicated when you try to 
compare the urban spaces of different countries. Definitions abound and are often 
based on different criteria: space, building density, population, functions, the offi-

http://editionsdelaube.fr/catalogue_de_livres/une-societe-si-vivante/
https://www.wikiterritorial.cnfpt.fr/xwiki/wiki/encyclopedie/view/Mots-Cles/Municipalite
https://www.insee.fr/fr/metadonnees/definition/c1501
https://www.insee.fr/fr/metadonnees/definition/c1501
https://lumieresdelaville.net/construire-ville-histoire-de-vocabulaire-de-conjugaison/
https://lumieresdelaville.net/construire-ville-histoire-de-vocabulaire-de-conjugaison/
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cial administrative and political framework, to name only the most common.

• Single definition? There is much debate about whether it is worth having 
one. Any unifying vision can present serious risks such as the application 
of criteria valid for the most powerful and the non-recognition of essential 
nuances for others. It would be good, however, to be able to compare the 
increasingly accurate statistical evidence available to us, in order to aggregate 
it (in larger entities such as Europe, for example) and to work towards better 
evaluations of the policies pursued. This is a necessary step.

• Population: 200 people living close to each other make a “city” in 
Denmark. Kenya needs 2,000, Benin 10,000 and Japan 50,000. The most 
common (but far from unanimous) figure seems to be 5,000. Some take into 
account the areas from where people come to work in the city centre. Others 
propose to define urban spaces based on Night-Time Light Data.

• Evolution over time - The criteria for what “makes a city” are changing. 
Essentially religious at first, then commercial, then political, they are now a 
mix of these different elements around the notion of intense social inte-
ractions between the people and their groupings.  According to researchers 
Michael Smith and José Lobo of the University of Arizona: “Processes of 
interaction generate both economic and political growth, and they produce and 
influence the built forms and social characteristics of all cities”. But academics 
can sometimes agree more easily than politicians.

• Europe, like the others, does not have clarity, and according to the European 
Commission, at the end of 2019, “As yet there is no global agreement on 
the definition of a city”.  At least it is working on a definition based on the 
degree of urbanisation or DEGURBA. It classifies Local Administrative 
Units into three groups (urban centres, intermediate areas and rural areas) on 
the basis of a combination of geographical continuity and population density 
(the number of people per square kilometre). But it takes time for everyone 
to agree, and the official definition (on the new version of which work has 
been going on since 2016) will only be made public in the course of 2020. 
The UN (HABITAT) is working in the same direction.

OK. So we are still not clear about what the word “city” means. After 6,000 years 
of history, let us take it as a reliable indicator of the complexity of the problem, but 
let us not stop there.
Everything is being done to ensure that the authorities will “one day” agree and the 
work of statisticians will be made easier. But beyond the vocabulary, there is so-
mething more serious, an almost conceptual problem around “what makes a city”, 
what makes cities live, what makes them attractive.
In order to move forward, two interrelated issues must be addressed: the size of the 
urban spaces under consideration and the size of their boundaries.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283263879_Night-Time_Light_Data_A_Good_Proxy_Measure_for_Economic_Activity
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fdigh.2019.00012/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fdigh.2019.00012/full
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/work/2014_01_new_urban.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/City-Definition-UN-Habitat.pdf
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The Size of Cities and the 
Thresholds That Make It Possible to 
Distinguish Them….

In a short interview with the newspaper Le Monde in September 2019, Olivier 
Bouba-Olga, an Economist and University Professor, stated, “What is first of all 
measured to judge how well territories are doing is their capacity to create employ-
ment. But is it a good indicator? If we take the example of Bordeaux, it is a dynamic 
metropolis, but it is suffering from the explosion in land prices and the gentrification 
of its city centre. The criteria for defining territories that are doing well need to 
be re-examined”.
This professor of spatial planning and urbanism at the University of Poitiers consi-
ders us to be victims of what he calls “the metropolitan narrative”, which he explains 
in a very small book that can be downloaded free of charge: For a new territorial 
narrative. Two things to understand:
• He shares and uses the assertion of Yuval Noah Harari that “Human beings 

think in terms of narratives, rather than of facts, figures or equations. The 
simpler the story, the better” (21 lessons for the 21st century). A notion that 
he supplemented in an interview about the film The Day After Tomorrow  
by Cyril Dion and Laure Noualhat, by stating that “as long as everyone be-
lieves in the same narrative, the same fiction, everyone obeys the same rules, 
the same norms, the same values”.

• Another narrative that would highlight urban spaces of a different size would 
come up against the same limitations as one that favours metropolises. The 
“mistake of creating a ‘small city’ category should therefore be avoided as this 
would lead to the same problems as with the ‘medium-sized city’ or ‘me-
tropolis’ categories: These are categories defined on the basis of a criterion 
of size, even before it is known whether this criterion applies and in which 
cases it does; a definition which means that each time we come up against 
threshold problems which cannot be answered (from how many inhabitants 
can we speak of ‘small city’, ‘medium-sized city’, ‘metropolis’, and up to how 
many inhabitants?)”.

Rather than considering the size of cities, Bouba-Olga proposes to “emphasise the 
importance of what connects territories”. We will come back to this very soon, after 
having shown that the problem is, in fact, always twofold: A definition based on 
size does not work. We have just seen this. But any definition based on size implies 
setting boundaries to the territory under consideration, whatever it may be. And 
these boundaries always lag behind the urban dynamics that relate them to other 
near and far entities.

https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2019/09/08/olivier-bouba-olga-les-criteres-pour-definir-les-territoires-qui-se-portent-bien-sont-a-reinterroger_5507911_3234.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2019/09/08/olivier-bouba-olga-les-criteres-pour-definir-les-territoires-qui-se-portent-bien-sont-a-reinterroger_5507911_3234.html
http://blogs.univ-poitiers.fr/o-bouba-olga/2019/04/18/pour-un-nouveau-recit-territorial/
http://blogs.univ-poitiers.fr/o-bouba-olga/2019/04/18/pour-un-nouveau-recit-territorial/
https://www.albin-michel.fr/ouvrages/21-lecons-pour-le-xxieme-siecle-9782226436030
https://usbeketrica.com/article/apres-demain-un-nouveau-recit-pour-sauver-le-monde
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The Limits of Boundaries

This is the subject of a book published in 2008 by Canadian Andrew Sancton 
under the title The Limits of Boundaries.
The author, a Professor of Political Science at Western University in London, 
Ontario, states that: The multiple demarcations of cities and city-regions “unlike 
the clear and undisputed boundaries of provinces and states, continue to move outward 
due to the constant growth and expansion of urban populations and services”.
Major problem; “As far as cities are concerned, it is quite impossible to generalise 
about their municipal boundaries. It is commonly observed almost everywhere that 
such boundaries are ‘artificial’, having little or no connection with the territorial rea-
lities of urban life”. 
It is widely recognised that “urban areas are seldom contained within the bounda-
ries of a single municipality”. But our professor points out, States need statistics 
that correspond as closely as possible to reality. In the countries where these tools 
are most developed, they try to collect information corresponding to metropolitan 
areas “even if [their] boundaries have no legal significance”.
We are at the heart of the problem. The administrative boundaries do not corres-
pond to reality. When you need to really know what is going on you cannot stick to 
them. The success of what we do depends on it.
Tackling an apparently different subject - the way the press (including the daily 
La Croix and the Reuters agency) reported on the nature of the yellow vest move-
ment using statistics from INSEE (National Institute of Statistics and Economic 
Studies) - Olivier Bouba-Olga echoes Andrew Sancton when he shows that the 
imprecise vocabulary of the official institution lead to error. The Institute breaks 
down statistics by urban area (there are 771 of them in France) that it defines in a 
very complicated manner: “A group of contiguous municipalities without enclaves, 
consisting of an urban centre (urban unit) with more than 10,000 jobs, and rural 
municipalities or urban units (suburban ring) where at least 40% of the employed 
resident population works in the centre or in municipalities gravitating around it”. 
This leads to the confusion between “large urban area” (241 according to INSEE) 
and “metropolis”. “Paris, Lyon and Marseille are of course included, but also Ancenis 
(10,000 inhabitants), Les Herbiers (19,000), Figeac (26,000), etc. In short, there are 
many cities that most of you rightly consider as medium or even small”. Worse still: 
“This suggests that ‘rural areas’ are shrinking to next to nothing (4.5% of the popu-
lation outside the influence of urban areas if we use the INSEE typology), which is 
questionable to say the least”.
It is easy to see how the sequence of such inaccuracies can lead to political, eco-
nomic, social and other mistakes. The INSEE is partly responsible, but it is mainly 
due to the imprecision of our vocabulary when we speak of “city”, to the fact that 
we define cities according to size or boundaries, and that we do not know how to 
perceive, understand or organise them on the basis of real life, on dynamics.
A dimension is missing. According to Andrew Sancton, “the more an urban mu-
nicipality grows and the more diverse and dynamic its economy becomes”, the more 

https://www.mqup.ca/limits-of-boundaries--the-products-9780773534643.php
https://www.insee.fr/fr/metadonnees/definition/c2070
https://www.insee.fr/fr/metadonnees/definition/c2070
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difficult it will be to make its boundaries coincide with reality. A radical observa-
tion: “Municipal boundaries appear to have about as much logic as the arbitrary 
lines drawn through Africa by the various colonial powers. In many urban areas, 
they continue to exist for much the same reasons as Africa’s arbitrary boundaries do. 
Questioning them can cause more problems than continuing to accept them, and in 
any event, reaching agreement on alternatives is practically impossible”.
We cannot touch them, and we do not have to. But we need to set up work pro-
cesses that allow for better adherence to economic and social dynamics and that 
integrate all stakeholders. Just as the best companies stopped having as their sole 
objective the satisfaction of their shareholders, and started taking all stakeholders 
into account, we must move from “citizens” to “people concerned” - those who 
work there, those who pass through and not just residents, those who vote - and 
from the conception of the city as a space to that of the city as a process.
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FROM THE “CITY AS A 
TERRITORY” TO THE “CITY AS 
NETWORKS”

The term “city”, like “metropolis”, “no longer describes the current territorial dyna-
mics”, emphasises Nadine Cattan, a researcher at the National Centre for Scientific 
Research. Fixed administrative perimeters do not reflect spatial discontinuities or, 
a fortiori, the multiple relationships that connect territories to each other. Instead 
of looking at “their distribution and location”, what matters, explains the researcher, 
is to look at “their links and interdependencies”: To move from the “territorial city”, 
surrounded by boundaries, to the “network city” that lives from its connections, she 
explains in various interviews, including one published on the website of the 
newspaper Le Monde and conducted with Laetitia Van Eeckhout.

Archipelagos and Urban Systems 

This is where the notion of “urban system” comes in. This term used by Nadine 
Cattan is essential to understand spaces where the very foundation is the re-
lationship, the link. The approach is not totally new and can be traced back, in 
particular, to the notions of “spaces of flow” and “spaces of place” launched by the 
Catalan Manuel Castells in his trilogy The Network Society. Did Olivier Mongin, 
an essayist and former director of the magazine Esprit, not publish The City of 
Flows? Certainly, admits Nadine Cattan without hesitation. But most of the 
authors who have studied the subject stuck to incantation, theory and conceptuali-
sation, she observes. Entitled The French Urban Systems, the work done in 2012 
by the geographer with her team for Datar, was intended to be really “tangible”.
Until then, publications about connections remained segmented or partial. They too 

https://www.lemonde.fr/smart-cities/article/2017/11/16/une-nouvelle-lecture-des-dynamiques-territoriales_5215709_4811534.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/smart-cities/article/2017/11/16/une-nouvelle-lecture-des-dynamiques-territoriales_5215709_4811534.html
https://www.fayard.fr/sciences-humaines/la-societe-en-reseaux-tome-1-lere-de-linformation-9782213608457
https://www.fayard.fr/documents-temoignages/la-ville-des-flux-9782213661735
https://www.fayard.fr/documents-temoignages/la-ville-des-flux-9782213661735
https://www.avecnet.net/wp-content/doc/Documentation/FR/Les-Systemes-urbains-francais-Synthese-de-letude-de-Geographie-cites.pdf
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often focused on a single type, such as home-work relationships. Yet these currently 
represent less than a third of individual trips. Nadine Cattan and her team have there-
fore chosen to take into account seven types of links simultaneously to draw up a new 
map: home-work mobility; residential migration; leisure mobility through the loca-
tion of second homes; the links of the knowledge society via scientific partnerships; 
those of the economy through relations between head offices and business establish-
ments; and high-speed mobility based on a mixed indicator on air and HSR services.
“To see the interdependence between territories, insists Nadine Cattan, we need to 
combine several types of flows and mobility generated by our societies of work, leisure, 
knowledge and business”. Applied to all French conurbations with more than 5,000 
inhabitants, this grid has led to the emergence of 26 local urban systems that are 
also addressed in their relations with each other and their links with Paris. 
The tool is in place. The method is being refined through extensive testing. The 
results are visible on maps. But, setting aside researchers and academics, who can 
they interest? 
What is the purpose of all this?
The answer is unambiguous: “Moving from city to urban system allows us to change 
our interpretation of territorial dynamics and thus modify our public policies”. 
“Elected officials and developers are called upon to focus no longer on the accumula-
tion of populations and jobs in a given place, but on the connections between different 
places, insists Nadine Cattan. Today we must think of cities, metropolises, in terms of 
complementarities and no longer focus on their competitive advantages. Bordeaux, 
for example, needs to tell potential investors that it can mobilise scientific as well as 
economic resources located in Lille or Lyon”.
Are urban systems not basically modelled on the “metropolises” that currently 
structure most of French national territory?
Nadine Cattan prefers the notion of “metropolitan archipelago” to indicate “that 
things are changing, that we are moving from a single centrality (always assigned to 
the big city) to multiple centralities that can arise from complementarities. We can 
have shared specializations, complementary to small towns. They must be established 
and count for more than the size or weight of each alone”. The result, more than 
polycentrism, is a dynamic multipolarity which is “the functioning and spatial or-
ganisation of flows”.
The geographer notes that today we can no longer continue to think in terms of 
hierarchy, centre-periphery. “The emphasis must be placed on reciprocity and com-
plementarities between territories”. Of course, the existence of territories that are 
denser than others will never disappear. Transversal flows obviously link the bridge-
heads of each urban system. But she points out, “whatever the size, each territory has 
its ferments of innovation, creativity and recovery”. This is why, when we talk about 
major cities, we should, according to her, “no longer speak of a metropolis but of a 
‘gateway’, an entrance, i.e. an interface that allows reciprocity and complementarity 
between territories and thus promotes better shared access to resources”.
This reality of territorial functioning calls for a profound change in mentalities. 
The geographer observes that today, “we cannot govern without frameworks and 
boundaries, we cannot reason on different scales. Because every budget envelope is 
allocated to a territory, and the elected official represents the people who live there. 

https://www.avecnet.net/wp-content/doc/Documentation/FR/Les-Systemes-urbains-francais-Synthese-de-letude-de-Geographie-cites.pdf
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This is what some call “the democracy of the night”: People vote where they sleep. 
“Governance should increasingly integrate the fluidity of territories and take into 
account ephemeral activities, i.e. also the people who are passing through, who come to 
work and who often do more for the territory than the resident populations themselves. 
Today, it is necessary to know how to manage the network and not the perimeters. We 
have to manage an archipelago, manage discontinuity and distance, not just proxi-
mity. We do not know how to integrate what is flowing and what is static, the network 
and the territory. We suffer from conceptual and even imaginary limits”. 

Geography of Emotions 

To manage a city, you have to know its makeup. As far as Cattan is concerned, the 
town planning provisions, the street furniture, what is rational, or material cannot 
be enough. To the contrary, “the ephemeral activities are what really count. What 
emerges is a geography of emotions. In the final analysis, a place is not made by the 
objects therein but by the interactions, verbal or otherwise, that take place between 
people. A place changes according to the interactions that take place at different times 
of the day. We note a continuous creation of places”. She illustrates her argument by 
using as an example the dynamics of female domestic workers from Southeast Asia 
that she studied in Beirut. “They meet regularly, but only temporarily, in a hall or 
at a street corner, and thus create urban fabric, territorialities. They participate in 
the urban creation, in its cosmopolitanism. When they leave, the place is no longer 
the same”.
The place - topos in Greek - is in fact never just a space. It always fits into a dynamic 
dimension, also made of time - chronos in Greek. We must learn to see it in its 
“chronotopic” dimension. Nadine Cattan refers to a place as a process, which 
amounts to “saying that it is in continuous reconstruction or construction. It depends 
on the scales. If we are on a macro scale, we will say according to the flow systems, ac-
cording to the urban systems in which it is inserted. If it is on a micro-scale, we will say 
that it is based on the interactions that are taking place at inter-individual level in 
these places. These interactions, whatever they may be, at different scales, are turning 
the place into a process. A place always has limits, but to say that it is a process also 
means that these limits are not immutable”.
And that is what is hard to think about and, worse, to deal with. Envisioning, vi-
sualising, designing the “network city” is no easy task.  Several “sources of inertia” 
stand in our way, including administrative divisions and the economic and political 
responsibilities that go with them. But these are not the only ones. It is our way of 
thinking, even though valuable, which prevents us from properly conceiving mobi-
lity. According to Cattan, even if, today, “nomadism is in everything (in our objects, 
in our lives), we still emphasise the absence of roots. It is all part of a kind of metaphy-
sics of sedentariness that goes back to the source of civilisations”. It first appeared in 
the Neolithic period and still traps us and functions as “a kind of last refuge for our 
modern societies that have lost a little bit of all their references”.
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Further Reading
• From Cities to Metropolises, Vocabulary and General Notions , a glossary 

dedicated to the urban factor of Geoconfluences
• Definition of Urban Terms by Demographia
• Borders, frontiers and limits: some computational concepts beyond words 

- Cybergeo
• Emotions as a geographic notion

As a Reminder
• The notion of “city” is a vague field in which one can easily be lost. 

Definitions vary from country to country.
• The terms lack precision and the international community is struggling to 

agree on a common definition that would allow work to be done with com-
parable statistics.

• The notion of city or urban boundaries has its own limitations. Essential to 
democratic functioning as well as to administrative and budgetary responsi-
bility, it prevents urban dynamics from being taken into account.

• We can neither do without it nor be satisfied with it.
• Cities can be better understood if their relationships are added to their ter-

ritory. This makes it possible to perceive them as archipelagos and as places 
defined by processes, to add to the notion of place the notion of time and 
therefore of life.

http://geoconfluences.ens-lyon.fr/informations-scientifiques/dossiers-thematiques/de-villes-en-metropoles/vocabulaire-et-notions-generales
http://www.demographia.com/db-define.pdf
https://journals.openedition.org/cybergeo/4349
https://journals.openedition.org/cdg/605
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WHAT DO WE MEAN 
WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 
“METROPOLISATION”?

Urbanisation, as Bernard Cathelat has excellently shown in his book Smart Cities, 
shaping the society of 2030, has been taking place for several years in a kind of 
expansionist madness almost everywhere in the world. This galloping growth is 
largely due to the multiple facets of urban attractiveness, the logic of which Geoffrey 
West has explained to us. Everyone can see the effects - both good and bad - in the 
region or regions they are familiar with. Seeing the enormity of the phenomenon 
at planetary level can help us to understand that to only criticise is not conducive 
to a more intelligent approach. We must first acknowledge its existence, magnitude 
and omnipresence.
Here, then, are some examples of the expansion of urban areas around the world, 
grouped under some of the most commonly used terms. Emphasis is placed on 
the many attempts made by governments and administrations of all kinds to try to 
organise the process. One does not dare to say to “control it”.
In Barcelona, at the Smart City Expo and World Conference held, as every year, in 
November 2019, Joan Clos said: “Administrative boundaries are changing slower 
than reality” and slower than national governments which “are not flexible enough 
to deal with the reality of urbanisation”. As a former mayor of the city and director 
of the UN-HABITAT organisation, he stressed that “changing the urbanisation 
paradigm is difficult, especially as it is always linked to issues of power and money”. 
Hence the likelihood of a “metropolitan crisis” due to the fact that “inefficiency - of 
which people are becoming less and less tolerant - is too often structural”. In fact, he 
pointed out, it is impossible to find a single model of urban governance because 
they are always designed in reaction to reality and never proactively, by anticipa-
ting. The Quito Conference (2016) from which the New Urban Agenda emerged 
called on governments to implement a national urban policy. But the authorities 
are proceeding cautiously because “they see this as a source of problems even though, 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000367763
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000367763
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
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rationally, it would be the best way” to deal with galloping urbanisation. The most 
difficult issue is always that of taxes: In the case of a metropolitan tax “we need 
some form of representation”. And he added “Either we find solutions, or the problem 
becomes fossilised and becomes a conflict”.

This Constant Urban Sprawl

The first step taken by the authorities to try to resolve the difficulties is often to extend 
the territory under consideration, to give the largest cities a regional dimension. 
It starts with a phenomenon known as “metropolisation” which, in both the 
French and English dictionaries, is not clearly defined because it is so multifaceted. 
Etymology tells us that it is the mother city (the city mother of all things, one might 
be tempted to say). In the current era, it is simply a double trend: The extension 
of cities beyond their initial municipal boundaries, which forces them to absorb or 
ally themselves with other municipalities; the arrangement of territorial dynamics 
around urban centres that are growing larger every day, which translates into a need 
for new territorial organisations and gives rise to what is known in France as the 
“administrative layer cake”, the unrestrained superimposition of administrative 
rules and procedures.
Let us take a few examples which, with varying names and contents, illustrate this 
evolution all over the world.

Metropolitan Municipalities - South Africa

More than half of nearly 60 million people live in six “metropolitan municipa-
lities”.  Defined as “centres of economic activity” grouping together areas with 
“strong interdependent social and economic linkages”, they are managed by a single 
entity and are reserved for agglomerations.

Urban regions - Wallonia

Nearly 50% of the population lives in one of the six “urban regions” defined as “the 
enlarged spatial entity where most of the basic activities of the urban commu-
nity are carried out i.e.: living, working, being educated, shopping, participating in 
cultural activities, having fun. There are intense relationships between these activi-
ties, creating a functional whole which, however, remains oriented to a large extent 
towards the traditional central city”. It is spatially structured in different zones, 
based on several criteria. To make it simple, it is composed of the agglomeration 

https://www.contrepoints.org/tag/millefeuille-administratif
https://municipalities.co.za/municipalities/type/1/metropolitan
https://municipalities.co.za/municipalities/type/1/metropolitan
https://www.iweps.be/indicateur-statistique/regions-urbaines/
https://www.iweps.be/indicateur-statistique/regions-urbaines/
https://www.iweps.be/indicateur-statistique/regions-urbaines/
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and the suburbs. Belgium has 19 urban regions in which 56% of the population 
lives.

City-regions in Great Britain

This country has made various attempts to use city-regions as part of the reor-
ganisation of economic dynamics. Birmingham, Leeds, Liverpool and Greater 
Manchester as well as Edinburgh were proposed by different institutions. Their de-
velopment and institutionalisation were reduced or cancelled according to changes 
in political majorities. Currently the most advanced integration is that for which 
the Greater Manchester Combined Authority, created in 2011, is responsible. 
It has implemented a  strategy that “explains our ambitions for the future of our 
city-region and the 2.8 million of us who live in the towns, cities, communities and 
neighbourhoods that make up Greater Manchester. It covers health, wellbeing, work 
and jobs, housing, transport, skills, training and economic growth.” There are cur-
rently 10 Combined Authorities in the UK. They were set up voluntarily and 
their main functions are economic development and transport. It should be noted 
that in order to better understand the reality of urban dynamics, the government 
has created a statistical tool called Travel To Work Areas, which makes it possible 
to better measure and take into account active urban areas (228 officially).

City-regions in the Netherlands

Groupings of nearby cities and surrounding regions are often imposed by reality. 
The Randstad, for example, brings together the cities of Utrecht, Amsterdam, 
The Hague and Rotterdam. A kind of regional cluster that includes the port of 
Rotterdam (the largest in Europe) and the Amsterdam-Schiphol airport, one of 
the busiest. With no formal legal existence, it is presented on the website of Dutch 
provinces as not being “a single city and it is not an agglomeration around a single 
city, such as one sees in Paris or London. Rather it is a conglomerate of large and 
midsize cities. Together, these cities have all the facilities necessary to play a significant 
role in the world.” As the fourth largest metropolitan area in Europe, it has no of-
ficial territorial limits since it “encompasses four provinces and a multitude of cities 
and villages”.

Transnational urban areas

Urban dynamics are such that they ignore borders more often than one might think. 
Despite the “Wall”, they abound along the dividing line between the United States 

https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/media/1082/greater_manchester_strategy_executive_summary.pdf
https://www.nl-prov.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/randstad-monitor-gecomprimeerd-2-gecomprimeerd-compressed.pdf
https://www.nl-prov.eu/regional-offices/randstad-region/?lang=en
https://www.nl-prov.eu/regional-offices/randstad-region/?lang=en
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and Mexico. San Diego-Tijuana is the world’s most active cross-border “point” (97 
km long) with nearly one million journeys per day involving more than 75 million 
different people per year. Municipal officials on both sides have agreed to create 
a “Smart Border Coalition” with a single website that can be reached through a 
“.com” or “.mx” address. A gesture. To this first-rate “gateway” we should add, 
among many others of lesser importance, El Paso-Ciudad Juarez. Some go so far 
as to say that Miami and Havana, although separated by a blockade for almost 60 
years and by a stretch of sea infested with sharks, have a common space ignored 
by the governments but daily developed by the unfailing relationships of families, 
couples and friends on both sides. To the north, Seattle could not live without 
Vancouver and vice versa. The same applies to Detroit and Windsor. 
The Brazzaville-Kinshasa metropolitan area in Africa, serves as an example of the 
opposite. This region, which is home to more than 13 million inhabitants, encom-
passes the capital of two different countries, the capital cities closest to each other 
in the world. This is the fourth largest conurbation on the continent and has the 
potential to become the first. But, according to the World Bank, due to the lack 
of transit infrastructure and customs agreements between the two countries, they 
do not have the dynamism they could count on if they were to increase the fluidity 
of their relations. Long delayed, the construction of a bridge is again on the 
horizon under the leadership of the African Development Bank. 
In Asia, sporadic open war does not completely prohibit considering Lahore in 
Pakistan and Amritsar in India as a whole of more than 12 million inhabitants. 
Singapore, Johor in Malaysia and Batam (Riau province) in Indonesia have come 
together in a development area called Sijori, which has a population of almost 10 
million. It straddles one of the world’s most important trade routes, but its opera-
tion remains difficult.
In Europe, the best known transnational urban space is undoubtedly the one 
that includes Copenhagen, the capital of Denmark, and Malmö, the third largest 
Swedish city, to form the Oresund Region, which some people (especially the 
Danes) prefer to call Greater Copenhagen. Linked by a large bridge, they form one 
of the most dynamic areas in Europe and could be expanded further due to the 
creation of two road-rail tunnels (one of which is already under construction) 
allowing increased exchanges between Malmö, Copenhagen and even Hamburg in 
Germany.
But we must not forget the Upper Silesia Metropolitan Area (Krakow and 
Ostrava, with 7 million inhabitants) which is based on the development of metro-
polisation in Poland and is extending into the Czech Republic.
Or the TriRhena region, 2.5 million inhabitants, formed, among others, by 
Colmar, Mulhouse, Basel and Freiburg, which regards itself as a “network to stren-
gthen the cross-border economy” between cities in France, Switzerland and Germany.

https://smartbordercoalition.com/
https://sbc.inquo.mx/
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/655331468025766174/Economic-integration-in-the-lower-Congo-region-opening-the-Kinshasa-Brazzaville-bottleneck
https://www.ghanabusinessnews.com/2019/09/20/the-brazzaville-kinshasa-rail-road-bridge-and-the-pida-connecting-africa/
https://www.ghanabusinessnews.com/2019/09/20/the-brazzaville-kinshasa-rail-road-bridge-and-the-pida-connecting-africa/
http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/history/events/bd4d0374-63ae-49fe-95c8-2210b3b0ac59
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334499577_The_SIJORI_Growth_Triangle_Progress_Problems_and_Prospect
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334499577_The_SIJORI_Growth_Triangle_Progress_Problems_and_Prospect
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/blog/oresund-strategy-denmark-and-swedens-cross-border-commuters
https://www.euronews.com/2018/05/29/copenhagen-and-malmo-want-to-build-the-first-international-metro-in-the-world-
https://femern.com/en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Upper_Silesian_metropolitan_area
https://www.metropolitiques.eu/Le-tournant-metropolitain-en.html
https://www.metropolitiques.eu/Le-tournant-metropolitain-en.html
https://www.regiotrirhena.org/
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Megalopolises, Clusters and 
Corridors

Gigantic cities, not to say monstrous, are multiplying. They are called megalopolises. 
The Larousse dictionary tells us that they are “very large urban agglomera-
tions resulting from the grouping together of several conurbations. The oldest is the 
Megalopolis of the North-eastern United States”. According to the Oxford dictio-
nary it is “A very large, heavily populated city or urban complex”. 
During a speech given at the SCEWC (Smart City Expo World Congress) in 
Barcelona in 2013, Richard Florida explained to an astonished audience that he 
lived in the same city as Lyon. An abstract vision with no real connection to reality, 
as the French and Spanish governments (for different reasons) are careful not to 
make relations more fluid. But a vision that highlights the notion of urban cor-
ridors that can be found over long distances (provided there is rapid transport 
from one point to another). Florida developed the idea in an article published in 
October 2019 devoted to the “clustering force” or “clusterisation” as it is now 
called. Launched as early as 1890 by the British economist Alfred Marshall and 
taken up by Jane Jacobs, it is particularly strong in the knowledge economy, as indi-
cated by the concentration of innovations in the New York region and around the 
San Francisco Bay Area, which each contribute more than 10% of the inventions in 
biology, chemistry and medicine in the United States. Based on a study by Enrico 
Moretti of the University of California-Berkeley, he explains that “inventors are 
significantly more productive when they are working in larger geographic clusters”.
The notion is relatively well understood and is based on the intensity of human 
relations that Geoffrey West uses to show that the larger the cities, the more econo-
mically positive surplus they produce. 
However, a distinction must be made between two types of clusters. The first is 
the concentration of companies working in comparable or complementary sectors, 
such as Silicon Valley. They owe their dynamism to, among other things, the 
concentration of talent, financial resources, the ease of exchanging ideas and the 
mobility they allow between jobs. This was shown by the American economist  
Michael Porter. This is what led the French government, for example, to try to or-
ganise part of the national production around 71 “competitiveness clusters”. There 
are several hundred of these in Europe and more than 1,000 worldwide. 
However, this more or less specialised concentration tends to mask the emergence 
of “all-encompassing”, more open clusters, the second type of cluster, covering 
huge regions and whose combined populations may exceed one hundred million. 
This is the case, in particular, of the corridor linking New Delhi to Mumbai in 
India. Built in collaboration with Japan, the Delhi–Mumbai Industrial Corridor 
Project (DMIC) extends over the nearly 1,500 km separating the political capital 
of India from its economic capital. It will link eight major industrial cities due to 
an investment of more than 100 billion dollars invested in hundreds of projects, 
often of considerable size. The population directly concerned is already approa-
ching 200 million.

https://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/m%C3%A9galopole/50213
https://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/m%C3%A9galopole/50213
https://www.lexico.com/definition/megalopolis
https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/10/technology-inventions-where-work-patents-agglomeration-data/599089/
https://hbr.org/1998/11/clusters-and-the-new-economics-of-competition
https://hbr.org/1998/11/clusters-and-the-new-economics-of-competition
https://www.clustercollaboration.eu/cluster-mapping
https://delhimumbaiindustrialcorridor.com/
https://delhimumbaiindustrialcorridor.com/
https://dmicdc.com/DMIC-projects
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In Japan the Tōkaidō Urban Corridor links Tokyo to Osaka. Built around a 
former imperial road, it is now largely structured around the Shinkansen high-
speed train which serves an urban area of more than 83 million people, i.e. more 
than 70% of the Japanese population.

The Chinese Megalopolises

Besides the last two, almost all urban developments in the world seem small com-
pared to urbanisation in China. In the 40 years from 1978 to 2018, the urban 
population of China grew from 170 million to 830 million; a growth of more 
than 16 million a year. It is expected that 70% of the population will be living in 
cities by 2035 and the flow will take a few more years to stop. More metaphorically 
speaking, for forty years, the urbanisation of China has increased every year by a 
metropolitan area the size of Moscow or Karachi, or of a city like Chengdu in 
China or a little larger than Istanbul in Turkey. Not easy to manage. The popu-
lation of Chinese cities is becoming so large that the government, while developing 
megacities, is trying to reduce the population in each city under consideration, but 
certainly in Beijing and Shanghai. It is trying to achieve a better distribution of 
population in the surrounding areas and is achieving results.  
In order to find its way around, the Chinese government has organised, at the 
highest level, 19 “cluster cities” or megacities. The largest are those of the Yangtze 
River Delta around Shanghai (220M inhabitants), JingJinJi around Beijing 
(112M), the Mi River of the Yangtze around Wuhan (121M), the Pearl River Delta 
around Guangzhou and Shenzhen (120M); they are all organised around several 
poles linked to one another by high-speed trains. Their sizes explain why each of 
them requires “effective coordination involving different levels of govern-
ment”, according to the pan-Asian services firm Dezan Shira & Associates. Before 
stating “However, there are concerns that cluster-wide coordination will be difficult, 
especially in the short term. One of the main causes for concern is that there is a tradi-
tion of municipal and provincial governments competing for projects and investment 
opportunities. More regional governance is therefore needed.” 

Criticism of the All-Metropolis 
Approach

Everything functions as if we were “intoxicated by metropolisation”. This is 
what Olivier Bouba-Olga points out in his work, The CAME mythology 
(Competitiveness, Attractiveness, Metropolisation, Excellence) done in colla-
boration with his colleague, the sociologist Michel Grossetti. They explain that: 
“The CAME mythology can be summed up in a few propositions: The process of metro-
polisation would take place in the context of exacerbated global competition following 

https://transportgeography.org/?page_id=7748
https://www.japanstation.com/shinkansen-high-speed-train-network-in-japan/
https://theasiadialogue.com/2019/03/14/forty-years-and-beyond-chinas-rapid-urbanisation-since-reform-and-opening-up/
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201906/24/WS5d1089b0a3103dbf14329ea7.html
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201906/24/WS5d1089b0a3103dbf14329ea7.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_metropolitan_areas_by_population
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_metropolitan_areas_by_population
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_largest_cities
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_largest_cities
https://www.newgeography.com/content/006258-beijing-and-shanghai-limit-population-growth
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-mega-city-clusters-jing-jin-ji-yangzte-river-delta-pearl-river-delta/
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-city-clusters-plan-to-transform-into-19-super-regions/
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-city-clusters-plan-to-transform-into-19-super-regions/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01724699v2
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01724699v2
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the emergence of countries with low labour costs, the reduction of tariff and non-tariff 
barriers to trade, the development of transport and communication infrastructures, 
the financialisation of the economy… that is the intensification of globalisation. For 
the territories of developed countries, the only way to create jobs would be through 
innovation. However, innovation would be sustained by highly qualified, talented, 
creative people, creators of start-ups, etc. with a strong preference for very dense areas 
[...]. In order to compete in the global competition, the challenge in terms of public 
action would therefore be to support these metropolises by strengthening their visibility 
and attractiveness in order to achieve excellence”.
This works way worse than claimed, but that does not mean we should give in 
to the siren calls for protectionism. “However, the activity exposed to globalisation 
remains decisive in the creation of wealth and jobs. Contrary to the claims of the pro-
ponents of the CAME mythology, this activity [...] takes place in different territories, 
which over time have been able to accumulate distinctive skills and resources and to 
adapt to the threats and opportunities of globalisation, technical change and chan-
ging demand”. Some small cities, like Vitré, cited by Le Monde as an example a 
thriving area “far from the metropolises”, are successfully achieving this, showing 
that there is no condemned territory for those who want to look beyond their 
myth. Provided the approach is fine-tuned. “Rather than looking for a development 
model to be replicated everywhere, it is advisable to accurately study the territorial 
contexts, at fairly precise scales (employment areas, urban areas, etc.), to identify the 
problems to be addressed and to implement the correct policies. “Tailor-made rather 
than ready-to-wear is the answer”, as he explains on his blog at the University of 
Poitiers. Take the bottom-up into account and never adhere only to the top-down.
In his book For a New Territorial Narrative (previously quoted from) Bouba-Olga 
makes a useful point in his criticism of metropolisation when he states that “ag-
glomeration economies can appear as soon as the number of stakeholders installed in 
the same space is greater than one”. If increasing size does not provide an answer to 
the problem under consideration and if the dynamics do not depend entirely upon 
it, “the priority issue is therefore to identify productive and territorial complementa-
rities, to reflect on how to maintain them, the transformations at work and how to 
support them, rather than to set territories against each other”.
This may make it possible to return to the importance of the narrative, so as to 
change it. For example: “Too many of the analyses mentioned focus on the issue of 
wealth creation, to the detriment of the issue of reducing social inequalities or ecolo-
gical transition”. The issue of economic performance “can no longer be the only or 
the first issue - it seems so trivial”.
This brief overview of real urban areas clearly shows that, obsessed with an une-
quivocal notion of growth, local and national authorities are constantly validating 
increasingly gigantic agglomerations without giving themselves a chance to tackle 
the issue intelligently because they are always lagging behind the real dynamics and 
because they are only concerned with economic efficiency, with growth in the sense 
it had been understood in the last few decades. This is no longer enough if we want 
to satisfy the demands for quality of life, territorial balance, inclusiveness and sus-
tainability in a strategy designed to deal seriously with the climate emergency.
No “territorial reorganisation” can control urban attractiveness. It has played a de-
cisive role in so-called progress. But the size of cities, their gigantism in some cases, 

https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2019/09/08/ces-territoires-ruraux-qui-prosperent_5507917_3234.html
https://blogs.univ-poitiers.fr/o-bouba-olga/tag/aquitaine/
https://blogs.univ-poitiers.fr/o-bouba-olga/tag/aquitaine/
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is currently a problem. The tendency to always only encourage the growth of the 
most dynamic cities for reasons of “competitiveness”, as we have just seen, is to 
the detriment of neighbouring territories which are only supposed to benefit from 
trickling down of wealth from the metropolis. A vision launched by President 
Ronald Reagan with his “trickle down” theory that caused a noticeable growth of 
inequalities, a source of explosive situations almost everywhere in the world.

Further Reading
• The metropolisation of the world. Extent, dynamics and causes
• Metropolis “The global network of major cities and metropolitan areas”
• What’s the Difference Between a Megacity, a Metropolis, a Megalopolis 

and a Global City? Arch Daily
• View of the Property Market in the 10 Most Populated Cities in the World 

(in Spanish)

As a Reminder
• Urban areas continue to expand everywhere around the world.
• This is accompanied by a phenomenon of “metropolisation”, the concentra-

tion of activities around the most dynamic hubs.
• No “territorial reorganisation” can control urban attractiveness. 
• And we are witnessing the multiplication of gigantic urban areas: Megacities, 

clusters and corridors that sometimes exceed populations of 100 million.
• This very widespread obsession with growth does not take into account the 

quality of life, inclusion, preservation or regeneration of the environment.
• The “all-metropolis approach” should be questioned in favour of a balanced 

development of relations among cities of different sizes, and between them 
and the territories surrounding them.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283145308_The_metropolisation_of_the_world_Extent_dynamics_and_causes
https://www.metropolis.org/
https://www.archdaily.com/896568/whats-the-difference-between-a-megacity-a-metropolis-a-megalopolis-and-a-global-city
https://www.archdaily.com/896568/whats-the-difference-between-a-megacity-a-metropolis-a-megalopolis-and-a-global-city
https://www.realestatemarket.com.mx/articulos/mercado-inmobiliario/urbanismo/11204-megalopolis-las-10-ciudades-mas-pobladas-en-el-mundo
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FINDING A BALANCE BETWEEN 
REGIONS, CITIES AND 
RURAL AREAS: COMBINING 
TERRITORIES

As previously seen, the dynamics of a city depend on the networks into which it 
fits. It starts with the surrounding rural and urban areas.

Cities-Regions, Regions-Cities, 
Regiopolis... or Something else...

Going beyond the strict relationship between cities and their surrounding rural 
areas, geographers, sociologists, town planners and some politicians are questio-
ning the value of promoting, under varying names, the notion of city-regions, or 
even region-cities as we have seen above. There is even the emergence of the term re-
giopolitan area, or Regiopolis or Regio (as metro is used to refer to metropolitan).
We owe one of the most interesting proposals to solve the issue of the integration 
of metropolises in neighbouring territories to two German professors from the 
University of Kassel. Called Regiopolis, it dates back to 2006. The idea is simple: 
The status of metropolis creates positive effects for the development of large cities 
and their regions but “what happens to the smaller cities which find themselves 
apart from metropolis regions and are rather located in rural spaces?  Small cities 
that are much smaller in size and population than metropolises “but which never-
theless play a significant role in their region which is beyond the normal extent of a 
regional centre? Little attention is paid to them, which makes their development, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Regiopolis_regions
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Regiopolis_regions
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both cultural and economic, difficult.
“To seal this gap in the urban system, the concept of regiopolis has been born as a 
smaller sister of the metropolis”. Officially transformed into Regiopolis the term 
“describes smaller cities beyond metropolitan areas”. It refers to development centres 
for their mostly agricultural regions. “It is always a matter of regional centres that 
play a special role for the region, especially in a supplying and balancing manner. But 
they do not reach the status of a metropolis due to their smaller size and thus can be 
characterised as the ‘little sisters’ of the metropolises”.
According to Professor Jürgen Aring and Iris Reuther, creators of the concept, the 
criteria are: Cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants living outside the boun-
daries of the main metropolises. It should be noted that regiopolises are classified 
according to the theory of gravity, which takes into account mass (population and 
economic weight) and distance (weight decreases as distance increases). They also 
use, and this seems essential to us, an index of metropolitan functions including, 
in particular, decision-making capacity, control capacity, innovations and gateway 
points. The concept was tested around Rostock, between Hamburg, Berlin, Stettin 
and Copenhagen-Malmö.
What is important here is the consideration of functionalities beyond administra-
tive boundaries, in addition to the notion of gravity (which enriches the “urban 
systems approach mentioned above and allows it to be used starting with me-
dium-sized cities). We regard this as a way to consider reasonable differences and 
relationships, enough to encourage the circulation of flows for the benefit of the 
whole. An attitude that we find in an experiment conducted at the “Portes de Paris” 
(City Gates of Paris).

15-Minute Cities and 30-Minute 
Territories, an Experiment at the 
Gates of Paris

Professor Carlos Moreno, a Colombian and French national, chairs the Scientific Committee 
of the ETI Chair (Entrepreneurship, Territories, Innovation) at the University of Paris 1 Panthéon-
Sorbonne in Paris. It is within this framework that he is developing the “Portes de Paris” (Gates 
of Paris) programme, the main aspects of which he was willing to explain to us, starting with the 
“Chrono-urbanism” programme.

Q - What do you mean by chrono-urbanism?
CM - Chrono-urbanism is a process of organising life in the city based on use. 
The major characteristic of traditional urban planning (especially after the 30 boom years in Europe) was 
the strong dissociation between work and rest areas, which was brought together by technical means and 
by transport or mobility infrastructure. Chrono-urbanism seeks to reconcile urban space and time, bearing 

http://www.regiopole.de/en/home/
http://chaire-eti.org/
http://chaire-eti.org/portes-de-paris/


 117

in mind that the space of the cities of today involves both physical and virtual space and that the notion of 
time that is retained is the notion of useful time. The superimposition of physical space, digital space and 
useful time is what we call chrono-urbanism today.

Q - It is reminiscent of what is known as “the Marchetti’s Constant”, whereby people have always 
agreed to spend half an hour in each direction to get from home to work. In the past we used to 
go 5 km and now 50, 60 or even 80...
CM - Yes, this overlaps with well-known concepts such as the “short distance city” raised in the 1970s in 
some parts of the English-speaking world. But chrono-urbanism works rather on the multipolarity of short 
distances. It corresponds to what is called chronotopia. Topos, as an expression of places and chronos, as a 
quality of time. We seek to ensure that quality of place goes hand in hand with quality of time to contribute 
to quality of life. Living, working, shopping, accessing health care, learning and leisure are conceived in a 
space-time that allows access through smooth mobility.

Q - What exactly do you mean by “multipolarity”?
CM - Our cities are too often characterised by their spatial segregation, which is largely the result of the 
way we organise production: administrative and political centres, and business districts, for senior execu-
tives, for middle management and for working classes. 
We want to create places in the city that have maximum inclusiveness for the people who live there by en-
suring that everyone has access - in less than a quarter of an hour - to the essential functions of urban life. 
So, it is not a question of recreating a centre, but of breaking it down and being in line with the multipolar 
and distributed world of today, that of the Internet. Each mesh must have its own polarity. This means that 
not only do we have several centres, but that each one is attractive.

Q - What do you mean by the “peaceful cities” you refer to in your documents? 
CM - Spatial segregation, inequalities and exclusion, in addition to climate tensions, have created cities that 
today provoke a great deal of anxiety. Multi-polarity helps to calm the city because if each inhabitant is 
given access to the six essential urban social functions - living, working, getting supplies, educating, getting 
medical care, learning and growing - everyone will gain valuable time that will contribute to his or her 
peace of mind. It allows me to be more present with my family and the people I love. I can also optimise 
my sociability (with my neighbours as well as my colleagues at work since I spend less time travelling, 
often in traffic jams). Thirdly, I will have better conditions to take care of myself and the planet. Optimising 
these three steps - better me, better we, better world - leads to a happy, serene citizen. If we manage to 
maximise the number of these in a networked whole, it creates an atmosphere in which there are fewer 
tensions and makes it possible to envisage an egalitarian, more inclusive and sustainable city.

Q - Your starting point is an approach to urban problems through use. What does that mean? 
CM - Chronotopia, eco-urbanism, functional mixing, all these notions allow us to dissect each of the social 
functions in order to give them content. This allows us to attribute other properties to both services and 
infrastructures. So, we are going to create new relationships. 
The first is the capability to provide multiple services with the same infrastructure. Then comes optimiza-
tion to maximize the time of use of an infrastructure with, possibly, complementary economic activities 
corresponding to different uses. A concrete example is a discotheque that opens from 9 pm to 4 am, but 
which, with a marginal cost of almost zero, can become a sports hall from 5 pm to 9 pm. The infrastructure 
is already there. All the equipment is there. The track, the music etc. You just have to put in a sports coach 
costing 50 euros an hour, for example, who can run a gym for three hours, a gym that is, at other times, a 
dance floor, a Zumba floor for example. In order to do this, you have to explore the neighbourhood to iden-

http://www.cesaremarchetti.org/archive/electronic/basic_instincts.pdf
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tify all the infrastructures that exist, the services, the existing needs, the demographic curve and the curve 
of the age groups, the social characteristics of the people who live there. A digital platform then makes it 
possible to maximise functional mix with a notion of polymorphic optimisation.

Q - You make a distinction between “15-minute city” and “30-minute territory”. Is the difference 
only temporal?
CM - No. There is a question of density, of relationship with a space. In the “15-minute city”, we are in a 
compact area. The question of accessibility to social functions arises more in terms of the discovery of 
resources. There may be a lot of them around the place where we live, but we do not know about them. 
With the “30-minute territory”, we are in areas of low or medium density. The resources are less present. 
Often, the junction between them is made by private car, too often a petrol-powered car. In this type of 
space, we have to position ourselves on a network in which we have integrated a very large mutualisation 
due to digital technology to facilitate discovery and pooling.

Q - The creators of Songdo, a new city located south of Seoul in Korea, wanted to make a city 
where you were 10 minutes away on foot or by bike, between work, home, the children’s school 
and the shopping mall. Is there a difference between that and what you are proposing?
CM - Yes, there is a difference. Songdo is a city without a soul. The shopping malls do not have the capacity 
to fulfil the social function we need. A market is not a mall. It is opened to short circuits, to the sale of 
products without plastic, has information for consumers who become informed people. Street space can 
be used for repairs, to work on second or third-hand items. Not everything we buy is first-hand. We claim 
that the short circuit has become a proximity circuit, including to limit the number of purchases of new 
objects. This is it. There are people who make music, object repair workshops, children’s play areas. Parking 
spaces can be replaced by daisies. You can have three sofas where people can sit and exchange. I do not find 
that in Songdo. I find it more in the narrow alleys that exist in Tokyo, developed in neighbourhoods with 
strong local ties.

Q - You have a “Portes de Paris” (Gates of Paris) project based on this model. What is it all about? 
CM - First of all, it is not a formally defined territory. We are interested in what I call intersections of ter-
ritories. It therefore includes eight different governances: the 18th, the 19th district, Saint-Denis, etc. We 
wanted to apply this vision of hyper territorial proximity to a territory of intersections, to show that the 
real issue is that of use to shape the offer in terms of quality of life. When we think of several territories at 
the same time, when we cross them, we can bring out spaces related to the notion of the urban common 
good. We can identify quite clearly the lever that we can use to change the city. Urban change is less about 
the infrastructures that we create than about the lifestyles that we offer people. So, when we want to 
make a city in which we can walk, we have to create the possibility of relationships. Creating a car-free 
zone is not enough. You must develop shops, games, recreation areas, areas with water and nature, that is 
the way to do it. When we want to oppose shopping centres, it is not enough to say that we do not want 
them. We need bakers who are open to passers-by, informed consumers who are likely to become citizens 
invested in their neighbourhoods. 
This work in densely populated areas will be followed by a second stage. We will use the same tool on a 30-
minute territory with medium or low density. Certainly, in the Eastern Paris area.
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Further Reading
• White Paper on the “Portes de Paris” Project
• The Difficulty of Meeting Your Neighbours in Songdo
• The chronotope according to the Russian Mikhail Bakhtin who coined 

the term at the onset of the last century in his work on Rabelais and 
Dostoevsky… amongst others. Any novel implies a spatial dimension interac-
ting with another, temporal… like any city. 

 As a Reminder
• Launched in Germany around Rostock, the notion of “regiopolis” is a 

concrete attempt to promote the dynamics of non-metropolitan cities. It is 
based on relations with the territories, while at the same time opening up to 
the international arena.

• The “Portes de Paris” project puts essential urban functions within reach of 
people by taking into account the time it takes to access essential services on 
foot or by bicycle. Space and time. Chronotopia.

http://chaire-eti.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Livre-Blanc-2019.pdf
https://www.citylab.com/life/2018/06/sleepy-in-songdo-koreas-smartest-city/561374/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chronotope
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THE STOMACH, THE SECOND 
BRAIN OF THE CITY

The belly of humans, their stomach in any case, contains so many nerve endings 
that some scientists call it our “second brain”. This is the title of a book by Michael 
Gershon, published in 1999: The Second Brain. 
What if the same applied to cities?
Let’s proceed with caution. We do not have the answer and any comparison would 
probably be contrived. We should simply note that the way cities feed themselves 
reflects, first, to what degree they are organisms. Understanding this can help us to 
approach them better.
The city-food relationship seems to be the mother of all challenges, of all com-
plexities. This is a path that Carolyn Steel, a British architect-urban planner, has 
been following for several years now, devoting her lectures, her books and her life 
to it. “Food is the key to the city, but we do not talk about it, we do not see where it 
comes from,” she said in Bordeaux on 2 October 2015 during a presentation of her 
book Hungry City, published in 2016 with the subtitle “How food shapes our lives”. 
According to Steel, the whole process has become invisible to citizens. Our expe-
rience with food is now limited to our visits to supermarkets, making it impossible 
to understand the system that makes food available to us. 
“I came to the question of food through an architectural perspective,” she explained 
to the French daily La Tribune. “I was dissatisfied with the dominant view of cities, 
limited to buildings, transport and public spaces, which seemed insufficient and not 
too exciting. In 2000, I then had the idea of trying to describe cities through 
food. This intention brought about a real enlightenment, because it led me to 
suddenly ask myself a series of questions that at the time no one was addressing: ‘How 
do cities feed themselves?’ ‘Where does the food come from?’, ‘How does it get inside?’”
Cities can only grow due to technologies that bring food from far away: Railways, 
boats for all port cities, whether river or sea, and now freezing and airplanes that 
allow China to acquire farmland - all over the world, especially in Africa - to feed 
itself.

https://www.harpercollins.com/9780060930721/the-second-brain/
https://www.latribune.fr/entreprises-finance/industrie/agroalimentaire-biens-de-consommation-luxe/il-faut-restituer-sa-valeur-a-la-nourriture-carolyn-steel-798220.html
https://www.latribune.fr/entreprises-finance/industrie/agroalimentaire-biens-de-consommation-luxe/il-faut-restituer-sa-valeur-a-la-nourriture-carolyn-steel-798220.html
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In the past, she explained, “animals used to come here ‘on foot’. They were 
found alive at local markets”. Today, 97% of Britons buy their food mainly 
from supermarkets, she said. Elsewhere, and without reaching such propor-
tions, the figures are increasing. What is most serious is that this form of 
distribution controls “the entire infrastructure that supplies our food. Without 
them, we would struggle to feed ourselves; and that makes their position close to 
unassailable”.
The growth of e-commerce, while a threat to bricks and mortar stores, 
reinforces the opacity of the mechanism and the concentration of the most 
powerful suppliers. 
They are in fact the visible part of a very sophisticated system.
She explains in her book that most of the food we eat now is produced and distri-
buted by vast conglomerates that control the food system “from the gene to the 
supermarket shelf”. “They spread their operations up and down the food chain, 
using mergers and acquisitions to achieve so-called ‘vertical integration’ within the 
supply system”.
Complexity is at the heart of global trade. It is also the future, explains a profes-
sional who points out that “understanding logistics is it. The timing and processing 
of the order–you can’t get it wrong. It’s in different languages too: you’re working 
in Thailand; it’s a Chinese boat; you’ve got Dutch legislation; I don’t know how it 
works! You wouldn’t want to think about it for too long–you’d go crazy”.  The key 
is therefore in “their control of the food supply chain”. And, the better the food 
industry gets at what it does, “the more we forget how much we depend on it”. 
They have become so powerful, she explained in Bordeaux that “politicians stay 
away from it”.
Steel takes the logic of her reasoning to its conclusion when she writes in her book 
“Food, the ubiquitous medium of civilisation, has always shaped the world, not 
always for the better” and wonders, as a result, how to proceed differently. Urban 
agriculture immediately appears as a logical response, but “you can’t feed a city 
from within itself”, she explained in an interview with Atlas of the Future, a 
project based in London and Barcelona. And really “greening” our cities is not an 
easy task. To have a chance to do so, “we need to rethink not just their physical form, 
but the way they are fed-no easy task in a globalised economy in which the food system 
is a highly consolidated, well-established, virtually autonomous network”.
According to Carolyn Steel, the urban paradox is that humans need cities to live 
together and innovate and the countryside to feed themselves. “Feeding cities takes 
a gargantuan effort; one that arguably has a greater social and physical impact on 
our lives and planet than anything else we do”. We would be wrong to try to tackle 
it by isolating the elements of the problem: cities, rural areas, population, agricul-
ture, production, transportation, etc. “City and country need one another, and their 
relationship is what we should really be addressing”. We have to take into account 
means of supply, relationship to the agricultural world, expectation of diverse and 
varied foods with disregard for seasonal cycles and geographical specificities, rela-
tionship to cuisine, obesity, health, socialization around food, among others. Each 
of these dimensions must be addressed at different scales: Cities and adjacent or 
remote territories, infrastructures allowing food to enter and waste to leave, the role 
of supermarkets in transforming sociability around shops, the design of agglomera-

https://atlasofthefuture.org/carolyn-steel-urban-visionary-food/
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tions, etc. All of these are subjects that we tend to leave in the dark, that we do not 
address enough.
Yet, “Food is a form of dialogue”, says Carolyn Steele. It is an essential dialogue for 
cities ... even when they are on two sides of a border that is difficult to cross. That 
is the story of the “world’s largest nacho” co-created each year by the people of 
Eagle Pass (Texas) and Piedras Negras (Mexican state of Coahuila). A “nacho” is a 
cheese-covered piece of tortilla decorated with a slice of chilli pepper invented by 
a Mexican named Ignacio (hence the diminutive “nacho”) to satisfy the appetite 
of American officers’ wives who came to have a meal across the border in the early 
1940s. In 2000, the locals decided to turn it into a festival - the Nacho Fest - to 
attract shoppers while celebrating their good relations. This year, 25,000 people 
took part in the festival with a “giant nacho” prepared by people from both sides: 
68 kilos of corn dough, 59 kilos of cheese, 11 kilos of (very spicy) jalapeño chili. A 
bite for the lucky ones and good fun for everyone.

Gadget or Vision?

Commercial, no doubt, but also symbolic of the willingness of the inhabitants on 
both sides of the border to show their good relations, the giant nacho stunt invites 
us to rethink - in the light of Carolyn Steel’s work - the top-down and bottom-up 
contradiction in urban management.
Cities are traditionally run from the top, and the bigger they grow, the more so. 
Recent efforts to make them “smart” naturally involve digital management of in-
frastructure and the installation of cables, computers and software required to do 
so, which Silicon Valley wants us to call “smart”. But all of this is driven by the brain 
above, the brain in which the elites indulge, the one they think they understand 
and intend to manage. The “second brain” is quite a different thing. Its control by 
invisible organisms prevents us from accessing the bowels, the food, that space in 
our bodies and our cities that is just as full of wonderful connections, just as irri-
gated as the head, but more within our reach. But perhaps this is where we can all 
concretely act, by managing our food purchases better, by wasting less, by taking 
care of waste, by working with others in the circular economy of food, by forcing 
supermarkets not to destroy their unsold goods. This could help us to develop our 
relationships, to make our voices heard, to force greater transparency in the obscure 
networks of supply.
If cities have two brains, it is time for the second one to be heard by the first. The 
nacho of Eagle Pass (Texas) and Piedras Negras was only symbolic. The work 
of LaRecyclerie is concrete, like that of Lufa Farms in Montreal, the Winnow 
project that helps more than 1000 commercial kitchens reduce their waste, the 
programme of one of the main American foundations or the African Circular 
Economy Network present throughout the continent.
Interviewed by email, Carolyn Steel, sent us the following comment:
“I have never been keen on the term ‘smart cities’. To me, it conjures up images of 
energy grids and traffic systems and people moving around like peas in a pinball 

http://www.bbc.com/travel/gallery/20190811-the-worlds-largest-nacho
https://mexicolesstraveled.com/nachofest.htm
https://www.recyc-quebec.gouv.qc.ca/sites/default/files/documents/schema-economie-circulaire-filiere-alimentaire.pdf
http://www.larecyclerie.com/
https://montreal.lufa.com/en/
https://www.winnowsolutions.com/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/explore/food-cities-the-circular-economy
https://www.acen.africa/
https://www.acen.africa/
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machine, none of which has much to do with the essence of urban life. The 
Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘smart’ as ‘clever, ingenious, showing quick wit 
or ingenuity, quick to take advantage’, or alternatively ‘bright and fresh in appea-
rance, neat, in perfect order or repair’. Districts conforming to such a description 
might include slick developments such as those around London’s King’s Cross, 
where granite-clad office buildings house branded chains in a soulless simulacrum 
of urbanity. Such places feel bereft of charm to me –  they are the architectural 
equivalent of bankers in business suits, in contrast to the slightly grubby mixed 
neighbourhoods and local cafes that form the everyday fabric of traditional cities”.    
“The quality shared by all great cities – London, New York, Mumbai, Istanbul – is 
one of humanity. Such cities are open, generous and diverse; home to as many as 
want to live there. This is why, for me, food is a far better expression of a city’s soul 
than any computer grid. If you want to get to know a city, head to a local market, 
where, to borrow Zola’s famous term, you will find the city’s guts on display. Here, 
among haggling locals, fresh lettuces and rotten fish-heads, you will find the city’s 
true lifeblood: the everyday encounters that, even in our modern, Deliveroo world, 
constitute the raison d’être of all cities, public life. Food has always shaped and ani-
mated cities, and it always will. Harnessing its power to connect people – to one 
another and to the landscapes that feed them – is arguably our most potent tool for 
shaping a future that is both inclusive and sustainable. By thinking though food 
- imagining, not just with our heads, but with our guts “ we can create a better 
world”.

Further Reading… As a Reminder
• The notion of second or small brain is based on advances in neurobiology in 

the study of the enteric nervous system.
• Carolyn Steel coined the term Sitopia from the Greek terms sitos (food) and 

topos (place). This is the title of her latest book, also with the “political” 
subtitle: “How Food Can Save The World”.

•   
• Launched in her previous work, the term led, with variable success, to many 

experiments, among which: 
• Sitopia, an Argentinean “urban regeneration” website, seems to be strug-

gling to emerge from “utopia”.
• Under the leadership of Etic.co, a company that finances and manages “spaces 

dedicated to the actors of societal change” and that wants to be “fundamentally 
responsible”, the Château de Nanterre hosts, alongside Foodentropie (a space 
“dedicated to experimentation and transformation of the food system”) another 
Sitopia, the cradle of “Sitopians”, for whom “food is at the heart of the issues of 
social justice, health and the environment”.

• See also the Sustainable Food Lab of Reos Partners in Oxford run by Zaïd 
Hassan, which we will find in the next chapter.

https://lejournal.cnrs.fr/nos-blogs/aux-frontieres-du-cerveau/limage-de-la-semaine-le-ventre-notre-deuxieme-cerveau
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/109/1097397/sitopia/9780701188719.html
http://sitopia.com.ar/site/index
http://etic.co/
http://www.foodentropie.com/
http://sitopia.mystrikingly.com/
https://reospartners.com/projects/sustainable-food-lab/
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IS ALL THIS COMPLICATED? 
NO, IT’S JUST COMPLEX!

We established in Chapter 1 that the future of cities and the future of the planet are 
closely linked. That is why we refer to our era as the “Urbanocene”. In Chapter 2, 
we discussed the main challenges facing us - climate emergency, demography, irri-
gation by flows, growing inequalities, technologies not always as well mastered as is 
claimed - in which cities are key players. Whether they like it or not.
This third chapter shows us that we are experiencing difficulty in clearly defining 
what a city is, in agreeing on what “makes a city”. How can we do good work under 
such conditions?
We found that the size, territory and boundaries approach was not enough, and 
that taking into account only the urban dynamics based on growth led to metropo-
litan gigantism and dangerous imbalances for the whole planet and for those who 
live there. We gather in cities in the hope of finding a better life, but their gigantism 
makes this proposition uncertain, if not impossible, for a growing number of us. 
A situation that is made worse by the contempt in which we hold the territories 
around metropolises, whether rural or urban, when it comes to less powerful cities.
There is no shortage of criticism. The interest of those we have presented here is to 
propose tools for a better understanding of the urban phenomenon that characte-
rises our era and, as a result, allow us to envisage more intelligent approaches. Smart 
About Cities...
• Officially recognised cities, whatever their size, never correspond to the real 

urban dynamics, to the flows that cross them, to the multiple links that give 
them internal coherence or connect them to resources located in near and 
remote territories. 

• But we cannot do without these divisions that form the basis of democracy, 
distribution of budgets, responsibilities, organisation, which in some cases 
takes the form of planning.

• We always need to take into account different areas, different scales, different 
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narratives, different flows, different objectives. These are all important and 
the planet is full of attempts to focus on one aspect or another with varying 
but always limited success.

• From the contributions mentioned in this chapter, we can retain the limit of 
boundaries highlighted by Andrew Sancton, the urban systems of Nadine 
Cattan, the search for territorial balance by taking into account the regio-
polises of Jürgen Aring and Iris Reuther, the “custom-made” approach 
proposed by Bouba-Olga, the attempt to satisfy the functions allowing 
viability and quality of life of Carlos Moreno, and the consideration of the 
belly of the city and the sophisticated systems that feed it as proposed by 
Carolyn Steel. All of them invoke, in one way or another, networks, links and 
complexity.  

Is all this complicated? No, it’s just complex! That is to say alive. If cities have all 
the characteristics of organisms, it would certainly be beneficial to think of them 
as organisms... capable of self-organisation, adaptation, evolution, and innovation. 
To do this, we must take them in their layouts... on different scales, in the func-
tions they fulfil or should fulfil (which are expected of them), and in the resources 
provided by their multiple relationships, their complementarities of all kinds. 
Complicated? No! Just complex... a completely different adventure to which you 
are invited in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4

SMART ABOUT CITIES

Datapolis, Participolis and Then…

In my previous book entitled “A Journey Through Smart Cities - Between 
Datapolis et Participolis”, jointly published in 2015 by UNESCO and the 
Netexplo Observatory (in English and French), I tried to raise the issue as I un-
derstood it then “as tension between two poles: Datapolis, the city entirely managed 
on the basis of data collected through technological infrastructure, and Participolis, 
the city where citizens participate in the design and management of the space in which 
they live. Referring to the issue as “tension” allows us to define a space wherein we 
can position ourselves with varying proportions of the main forces that confront and 
complement each other.”
This was a first step. 
I have since realised that cities are so complex that this tension between technology 
and people - that still exists - is neither enough to understand nor to act. We need 
to acknowledge this complexity in order to understand the city as a “system”, or 
even as a “system of systems” to better manage problems. Hence the idea of adding 
a third term: Polisystem: The system city, the city heard, approached, dealt with as 
a system.
We will do that in this chapter in several stages: Acknowledging urban complexity 
and that “we’re not even scared”; identifying the tools for understanding this urban 

https://books.google.fr/books/about/A_Journey_through_smart_cities.html?id=ZMusCwAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.fr/books/about/A_Journey_through_smart_cities.html?id=ZMusCwAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
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complexity; showing how dialogue can bring out as many elements as possible 
while helping stakeholders to take them into account; bringing together the ele-
ments that make it possible to envisage a method of action, and raising the issues of 
creating new cities and responding to the climate crisis.
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ARE CITIES COMPLEX? 
WE’RE NOT SCARED!

In the beginning is the relation.
Gaston Bachelard

“What kind of a problem is a city?” was the question once asked to leading Canadian 
urban planner Jane Jacobs. The answer: “Cities happen to be problems in organized 
complexity . . . present(ing) ‘situations in which a half-dozen or even several dozen 
quantities are all varying simultaneously and in subtly interconnected ways.’ Cities, 
again like the life sciences, do not exhibit one problem in organized complexity, which 
if understood explains all. They can be analysed into many such problems or segments 
which as in the case of the life sciences, are also related with one another. The variables 
are many, but they are not helter-skelter; they are ‘interrelated into an organic whole.”
Let us take the example of greening a neighbourhood. What mayor would not 
want to load his speeches with such projects and take credit for them? In reality, 
this can have dire consequences, as we saw, among other places, in New York 
City when around the High Line, a former railroad line that was transformed by 
local activists into a beautiful high-rise green space (and was copied many times 
around the world). It is easy to see this as a success story of popular participation, 
of listening by the municipality. But, the Barcelona Laboratory for Urban Justice 

https://www.thehighline.org/
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and Sustainability points out “This green transformation has been followed by 
spikes in local property values and by the resulting displacement of nearby bu-
sinesses and working-class-residents. Between 2003 and 2011, property values near 
the High Line went up by 103%.” The greening of a neighbourhood can contribute 
to increased inequality.
The same problem, even worse and more serious, is found when we improve living 
conditions in city centres. The price of real estate rises, the less fortunate are forced to 
settle elsewhere, further and further away. The housing problem becomes travel and 
mobility problems. This is how France ended up with the Yellow Vest movement.
And when we try to solve this problem with an integrated approach to transport, 
multimodal as they say, we see that property prices rise around these convenient 
transfer points (the underground stations around Greater Paris, for example). In 
plain words, we discover that it is not easy to facilitate the use of different transport 
networks. The stops of one transport system may be far from those of another. 
Coordination is usually random, and, above all, it is not possible for everyone to 
pay with a single ticket for journeys involving the use of all operators.
Every urban problem is “complex”. We may as well get used to it... without being 
afraid of it. 
When combined with the description of urban problems around the world, the 
term can describe many different situations but one inescapable reality. For example: 
• An observation regarding Yaoundé: “In Yaoundé, the urban landscape is 

complex. It is the result of a process of urbanisation that was generally disor-
derly, marked by phases of planning, disruption and anarchy. It is mostly a 
noisy landscape. A profusion of activities, noise pollution, smells, particular 
morphologies and structures can be observed.”

• This observation seems to be true in Africa since, according to Luc Moutila 
Beni, a researcher in environmental engineering: “Nowadays African cities 
in general and those in Cameroon in particular, in view of their expansion 
and especially the advent of decentralisation, have brought to light complex 
issues. Several years of centralised urban management caused dysfunctions 
posing major challenges for inexperienced local authorities, now responsible 
for solving the urban equation.”

• According to the European Commission, it is impossible to be concerned 
about resilience without taking complexity into account; and, after men-
tioning, among others, the economic and financial crises, population flows, 
phenomena due to the climate crisis and the terrorist actions cities have 
to face, the commission recalls that: “Cities are complex systems and such 
shocks are often both the causes and the effects of the current conditions of 
urban communities.”

• It is also a possible solution. The term appears in proposals for improvements 
such as this one (June 2019) for the Nordhavn district in Copenhagen: “The 
plan includes a network of plazas, parks, walks and spaces on the street, each 
of which offers something unique. Urban spaces are connected through a 
process through which street-level activities help strengthen urban life. The 
intention is to establish public functions in the main corners and in certain 
streets. This is to ensure that the district has a lively business environment 

http://lameva.barcelona.cat/bcnmetropolis/2007-2017/en/dossier/espais-verds-per-a-qui-a-quin-preu-i-com/
http://lameva.barcelona.cat/bcnmetropolis/2007-2017/en/dossier/espais-verds-per-a-qui-a-quin-preu-i-com/
https://journals.openedition.org/vertigo/23083
https://journals.openedition.org/vertigo/23083
https://moutilageo.hypotheses.org/17
https://moutilageo.hypotheses.org/17
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and areas for rest and recreation. By also preserving existing buildings and 
features, a fertile environment for complex urban life can be created.”

• Seattle Mayor Ed Murray even made a promise of it in one of his recent State 
of the City messages: “Last year in this chamber, I committed to using a 
data-driven approach to address our city’s complex and ongoing challenges in 
public safety, the paramount duty of local government.”

• According to Grégoire Bleu, co-founder of la Boîte à Champignons (The 
Mushroom Box), this applies to the reintroduction of nature into the city; 
he explains in the preface to the book Agriculteurs urbains (Urban Farmers) 
published in the summer of 2019 that: “Urban agriculture has no place in 
an ideal world, it has always developed in response to problems. [...] The 
problems of our cities are complex? Let us set up agricultural systems that 
feed on this complexity!”

Ubiquitous in the urban environment, complexity can frighten some while it can 
stimulate others.  In early 2019, it seems to have played a part in the resignation 
of Aymar de Germay, Mayor of Marmagne since 2003. And yet, as soon as he 
was elected, his successor, Bernard Dupérat, declared to the newspaper Le Berry 
Républicain that the vacancy of the post seemed to him to be “an opportunity to 
discover the function of Mayor and its complexity.” He is not the only one to 
have seen that.
• When extending her official wishes for 2019, Johanna Roland, Mayor of 

Nantes, stated: “’No flesh, no fish, just enough to make a mermaid’. This is what 
Julien Gracq said about Nantes. Yes, Nantes knows how to turn paradoxes into 
strength, complexity into richness, multiple identities into a common vision.”

• Britain’s first black mayor, Martin Reeves, the son of a Jamaican father and 
an English mother, believes that his “complex” background puts him in an ex-
cellent position to deal with the problems of his city. “Fifty years ago, my dad 
arrived here from Jamaica to signs saying: ‘No Irish, no blacks, no dogs’,” he told 
the Guardian when he was elected in 2016. He added: “When I was growing 
up, I probably thought... ‘It would be really nice to get rid of this complexity that I 
don’t have words for, and not be a problem for anyone. But now, no: I think there’s 
something really rich in it.”

There are great risks in embarking on any municipal policy without taking 
complexity into account. According to the analyst Nelly Garnier, the victories 
of left-wing parties in Paris and Lyon at the beginning of this century “had a 
very significant psychological impact”. But, she says in an interview with the 
newspaper Marianne in July 2019, “urban dwellers have not become a ho-
mogeneous population or electorate. The realities are much more complex. Senior 
Executives in the 9th District of Paris are not the intermittent entertainment 
workers of the Porte de Vincennes nor the family of employees who remain in the 
hyper-centre because they have inherited their parents’ apartment.” Both “High 
incomes and high rates of poverty” can be found there. The clashes may involve 
“a very left-wing discourse, centred around issues of social inequality, or a radical 
environmental discourse. It can also be a strong right-wing discourse on security 
and the management of public space (cleanliness, incivilities).” Some people go 
haywire. You have been warned...

mailto:https://blogs.iadb.org/ciudades-sostenibles/en/integrated-urban-development-copenhagen-and-its-nordhavn-case/
http://murray.seattle.gov/mayor-murrays-state-of-the-city-speech-as-prepared/
http://murray.seattle.gov/mayor-murrays-state-of-the-city-speech-as-prepared/
https://www.laboiteachampignons.com/accueil/decouvrir-boite-a-champignons/
http://collection-terragora.fr/agriculteurs-urbains/
https://www.leberry.fr/bourges-18000/actualites/bernard-duperat-elu-maire-de-marmagne_13529133/
https://www.leberry.fr/bourges-18000/actualites/bernard-duperat-elu-maire-de-marmagne_13529133/
http://www.johannarolland.fr/2019/01/08/voeux-2019-lire-le-discours/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/23/bristol-mayor-marvin-rees-racism-inequality
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/23/bristol-mayor-marvin-rees-racism-inequality
https://www.marianne.net/debattons/entretiens/paris-municipales-anne-hidalgo-politique-deconnectee-parisiens
https://www.marianne.net/debattons/entretiens/paris-municipales-anne-hidalgo-politique-deconnectee-parisiens
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Happy New Year, “may your city never become San Francisco, New York or 
Seattle”, wrote Emily Badger, a New York Times specialist on cities and urban 
policy, in her 2019 greetings. Curious. She was lashing out at three cities with some 
of the lowest unemployment rates in the United States and where wages are high 
and rising faster than elsewhere, but she was forced to ask herself whether it was 
worth it. “Is it even possible to have urban prosperity without an affordability crisis, 
to have vast new development without displacement?” A question she asks even more 
clearly in another article on major U.S. cities when she says that there is “deepening 
suspicion of many communities that the costs of urban prosperity outweigh the benefits. 
The tech jobs and the high wages aren’t worth having if they come with worsening 
congestion, more crowded development or soaring housing costs.”
Contradictory? On the face of it. Complex? Of course. It is easy to pit develop-
ment against cost, to put forward, in a political discourse, only one or the other 
of these two facets, but it seems that one cannot, at best, have one without the 
other. That is where some of the urban complexity lies and that is why we are 
required to understand it.
But, f irst, we have to stop being afraid of it.

Motherhood as an Example of 
Complexity 

Complexity is the daily life of every parent, and especially, in our patriarchal so-
cieties... of mothers! Indeed they, and unfortunately still too often so, are the ones 
who take on the role of “manageress/executive housekeeper”! If you want a descrip-
tion and a perfect example of complexity management, then they are the ones to 
turn to. Let us take the example of a mother on her way to the market or the mall, 
or even the hypermarket, with a shopping list in her head next to a mental picture 
of the state of the fridge. 
She has to find a way to get there. Sometimes she gets there with an idea for a dish 
but has to change her mind depending on her financial means or what she finds. 
She has to choose between several products, and she wonders how to combine 
them, several times a meal, several meals a day (not forgetting snacks).  
We should bear in mind that she must always pass through several shops, displays 
or departments and must consider spatial arrangements, an itinerary, means of 
transport, and have a clear picture of what she is going to do while anticipating the 
reactions of her children. 
The choice of her purchases is complicated by the fact that her children may have 
different desires, pleasures, whims, allergies or dietary needs that she must consider. 
She must be careful to avoid certain sugars, all plastic packaging, and the many 
preservative chemicals, that are all, more or less, not recommended. Today, she even 
tries to buy in bulk and must therefore come to the sales outlet with suitable contai-
ners.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/26/upshot/happy-new-year-may-your-city-never-become-san-francisco-new-york-or-seattle.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/26/upshot/happy-new-year-may-your-city-never-become-san-francisco-new-york-or-seattle.html
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And then there are her desires, the ideas that came from a girlfriend, met by chance 
while shopping, who informed her of some product, being sold on that day by 
some merchant at an unbeatable price. And, sometimes, her boss calls in the middle 
of all this to ask her for information about the case she is working on, which, of 
course, has nothing to do with what she is currently busy with. 
Where were we?
Back home she has to cook, that is to say, combine the ingredients she has first 
prepared, take into account the order in which she must cook them, guide herself, 
sometimes from a book, always by her sense of smell which tells her - it happens - 
when the contents of a pan are about to burn, and start to feed the little one (and 
the older sibling) according to their different schedules and the homework they 
have to do. Make sure that everyone eats, that no one pinches food from the plate 
of a sibling, thinking about the balance between protein-carbohydrates and lipids 
from one meal to the next, from one child to the next.
The products, the children, their growth, the concern not to harm the environment 
too much, the smell of burning which triggers corrective action, the father who 
arrives late and for whom it will be necessary to reheat the food, without ever for-
getting the unforeseen, the uncertainty (a sick child, last-minute guests, someone 
took the rest of the butter she was counting on, the failed mayonnaise, the power 
outage etc.); all this is just a pale reflection of the complexity that mothers have to 
deal with, what they are in charge of (mentally first) most of the time. Daily, several 
times a day and whether it is a big festive meal or a simple breakfast. The eldest 
child gets angry quickly when she does not have the right brand of cereal... For the 
youngest child, it is the chocolate.
There are literally billions of mothers doing this every day with different levels of re-
sources, room for manoeuvre, freedom, but always with this “mental load”, so little 
shared, which is the overall vision, the starting point of the strategy, the connec-
tion with all the other aspects of her life, that is family, love, work, intellectual and 
others. They are constantly dealing with everything that makes up complexity: 
Different interacting elements, a dynamic to which they must constantly adapt, 
levels, domains, universes that are entangled, interwoven and coming together in 
multiple ways. It does not stop at food. They take into account the relationships 
between different issues (education, sports, music, reading, holidays, end of the 
month ...), the different scales required (children, family, elderly parents, neighbou-
rhood) ... Mothers anticipate in all directions. They (fathers too when they get 
involved) manage complexity, sometimes without knowing it, without almost ever 
using the term. They do not make a fuss about it.
According to Albane Godard, the “Environmental Challenges” Project Director, 
Director of the UrbanLab from July 2016 to September 2019, it is a fabulous 
school. “After a long period of observation, mothers seem to be the best project ma-
nagers,” she explained by email. “They know how to manage a tight budget, they are 
masters in complicated planning where everything fits when it seemed impossible (one 
child’s piano lesson, the other’s football, the parents’ meeting...), they analyse the risks 
beforehand and manage the hazards when they occur, they practically always deliver 
with a high degree of quality (often better than expected), they face demanding and 
“bitchy” customers (the children) every day, they are creative to keep every new day 
interesting, they have a global vision in their heads and... to crown it all, they are 



 134

humble, always highlighting the achievements of ‘their team’ rather than their own.”
Let us return briefly to the importance of family food management. In her book 
Hungry City, already mentioned, Carolyn Steel gives it a social, and even a poli-
tical dimension. It is about choosing food ethically, tackling the food chain, “Eat 
less meat and fish, and pay more for it when we do”, buying from stores that sell 
local produce, while making it clear to retailers that what they do is important to 
us, buying directly from producers when we can, and teaching children to cook 
and sort garbage properly, and keep as much as we can for compost. And yet, it is 
clear that all these small actions that she expects to have a cumulative effect are not 
enough. So, we need to “Get political about food. Demand government action.”
Steel, again, warns that “To live well, we have to understand and dwell in complexity. 
To do that without losing our humanity will get us closer to where we want to be.” 
Not so easy, of course, and her dream would be to have “the power to comprehend 
extreme complexity whilst remaining a down-to-earth human who can still find her 
socks in the morning and make a good cup of tea!”

Simplified Complexity

Complexity is the true logic of the living. 
It is so true that we are used to it: we see it every day in every field. We just have to 
make space for it in our minds and in our way of thinking. But we are afraid of the 
term. We are wrong. We have to distinguish what it means from how to deal with 
it, which is what we will show in two stages below.
So let us try to see what it is made of by drawing inspiration from the assertion 
of Albert Einstein: “Everything must be made as simple as possible, but not 
simpler.”
First of all, what it is not.

Complex differs from complicated. The complicated is made of many ele-
ments that could be explained in a book, possibly long (if it is about building an 
airplane). Complexity is what allows living organisms (such as cities) to self-orga-
nise, adapt, mutate, survive, move forward. It is not predictable.

Complex differs from holistic. A holistic approach is to consider all the ele-
ments of a problem or, if one prefers, the problem as a whole. It does not always 
take into account the interactions between the elements it contains, and the inte-
ractions with those outside the whole under consideration.
Let us continue, now, with an “acceptable” approximation, which is both correct 
and insufficient but fairly easy to remember. 
Complexity appears when:
• Different elements self-organise by interacting more or less autonomously, 

with themselves AND with their environment. 

https://www.wired.co.uk/article/artificial-intelligence-extended-intelligence
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/artificial-intelligence-extended-intelligence
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• These relationships allow the whole - often referred to as a “system” - to 
adapt and sometimes to allow for new (or “emergent”) properties to appear 
that did not previously exist in any of the components of the whole. 

• Information circulating in a loop allows the system in question to learn from 
the reactions resulting from these relationships between the elements and 
with the environment. 

• The whole has properties that each part does not have, it is more than the 
sum of the parts.

• Each “whole” is nested in endless assemblies.
Even shorter: The relationships between heterogeneous and autonomous elements 
in a whole open to the outside world allows the latter to adapt to changes and 
evolve in a dynamic process. This whole has properties that are not found in the 
elements that make it up and fits into smaller and larger assemblies. Heterogeneity, 
relationships, openness to the environment, and dynamic processes make for a 
system characterised by real uncertainty. This dynamic characterises living things 
at the level of the cell, the body, and applies to cities as well. It can be found in the 
kitchen, the family or the company. 
To approach a “situation” or a “whole”, it is thus necessary to take into account 
these five dimensions of complexity which include:
1.  Each element and its evolution. 
2.  The interrelationships between all the inside elements and with outside the 

whole under consideration.
3.  The information loops that allow the whole to self-organise, adapt, mutate.
4.  The assemblies (or ecosystems) in which it is inserted and their interrela-

tionships.
5.  The dynamics that result from these different elements at all scales.
The real difficulty for those who are looking at this question in the 21st century 
(after having gone through school and having been lulled by five hundred years 
of diffuse scientific culture) is that the Cartesian Method, which had been a big 
factor of progress, is no longer sufficient to understand the world. This is due to 
the fact that it is based on the separation of the elements and not on putting them 
in relation to each other. The scientific method has taught us to concentrate our 
attention on the elements, however small or however big they may be, to the detri-
ment of relationships. In his book Le nouvel esprit scientifique (The new scientific 
spirit), Gaston Bachelard wrote, as early as 1934, “Far from the being illustrating 
the relation, it is the relation that is illuminating the being.”
We must learn to better understand relationships or, as Edgar Morin like others 
says, “reliance”. The linking, the re-linking and the dynamics that result from it. 
This is what we need to work on today. 
In a network, each element counts less than what is exchanged between all the elements. 
Ask Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the World Wide Web, if what matters most is 
the pages it is composed of or the links that allow people to move from one to the 
other... and ask Google... that makes it the engine of its PageRank.

https://www.homocoques.com/b040316_pensee_sciences.htm
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Ask Facebook what interests it most about you, you or your relationships. 
Ask conference organisers and attendees if what is important is what is being said 
or what is being exchanged between participants in the many conversations and 
discussions that take place.
Ask your cardiologist how he or she sees the relationship between the pump (your 
heart), the path (blood pressure) and the quality (presence of bad cholesterol and 
other things) of the blood that circulates through it.
To understand complexity, we must learn to study the relationships - the links - 
between elements, among them and with the whole, and the effects of information 
exchange and assemblies.
Complexity comes from the Latin “complexus” meaning “that which is woven to-
gether”. It is therefore necessary “to weave together points of view, disciplines and levels of 
analysis,” explains Ousama Bouiss de l’Université Paris Dauphine (Paris Dauphine 
University) in a work on the work of Edgar Morin, notably in the Introduction to 
Complex Thinking. Morin himself explained “I have always tried to reconstruct 
this common fabric, because my fundamental observation is that all our knowledge is 
compartmentalised, separated from each other, whereas it should be linked.”
To “link”... or, in a more open way, to exchange, to interact through flows of all 
kinds, as we saw in Chapter 2. 
Understanding complexity is within our reach. There is no reason to be afraid of it.

Further Reading
• It is to two Chilean biologists, Humberto Varela and Francisco Maturana, 

that we owe the notion of self-organisation of living things, “the property 
of a system to reproduce itself permanently and in relation with its en-
vironment”, a concept increasingly used in fields as different as Artificial 
Intelligence, neurosciences and sociology. An English version of their original 
text, published in Spanish in 1974, can be downloaded free of charge.

• On the history of the term “reliance”, by Marcel Bolle De Bal who created 
it and on its adoption by Edgar Morin.

• “ ‘Simplexity’ is a fundamental property of the living being to be able to 
invent simple solutions to the problems that the complexity of reality poses 
for its survival.” The term was proposed in 2009 by the engineer and neuro-
physiologist Alain Berthoz, a Professor at the Collège de France.

• Linking cities, the future of cities in the 21st century - Let us create linking 
cities, cities that generate multiple links! Louvain-la-Neuve Symposium 
held on 30 November 2016.

https://www.latribune.fr/opinions/tribunes/dix-principes-pour-penser-dans-le-monde-complexe-d-edgar-morin-802548.html
https://lejournal.cnrs.fr/articles/edgar-morin-ou-leloge-de-la-pensee-complexe
https://lejournal.cnrs.fr/articles/edgar-morin-ou-leloge-de-la-pensee-complexe
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autopo%C3%AF%C3%A8se
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autopo%C3%AF%C3%A8se
https://monoskop.org/images/3/35/Maturana_Humberto_Varela_Francisco_Autopoiesis_and_Congition_The_Realization_of_the_Living.pdf
https://www.cairn.info/revue-societes-2003-2-page-99.htm
https://gerflint.fr/Base/Monde4/lemoigne.pdf
https://books.openedition.org/cdf/3416
http://www.cepess.be/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/linking-cities-actes-colloque-2016-final-version-finale-web.pdf
http://www.cepess.be/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/linking-cities-actes-colloque-2016-final-version-finale-web.pdf
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As a Reminder
• Unavoidable reality: Cities are complex. No reason to be afraid of that. It is 

even the source of their wealth.
• Complexity is at the heart of the daily lives of parents and, in particular, of 

mothers who face it when they shop, when they cook and, at the same time, 
have to deal with education, holidays and the rest of the family.

• When tackling a complex problem (they all are, otherwise they are not 
problems...) try to keep in mind the five dimensions of complexity: 1) the 
multiple and diverse elements; 2) their interrelationships, without forget-
ting the outside; 3) the information that, as it circulates, allows the whole to 
adapt; 4) the assemblies of sets; 5) the dynamics at all levels.
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SYSTEMS THINKING AS 
APPLIED TO CITIES

Since the end of the 20th century, companies have been asking themselves how 
to integrate complexity into their daily work. The first step was to see things as 
“systems”, and reality as an assembly of such systems.

Systems thinking

This is, for once, a “new paradigm” and not an exaggeration; it is frequently used 
to describe the interrelationships between different fields and the need for an in-
terdisciplinary approach. It has given rise to a way of thinking, “systems thinking”, 
which is happily applied to the management of companies and which helps them 
to improve efficiency. The formula that has hit the mark is that of the “learning 
organisation” (due to the interaction loops between its components and with the 
outside world) launched by Peter Senge, professor of management at M.I.T. in his 
book The Fifth Discipline (1990) translated into French under the title La cin-
quième discipline. 
The approach is accompanied by a range of diagnostic tools and methods to 
examine problems more fully and accurately before taking action. It is also, for 
some, a philosophy or at least a “sensitivity to the circular nature of the world we 
live in; an awareness of the role of structure in creating the conditions we face; a reco-
gnition that there are powerful laws of systems operating that we are unaware of; a 
realisation that there are consequences to our actions that we are oblivious to.” 
Cities are lagging behind in this area, as indicated by the continued separation into 
unrelated administrative departments and the prevalence of “silo thinking”. And 
yet, as early as 2014, professor and environmentalist David Orr had shown, starting 
from the same notions, the interest of systems thinking for the future of cities. 

http://www.isss.org/laszlofw.htm
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/163984/the-fifth-discipline-by-peter-m-senge/
https://www.eyrolles.com/Chapitres/9782212559378/9782212559378.pdf
https://www.eyrolles.com/Chapitres/9782212559378/9782212559378.pdf
https://thesystemsthinker.com/systems-thinking-what-why-when-where-and-how/
https://thesystemsthinker.com/systems-thinking-what-why-when-where-and-how/
https://www.resilience.org/stories/2014-05-30/systems-thinking-and-the-future-of-cities/
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Specific difficulty: They are economic and social systems operating according to 
market laws; they follow the regulations implemented by the authorities and the 
behaviour of the population, which must, at one time or another, find coherence 
with biological systems that operate at the level of the environment, land use, hy-
drology, biodiversity and climate, for example. Yet these systems “work on different 
time scales and by different processes as parts of a whole that we call the biosphere.” 
And they are not equal. 
The system approach can therefore help us, provided, according to Orr, that we 
understand that, since unpredictability is a characteristic of systems, public policies 
should be designed with wide margins of error, cautious bets, and a great deal of 
redundancy and pathways towards the chosen objectives. They are only likely to 
succeed if everyone participates. Senge, quoted by Orr, had said: “Everyone shares 
responsibility for the problems generated by a system.” Everyone, that is to say all 
stakeholders, authorities, companies, associations, citizens, all of them.
This is clearly seen in one of the major challenges facing cities today: “To transition 
organised urban complexity built on an industrial model and designed for automo-
biles, sprawl, and economic growth into coherent, civil, and durable places.” But Orr 
is under no illusions: “At any level, however, it is only a tool to clarify the consequences 
of our actions, identify our options, and extend our foresight a bit. And those are not 
small gains.”
Note the deployment in South Africa of a “Sinani method” implemented to 
contribute to the resolution of violent conflicts, very often of an urban nature. It 
uses “storytelling” which “often reveals the depths of change processes more than sim-
plistic cause and effect analyses or complicated peace and conflict impact assessment 
systems.”
At individual level, researchers who have studied this practice believe that: “A 
person gains self-understanding through the encounter and dialogue with others.”
At collective level, the Sinani method builds on the well-known notion of Ubuntu, 
regarding which it believes that “Many African views on personhood and commu-
nity share basic principles with systemic ideas - thinking in relationships and network 
structures and considering social interactions as circular processes. Non-linear 
thinking (which might be unusual in a Western context) has been a central element 
of many African philosophies, which are more interested in the social and spiritual 
balance of a system as a whole than in identifying causal relationships between parts 
of a system.”

Design Thinking

Open to the logic of systems thinking, many companies soon realised that users 
were an essential variable that was too rarely taken into account. This is the secret 
behind the success of Ideo, a company that has played a considerable role in Apple’s 
long history of success and whose method was exposed by founder Tim Brown in 
his book Change by design. 

http://www.survivors.org.za/
https://www.medico.de/fileadmin/_migrated_/document_media/1/integrating-african-meaning-systems-and-system.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ubuntu_philosophy
http://www.ideo.com/
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062856623/change-by-design-revised-and-updated/


 140

Design thinking, as he sees it, is at the intersection of three “challenges”: the desi-
rability, viability and feasibility of a product. To understand their relationships, he 
suggests observing without relying on appearances or on what people say. “Focus 
groups” do not amount to very much. Surveys are needed to understand people’s 
needs, starting with unformulated needs. Then you have to show empathy, “stop 
treating [them] like lab rats” and “walk in their shoes” to understand them better. 
All of this involves real multidisciplinary teamwork with phases of interpretation, 
idea generation by multiplying discussions through brainstorming sessions fol-
lowed by experimentation in the form of prototypes to determine which of the 
ideas envisaged work best.
These stages are not linear. They must be approached in a partially simultaneous 
way and repeated as many times as necessary. The aim is to understand the users, 
challenge assumptions, redefine issues and create innovative solutions to be tested.
But in all of this it is about customers, not citizens. An essential step remains to be taken.
Initially designed for companies, design thinking is now used in the approach to 
cities. Even Ideo has started to think about cities where it is easier to walk, which 
goes much further than creating wider sidewalks that remain “a paradigm that 
still puts drivers first. Walkability requires a serious reconsideration of an entire 
transportation and urban infrastructure, putting people first and cars second. We 
need to consider infrastructural changes at multiple scales and from multiple perspec-
tives: creating denser, more mixed-use walkable neighborhoods; optimizing for green 
public spaces for gathering over sprawling parking lots; better integrating bike storage 
and building protected bicycle lanes; dispersing art and street lighting throughout 
major walkways to encourage people to walk more; and lowering speed limits in pe-
destrian-dense areas to ensure safer, more enjoyable walking and cycling experiences.”

Design and Cities, the Case of 
Gensler

Some companies, such as Houston-based Gensler, have been working for much 
longer, striving to integrate design into what the company calls “Change by 
design” - a “method for forging organizations that are ready for and resilient in 
the face of change.”  The design to be integrated is a bit like the specialised part of 
working with design thinking, which would be the more general, if not the concep-
tual and methodological part.
This is what Rives Taylor said in an interview, a longer version of which was publi-
shed in the Politique Internationale magazine. 

Q - How do you view the issue of urban density? Can it be both vertical and sustainable?
This is one of the main challenges in urban design and not only when it involves building skyscrapers. 
Human beings need to connect to the earth. In Asia, our big projects include a garden (or a similar space) 
which helps to cultivate a connection with the planet. Density as we understand it tries to include biodi-

https://designthinking.ideo.com/
https://www.capgemini.com/2012/09/design-thinking-how-to-innovate-if-youre-not-an-engineer/
https://www.capgemini.com/2012/09/design-thinking-how-to-innovate-if-youre-not-an-engineer/
https://www.gensler.com/research-insight/blog/change-by-design-a-new-framework-for-leading-continuous
https://www.gensler.com/research-insight/blog/change-by-design-a-new-framework-for-leading-continuous
http://www.politiqueinternationale.com/revue/article.php?id_revue=166&id=1867&content=synopsis
http://www.politiqueinternationale.com/revue/article.php?id_revue=166&id=1867&content=synopsis
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versity with, for example, urban agriculture or the multiplication of green spaces. We should all strive for a 
dense human environment that is connected to nature.
The future lies with multi-use, and not separate use, towers (skyscrapers): one for living, another for 
working, a third for commerce, etc. A city centre, where people stop working after 5 pm and where there 
is no activity on weekends does not make good use of its resources. Density must be supported by in-
frastructure. Streets do not need to be highways; pedestrian spaces should be favoured. We are studying 
the balance between mass transit and the future of the automobile (autonomous, electric, individual, 
shared vehicles). We are moving towards environments where we will have less space for vehicles and more 
human density.
Density also requires smart infrastructure (this is where the Smart City comes into play). We all need fresh water, 
energy, connectivity, communication and good waste management. We are working on this with our designers 
and architects. There are no engineers or economists in our teams. It is a true team effort and a process. 
We need resilient systems. This raises the issue of the future of slums, these precarious spaces that get 
closer to the heart of cities and try to secure an economic and political presence. How can we make the 
difference in urban density less problematic? We have to work on this.

Q - You live in Houston, a city that was severely affected by Hurricane Harvey in 2017 and by floods 
in 2018. Based on your experience, how important is resilience for cities?
The issue of resilience has many dimensions. In short, there is resilience in terms of place, culture (this 
includes our history and who we are as human beings) and resilience regarding the systems such as food 
supply. Last but not least, there is resilience in terms of memory.
As designers we tend to focus on price. That is not enough. Can we use less energy and take into account 
the climatic impact? Resilience is about conceptualising how things are created, managing the built envi-
ronment and not adding fuel to the fire. We must take into account disadvantaged communities and help 
them when needed. This is true for those who have suffered during Harvey or climate change, but also for 
families in North Africa when the Arab Spring affected food production, resulting in an increase in the price 
of bread which caused suffering to many families. 
Resilience is present in everyday life and includes both a technical and a cultural aspect. Reflecting on these 
terms means addressing chronic challenges such as lack of food, lack of justice or corruption.
As designers, we reflect on how to make our cities more flexible and draw lessons from traumas they have 
suffered. Water is not just water, it is moving water, and it can be destructive. Water is dirty, it is often 
polluted, and pollution can be as problematic as humidity. 
In the case of Hurricane Harvey, in addition to material damage, markets were lost, schools were closed, 
and small business went under. The challenge was that business could not continue, there was no cash- 
flow, no means to pay employees. It is this complexity of the future that designers have to address.

Resilience Thinking

Another offspring of “systems thinking” is “resilience thinking”, the capability to 
think about the ability to bounce back after a shock, irrespective of its strength. 
The notion gained importance after the devastation caused by Hurricane Sandy in 
New York in 2012. The passage of Katrina over New Orleans in 2005 had shown 
that the dikes were insufficient. However, it was hastily concluded that the disaster 
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was due to their poor condition, due in part to urban mismanagement. Sandy took 
it one step further and showed that no amount of protection is sufficient against 
all the disasters that could happen. There are always “black swans” that are totally 
unpredictable or at least unforeseen. Hence the idea that, in addition to the neces-
sary protective measures (with dikes, for example), one must always be prepared to 
leave as soon as possible after the worst, unforeseen event has occurred. The only 
way to do this is to understand as well as possible the different elements that may 
interact, whether natural or social.
As a champion of urban resilience launched by the Rockefeller Foundation, the 
organisation 100 Resilient Cities, defines resilience as “the capacity of individuals, 
communities, institutions, businesses, and systems within a city to survive, adapt, and 
grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses and acute shocks they experience.”
The Stockholm Resilience Centre, the International Centre for Resilience and 
Sustainability Science, understands it as “the capacity of a system, be it an in-
dividual, a forest, a city or an economy, to deal with change and continue 
to develop. It is about how humans and nature can use shocks and distur-
bances like a financial crisis or climate change to spur renewal and innovative 
thinking.”  Its work is based on three fundamental pillars: Human/ecosystem 
interdependence, the acceleration of human development over the last 200 years 
(which they still describe as Anthropocene) and the “fascinating paradox” that the 
innovative capacity that led us to the current dangers (“climate crisis”, threats to 
bio-diversity and other phenomena mentioned above) can also be used to get us 
out of it. “Resilience thinking embraces learning, diversity and how to adapt 
to a wide range of complex challenges. It introduces the term social-ecological 
thinking which essentially strives to find innovative ways to reconnect with 
the biosphere and stay within planetary boundaries.”
To build resilience, the Centre adopts seven principles that are very close to what 
we mentioned above: Diversity and redundancy, measured connectivity, attention 
to what is slowly changing (as in ecology), constant use of the notion of complex 
adaptive systems, continuous review of knowledge, broadening participation and 
promoting polycentric governance. 
Its work on cities includes a study on eThekwini (one of the eight urban mu-
nicipalities in South Africa). It reveals that, near Durban, the heart of the area, 
few people depend on natural resources (e.g. water). But this dependence increases 
with distance away from Durban, especially in areas of dense informal settlements 
where basic services tend to be lacking. This work provides an understanding of 
“key social-ecological dynamics, such as inequality of access to natural resource and 
public infrastructure.”
As a consulting firm founded in 2008 by the governments of Madagascar, Comoros, 
Malawi and Mozambique, DiMSUR delivers to cities a range of services related 
to Disaster Risk Reduction, climate change adaptation and urban resilience. Like 
100RC, DiMSUR has developed an action planning tool for urban resilience. 
In a participatory way, but also through training the locals and by analysing a 
maximum amount of data on the city to make it more resilient.

https://www.100resilientcities.org/
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/about-us.html
https://stockholmresilience.org/download/18.10119fc11455d3c557d6928/1459560241272/SRC+Applying+Resilience+final.pdf)
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2019-10-24-from-natural-resource-to-urban-life-source.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2019-10-24-from-natural-resource-to-urban-life-source.html
http://dimsur.org/2-about-us/
http://dimsur.org/3-cityrap-tool/
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Conversational Thinking and 
“Conversationalism” 

The term is appealing. It is not really new but seems to be gaining momentum 
within an African school of thought the best known institution of which is 
the Conversational School of Philosophy which opened in 2012 in Calabar, 
Nigeria and is now present in several sub-Saharan universities, including that of 
Johannesburg.
Proposed by Professor Jonathan Chimakonam, this approach draws on “The 
idea of relationship or communion or mutual interdependence is something that is 
inherent in many a sub-Saharan African culture” to initiate a serious attempt to 
formulate a “method for African philosophy from this notion of relationship”.
According to Chimakonam, “Conversation is a form of engagement and this is a re-
lationship of some sort.” “Conversationalism”, the name he gives to his method, “is 
necessarily multicultural. It implies that there is room for every culture,” an impor-
tant element in urban practice, whether the cultures are of ethnic or social origin.
The proposal is all the more interesting in that it clearly goes beyond the informal 
exchange of opinions to become a concept. In order to achieve this, Chimakonam 
uses, in addition to the African notion of relationships, the Igbo (an ethnic group 
of Nigeria) term arumaru-uka, which roughly translates to: “engaging in critical 
and creative conversation.” This notion has two senses; 1) as a noun, ‘the act’ (but 
not the state) of engaging in critical and creative conversation; and 2) as a noun, ‘the 
mechanism’ for engaging in critical and creative conversation.” 
We need now only coin a European version of the term with the adjective “aru-
maristic”, which makes it possible to “qualify any relationship that is characterised 
by any of the two senses of the word above.” The noun (arumaristics in English) in 
turn makes it possible to “describe a procedure for reasoning in which thesis and 
anti-thesis complement rather than conflate and maintain their individualities in 
order to frustrate the emergence of synthesis.”
To the latter, which he considers a “creative surrender”, he opposes “creative 
struggle”. “Creative, in that its foremost goal is to birth a new concept by opening up 
new vistas for thought; struggle, in that the epistemic agents involved pit themselves 
against each other in a continuous disagreement. Thus, a conversational relationship 
is an arumaristic relationship.”

In Short

Starting with the questioning of the dominant practices of organising in silos, lack 
of attention to the end user and difficulty in conceiving things in their dynamics, 
these different approaches highlight five dimensions of a new “dialogic” way of 
working, which include:

https://cspafrica.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322335460_Conversationalism_as_an_emerging_method_of_thinking_in_and_beyond_African_philosophy
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• Interdisciplinary consideration of different sectors and their interrela-
tionships for learning and adaptation.

• Broadening the notion of “stakeholders” and paying attention to the needs 
and desires of clients, users, citizens.

• The approach to change through pilot projects, tests, and repeated attempts 
to implement, evaluate, modify, rework.

• The approach of systems in their dynamics which allows to better face 
chronic or accidental stress and to anticipate in order to better adapt, 
rebound, innovate.

• The practice of exchanges, conversations and dialogues allowing the emer-
gence or deepening of an awareness of the entities that they are part of a 
whole in which they can live by expressing their differences and contradic-
tions understood as sources of creativity and innovation.

The use of the term “dialogic” is an attempt to make all this easier to grasp around 
the notion of “dialogue”, a term of Greek origin meaning “to speak” “between” 
or “through” and potentially involving several people. It is a way to emphasise the 
importance of exchanges and differences in what constitutes complexity. In addi-
tion, it is a tribute to Mikhail Bakhtin, the first to have shown its importance in 
all the narratives (whose use in transformation processes we will find a little further 
down). More directly related to our discussion on complexity, it is a tribute to 
Edgard Morin who showed us that the term “means that two or more logics, two 
principles are united without duality being lost in this unity.” The idea is the-
refore open exchanges based on expression and allowing “creative confrontation” 
that we also find in the multicultural conversationalism of Jonathan Chimakonam.

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikha%C3%AFl_Bakhtine
http://www.revolutionducomplexe.fr/epistemologie/dialectique/62-la-dialogique-d-edgar-morin
http://www.revolutionducomplexe.fr/epistemologie/dialectique/62-la-dialogique-d-edgar-morin
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Further Reading 
• Ludwig von Bertalanffy, an Austrian biologist, is generally considered to be 

the main initiator of the “systems theory”, of which he formulated the bases 
as early as 1934. His main contribution is perhaps the distinction he made 
between closed (without external exchange) and open systems. The latter, 
due to exchanges of materials, energy and information, have the characte-
ristic of self-organising, which allows them to adapt and even mutate. Cities 
are, of course, open systems.

• The Resilience Alliance explores the dynamics of socio-ecological systems.
• The Changelabs at Stanford University recently started offering “system 

acupuncture” which takes into account all possible system approaches. In 
the absence of concrete cases, it is too early to say what it may be worth in 
practice. But, as a formula, it is all the better because it is reminiscent of the 
urban acupuncture  implemented, for example, in Curitiba, Brazil. It is 
a perfect metaphor for the action of small doses on selected points to modify 
the flows and thus lead to changes in the whole system under consideration.

• “Every good idea needs its place in the Sun” recalls Ghanaian entrepre-
neur and activist Bright Simmons in his latest Ted Talk (he was interviewed 
for the book The Future of Innovation jointly published by the Netexplo 
Observatory and UNESCO). He explains that African ecosystem solutions 
are fuelled by collective work that is very different from the Silicon Valley 
modus operandi. What comes from the north can only work in the south if it 
is inspired by ideas from the south, making room for them in the sun. This is 
too rarely the case.

As a Reminder
• Systems thinking integrates the interrelationships between the different areas 

of a company or city and encourages an interdisciplinary approach. 
• Design thinking looks with empathy at what people do without relying 

on appearances or on what they say. Its multidisciplinary teams propose 
prototypes that they improve through customer feedback. Originating in 
companies, the approach is beginning to be used in cities where citizens are 
taken into account.

• Resilience thinking is considering chronic as well as accidental stress to 
better bounce back after difficulties by stimulating renewal and innovative 
thinking.

• Conversational thinking is based on the notions of relationship and mutual 
interdependence inherent in many cultures in sub-Saharan Africa. In its 
most dynamic version, it sees different positions as a “creative struggle” to 
open new doors.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Systems_theory
https://www.resalliance.org/about
https://changelabs.stanford.edu/system-transformation-methodologies-2/system-acupuncture
https://changelabs.stanford.edu/system-transformation-methodologies-2/system-acupuncture
http://www.francispisani.net/2014/06/smart-cities-bresiliennes-salle-d-operation-et-acupuncture-urbaine.html
https://www.ted.com/talks/bright_simons_to_help_solve_global_problems_look_to_developing_countries
http://www.francispisani.net/2016/09/livre-l-avenir-de-l-innovation-chroniques-digitales-d-un-tour-du-monde.html
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HOW TO ACT 
ON URBAN COMPLEXITY

“One does not solve problems with the ways of 
thinking that created them.” 

Albert Einstein

Several professionals are now, based on these different approaches, proposing methods 
to deal with the inherent complexity of urban systems. A brief review of their practices 
will reveal a small number of similarities that all urban stakeholders might find useful. 

Collective Impact

Orchestrated by the Social Innovation Review at Stanford University, and 
highly regarded by many philanthropic organisations, the “Collective Impact” 
aims to bring together different stakeholders in order to get them to act to-
gether to address a systemic problem, most often urban, such as social justice, 
health, or education.

https://citations.webescence.com/citations/albert-einstein
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact
https://www.livingcities.org/blog/1303-building-onecranston-through-collective-impact
http://thestatenislandfoundation.org/collective-impact-approach/
https://www.strivetogether.org/our-approach/collective-impact/
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The system is extremely flexible and brings together stakeholders who share 
tasks according to their strengths and adapt their working methods accordingly. 
It is not just a question of working on the same problem, sharing the results to 
improve the efficiency of each partner, but of achieving change within each of the 
participating organisations. To this end, the different stakeholders must meet the 
following conditions: common intentions, a shared impact measurement system, 
different activities that are mutually reinforcing, continuous communication and 
a unifying organisation. Always essential, the evaluation invites some promoters of 
this “model” to propose the use of a common platform based in the Sopact cloud. 
This private company can, without doubt, be used directly but also as a source of 
inspiration in other latitudes or in other languages.
The method has been used several times to solve specifically urban problems. This 
is notably the case of the Memphis Fast Forward initiative launched in 2005 in this 
Tennessee city. Faced with numerous problems, the city council, business leaders 
and associations decided to use the “collective impact” method to better address the 
five issues they felt were most urgent: training, employment and economic develop-
ment, crime and public safety, health and well-being, and the financial viability of 
the city council. These five themes were transformed into initiatives, each with its 
own organization that communicated regularly with the others through the stee-
ring committee, sharing key information and data on an ongoing basis. As a result 
of this program, Memphis has created 17,000 jobs in eight years. It has become the 
city in the United States with the highest increase in educational achievement, has 
seen a 23% drop in violent crime and has saved $75 million through more effective 
public policies.  
Examples in other countries include the Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(urban examples in Indonesia and Tanzania) and the Bertha Centre for Social 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship on education in South Africa. 

Social Labs

A Muslim of Indian nationality, born in London, Zaid Hassan has been tackling 
complex problems for more than twenty years. In 2014, he published The 
Social Labs Revolution, in which he explains how to address complex, often 
local challenges through the creation of “social laboratories” (which are actually 
workshops).
According to Hassan, the key factors for success are the diversity of participants, 
acceptance of friction (even leading to encouraging disagreement, criticism and 
sometimes confrontation, the sources of creativity, acceptability and, if possible, 
negotiation), fluidity of roles, self-management (i.e. the absence of hierarchy, even 
if symbolic) and of an iterative nature. He illustrates this last point with the work 
carried out by the Sustainable Food Lab to develop, on a large scale, models for the 
development of sustainable food. We have previously been shown by Carolyn Steel 
how complex this problem is.
The author also draws inspiration from the Manifesto for Agile Software 

https://www.sopact.com/
https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/resources/featured-story-memphis-fast-forward
https://www.gainhealth.org/impact/programmes/urban-governance-nutrition
https://www.bizcommunity.com/Article/196/499/187461.html
https://www.bizcommunity.com/Article/196/499/187461.html
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/575145/the-social-labs-revolution-by-zaid-hassan/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/575145/the-social-labs-revolution-by-zaid-hassan/
https://sustainablefoodlab.org/
https://agilemanifesto.org/iso/fr/manifesto.html
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Development, which implies flexibility and the ability to adapt to what is disco-
vered, to what emerges, more than following a plan. The result is not a project 
but a platform, a portfolio of initiatives to be tested against facts to see if they are 
viable. In a very short document, Hassan even laid the foundations for a Theory 
of systemic action.
But why does he describe his lab-workshops as “social”? Hassan, whose book dates 
back to 2014, gave an explanation in January 2019, referring to the work of Bruno 
Latour. The term, he explained, “should not be used as an adjective. The “social” is 
the product of a process, or a series of historical processes, the social is what could be 
thought of as an ‘assemblage’.” A key term in the serious approach to complexity.
The application of this method in different contexts led Hassan to revise his ap-
proach, as he explained in a very useful article where he showed the history and 
the way of operating of the different “generations” of social labs. After leaving 
Reos Partners in April 2019, he created 10-in-10, which is written for the xinx.co 
website “a new type of organisation, a cross between a foundation, a marketplace and 
a university,” with the mission “to tackle ten global challenges in ten years”.
It is an ambitious project that he is approaching with caution. In a podcast pro-
duced in October 2019 he explained, “It is not a case of doing something that we 
know is going to work – because we don’t have that. There’s a pretence that we know 
what to do, but we do not know what will work. That’s the fundamental nature of 
complexity - you cannot predict in advance what will work. You can try things out 
and see what happens - that’s it.”

The Scenarios for Transformation 

Adam Kahane, (like Zaid Hassan),  a partner of Reos Partners, focuses his method 
on scenario building, stories of the future that describe neither what should happen 
nor what the participants think will happen, but on what might happen depending 
on different scenarios as discussed in the group. “Scenario planning” is a manage-
ment method - common in the English-speaking world but little known in France 
- that can be applied in very different situations. Using it enabled Shell to emerge 
better off than others in the aftermath of the 1973 oil crisis. It was implemented in 
South Africa (Mont Fleur scenarios) by Kahane, where it helped opposing leaders 
understand that they had to agree to come out of apartheid.
When applied to social problems, the method becomes a tool for transformation, 
hence the title of his recent book: Transformative Scenario Planning. It is based 
on the exercise of creating narratives that he considers pragmatic and inspiring, 
both immersed in and disconnected from the complexity of the situation, rational 
and intuitive, linked to the dominant thought while challenging it by offering the 
possibility of subverting it. He adds: “The future is a more neutral space where all 
players are ignorant.”
According to Kahane, the group exercise makes it  possible to create a common 
base, a shared vision that is achieved in three steps: 

https://agilemanifesto.org/iso/fr/manifesto.html
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/594babd2b8a79b2463782825/t/595e6721e110eb62fe2e92df/1499359010727/18.+Towards_a_Theory_Of_Systemic_Action_REV02.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/594babd2b8a79b2463782825/t/595e6721e110eb62fe2e92df/1499359010727/18.+Towards_a_Theory_Of_Systemic_Action_REV02.pdf
https://medium.com/@zaid_83146/why-social-labs-31a554779a7f
https://social-labs.org/evolution-social-labs/
https://social-labs.org/evolution-social-labs/
https://xinx.co/
https://www.thefutureisbeautiful.co/2019/10/24/e71-zaid-hassan-on-complexity-inclusion-and-innovation-10-in-10-tackling-ten-global-challenges-in-ten-years/
https://www.thefutureisbeautiful.co/2019/10/24/e71-zaid-hassan-on-complexity-inclusion-and-innovation-10-in-10-tackling-ten-global-challenges-in-ten-years/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scenario_planning
https://reospartners.com/learning-from-experience-the-mont-fleur-scenario-exercise/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/575191/transformative-scenario-planning-by-adam-kahane/
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1. transforming one’s thoughts, relationships and actions;
2. building scenarios of possible futures so that one can influence them, and
3. engaging in a process of common anticipation and consequent change of 

actions leading to transformation.
The exercise involves many notions already evoked in several of the methods 
discussed here, such as the importance of a structure, of sharing a common un-
derstanding of the stakes (which may, moreover, come, according to him, from 
the construction of scenarios) of the collective impact, and of course the need to 
think in terms of systems, taking into account interactions and other feedback 
loops. With a strong emphasis on the importance of narratives conceived as a way 
to better envision what the future could be made of.

Using Systems thinking for Social 
Change 

As a consultant and the creator of the Applied Systems Thinking organisation, 
David Peter Stroh is the one who draws the most extensive lessons from the systems 
approach to apply them to social change, particularly in urban settings. He argues 
that too many public actions and/or policies simply address symptoms without 
addressing the cause. Most decision-makers too often favour short-term solutions 
without taking into account the complexity of the problem, without taking the 
time, which leads to the known problem, which is to give, briefly, the impression 
that the problems have disappeared while their causes are still present. They never 
take long to reappear.
In his book Systems thinking for social change, Stroh takes the opposite ap-
proach and develops his own 4-step method including: 
• Building a viable foundation for change by identifying stakeholders and 

cultivating partnerships for learning.
• Confronting reality and determining why a problem still persists.
• Making an explicit choice for what you care about most.
• Filling the gap by identifying high leverage actions and then implementing 

them.
At the heart of the book, and the main difference with collective impact, social 
laboratories and transformative scenarios, is the author’s emphasis on “Systems 
Mapping”. The idea is, in a way, to make complexity visible by making it appear 
on a graph:
• The different variables that are involved: events, people, organisations, values, 

policies and mental models... among others.
• The interconnections between these variables and in particular the feedback 

loops that allow the system to adapt and evolve.

https://www.appliedsystemsthinking.com/
https://www.chelseagreen.com/product/systems-thinking-for-social-change/
http://systems.geofunders.org/systems-resources/systems-mapping
http://systems.geofunders.org/systems-resources/systems-mapping
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• Stock and flow diagrams that show how the latter contribute to the increase 
or decrease in the former.

This is the method proposed by Systems Thinking Africa in Dobsonville, a 
township in Soweto, South Africa. Led by Thembela Njenga (creator of Womaniko 
– Transforming Spaces), this organisation, like others, says, “The traditional way 
of managing challenges is treating them like problems that can be broken down into 
their constituent elements and solved. Increasingly people are discovering that this ap-
proach does not work for complex situations and instead often makes the situation 
worse.”   

In Short

We learned five lessons from these methods, which were designed in the same spirit 
and which are full of common points. As the only way to go beyond thinking (and 
organising) in silos, systemic action allows us to tackle all the complexity of pro-
blems facing cities. According to the main consultants and players, it involves:
• Bringing together a working group that is as heterogeneous as possible and 

open to stakeholders from outside the system who agree to work together.
• Working informally, freely and non-hierarchically, without imposing   on 

the other, accepting disagreements, friction and contradictions with, pos-
sibly, a trusted third party.

• Studying, observing, questioning, listening, and going into the field together 
to gather as much information as possible that is useful for adaptation and 
transformation.

• Developing representations - maps or stories - of the problem to be 
addressed, what might happen, and what participants would like to see 
happen. Creating a partially shared meaning, always debated, discussed. 

• Doing, evaluating, starting over, without fear of failure... with time.

http://www.systemsthinkingafrica.com/about/
https://www.womaniko.com/
https://www.womaniko.com/
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These five points concerning action modes echo those we have seen involving com-
plexity and the systemic approach. Here they are represented in the form of a table.

Complexity Systemic Approach Action
Each element and its 

evolution
Take sectors and their 

interactions into account
 

Heterogeneous work 
group including all 

stakeholders 

Interrelationships 
between all the inside 

elements, and with the 
outside of the whole 
under consideration         

Broadening of the 
notion of “stakeholders” 

Informal, 
non-hierarchical, fric-

tion-tolerant work
 

Information loops 
that allow the whole to 

self-organise, to adapt, to 
mutate

Approach to change by 
testing, trials, evalua-

tions, repeats and further 
attempts

    

Study, listen, have 
sustained presence in the 

field

The assemblies (or 
ecosystems) in which 
it is inserted and their 

interrelationships        

Focus on dynamics and 
resilience
                 

Written, oral or visual 
representations of the 

future
 

The dynamics that result 
from these different 
elements at all scales

Friction-tolerant 
dialogues and creative 

confrontations 

Repeat evaluation 

The idea here is to consider multiple connections, scales, domains, players and mo-
dalities in their diversity and in their relationships to be able to guide the process 
better. 
Small steps and micro-actions should be preferred when these are the result of a 
multitude of interventions at multiple points in the system to network and modify 
the whole. 
In all cases, motivated stakeholders, economic resources and time are needed.
The challenge is to ensure that urban co-construction leads to adoption of systems 
thinking, or rather “dialogic” thinking. 
And let’s keep in mind that any knowledge about a system is only an approxima-
tion of reality. Any decision is only a wager on the evolution.
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Further Reading
• The U-shaped work process on which many of the approaches mentioned 

are based, and the Waterloo Social Innovation Lab guide. 
• Study on systemic approaches to the Smart City in several French cities 

including Angers, Dijon, Annecy, Grenoble, and Lille.
• Also note what Bordeaux Metropole did between 2018 and 2019 with 

BM2050. This 12-month forward-looking approach made it possible to 
combine questions from citizens with the views of experts to identify future 
priorities. A total of 120,000 people took part and 450 proposals emerged.

As a Reminder 
  
• The “collective impact” aims at bringing together different stakeholders 

in order to allow them work together to address a systemic, usually urban, 
problem such as social justice, health, or education.

• Social laboratories are on-going processes of dealing with social problems 
where, without making reckless promises, solutions are constantly re-eva-
luated.

• Transformative scenarios capture complexity through the stories of all 
stakeholders opening the door to the possibility of changes.

• Mapping of the interactions provides a picture of the complexity of a process 
that facilitates discussion.

• In all cases, evaluation and iteration are essential.
• These different practices can be integrated into an action mode based on a 

rigorous approach to complexity and systemic thinking.  

https://www.lifeleadershipproject.com/thinking-tools/u-process/
https://uwaterloo.ca/waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-resilience/projects/social-innovation-lab-guide
https://www.banquedesterritoires.fr/france-urbaine-dresse-le-portrait-dune-smart-city-a-la-francaise
http://www.aquitaineonline.com/actualites-en-aquitaine/bordeaux-metropole/8061-bm2050-scenarios-pour-bordeaux-et-sa-metropole.html
https://www.bm2050.fr/articles/scenarios-bm2050/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact
https://www.livingcities.org/blog/1303-building-onecranston-through-collective-impact
http://thestatenislandfoundation.org/collective-impact-approach/
https://www.strivetogether.org/our-approach/collective-impact/
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USING DIALOGUE: CREATIVE 
CLOSE CONTACT IN THE 
GAGARINE-TRUILLOT ZAC 
(JOINT DEVELOPMENT ZONE)

As a French-Chilean architect and urban planner based in Barcelona, Carmen Santana is one 
of the three pillars of the Studio Archikubik “ecosystem of architecture, urban planning and 
urban landscape”. Her team offers to “give inhabitants the opportunity to become eco-citizens 
within communities, through architecture, to make public space an opportunity to refor-
mulate our territories and cities in the era of social networks.” Together with the sociologist 
Michaël Silly, founder of the Ville Hybride (Hybrid City) Agency, she has developed a working method 
based on listening and applied it in particular in the “deconstruction” of the Gagarine-Truillot ZAC 
(Joint Development Zone) in Ivry-Sur-Seine. She answers our questions.

Q - As briefly as possible, how would you define your working method? 
A - The method is to work closely with the people who live in the neighbourhoods where we work. I go 
there with the sensitivity I have as an architect-urban planner, accompanied by a sociologist. It is a matter 
of spending a pleasant time in very small committees, so that we can exchange freely, with empathy and 
without preconceptions.

Q - Do you have a name for it? 
Yes, the “you to you”. Looking into people’s eyes, exchanging, undoing knots, responding to fears, expecta-
tions, creating a climate conducive to co-creation with the inhabitants, those who work there, the children, 
elected officials, the local companies. All the people of a neighbourhood and even those who have yet to 
arrive.

https://www.archikubik.com/agence/
http://villehybride.fr/
https://www.archikubik.com/en/tag/zac-gagarine-truillot-en/
https://www.archikubik.com/en/tag/zac-gagarine-truillot-en/
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Q - Does this apply to all types of interventions? 
Yes, this method works regardless of the scale of the project. Each level offers an opportunity to go a little 
further and to really co-create by building mutual trust. 
Generally, consultations take place with audiences of 50, 100, 200 people. That is too many. Often, only fears 
come to the fore. We need to create a climate that allows for open, cross-cutting discussions. We, urban 
planners and architects, are proclaimed to be “experts”. But the world has become too complex and chaotic 
to continue to think in well-labelled silos. We have to take time, become approachable and sensitive again, 
close to the people who come to question us, make suggestions to us, connect us with other people in the 
neighbourhood. 

Q - In your documents you talk about “resource people”. What are they?
This term was coined by Michaël Silly, the sociologist I work with. These are people who can be sources 
of information. For example, in the Gagarine-Truillot neighbourhood, there is a small supermarket whose 
owner does a kind of social follow-up of people. At a given point in time, he might say, “It’s been two days 
since I last saw Mrs X, can you go and see?” It is amazing how many resource people we found in the Gagarin 
ZAC. They are everywhere, all the time, in every neighbourhood.

Q - Do they make it possible for you to meet more people?
Yes, we have the opportunity to meet them two, three or four times, in increasingly large circles where 
we mix them with people with whom they had never spoken. That is Michaël’s job. He strives to mix, to 
promote transversality. We are used to living in the city in a sectorised way: I go to school, to this bar, I go 
to buy here, cross the public space at such a place... His work allows us to begin to see this invisible but real 
mesh. This is how the major issues of a new neighbourhood (or building) begin to take shape. We like to talk 
about the organoleptic city.

Q - What do people say when you use this word?
They do the same thing you do. They ask me what it is. Normally, anything that can excite a sensory re-
ceptor, such as sight, taste, smell, hearing, touch, is called organoleptic. In urban planning, we use the term 
to refer to a “sensitive” city, which allows people to hear, smell, work, flourish, a city where the air is healthy, 
a city where the living is the infrastructure and where the landscape takes its full place, a city where public 
space is an opportunity to create social ties.

Q - Can you give us a concrete example of the application of this method? 
Two years ago, we won an urban project in the town of Ivry sur Seine, the Gagarine-Truillot ZAC, where 
the Gagarin housing complex is located (a block of 400 social housing units). It was delivered in 1961 and 
inaugurated in 1963 by Yuri Gagarin, who came to plant a tree there. It has just been “deconstructed”, with 
all the emotional burden that this represents for the generations who grew up and lived there. For 10 years 
the population mobilised against a project that predates ours and which we believe was not asking the 
right questions. We chose to unplug the brain, not to think about urban planning, but rather about the 
population, and to start from scratch.

 Q - What does that mean, concretely?
Thinking with the heart to better understand before designing anything. We try to put ourselves in the 
shoes of an inhabitant of this opened-up neighbourhood, cut off from the rest of the city, where there is 
no clearly defined public space, and with major constraints due to the noise of the RER railroad tracks, a lot 
of drug trafficking, a very fragile population, mostly made up of single-parent families. At the same time, 

https://www.lemonde.fr/planete/article/2019/12/26/a-la-cite-gagarine-deconstruire-sans-demolir_6024095_3244.html
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because of this isolation, there is a spontaneous social awareness of solidarity, mutual aid and remarkable 
and surprising social organisation. 
So we thought we should first listen, see, mobilise, gather, design with people, ask them to take us around 
their neighbourhood, to find out where the place and equipment should be set up, how they want to 
connect, what are they missing today. 
The backbone of the project - the public space - emerges from these consultations.

Q - Why was the decision made to launch this project in this neighbourhood? Why do we have to 
transform? 
Because land use must change. There were industrial activities and housing. Tomorrow it is all going to be 
housing. There is often industrial land that gets stuck in the middle of suburban areas as the city grows.

Q - In one of your texts, you talk about immersion in the perimeters of projects. What does that 
mean?
Michaël uses that word. It means going inside. Going into the neighbourhood, living there. You walk around 
as if you were a user of this space. You go into the premises, the cafés. You sit on a street corner. That is 
immersion. It is going in the field and seeing what is going on. In fact, it’s anthropology.

Q - What is the purpose of this immersion?
It is just feeling, in an intuitive way. It is about detecting all the invisible forces, the things that are happening. 

Q - What in Michaël’s method do you hold as essential?
His way of listening. He knows how to listen, how to keep quiet and how to intervene, occasionally, when 
people ask questions.

Q - You are listening. What next?
After these “you to you” meetings, we start to expand. We do thematic workshops (on mobility, making 
the city safe, trade, women, teenagers, games...). Because of trust, the inhabitants themselves will tell the 
teenagers “these are good people, talk to them”. It opens doors. People invite us into their homes, they show 
us accounts, photos, crazy stuff. I get chills from it; it is so unbelievable. 
But back to these thematic workshops. They allow urban projects to begin to be consolidated. They are 
asked: “What would you like to find in this neighbourhood?” And we hear everything: “I wish I could walk, 
I would like safe spaces, benches where to sit - both women and men - spaces where children can play 
without risking being run over by cars.”
The workshops always lead to the issue of density. People do not want us to increase density and build 
towers with ground floor plus 5,6,7,8 or even 16 floors... However, in the Gagarin ZAC, we wanted to set up 
urban agriculture and we had to free up a lot of ground space. We did a workshop where people, gentrified 
bobos and others, were mixing. We worked with LaVilleE+, a start up from Société Générale. I told residents 
“we have a total of 160,000 m2. We need 30,000 m2 for the agricultural plot, whether you like it or not. This 
project is going to happen, so let’s do it together. If we build everything with the ground floor plus 3-4 floors, 
we will have a lower city, that is to say a completely closed-in complex.”
To illustrate this, we used a Lego set with which they made the plan. This allowed them to see that higher 
buildings leave so many free square meters, that the sun suddenly started to enter the complex in a diffe-
rent way. So, they put up 30-35 storey buildings but without any kind of problem if it was for the good of 
public space and urban agriculture.

https://www.villeagiledurable.com/
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Q - And afterwards?
We give our proposals to the municipality and then we ask them to bring us together to have meetings 
that are a little more official, in a broader format. But it goes well because people have already agreed to 
these proposals since they were the ones who made them. 
Then we bring in experts to help us deal with issues such as pollution. What can we do with the concrete of 
the Gagarin housing complex that we are going to deconstruct (and no longer destroy), which is reassuring 
for the people.

Q - What does “deconstruct” mean in this case? 
When we demolish, the rubble is taken elsewhere where it pollutes. When you deconstruct, there is a whole 
social approach. One of the DNAs of this neighbourhood is the circular economy. The concrete from the 
Gagarin housing complex will be used to fill in the floors. It will be cleaned up in six or seven years and during 
that time, food will grow on tarpaulins. There are always answers.
Q - What happens when you are confronted with differences of interest between participants?
Yes, conflicts happen very often because, I think, of a lack of knowledge of the other. Beforehand you have 
to ask relevant questions that are valid for all humans. How do you breathe well, how can you live better, 
how can you pollute less? We avoid crowded rooms, we talk with people, gradually, by making them work in 
workshops with others to whom they have never spoken before. They can see that everyone is alike, that 
others also have hearts, ways of suffering, of being happy, of sharing, of respecting. 
There can be confrontations, but when people talk to each other in this reduced format, in this trusting 
“you to you” way, they can have dialogue. We serve as a binder. We are interfaces that allow us to untie knots, 
which are sometimes very big. We try to find a place for everyone, to find more than a compromise, a true 
common language. 
Public (or shared) space is essential. It gives people the opportunity to compete in a different way. There is 
an important political dimension of education.

Q - When do these exploratory meetings become part of the overall process?
Upstream, completely upstream. Before using a single pencil.

Q - Do you do this before you are chosen or after? 
After being chosen. It would be a bit crazy to do it before. It is a crazy job. It is three, four, six months, a year. 
The problem we have today is that we have to do it in masked time. We do an immersion with Michael for 
at least three months, but in periods of two full days of meetings with the people. That is a heavy load. We 
have to change the structure of the calls for tenders and the legal organisation so that this kind of essential 
step is taken into account. 
It is a question of time. The time that is “wasted”, in quotation marks. Because with this method the project 
is not questioned, there is no recourse for Building Permits, which is really a bonus. I think this type of 
methodology is a rough diamond. For the moment, it is time that is not valued in calls for tenders and that 
we take from our urban planners’ fees! We are doing urban patronage!

Q - What are the political stakes of such a practice? 
That the projects may have to be carried by the inhabitants.

Q - Is this not a new way of doing politics, or at least a different way of doing politics?
I don’t know. I’m part of the action. All I can say is that, when the municipality introduces us to say, here is 
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the team that will work with you in this neighbourhood, we present them with a state of the world, we talk 
to them about the urban fractures that exist, about the future for our cities, about our vision of an organo-
leptic city, a different, sensitive, productive city. We still need to know where we are starting from, where 
we propose to go, to be inspired by a vision of all those who are working on the energy and social transition 
in a soft and different way. We are setting the trend. We are not naïve in saying “we will do what you want”. 
We are going to make the planet healthier by working in solidarity with everyone else.

Further Reading
• Michaël Silly: Will Greater Paris be able to harmonise the local level and 

the larger scale? I’m not sure...
• The “reversible” Saint Roch car park in Montpellier by Archikubik
• The role of the architect evolves, between techniques and participative 

methods, on Designinnovation.be 

As a Reminder
• The “close contact” method practised by Archikubik consists first and fore-

most of creating trust between town planners and inhabitants thanks to the 
immersion on the ground of the architect accompanied by a sociologist.

• The main thing is to listen to what the people concerned have to say.
• The use of a Lego set, LaVilleE+, in the Gagarine-Truillot ZAC has enabled 

the inhabitants to understand the relationship between housing density and 
green spaces.

http://villehybride.fr/2019/11/21/2126/
http://villehybride.fr/2019/11/21/2126/
https://www.archikubik.com/projets/parking-saint-roch-montpellier/
https://www.designinnovation.be/blog/le-role-de-l-architecte-evolue-entre-technique-et-methodes-participatives-202
https://www.designinnovation.be/blog/le-role-de-l-architecte-evolue-entre-technique-et-methodes-participatives-202
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LIMITS AND POTENTIALITIES 
OF THE APPROACH: NEW 
CITIES, CLIMATE THREATS, 
FINANCING

Creating: New Cities and 
Neighbourhoods  

Cities are becoming so big that we are tempted to move out of them. This is true 
for the wealthiest who have the freedom to choose, but also for those who can no 
longer afford to live in urban centres where real estate prices are constantly rising. 
At the same time, however, in areas that are still relatively unurbanised, such as, 
among others in Africa, India and, to some extent, China, hundreds of millions of 
people are flocking to cities. Too often these newcomers end up in shantytowns, 
favelas or slums. I have put forward the figure of two billion as the number of 
people who could be living there. Some specialists estimate it to be closer to 2.5 
billion, without being able to prove it as exact figures are lacking. The reasons for 
this are two-fold: The difficulty with counting numbers of these displacements, 
which are informal in nature, and the temptation to reduce the numbers in order 
to make a good impression. Either way, the number is far too high.
It is partly to avoid this that some governments, and some companies, propose to create 
new cities, or, more modestly, new neighbourhoods in cases where urbanisation began 
a long enough time ago to justify serious renovation. A “fertile” ground for launching 
“Smart City” projects, which are almost always top-down, as Bernard Cathelat has shown.
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How could it be otherwise if we are consulting a population that, by definition, 
does not yet exist as such? How can we listen, how can we dialogue with people 
who will one day come to settle but who are still far away, who have not yet decided 
to do so? Developers, official or private, rarely ask themselves this question, but 
even if they did, they would have difficulty in answering.
This is both a key problem of the Urbanocene and a limitation of the systemic 
methods of which we have just seen the interest and usefulness. But let us not make 
this difficulty an excuse to ignore the process and its benefits.
The system in question does not start with the arrival of the inhabitants, it starts 
with the integration of infrastructures. Let us take a simple example, mentioned 
several times here: If travel is a problem (ecology and time related, amongst others) 
and if this problem is related to land, why not design spaces in which people need to 
travel less because work, housing, education and commerce are all accessible on foot 
or by bicycle? Songdo, in South Korea, tried this, without consultation, but with 
the intention of integrating some of the most important dimensions.
But why design everything based on a single model, that looks good to its designers, 
without alterations? There are two possibilities here: The first is to move forward 
gradually by inviting residents to participate in the design and implementation of 
developments as they happen. This implies taking time into account. The second 
possibility (perfectly compatible with the first) consists in ceasing to consider only 
the resident population (or supposed to become resident) and opening up, as 
Carmen Santana and others suggest, to those who will pass by, to those who will 
come to work there, etc. In both cases we use the notion of the smartness of the city 
conceived as a process and as an open system.
Clearly, far from being obvious, this double openness is possible and makes it pos-
sible to envisage more liveable cities, not because promoters and urban planners 
have designed them in this way but because the stakeholders are continuously in-
volved in their design and management.

Addressing Climate Threats 

The biggest challenge we face, as previously mentioned, is of course the climate crisis. 
Cities are at the forefront and we cannot aspire to find a response that is useful to the 
planet if it does not start with the urban environment and the way we interact with it.
The first notion that comes to mind today is that of resilience, conceived as, let 
us repeat, a rebound, as the ability to recover as quickly as possible from the stress 
of chronic problems, to start again on the best possible footing after any kind of 
shock: natural, terrorist, economic, migratory, social, etc. The list is unfortunately 
long. But the resilient approach alone is not enough.
We have mentioned the problems caused by water that is too often lacking (water 
stress) or that is engulfing. As a beautiful abstract idea, the notion of rebound after 
the disaster is unacceptable for both a population and those responsible. Rebound 
takes time and this is especially true in case of sudden shocks, which are not the 
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only threats that cities must be prepared for. In fact, rebound is only the third step 
in a process that contains at least two others: protection and avoidance.
We must put cisterns in place or build dykes, reduce consumption or provide drai-
nage channels and, when none of these is enough, prepare to leave after the disaster. 
To be successful in the long term, all stakeholders must design and prepare together 
these three phases: protect, dodge, bounce or block, mitigate, restart or, if you want 
concrete images: wall/water tank, sponge/channel, ricochet/spring.

What About the Money?

This kind of approach, although far from yet being common, is, nevertheless, star-
ting to spread in many ways, and that is a good thing. There is no guaranteed recipe, 
no quick fix, no program that can be applied everywhere. And everywhere there is 
the issue of money. 
Municipalities wishing to follow this type of approach must first rely on their own 
resources, always necessary and never sufficient.

International Organisations

They may also have recourse to funding from international regional bodies too 
many to be listed here. In Europe, one of the best known is URBACT, whose 
mission is to “help cities to develop pragmatic solutions that are new and sustainable 
and that integrate economic, social and environmental urban topics.” Made up of 
“550 cities, 30 countries and 7,000 active stakeholders”, the organisation actively par-
ticipates in European cooperation programmes, particularly within the framework 
of the International Urban Cooperation. 
The systemic and participatory approach discussed in this chapter is central to its 
mode of action and relationship building. In the latest version of its handbook 
developed in June 2019, URBACT points out: “City managers must avoid the pit-
falls of sectoral visions built on technology alone; the systemic dimension of problems 
and the high level of future uncertainty demand a refined understanding of the 
challenges and the possible technological responses within a wider societal context. A 
real challenge lies in engaging people in the active co-design of technologies in a social 
context that could result in social and technological innovation.”

Crowdfunding

https://urbact.eu/
https://iuc.eu/
https://urbact.eu/sites/default/files/pm_v10_august_2019.pdf
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Apart from the many Public Private Partnership (PPP) possibilities that are 
constantly being discussed (to which it is always recommended to add the fourth 
P of the Population), municipalities are beginning to resort to “crowdfunding” or 
participatory financing. The Guardian has shown pictures of some of the initial 
projects carried out with this type of financing. URBACT is taking it into account 
seriously as part of the increasingly diverse integral part of the “funding mix” 
that can be used. 
“Civic space is an arena of overlapping interests - citizen, state, business. It belongs 
to no one and everyone. Civic crowdfunding is a concept that simply acknowledges 
that reality and seeks to provide an easy way for everyone to come together to 
create better places,” explains Chris Gourley, founder of SpaceHive, the first plat-
form that emerged with the goal of participatory funding for civic projects. He 
is convinced that “the simple logic of the model will mean that existing top-down 
models are replaced with this collaborative approach.”
As a French association under the 1901 law, Co-Citoyens (Co-Citizens) proposes 
a similar approach with the objective of “involving and self-organising residents in 
their neighbourhoods and cities” by making participatory financing accessible “espe-
cially for people excluded from digital and traditional financing tools.” Co-Citizens 
works, among others, with the World Urban Campaign of UNHABITAT.

Systemic Investing

“EIT Climate-KIC is a Knowledge and Innovation Community (KIC), working to 
accelerate the transition to a zero-carbon economy.” Present in 24 European coun-
tries, it has the particularity of developing systemic investment, of which the main 
difference with traditional investment, is “intent”. Whereas the traditional finan-
cial sector “is driven by a singular objective: multiplying financial capital. In other 
words: using money to make money. In contrast, systemic investors intend to use capital 
primarily to create change dynamics that propel a system in a specific direction.” It 
should also be specified that, in order to bring about a profound transformation, 
“investors must value and promote collaboration, community, inclusion, and hu-
mility (and not competition, tribalism, exclusion, and ego as of today).”
EIT Climate-KIC takes the logic a step further when it recognises that capital alone is not 
enough to trigger transformational dynamics and that, to achieve this, systemic investors 
must engage with other actors capable of “acting on ‘non-investable’ levers of change in the 
system, such as policy and education.” Conscious that this requires a new conception of risk, 
the firm proposes a new measure of return on investment the “transformational return on 
investment (tROI). (replacing fROI: financial return on investment.”
To develop its more specifically urban action, the company has set up a Building 
Technologies Accelerator to help cities and builders move closer to the “Net 
Zero” objective. 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2014/apr/28/crowdfunding-we-built-this-city-the-smartest-urban-projects-in-pictures
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2014/apr/28/crowdfunding-we-built-this-city-the-smartest-urban-projects-in-pictures
https://urbact.eu/crowdfunding-city-futures
https://newcities.org/perspectives-how-ordinary-people-are-crowdfunding-our-cities/
https://newcities.org/perspectives-how-ordinary-people-are-crowdfunding-our-cities/
https://www.spacehive.com/
https://co-citoyens.fr/
https://www.worldurbancampaign.org/civic-crowdfunding-collective-option-urban-sustainable-development
https://bta.climate-kic.org/
https://bta.climate-kic.org/
https://www.worldgbc.org/advancing-net-zero/what-net-zero
https://www.worldgbc.org/advancing-net-zero/what-net-zero
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Further Reading
• Innovating in Complexity (Part I): Why Most Roadmaps Lead Straight to 

the Graveyard
• Innovating in Complexity (Part II): From Single-Point Solutions to 

Directional Systems Innovation
• Innovating in Complexity (Part III): Systemic Investing

As a Reminder
• Difficult in populated spaces, transformative action requires real efforts of 

imagination to create new cities and neighbourhoods that none of the conti-
nents can do without.

• In order to tackle the climate emergency, all stakeholders must design and 
prepare together for these three phases: protecting, dodging and bouncing 
back or, if we’re looking for more concrete images, draw inspiration from 
these three objects: the wall, the sponge and the spring.

https://medium.com/in-search-of-leverage/innovating-in-complexity-part-i-why-most-roadmaps-lead-straight-to-the-graveyard-ced34b5a23fa
https://medium.com/in-search-of-leverage/innovating-in-complexity-part-i-why-most-roadmaps-lead-straight-to-the-graveyard-ced34b5a23fa
https://medium.com/in-search-of-leverage/innovating-in-complexity-part-ii-from-single-point-solutions-to-directional-systems-innovation-dfb36fcfe50
https://medium.com/in-search-of-leverage/innovating-in-complexity-part-ii-from-single-point-solutions-to-directional-systems-innovation-dfb36fcfe50
https://medium.com/in-search-of-leverage/innovating-in-complexity-part-iii-systemic-investing-204260be87bc
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THEY LOVE CITIES

This final chapter consists of interviews with stakeholders representing different 
fields and countries. Based on their practices, five women and three men share their 
vision of the planet of cities and of what is could become - one might be tempted 
to say, “risks becoming”. 
These are not wild imaginings of what the future might hold. Most avoid expres-
sing any opinion on what 2050 will be. But they help us to pay careful attention to 
what is happening today to increase our chances of having a better future, or, more 
prosaically, simply surviving. 
They spend their time travelling the world, which allows them to share a vision that 
is both global and rooted in what they see, today, in their fields, in the places where 
they work. Most have lived in an impressive number of cities and share the view of 
Mara Balestrini: “I love cities”.
All their biographies have been summarised, but links are provided so that you can 
find out more about them. I hope they will forgive me for this very brief summary 
of their fascinating and diverse careers.
Allow yourselves to share in their narratives and discover what the multiple facets 
of the cities of the future might be, and the planet they will form (and vice versa). 
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Kavita Ramdas
New York

“The Rich are Betting that they will be able to 
Move Elsewhere”
• 2020 - Director of the Open Society Foundation’s Women’s rights program.
• Previously - President and CEO of the Global Fund for Women, led the Ford Foundation’s opera-

tions in South-East Asia and was then senior advisor to the president.
• Education - M.P.A. in international development and public policy studies at Princeton University.
• Born in New Delhi, educated in different cities, lives in New York.

Q - What are the greatest inequalities today?
The greatest inequalities are those that give rise to power deficits, lack of voice and agency, which is the 
capacity to be an agent in your own life, to control it and guide it. Those with the lowest incomes are de-
prived of that possibility.

Q - Why do you consider the ideas of “voice” and “agency” to be so important?
By “voice”, I mean the ability to express and convey your position, to play an active role in any decision-ma-
king process: in a city, in a family, in a community. Due to aggravation of inequalities, people have less and 
less “voice” where decisions are actually made.
Agency is also physical, it the capacity you have to act on your own body. The progress achieved by women 
and girls in the last 50 or 100 years is now considered to be excessive. Birth control by contraception has 
been reduced, along with the right to have abortions. When women become mothers, they cannot drink or 
smoke. There are extreme attempts to control their sexuality. Anti-gender ideology is growing throughout 
Europe, originating both in Eastern Europe and in other regressive processes.
When you have agency, you are not a “subject of”. You are yourself, you are your own agent and you are free 
to operate as such. You are not subject to anyone else’s desires.

Addressing Gender Inequality in Depth

Q - But isn’t what you’re referring to the whole issue of power?
Without voice or agency, you are powerless. Their absence, especially for women, is expressed by lack of 
power in all its forms: culturally, socially, economically, politically. For thousands of years, they have not had 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/who-we-are/programs/womens-rights-program
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/
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the right to exercise power openly. That is why we are accused of being manipulative. The power we have, 
traditionally, is the reflected power of the men we are close to. It is therefore vital for us to have a certain 
influence on them.
Gender inequality is deep-rooted because it is embedded in forms of (social) organisations developed over 
thousands of years, in particular since the emergence of private property. We have almost no chance of 
transforming what 2050 might be if we do not address gender inequality in depth.

Q - Does that vary depending on the wealth of countries?
Development doesn’t really seem to change the situation that much. The same goes for income and 
education levels. Everything that could lead to equality has turned out to be insufficient because it is crip-
pled by the existing system that depends on gender inequality and on a binary understanding of gender. 
Reluctance with regard to LGBT rights can be explained by the fact that you cannot maintain the binary 
distinction if you have a broad spectrum of possible identities. Patriarchy can no longer apply and that 
scares many people. Gender inequality goes to the very deepest roots of the current system, capitalism 
and patriarchy.

Q - How?
Relations between the global North and the global South, in particular, are rooted in the history of colonial 
exploitation and division. I find it fascinating that in all the European and American discussions on migra-
tion, there is no awareness of your own history, no mention of the fact that 500 years ago, you, Europeans, 
emigrated wherever you wanted to go, to the countries of your choice, without having to apply for visas. 
You just arrived… and that was that!
Now you’re horrified when 100,000 or a million people come from the South. Oh mon Dieu, how ghastly! 
This is another form of underground inequality. Everyone claims that we are now on an equal footing, but 
in fact, we see the emergence of the hidden legacy of colonialism. 
All this is linked to a deep-rooted inequality in the relationship people have with the earth - in the broad 
sense, not only climate-related - with the planet. I believe this to be very deep-rooted in Judeo-Christian 
dynamics. The Bible says that “Man shall rule the earth”, but we have to live with the earth and there is a 
very feminine understanding of the earth.
Why is the Earth always Mother Earth? Because the Earth gives us everything that produces life. The idea 
that you have to dominate it, is a classic patriarchal framing of man’s control over the feminine energy 
of the planet. It is another form of inequality which led us to discover that the Earth will continue quite 
happily without us, that, at the end of the day, what we need from man is not very much.
The resurgence of anti-women movements does not surprise me. Men are facing an existential crisis. Their 
brains are not better than those of women. Women can fly planes, become aerospace engineers or scien-
tists. Sperm can be frozen for a long time. Women know that.
Gender inequality is rooted in the same issue that we have with the Earth. For me, this whole climate 
change issue is based on the fact that we are constantly saying “We rule”! “We dominate”! until the Earth 
says, “I don’t need you”! If you want to become extinct, go ahead”!
In a marvellous essay, Bertrand Russel wrote that the aim of education is not to dominate the world, but 
to imagine a different future. It is required reading in many American universities, but I don’t think that 
anyone has ever really recognised its deep meaning.
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Care: A Form of Forced Labour that Needs to be 
Taken into Account

Q - How do you see these inequalities evolving in the future?
That evolution will be marked by the rights won over the last century of women’s struggles: the right to 
vote, equal opportunities, education, participation in sports, increased leadership roles. The world perceives 
these achievements as signs of progress for our civilisation. I however believe that patriarchy and capi-
talism see it as something dangerous and disturbing The second women seize those opportunities, you 
eliminate the basis for all the rest. And that affects the economy.
I would add, with other feminist economists, that all the economies, whether they are totally or partially 
capitalist (like in China), depend on an invisible form of forced labour: domestic work or more generally, 
everything related to attention and to care. A responsibility that women and girls have shouldered for 
thousands of years: bringing food, water, fuel, cooking, cleaning, taking care of the sick and elderly, etc. This 
free work oils the wheels of production for all the rest.

Q - How can that be taken into account?
At this point in time, this work is not recognised in any GDP calculations. For the first time, the Korean 
President asked a team of feminist macro-economists to consider a public policy taking care into account. 
The country is facing a huge crisis. It has the highest life expectancy in the world. During the last five years, 
the birth rate dropped below the replacement rate. Women are simply saying that they don’t want to take 
care of children, parents, husbands and homes, in addition to having to work.
I think that we substantially underestimated the importance of Care, a bit like we took the planet’s re-
sources for granted, thinking that we would always have access to them. We easily think that this is not real 
work. But, without this work, no other work would be possible. Marx could sit down and write his Manifesto 
because his wife brought him food, made sure his clothes were clean and his bed was made. 

No Ageing Societies without Someone who knows 
how to Cater to their Needs

Q - To what extent does that impact relations between cities, regions and countries? 
An ageing population gives rise to upheaval. For the first time in the history of mankind, those who are 
emigrating are mostly women. They are nannies, maids or sex workers. They provide care. I’m not saying it 
should be monetised. What I am saying is that in a future economy, the focus should be on people and the 
planet rather than on processes.
Koreans are now buying women in Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia and Nepal. In the city of Busan, you can pay 
a matchmaker 10,000 Dollars to have a woman who comes to give you free care, take care of your parents, 
grandparents, uncles or aunts. This has huge implications in terms of gender. In short, you now have a market 
related to the manner in which care is provided, because you no longer have the possibility of providing it.

Q - Japan seems to have opted for robots…
They are testing robots, but the country has changed and now allows 400,000 foreign workers to enter the 
market each year. I believe that the future of work is linked to care. You can’t have ageing societies without 
having someone who knows how to cater to their needs.
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That also concerns the planet. Women know when there are water problems… because they are the ones 
who have to go and fetch it. In this (unpaid, unassessed and unmonetised) care economy, part of their work 
has consisted of taking care of the planet’s resources (water, forests, herbs, animals). In India, all the go-
vernment veterinarians are devoted to men, despite the fact that men don’t take care of animals. They 
own animals, but the animals are fed and cared for by women. If you do not allow women to learn the best 
practices, you are missing a major opportunity. 

A Handful of the World’s Richest Citizens are 
Betting on the Possibility of Moving Elsewhere

Q - In your opinion, what are the most significant trends regarding inequalities?
In the short term, I think they will become much worse than they are today. This is true of gender inequa-
lity, the global South and the global North, workers and business leaders. 
I also think that there will be more protests as a result. Everything you saw in 2019 will get worse in 2020. 
We will see many more protests in the streets of Santiago, Barcelona, Cairo, Teheran, Paris or Bordeaux. We 
will see escalation. There will be political upheavals. In the United States, people are openly talking about 
socialism for the first time.
We will see the development of alternative forms of resistance and alternative political leadership models. 
I’m seeing many more women going into politics in the last 5 years, despite the backlash against their 
rights. 

Q - Do you think that can help us overcome the production-oriented paradigm that dominates 
both right-wing and left-wing policies?
For the feminist economy, production must be different. The issue of the care economy is now emerging. 
This suggests that there will be new types of jobs, new ways of contributing to creation of a new environ-
ment. An economy that emphasises the value of care, that emphasises the value of children and in which 
care is well-paid.
Many women are imagining a different economic future for the world… if we’re lucky and it doesn’t 
explode before that.

Q - To finish, a word about the climate emergency. Some regions, in particular in the North, will 
be less impacted than others, mainly in the South. Some parts of India, Africa, Latin America and 
South-East Asia won’t make it because of the unbearable heat that will hit those regions, in par-
ticular in cities. Isn’t this a particularly cruel form of inequality?
Yes, of course. It’s not going to be nice. People from the least-impacted countries are going to calmly sit 
back and watch it happen. Europe and North America will make it through. What they don’t see is that the 
rest of the world is coming for them. They are not attacking, but these people are fighting just to survive. If 
they see that their country is disappearing, they will continue to come. No wall will ever be high enough to 
stop them. Even the Mediterranean is not an obstacle.
This is a terrible form of inequality. There is no doubt that many people will suffer and die, while the Elon 
Musks of the world are thinking about escape. A handful of the world’s richest citizens are betting on the 
possibility of moving elsewhere. They should be here to see what happens. 
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Further Reading
• Le Monde - The colonial origins of the ecology crisis.
• OXFAM - 5 shocking facts about extreme inequality and how to even it
• New York Times - Latin-American feminism focused on politics and power

As a Reminder
• The first inequalities to take into account are those that deprive people of 

power, of the capacity to express themselves and of acting as subjects. 
• Gender inequalities must be addressed in depth given that they are at the 

core of patriarchy and capitalism.
• Ageing of our societies has given rise to a need for care, but the economic 

value of care is not recognised.
• There is a major risk that inequalities will get worse in the short term and the 

very rich who dream of finding a safe haven on another planet shouldn’t fool 
themselves.

https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2020/01/24/aux-origines-coloniales-de-la-crise-ecologique_6027034_3232.html
https://www.oxfam.org/en/5-shocking-facts-about-extreme-global-inequality-and-how-even-it
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/28/opinion/latin-america-feminism.html
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Musonda Mumba
Nairobi

“Let’s take Care of this Planet; after all, we have 
but One”
• Today - Chief of the Terrestrial Ecosystems Unit of the United Nations 

Environment Programme
• Previously - Freshwater Regional Programme Coordinator in East Africa for the World Wildlife Fund.
• Education - PhD, University College of London
• Born in Mansa, Zambia, lives in Nairobi, Kenya

Q - First of all, can you tell us what your department does?
Our unit focuses on terrestrial ecosystems. We observe mountains, forests, integrated landscape ecology, 
food systems, wetland systems, pastures, but also drylands in the Sahel and elsewhere. Part of my team 
monitors urban forest ecosystems, an increasingly topical issue. We work on bogs in Ireland and Scotland, 
for example, where they were a source of energy but are no longer used. Their destruction contributes to 
greenhouse gases. Disappearance of wetlands has caused many fires. When they dry out, they become like 
an atomic bomb. 
We practise integrated management of these spaces by adopting a more holistic approach to the system. We can’t 
focus on a river without taking the forest upstream or the people who live in the ecosystem into account. 

Q - Would you say that this is a systemic approach?
That’s really what it is. But we also recommend integrated landscape management. We can’t discuss only 
the way foresters manage the forest, or the way coffee growers manage their lands and crops. In addition, 
we have to work with other entities and with local people and communities. At the end of the day, the 
people who live in these ecosystems should manage them.

A Surreal Moment at the COP25 Conference in 
Madrid

Q - You took part in the COP25 Conference in Madrid. What were your impressions?
I experienced a surreal moment. I was up on stage, between UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres and 
Pedro Duque, Spain’s science and innovation minister (who was also his country’s first astronaut). On a 

https://www.unenvironment.org/people/musonda-mumba
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big screen, we saw Luca Parmitano talking to us from the international space station. It was very moving.

Q - How so?
He talked about clouds, the colour of the seas, the sand and then the forests. That simple description of 
the beauty of our Earth seen from the sky, the intensity of what he was seeing alongside the fragility of 
the planet was very enlightening. We sometimes think that, because we are here, everything is fine. But 
science doesn’t lie, and the value of the work done by people like Luca is that through images, it shows the 
deterioration of the planet, it reveals the truth. I can imagine him up there looking down at the fires in 
Amazonia and Australia.

Q - Having a dialogue with an astronaut in such circumstances is undoubtedly moving. But did it 
inspire other feelings in you?
Absolutely. Looking out at the audience, I hoped that the politicians in the room could understand the depth 
of that moment. He was telling us that he could really see the rain and flooding in East Africa. I can’t image 
how powerless he must have felt seeing the cyclones approaching Mozambique without any other means 
of action than hoping that someone would warn people away from the huge storms that would cause.

Predominant Laxity

Q - About the conference, The Guardian wrote: “Poor countries are angry at what they consider to 
be inflexibility on the part of some richer countries”. What is your opinion?
Quite frankly, I don’t understand the predominant laxity. Too many conversations recognised the disaster 
while saying that there’s not much we can do. It was baffling. Regarding biological diversity, the approach of 
indigenous populations was welcomed, while saying that the nations of the South must adapt or die. There 
is no middle path. I experienced that as a difficult dialogue… or no dialogue at all.

Q - Mohammed Adow, the Director of Power Shift Africa, considered that “the results of the 
Madrid conference are distressing. Governments are simply not doing their work to protect the 
planet.” If governments aren’t doing enough, then can cities/regions do it?
A significant percentage of the world’s population lives in cities, and it is now time for them to speak up 
to express their critical situation. But we need proof. Sometimes we talk in very abstract terms: “cities are 
vulnerable…” without proving that, whether through scenarios or figures. Cities have a major role to play, 
and it’s not enough to just make them greener, when making them greener involves putting plants on the 
roof of your flat. We do not want shallow answers. We need to rethink our spaces, to really show that cities 
can lead us in the right direction.

Q - The number of people who are aware of the climate emergency is increasing, but what more 
do we need?
We need to understand that none of us will be safe from the effects of climate change. In the space of just 
a few years, we have seen what happened in Calgary, in Toronto, in Sweden where the fires evoked an apo-
calyptic movie… in the heart of a temperature region. Today Sydney, an incredibly rich city, is discovering 
that it is not safe.
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Global Warming changes the Dynamics of our 
Systems

Q - Some regions are more impacted than others. How do you see that? 
This is particularly true of coastal zones and cities, where fragility is emphasised by the complexity of 
extreme weather events. We saw cyclones Idai and Kenneth hit Mozambique one after the other: bang 
bang!  The first caused major floods and then, just after that, another cyclone struck… just as we were 
about to recover.
Global warming changes the dynamics of our systems. Lack of water or flooding have an impact on other 
sectors, such as health. And poorer people are always the hardest hit, for the longest time. They can’t 
recover. 
If Toronto is flooded, the system swings into action to mitigate the impact. Poorer regions do not have such 
“buffers”, they don’t have the resources to deal with repeated disasters. If a child in Dakar is threatened by 
such situations and he sees photos of Barcelona (which looks like a nice place) he’ll take the risk of coming 
because everything he once knew is gone.

Q - Some are starting to say that life in cities like Dakar, Nairobi or Hyderabad will be impossible 
as it will be too hot...
Yes. Extreme weather events are even tending to become the norm. There again, never lose sight of the 
fact that inequalities are aggravated. In Nairobi, I live and work near Karura which is the largest forest in a 
city centre in Africa. Three years ago, we had a heatwave, but temperatures in our part of town remained 
between 30° and 35° thanks to the ecosystem, while people in the concrete jungle, on the other end of the 
same city, had to put up with much higher temperatures. That sounded the alarm and the community 
started planting trees.

Q - What are African cities doing to tackle this situation? 
Many African cities went through the postcolonial dynamic by growing and multiplying without rhythm or 
rhyme. When disasters occur, they don’t know how to respond.
In a way, a city is an organism. It breathes, it is active during the day and needs to rest at night. To manage 
that in terms of viability, you can’t just talk to planners, you need to involve health professionals and many 
others, urban planners, mayors, etc. We must learn to focus those things that breathe while taking other 
dynamics into account, such as transport systems, the way the surrounding suburbs feed into the centre, 
waste management, and so on.

We are now Starting to Talk about Environmental 
Governance

Q - Could you give us one or two examples? 
Nairobi, Cape Town, Marrakech and Dakar, but also Kigali, are taking steps in that direction. Despite imper-
fect structures, something is starting to change. They are showing us that it can be done. Conversations 
are taking place throughout Africa, and cities are making commitments. When Nairobi was flooded, many 
asked questions about infrastructure choices and technology. We are now starting to talk about environ-
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mental governance. UN-Habitat, which is based here, works with local governments on planning. It seeks to 
facilitate collective conversation among cities. 

Q - You talked about flooding, but Africa is also suffering from a lack of water. What are cities 
doing to tackle that issue?
Cape Town, for example, is a rich city in which there are huge inequalities. I have family there, two aunts, 
one living in a slum and the other in a rich neighbourhood. When I went to visit them, I felt like I was visi-
ting two different worlds. In the rich neighbourhood, the trend would be to say: “Oh, I can’t fill up my pool”, 
whereas in the other part of town, they were already facing Day Zero, without water. But people realised 
there was a crisis. The Mayor brought together all the communities to start a dialogue, to tell them that 
they were not only part of the crisis, but also part of the solution, and with that, the approach to the issue 
of water in the city changed. In Nairobi, on the other hand, there are discussions underway to build a huge 
supermarket in a flood-risk area.

Young Africans have never been this Angry before

Q - Although COP25 was a disappointment, could we say that 2019 marked a turning point in 
terms of awareness of the climate emergency?
2019 gave us Greta but also more “Greters” throughout the world. It’s a pity that all the attention was 
focused on her. In fact, she is a child of the North, but I can tell you that young Africans have never been this 
angry before. They are saying that all this must change, that this is also their planet. So we’re starting to see 
the beginnings of a totally different dialogue. They are looking the authorities right in the eye and saying: 
either you’re part of the solution or you leave, because I have to do something about this. 2019 was a game 
changer in the composition and terms of the dialogue. 

Q - How do you see the world in 2050?
I see a space where we will have made incredible digital progress. But I hope that we won’t be going eve-
rywhere with microchips to be scanned all the time. I hope to see many forests and beautiful landscapes.

Q - Are you serious? Is that the world you want to see?
It’s the world I hope for.

Q - I understand that you’re working hard to achieve that. But what will we really have?
I don’t know. I hate dystopian thinking like in the futuristic movies I see. I hope that won’t be our world in 
the future. I think that we are on the path to a healthier Earth.
When he spoke in Madrid, astronaut Luca Parmitano told us to take care of the planet he was looking at 
from space. It’s all we have. We won’t find another one, even if we explore the cosmos. The younger genera-
tion understands that very clearly. It’s starting to make us feel uncomfortable. The lovely food we so enjoy, 
the fruit that we bring in from far away should make us uneasy. And that unease will push us to take action.
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Further Reading
• Paris UrbanLab Paris - Adapting to Climate Change - Projects, achieve-

ments and lessons learned.
• The Green Swan - Financial stability in the age of climate change. Report 

from the Bank for International Settlements. January 2020
• Le Monde - Climate: the apocalyptic scenario of David Wallace-Wells and 

the article that served as a basis for his book: The Uninhabitable Earth 

As a Reminder
• We have only one planet and it is our duty to protect it.
• Governments are not doing their jobs. Cities can act but cannot merely 

report situations; they must provide evidence of deterioration of the environ-
ment.

• Global warming changes systems and gives rise to problems in many areas 
that must all be taken into account.

• Anger and unease are gaining ground and pushing us to take action.

https://www.apc-paris.com/publication/urban-lab-sadapter-changement-climatique
https://www.bis.org/publ/othp31.pdf
https://www.lemonde.fr/m-le-mag/article/2019/11/06/climat-le-scenario-apocalyptique-de-david-wallace-wells_6018205_4500055.html
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2017/07/climate-change-earth-too-hot-for-humans.html
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Tiyan Shen
Beijing

“There is always a Link between Chinese Culture 
and Modern Planning of Cities”.
• 2020 - Professor at the School of Government and Executive Director of the Urban Governance 

Institute, Peking University, Director of the China Economic and Social Council, member of the 
Chinese Communist Party.

• Previously - participating in planning of the digital development strategy for the Olympic Games in 
Beijing in 2008.

• Education - PhD. Department of Urban and Environment Sciences Peking University 
• Born in Tianmen, Hubei province, lives in Beijing

Q - How do you include top-down planning in specific local approaches? 
China has implemented a national social and economic development planning system and a land-use 
planning system. In higher-level planning, feedback from all the localities and on all the aspects must be 
massively encouraged in order to maximise local characteristics and comparative advantages. The local 
development planning process must remain consistent with higher-level planning. This allows the organic 
combination of top-down and bottom-up planning to combine central government policy and local ini-
tiative. 
To achieve improved integration, China implemented a land-use planning system in 2019 called “five levels, 
three categories and four systems”. The five levels range from the national level to a fraction of a city [a 
borough]. The three categories relate to the types of planning. The four systems range from validation to 
technical standards. Three red lines have been fixed regarding ecology, permanent protection of staple 
farmland and the limits of urban development. All this allows us to create a clear relationship between the 
higher level and the local level.

Cluster Cities, City Systems with Multiple Hubs

Q - From 2005, China structured an essential part of its urbanisation approach around the crea-
tion of cluster cities. How do you define them? 
In 2014, the urbanisation rate exceeded 60% and China proposed a new strategy based on city clusters. 
These cluster cities are city systems with multiple hubs formed by gradual expansion and the connection 
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of many developing metropolises and cities. This modern urban form is characterised by a large area, a 
dense population, a developed economy, convenient transport systems and close connections. 

Q - What lessons have you learned from implementation of these cities?
I’ll mention just a few.
• Coordinated regional development calls for comprehensive planning and collaborative governance of 

cluster cities; 
• We must regulate through the market, break the chains and barriers of administrative boundaries and 

promote integrated allocation of resources in cluster cities; 
• Reinforcing infrastructures at the level of cluster cities, and build quality of life; 
• It is essential to avoid excessive real-estate market dependence and to protect the urban cultural he-

ritage; 
• We are reinforcing smart micro-circulation with low carbon content, and are implementing the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Programme; 
• In accordance with the “resilient cities” principle, building a prevention system can improve the capacity 

to resist disasters.

Q - Why cluster cities rather than regions or city-regions?
A “cluster city” is a sort of urban aggregate with a compact organisation of space, close economic links and 
strong integration, generally based on more than one large city with a developed transport and commu-
nication infrastructure. This makes it possible to connect central cities via the main traffic routes which 
constitutes the backbone of the regional and external traffic network. 
Compared to a “regional city” or “urban area”, a “cluster city” focuses on the network connection between 
cities or urban areas around the central city in the cluster which is generally a national or international 
technology, trade, culture and population exchange centre.
According to the 13th five-year Plan for Economic and Social Development of the People’s Republic of China, 
19 cluster cities are planned nationwide, including world-class urban areas like Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, the 
Yangtze Delta around Shanghai and the Pearl River Delta (Guangdong, Shenzhen, Hong Kong, Macao). 

Planning, Complexity, Interactions, Adaptation

Q - How does China see the limits of planning in managing adaptation and complexity?
Chinese town planning was implemented based on planning in the former Soviet Union, but the government 
is fully aware that traditional theories and methods are not adapted to recent urban development require-
ments which must be more intensive, smarter, more environment-friendly and more focused on people.
That is why we have brought in the complex adaptation system theory and its seven characteristics: ag-
gregation, non-linearity, flows, diversity, representative image, internal model, construction element. A 
complex urban system is divided into material and non-material subsystems, and we take into account in-
teractions, complexity and the adaptive process of the main body of the urban system. Adapting to nature 
is essential for planning of a sustainable city.

Q - How would you define the Chinese systemic approach?
As early as 1978, a Chinese academic named Tsien Hsue-Shen presented the “Technology of Organisational 
Management” and founded the Chinese school of systems engineering. His view is that “Systems en-
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gineering is a scientific method for planning, research, design, manufacturing and experimenting with 
an organisation management system, which is of universal importance for all systems”. This original in-
terdisciplinary process combines quantitative analysis and qualitative analysis to study human society, 
the ecological environment, natural phenomena and management of organisations. The idea is a set of 
theories, methods and means to address complex problems, involving human values, behaviour, psycho-
logy, subjective judgment and rational logic on three levels: unified engineering department, science of 
systems and systems learning. 
Systems engineering was applied in many cases. In particular, it is the scientific basis for “the economy of 
high-speed rail” in our country.

Sustainability, an Old Chinese Concept?

Q - Isn’t sustainability an old Chinese concept?
In Ancient China, there was a sustainability thinking which reflected the active quest for sound develop-
ment of the economy and of society. It dates back to the Yangshao culture [5,000 to 3,000 BC] in the Yellow 
River Basin, to the Longshan culture [3,000 to 1,900 BC] which brought in the progress of farming techno-
logy and large-scale implementation of slash-and-burn agriculture at the beginning of the Xia dynasty 
[the first dynasty in Chinese historiography]. 
In the Book of Songs, it is written that it is “appropriate to prepare a feast, but that it is not sufficient to 
allow blessings to descend”.
Xuncius also said that “when plants are flourishing and abundant, the axe cannot enter the forest”. 
In the Book of Rites, there is the idea of coordinated development of the climate, ecology and society.
The simple idea that “man forms an integral part of nature” was aimed at establishing a universal society 
and at creating a harmonious relationship between man and the earth, between the development of an 
economy and that of society. Ecological protection, environmental governance and conservation of re-
sources were the moral code and the code of conduct in traditional Chinese culture. There is always a link 
between Chinese culture and modern planning of cities.

Q - Do you accept the notion of climate emergency (word of the year in the Oxford dictionary) 
and how does that affect your urban policy framework?
China is actively participating in resolution of the climate crisis and will host the 15th Biodiversity 
Conference in Kunming on the 19th of October 2020, in order to explore development of an ecological civi-
lisation common to mankind as a whole. 
In our country, it is clearly stipulated that any planning must comply with requirements related to ecolo-
gical protection of the environment, to defend the blue sky, pure water and clean land, and that we must 
actively promote supervision of these issues to build a beautiful China.

Urban Intelligence

Q - What are the most significant trends for cities in 2020? In five years? In 2050? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yangshao_culture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longshan_culture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xia_dynasty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classic_of_Poetry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Rites
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In 2020, the most important trend is urban intelligence, which is embodied in marketing of 5G, the digital 
government, autonomous vehicles and the information model of the city (CIM, City Information Model). 
We consider that five years from now, Artificial Intelligence will become the “brain of the city”.
By 2050, evolution of transport modes will modify urban space forms. As described in “Blade Runner 2049”, 
the city will be tri-dimensional and interactive. The smart flying vehicle will be broadly used and data will 
interact at all times and everywhere.

Q - In your view, what are the major urban challenges?
The greatest challenge is safety threatened by natural disasters, accidents caused by humans, attacks and 
other factors that are difficult to foresee. We need to talk about the relationship between the government, 
businesses and citizens in a safe city and to prepare a strategy of scientific safety that is reasonable at 
several levels in keeping with sustainable development. This is not only a question of action. With the rise of 
anti-globalisation and unilateral commercial protectionism, we need to combine the advanced technology 
of Western urban governance with the ancient wisdom of China, and innovate a set of theories, methods, 
tools and measures to adapt to the complexity of urban development. This is what Chinese leaders have 
referred to as the “community of a shared future for mankind”.

Q - China is probably the country where life is changing the fastest. How can we help organisa-
tions and citizens to deal with accelerations in all fields? 
Our fast-moving urbanisation process involves hotbeds of pollution, various urban diseases and social 
problems. My team is working with various Government departments to develop a top-level urban gover-
nance system at the national and local level in order to support creation of urban industrial clusters and a 
social innovation ecological chain. 
We have presented ten proposals, including:
• Establishing urban ethics, advocating “symbiotic human” rationality; 
• Implementing a harmonious organisational evolution; 
• Creating innovative clusters on the industrial and social levels;  
• Establishing a national laboratory for symbiosis among cities to implement research on evidence-based 

urban governance.
Our cities are facing unprecedented problems. Solving food safety in China, scarce resources, the climate 
crisis, cyber-attacks, the demographic explosion, pollution, epidemics, cross-border crime and other social 
problems is not only the responsibility of the Chinese people. We need the wisdom and technology of 
people from all over the world. The comprehensive responsibility of China is to take into account the legiti-
mate concerns of other countries, promote development for all in a spirit of mutual respect, equity, justice, 
and win-win cooperation. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_of_shared_future_for_mankind


 180

Further Reading
• Springer - Building Resilient Cities in China: The Nexus between 

Planning and Science
• China Daily - City clusters need coordinated approaches
• Jones Lang Lasalle - How a new era of mega-regions is taking shape

As a Reminder
• In 2014 China proposed a new strategy based on grouping cities. “Cluster 

cities” are city systems with multiple cores.
• To fill the gaps of urban planning inherited from the Soviet Union, China 

has brought in the theory of the complex adaptive system.
• The notion of “sustainability” existed in Ancient China with, among other 

ideas, the idea that “man formed an integral part of nature” and that we need 
to create a harmonious relationship between man and earth, development of 
the economy and development of society.

• The objective is to combine the advanced technology of Western urban 
governance with the ancient wisdom of China, and to innovate together to 
adapt to the complexity of urban development.

https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783319141442
https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783319141442
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201904/09/WS5cabff3aa3104842260b5207.html
https://www.joneslanglasalle.co.jp/en/trends-and-insights/cities/how-a-new-era-of-mega-regions-is-taking-shape
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Pilar Conesa
Barcelona

“Smart Cities correspond to the Major 
Challenges of the 21st century”
• 2020 - Curator of the Smart City Expo World Congress, CEO of Anteverti, consulting firm in digital 

transformation for public and private organisations.
• Previously - CIO of the Barcelona City Council. 
• Education - Polytechnic University of Catalonia, Information Sciences.
• Born in Barcelona, lives in Barcelona.

Q - What will you especially remember from the Smart City Expo held in Barcelona on the 19th, 
20th and 21st of November 2019?
The content of the congress has changed. Technology is necessary as a means but cannot constitute an 
end in itself. It helps us accelerate and innovate. We no longer refer to “smart cities”, but to cities where 
all sectors cohabit. Most of the conversations focused on urban planning, participation and inclusiveness. 
For the first time, we had a session on how to make the world more sustainable thanks to urban agriculture 
and by avoiding waste. We increased the presence of women at the congress (up to 40%) with a strong 
feminine presence in all sectors. We strove to achieve zero waste. Single-use plastics were not allowed and 
wood from the stands has to be reused. We did not print programmes. We wanted to set the example. 

Q - Let’s come back to the history of the event. What was your starting point as an idea to launch 
the Smart City Expo World Congress?
The first idea was to create a space for discussion and building the future, to organise a meeting point 
for municipalities, the private sector and academia. We started the same year as Amsterdam, with a si-
gnificant difference: we wanted a strong international presence from the very first edition. That made 
the launch much more difficult, but it is one of the key factors for our success. In 2019, 190 countries were 
represented and some 900 cities participated. The Amsterdam event had a more local focus at the outset, 
but is now European.
In 2020, we will have events in Curitiba (Brazil), Buenos Aires, Santiago (Chile), 
Mexico City, Kyoto, Doha and Los Angeles, among other locations. 

http://www.smartcityexpo.com/en/home
https://www.anteverti.com/en/
http://www.smartcityexpo.com/en/the-event/editions-abroad
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From the Central Role of Technology Firms to 
Bottom-Up Citizen Involvement

Q - How do you see the development of the exhibition and conference since the first edition? 
During the first three years, technology firms played a major role in the smart city theme. Cities 
weren’t leaders yet. Then we said that technology should allow us to more efficient in urban 
services and that we should involve citizens in decision-making and identification of key issues.
During the last four years, we have placed citizens at the heart of bottom-up initiatives, participation and 
innovation. We also insisted on the need for each strategy to be aligned with the cultural issues in each 
community. We grant great importance to the culture of each city and to developing spaces where people 
can enjoy life as a community.
We discuss all the themes related to urban mobility, city design and public spaces, sustainable development 
objectives. Janette Sadik Khan, former Commissioner of the New York City Department of Transportation, 
showed us that if you design a city for cars, you will have cars. You need to rethink them with the possibility 
of cycling or using alternative methods, and even just strolling. 

 Q - Does the term “smart city” still correspond to the reality of what you do?
With this standardised term, we have still managed to share visions with stakeholders from all over the 
world. But we’ve been wondering about its evolution for a long time. I am convinced that this event will still 
exist ten years from now. Maybe not with the same name. But cities will remain the core issue.
We are now dealing with the strategy and construction of cities. To that end, I insist that “smart cities”, 
beyond technology, represent a model. They respond to the main challenges of the 21st century. Cities 
have a much more important political and social role than before. They will solve many of the challenges 
brought about by climate change. Cities are where we consume the most energy, where we have the 
highest pollution indices. Therefore, what cities do (beyond the laws of each country), will influence the 
future. Their social role is more important, even if, at the level of world politics, they do not yet have an 
adequate platform. 

“Cities Made of Dreams”

Q - Where did this year’s theme “Cities made of dreams” come from? 
In a way, the idea here is to say what we want our city to look like five years from now, depending on the 
culture of each location. We wanted to convey the idea of a city built according to the dreams of its own 
citizens. You can’t have the same smart city plan for Barcelona, Kigali or Mexico. Of course, there can be 
common solutions, but the way they will be implemented differs from one place to another. Needs and 
priorities are different.

Q - To what extent is the transition of cities to Smart Cities still essentially a top-down process? 
The evolution is probably not occurring at the pace we imagined five years ago, but today, there are more 
and more mixed approaches. Political leaders are launching projects that now coexist with bottom-up pro-
cesses. Cities are the places where citizens participate the most. Giving your opinion on priorities for your 
neighbourhood and its management (for example, knowing whether you need a school, a park or a sports 
centre) is much closer to most of us than a debate at the national parliament.
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Q - Which technologies or breakthroughs seen at this year’s exhibition are the most likely to have 
an impact in the years to come?
Technology allows very high levels of security, but we need to know how to use them. The Chinese model, where 
some people prefer not to talk about given topics in the street because they are afraid of being identified by 
facial recognition, is very far removed from the European model. But when I asked, during a conference on 
artificial intelligence recently held in Madrid, who knew that such systems were operational at the central bus 
station in the Spanish capital, only one person raised their hand… that person had helped install the system.  
The other technology is 5G. It is a breakthrough in terms of the capacity and speed of real-time processing 
of images. It will impact remote operations, topics linked to health, virtual reality, holography related to 
purchasing, tourism, etc. 5G will be an indispensable tool for autonomous cars, which need a secure and 
high-speed connection between vehicles and traffic lights.

We should be able to Choose the Level of Ethics 
of the Programme

Q - What are the problems related to use of these advanced technologies?
The major challenges are safety, privacy and ethics. For example, for the autonomous car, one of the major 
fears is that someone could take control of the car and drive it into a ravine. This also concerns citizen 
networks and multiple dimensions of city management. 
In terms of privacy, the issue is how we protect the data collected on each individual and how the data are used.
Regarding ethics, the big issue is how all these technologies are programmed. If an autonomous car is faced 
with two motorcycles, one with the rider wearing a helmet and the other not, which one is it going to 
collide with? The rider wearing a helmet is certainly more protected, but what happens if it is an elderly 
person or a child? 
In the end, when you are in an autonomous car, you should be able to choose the level of ethics of the pro-
gramme. Who is responsible for the accident? The programmer? The driver? The ethical stakes are high.
One of the side events of the SCEWC is the Digital Future Society, a think tank created in 2018 by the Mobile 
World Congress with the support of the municipality of Barcelona and the Spanish Ministry of the Economy. 
It is intended to be a digital Davos aimed at reflecting on the major challenges of society. There are discus-
sions on how to avoid technology becoming an accelerator of the social gap, how to make it accessible to all.

Q - To what extent can the technologies exhibited during the SCEWC be of interest to rural terri-
tories and regions, and not only major cities?
The first question is whether the Smart Cities concept applies only to large cities. Let’s take two examples. 
Some technology solutions are more relevant in sparsely populated (or rural) environments than in city 
centres. Having sensors to detect if garbage cans are full or not is pointless in the centre of Barcelona, given 
that trucks drive through those streets every day. In peripheral suburbs, where houses are further apart, or 
in rural areas, these solutions make it possible to improve planning of truck itineraries depending on how 
full the bins are. But to apply this sort of policy, we need a certain critical mass. We need to bring together 
several municipalities in a given area to see how to address the issue.
Using UAVs to deliver parcels is irrelevant in the centre of Barcelona. Where would they leave the parcels? 
On the roof? In rural areas, this is a logical solution for cost-related reasons and because there won’t be any 
traffic problems for the UAV.

file:///C:\Users\francispisani\Dropbox\___ProdOtra\___Livres-f6\Netexplo-2020\SAC2020-1er%20jet\Digital%20Future%20Society
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We Need a Sort of “United Cities Organisation”

Q - How do you see our urban future in 2050?  
Cities will have increased political power. I don’t know how we will structure that. We will need a sort of 
“United Cities Organisation” - or some other political organisation - like we have the United Nations 
Organisation. In 2050, we will face challenges we cannot imagine today but they will be linked to the 
climate emergency and inequalities closely linked to the right to cities, housing and basic services (in the 
broad sense of the term).
I would like to mention a United Nations survey conducted two years ago asking people if they preferred 
to have drinking water at home, or a cell phone. A majority of people chose the cell phone, which came as 
a shock to Europeans. But when you think about it, many households are used to going to fetch water at 
the well. Having a cell phone, however, changes the way they communicate with their families and their 
bank, and allows them access to health services. In 2050, technology will be called upon to play a key role to 
reduce the social divide and ensure that all citizens have access to essential services.
In 2050, I believe that urban structuring will involve a significant reduction of the role of private cars. 
This year, we discussed issues related to motorcycles and electric scooters, carsharing and their business 
models.
Data will play an increasingly important role, but we need to find the right balance. We cannot imagine that 
information will be conveyed freely without involving risks for data privacy. We need to understand how to 
pass legislation to address the fact that major companies will control infinite quantities of data.
The housing issue is an equally important challenge. We need to ensure that young people can remain in 
cities, avoid their displacement to the outer suburbs. At the same time, we have issues to resolve regarding 
housing and services for senior citizens (these issues were on this year’s agenda at the Congress). Current 
models cannot be used for the future. Our life expectancy is constantly increasing, and we need to rethink 
design of space.
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Further Reading
• Georgetown University report on facial recognition in American cities.
• The London Police announces operational use of live facial recognition 

technology.
• ELE Times (electronics and technologies) - Trends for 5G and Smart Cities 

in 2020.

As a Reminder
• The Smart Cities Expo World Congress in Barcelona has evolved from an 

event focused on technology firms to a space for meetings and exhibitions 
including the challenge of climate change, inclusiveness and citizen participa-
tion.

• As a standardised term, “Smart Cities” was the focal point of ideas and 
visions shared with stakeholders from all over the world.

• The major challenges of the future for smart cities are safety and security, 
privacy and ethics.

• The cities of the future will have increased political powers that will need to 
be structured around a sort of “United Nations” of Cities.

http://news.met.police.uk/news/met-begins-operational-use-of-live-facial-recognition-lfr-technology-392451
http://news.met.police.uk/news/met-begins-operational-use-of-live-facial-recognition-lfr-technology-392451
https://www.eletimes.com/top-2020-trends-in-telecom-network-for-5g-and-smart-cities
https://www.eletimes.com/top-2020-trends-in-telecom-network-for-5g-and-smart-cities
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Renata Ávila
Santiago de Chile

“Citizen Participation means Involvement in 
Political Decision-Making”
• 2020 - Executive Director of the Fundación Ciudadanía Inteligente, Santiago de Chile. Member of 

the Digital Future Society
• Previously - As a lawyer, she worked for Nobel Peace Prize winner Rigoberta Menchu, Julian Assange 

and Tim Berners-Lee.
• Education - Universidad Francisco Maroquín (Guatemala), Hague Academy of International Law, 

Università degli Studi di Torino.
• Born in Ciudad Guatemala, lives in Santiago de Chile.

Q - The Intelligent Citizenship Foundation has a long history of using technology by and for ci-
tizens. How would you sum up that development? 
During the first stage, on a rather small scale, we were only just beginning to see technology as a potential 
tool to reinforce democracies. It was very limited to a democracy of elites. But the base is now broader. 
People started talking to political leaders and political leaders started listening.
The second stage of the Foundation focused on the fact that technology is not enough in itself. It needs 
work at the level of a territory and development of participative methodologies.
During the third stage (we one we are in now), we started to adapt agile technologies present in the free 
software to social processes. That makes it possible to develop tools to ensure that social movements, com-
munities and neighbourhood organisations are not restricted to one person who speaks and others who 
listen; the idea here is to implement effective mechanisms for citizen dialogue. Now, we are confronted 
with a technology shock and with Bolsonaro in Brazil at the same time.

Our Dreams have become Nightmares.

Q - What technology shock are you referring to? 
The fact that the technologies that were supposed to reinforce democracy and increase dialogue and 
citizen participation are becoming an architecture of polarisation and confusion. Social networks have in 
fact “given birth” to an antidemocratic “child”. Our dreams have become nightmares. 

https://ciudadaniai.org/
file:///C:\Users\francispisani\Dropbox\___ProdOtra\___Livres-f6\Netexplo-2020\SAC2020-1er%20jet\Digital%20Future%20Society
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Q - What are the key projects of your Foundation? 
The first is local participation of citizens in two countries where we have offices: Chile and Brazil. It is a 
platform to allow people to contribute to development of collective (not individual) proposals leading to 
candidacies for the next municipal elections in Brazil. We believe that democratic life can come from the 
local level and municipal power. 
In Chile, the new context has created a new challenge. “Vota Intelligente”, a platform identical to the one 
that has existed in Rio since the beginning of the Foundation, will become “Vota Constituyente” so that 
citizens can understand the collaborative process of the new constitution, the first prepared in democracy.

Q - What kind of candidacies and proposals do you favour? 
As a feminist and non-partisan organisation, we promote human rights. These constitute an advanced 
agenda.

Q - You also have Chileleaks among your projects?
Yes, and we’re adding Latam Leaks with former judge Baltasar Garzón and his foundation. We want to 
promote these practices throughout Latin America, so that people stop seeing them as heroic acts, but 
rather as citizen acts of participation while offering a protective framework to all those who participate.

We want Artificial Intelligence Research to 
include Women

Q - In one of your talks at the SCEWC, you referred to participation of women in Artificial 
Intelligence research. What exactly does this entail?
We want to participate, we want to know what is being done and we want this research to include women. 
We are doing this in the framework of the A+ Alliance for Inclusive Algorithms with a Swiss-based orga-
nisation called “Women at the Table”. Today, citizens are totally excluded from the design process for the 
systems of the future. We want to be involved in co-designing public policy that will bring in an automated 
decision component. For example, if a city decides to automate a scholarship system, we want a specific 
gender-explicit citizen-based component, affirmative action. 

Q - I saw that 22 of the 25 people in your team are women…
We hire people based on excellence and we’re a great team. In a technological world where almost all teams 
are male, having a diverse team essentially made up of women is a genuine asset. It is a luxury to have this 
technology developed by women from the South.

Q - How would you define citizen participation?
It is the action of being involved in the decisions made by those in power. It can be spontaneous. In a local 
context, where central government is absent, the population of a given neighbourhood can organise their 
own work, do something for the common good. This can be expressed in two forms: an approved top-down 
channel, or bottom-up pressure.
The idea here is not only to criticise, challenge or say you don’t like what the authorities are doing, although 
that is probably the biggest part of citizen participation. Participation also involves co-creation. Dialogue 
is not enough. Participation is when you do something concrete jointly with the authorities, or to ensure 
that the authorities correct an incorrect course of action in public administration. This is what feeds de-

https://ciudadaniai.org/projects/chileleaks.html
https://aplusalliance.org/
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mocracy between elections. Without citizen participation, elections are merely a product that validates 
something that doesn’t really belong to the people of a given territory.
In that context, we launched another programme. The authorities don’t know anything about technology. 
To remedy that, we are organising a training entitled “Municipal Innovation” in four countries: Ecuador, 
Guatemala, El Salvador and Mexico. We are going to give municipal teams tools to help them understand 
what we are working with, and to make better decisions.

Q - What are the major difficulties in all these programmes?
The first difficulty is to find funding. Unlike the situation in Europe, resources devoted to social innovation 
in our countries are minimal. We have to be very creative in our funding model to get the funding we need. 
The second is to reach the people we really want to reach, in a granular, cross-cutting way, in our extremely 
unequal societies. Reaching rural areas is very expensive. The same applies to localisation and translation 
of indigenous languages. It is complicated to overcome pitfalls such as race and violence in the multicul-
turality and political and economic intersectionality that characterise us. We are open to everyone, and 
that’s not easy.

We have Five Years to lay the Foundations for our 
Future

Q - How do you see the role of cities in 2050? 
The most efficient use of resources is in cities. They allow better democratic, cultural and social develop-
ment. But our cities in Latin America are particularly violent and unequal. By 2050, either the problems 
will be solved through greater and better democracy or they will have become science fiction dystopias, 
worlds that are beautiful and perfect for some and nightmarish for others - worlds that collide and where 
we can no longer live. And technology is not the answer. 
We are building the future today and we have five years to lay the foundations for our future. If we carry 
on with these “extractive” cities [that work, explains Saskia Sassen, based on a logic of maximum extraction 
of local resources, including data provided by the population], if we do not achieve a regional and local pact 
towards sustainable, feminist and inclusive democracies, the future is already written: a planet saturated 
by the minority, with a life of misery for the majority, a preserved bubble for the elites who send their 
money offshore and move to Miami. Now, they want to live on Mars, the new Miami for Latin-American 
elites. 

Q - What’s the most difficult part: changing the mindset of our elites or influencing the mindsets 
of people to get them to participate? 
The mindsets of people. We want to activate citizenship so that people realise that when we work together 
on a subject, with the need to change a system, that forces the elites to listen.
We are showing our good will by opening participation spaces and by hoping that we will be heard. If things 
are done the tough way, we have already seen that a country [Chile, end of 2019] can be paralysed for a 
month. We hope that Latin-American elites will stop forcing citizens to paralyse countries and that they 
will really open up to a different model. The one we are changing now is a democracy deficit model.

Q - How long does it take to change the mindsets of people?
We don’t need time. We need circumstances to “wake people up”. They tolerate abuse of power, don’t get 
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organised, are not active. But there are detonators like we saw in Santiago, Beirut, La Paz or Quito. Boosting 
participation is easy in such conditions. The problem is to make it last. We need to transform the catalyst 
into concrete proposals. That will be our goal in the next twenty-four months.

Q - How are you going to move from the local, most often urban level, to the international level?
We are facing many challenges, but we also have many solutions. We are starting to see much more inte-
resting, international and collective processes. At the Foundation, we have an innovation, prototype and 
steering cycle, we check if it works and we take corrective action as needed. We are very agile. We hope that 
this form of laboratory will produce good ideas. We record everything in documents. Everything is “open”, 
we share code and methodologies that can be used, improved and adapted to local realities elsewhere.

Further Reading
• On the idea of “Extractive Logics” by Saskia Sassen: 2017 conference 

proceedings
• Book: Expulsions - Brutality and Complexity in the Global Economy 
• Fundación Avina – Exercising digital citizenship to strengthen democracy.

As a Reminder
• The Fundación Ciudadanía inteligente makes technology available to serve 

citizens, so that they can be heard.
• Women want to contribute to co-designing public policy involving Artificial 

Intelligence.
• Citizen participation is not just criticising, challenging or saying you don’t 

like what the authorities are doing; it’s also co-creating.
• To change the mindsets of people, we don’t need time but circumstances.

https://undisciplinedenvironments.org/2017/08/09/saskia-sassen-on-extractive-logics-and-geographies-of-expulsion/
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674599222
https://www.avina.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/10_TechnologyForSocialChange.pdf
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Mara Balestrini
Barcelona

“Technology Empowering Citizens to produce 
Useable Data to find Solutions”.
• 2020 - CEO of Ideas for Change, a think tank and consultancy firm advising cities, businesses and 

institutions. Member of the Digital Future Society.
• Previously - Research at the Barcelona Fablab of the Institute for Advanced Architecture of 

Catalonia.
• Education - PhD in Computer Science at University College London, UK.
• Born in Córdoba, Argentina, lives in Barcelona.

Q - Tell me about your projects to use technology to develop citizen participation?
I’m working on how citizens can use technology to produce data that can be used in the search for solu-
tions to environmental problems: air quality, noise pollution, odour pollution and nuclear radiation. The 
data collected can be used as tangible and measurable evidence. 
Just yesterday, that was strictly the prerogative of scientists and experts. Thanks to sensors, other types 
of measuring instruments and processing algorithms, it is now accessible to citizens who provide their 
own data according to established protocols. They can advance their agendas in communities impacted 
by environmental problems.

Q - Can you give us some concrete examples?
Plaza del Sol, in the Gracia neighbourhood of Barcelona, is well-known for its night-time celebrations. The 
inhabitants had to deal with major noise pollution but had no evidence to substantiate their complaints. 
With them, we installed 25 “cheap” sensors. They cost 100 to 150 EUR whereas an official station is worth 
thousands. We paid for them using funds from a European project and people could use them free of 
charge.
For six weeks, we collected data every five seconds. The data showed that the noise on Plaza del Sol was 
much higher than the limits set by applicable regulations in Barcelona and by WHO recommendations. The 
conversation between the town council and citizens changed.

Q - Do you have examples in Southern countries?
One of the projects which inspired some of my work was Map Kibera. The population used Open Street Map to 
map their own environment. The space gained legitimacy and services were implemented. In Lagos, Nigeria, 
UAVs are used to map slums. With the D-Noses project, we are starting to map odours, for example in Uganda. 

https://www.ideasforchange.com/
file:///C:\Users\francispisani\Dropbox\___ProdOtra\___Livres-f6\Netexplo-2020\SAC2020-1er%20jet\Digital%20Future%20Society
https://iaac.net/fab-labs/fab-labs-bcn/
https://mapkibera.org/
https://www.openstreetmap.org/
https://dnoses.eu/
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Local Populations are Involved in Identifying 
Problems, in Putting Forward Hypotheses

Q - What role do citizens play in this sort of work?
At the beginning, citizen participation was limited to collecting data. Scientists and organisations defined 
the issue at hand and the form used for data. Analysis and interpreting were not open to the public. Today, 
local populations are involved in identifying problems, putting forward hypotheses, proposing data collec-
tion, interpretation and governance modes.
These more extensive participation models are those I’m interested in. I have my own work protocol called 
The Bristol Approach, developed with the Bristol City Council, local communities and entities who have 
been working on participation for years. The first phase is identifying the problems of citizens. During this 
phase, we ensure that our intervention really corresponds to local needs. It would be out the question to 
invent a topic that the research team is interested in and then go and ask people to provide data.

Q - Bristol shares its needs publicly and invites businesses and citizens to come and find solutions 
and funding. Is this approach commonly encountered? 
Municipalities increasingly want to encourage citizens to participate in processes to identify issues and 
create solutions, although there’s quite a bit of talk and little action, or poor action. Municipal authorities 
also have to deal with various political constraints. For example, during election time, they don’t want to do 
anything concrete as they are worried that problems may arise. At the beginning of a term of office, it’s the 
same thing. There are very few brave municipalities, where there is genuine participation. 

The Traditional Definition of a Citizen is No 
Longer Acceptable

Q - Florence is asking citizens, but also tourists, for money to plant trees. Doesn’t this disrupt 
conventional visions?
What is a citizen? We need to rethink that notion. Some cities, such as Venice and Barcelona, attract millions 
of tourists who use and make the city, to the extent that the local population feels less and less identified 
with its own city. The traditional context no longer applies and we need to broaden the discussion on ci-
tizenship taking into account these trends and reviewing the issue of stakeholders.

Q - The major problem strikes me as the issue of people who work in the city but sleep elsewhere… 
Who is the stakeholder there? 
The complexity related to defining stakeholders is illustrated by the discussions on air pollution. We see this 
in the centre of Madrid, with restrictions of car traffic. Those who are affected by the problem and want 
a solution are not those who create the problem. Those who create the problem go home to the suburbs 
every evening and don’t face the consequences. They live outside the city because they can’t afford to live 
in the city centre and they complain that in addition, they are taxed to use their cars in the centre, and 
buying an electric car would be much more expensive. In that situation, you need to propose a co-crea-
tion model with those who live in the city centre and those who come in from outside. This is a systemic 
problem. It is a problem of boundaries.

https://www.ideasforchange.com/bristolapproach
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There are Never Final Solutions, but Attempts to 
Improve Things

 Q - In your view, what is the importance of the systemic approach and how do you define it?
It is absolutely vital. In my daily practice, I’m very much aware that the systemic challenge is a wicked 
problem. You can’t define variables clearly like in mathematics or engineering. A systemic problem is a 
problem that has ramifications, a situation in which, when you touch one variable, you are probably gene-
rating a greater evil in another area. They are interconnected. It is not possible to have clear separations 
that allow you to treat the different dimensions like separate objects. You need to accept that there is 
never any final solution, just attempts to improve things - that any change made will give rise to another 
problem. Thanks to the data collected by the sensors on Plaza del Sol, the local population managed to 
implement a series of initiatives to reduce noise pollution due to people meeting on the square to drink 
alcohol. Two weeks later, they were meeting a little further away, on Plaza Vila de Gracia, to do exactly the 
same thing.
Look what happened, also in Barcelona, with the super illas. Sound and air pollution were significantly 
reduced in the inner area but, by moving traffic out to the side streets, it was increased elsewhere. Prices 
soared in the inner area and many people who were going to benefit from these super illas now have to 
leave because they can’t afford to live there anymore.

Q - How do you deal with these problems?
The last time I discussed the issue, my statements were published and I had to deal with unprecedented 
attacks in the social media. I believe that taxes and regulation must always support innovation processes, 
in order to mitigate the negative effects. We should always strive for a better situation and at the same 
time accept that any change gives rise to consequences. Regulation should make it possible to bring 
balance back. Housing prices and gentrification are out of control. That needs to be regulated.

Different Worlds Within a City

Q - Does this contribute to increasing differences within cities? 
There is a cultural crisis, fragmentation of progressive citizen culture, which is more cosmopolitan, more 
open and involves more opportunities. Some neighbourhoods feel culturally disregarded. People need to 
live far away. They can’t use their cars anymore, given that their cars pollute the air. That gives rise to ten-
sions and inequalities. 
We implemented a food mapping project to map the different food habits and environments in three neighbou-
rhoods of Barcelona: Cornellá, the red belt of Barcelona, proletarian and socialist, Santa Coloma de Gramenet, at 
the other end of the urban area, home to many Chinese, Latin-American and Moroccan inhabitants. The third 
zone was Gracia, a neighbourhood I’ve already mentioned, where the income bracket is “average to high”. A com-
munity consisting of a local (Spanish) population and immigrants from elsewhere in Europe.
We asked them to cook a lentil stew at home, using the same recipe. They went out to shop with a mobile 
application which collected data on the type of shop they went to, the product purchased, the price paid, 
the quality of the product, the steps taken (ex. trip, walking, etc.). No personal data were collected. How 
much do you think they spent on the lentil stew recipe for six? In San Ildefonso (Cornellá), 3.60 EUR, in Santa 
Coloma, 3.40, in Vila de Gracia, 8.60 euros.

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/superilles/es/
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Those who live in Gracia mostly went to the local market or to a specialised trade outlet, not to the su-
permarket. They used as little plastic and packaging as possible. They bought in bulk and chose the right 
weight but did not really focus on the price. In Santa Coloma, mothers of six focused on the lowest prices, 
what would cost them the least. Consumer habits are totally different. They reveal two cultures: one that 
does not want to generate plastic waste, that buys organic food, and the other whose priority is to save 
money.
We are talking about different worlds.

Further Reading
• A citizen participation initiative born in Barcelona - TheSocialCoin along 

with CitiBeats.
• The Plaza del Sol experience seen by the BBC
• The Brussels Citizenlab explains the difference between “Civic Tech” and 

“GovTech”.

As a Reminder
• The local population can contribute to identifying problems and collecting 

data allowing dialogue on a sounder basis with the authorities.
• Inhabitants are not the only ones “making the city”; cities also need to take 

into account those who come to the city to work and even tourists.
• A systemic problem is a problem with ramifications. When a problem is 

solved, that solution probably gives rise to a greater evil in another area.
• People need to live far away from the city centre. That gives rise to tensions 

and inequalities within a given urban community, that can be measured 
based on the way people in different neighbourhoods shop for groceries.

https://thesocialcoin.com/
https://citibeats.net/
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-41015486
https://www.citizenlab.co/blog/civic-tech/whats-difference-civic-tech-govtech/
https://www.citizenlab.co/blog/civic-tech/whats-difference-civic-tech-govtech/
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“There is no Artificial Intelligence without Data”
• 2020 - Director of the MIT Senseable City Lab, Founding Partner of Carlo Ratti 

Associati, a design and innovation office.
• Education - Architect and engineer, École Nationale des Ponts et Chaussées, Paris, Politecnico de 
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• Born in Turin, lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA.

Q - What are the essential technologies for cities today?  
Overall, the fact that the Internet has entered the urban physical space, that it has become the Internet of 
Things, has significantly changed the way we understand cities, collect data and design them.
You can have whatever opinions you want on mobility, energy or citizen participation, the capacity to 
measure them allows data-driven design of cities. From the second half of the 19th century, Ildefons Cerdà, 
considered as the father of modern Barcelona, dreamed of the day when the study of cities could be a 
science. That day is now here, with data giving us the capacity to understand their space.

Q - Is the fact that these technologies are made available by private companies a problem for 
cities?
“Smart” can be designed by Samsung, Apple, Huawei and others. The important thing is not the technology 
but the data and who controls the data. For example, think of mobility or the hotel trade: Uber and Airbnb. 
They don’t share enough data with city halls (and consequently with citizens). This is a real problem. 

Data: Cities must Impose their Conditions

Q - How can we convince them?
My friend Ger Baron, CTO of the City of Amsterdam, is working on getting private companies to share their 
data with the city. At the beginning, their attitude may be aggressive, but cities can stand together to 
reach a critical mass, decide on new standards, impose their own conditions. It would be fair to say that a 
number of rules must be complied with to be allowed to operate in cities. This would not be the first sector 
to be regulated.

http://senseable.mit.edu/
https://carloratti.com/
https://carloratti.com/
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Q - Several companies including Huawei and Microsoft have offered platforms for cities. What are 
the stakes?
Let’s not generalise. Every situation, every product is different. There are two key principles to be observed. 
Firstly, data must be processed in a democratic, transparent way. Municipal governments and citizens must 
have access to data. Secondly, some companies operate like a big computer. This is very dangerous. If you 
manage the whole city with the same platform and someone hacks it, your whole city will be affected. We 
want systems designed based on a distributed - not centralised - architecture where the system remains 
robust even if a part of it fails. Hacking has always existed and will always exist. It is important to implement 
an appropriate, distributed defence system, inspired by the immune system and the way it works.

Q - How do you see the impact of the social media on cities?
Cities are a sort of antidote to social networks whose main effect is polarisation. People have extreme ideas 
that, in the past, were moderated by other people they talked to. Today, extremists (no matter on which side of 
the spectrum), can find a community of people who think like them and become even more extreme. 
Cities compel people to reconcile different opinions. Urban public space is a remedy for this kind of polari-
sation of digital space because it forces different points of view to coexist and reconcile. 

Using Networks, Making Better Use of 
Infrastructure 

Q - Do you think that we already have, or that we will have, smart cities?
I think we already have many Smart Cities. This is not a concept limited to a yes or no answer. It is related to 
the smart technologies in the city. When I use Uber, Lyft or other systems in Boston or New York, this is part 
of the “smart” aspect, having different ways to travel around the city. This is why I no longer have a private 
car in the United States. I can walk, cycle or use a scooter. When I need a car, I get an Uber or rent a Zipcar. 
The technologies that have emerged over the last ten years have changed the way we travel and they are 
smart for two reasons. First of all, because they are based on real-time information and networks. Secondly, 
because they make it possible to use urban infrastructure more intelligently. If I have a car today, I’m going 
to use it 5% of the time (in the United States). With an on-demand system (like the ones I have mentioned), 
the use factor, by me or someone else, increases tenfold or twentyfold. Same thing for scooters or bicycles. 
Smart is a process. It is a multiplication of processes.

Q - Can technologies help us to reduce or postpone the climate crisis? 
If you take the example of mobility and the fact that you only use your car 5% of the time, that means that 
you are under-using infrastructure that costs a fortune in terms of construction, energy and emissions. 
We can run a city with 20% of the cars on the road today, which would represent considerable savings in 
terms of infrastructure, related to emissions.
Another example: work done in New York on big data allowed us to discover that many taxi rides could be shared. 
That led to cooperation with Uber who launched Uberpop, which is now common on platforms of this type, then 
Uberpool which, by combining trips, reduces the number of cars on the road and therefore emissions.
This is a way of using smart technologies to run a city more efficiently. 
I could also mention intelligent LED lighting technologies which are now used in most cities around the 
world. By reacting to the presence of people, they save a significant amount of energy. They are often im-
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plemented by banks or large companies that claim to do it free of charge but share the benefits of reduced 
consumption with cities. Infrared cameras also make it possible to identify apartments with losses. They 
are used by companies who will send you a price offer to work on the façade and share the savings on 
consumption.

Q - What do you think of technologies that make it possible to capture CO2 and transform it… 
into concrete, for example?
This is a very important topic, but it is not related to “smart” technologies, the use of networks and the 
Internet. One of our projects is to use Artificial Intelligence with Google Street views. We used it last year 
to locate trees in cities around the world. Today we are trying to predict the impact of rising water levels, 
of increasingly frequent cyclones and, by connecting them globally, to help assess the resilience of cities. 

Measuring Segregation for a More Inclusive 
Design

Q - Can they help to reduce social inequalities? 
We are starting to use different types of data to measure segregation and integration in cities and make 
them more inclusive. Look what’s happening in Molenbeek in Brussels, for example. This is a ghetto in the 
city centre where radicalisation has been observed. We talked about this earlier: it is important for cities 
to bring together people with different viewpoints. We analyse communities in cities and use cell phone 
data and other types of data as a starting point for a more inclusive design of public space, encouraging 
different communities to mix. 

Q - Despite that, many people are wondering about the future of Artificial Intelligence and, at 
another level, of autonomous cars. How do you see the future of these two technologies? 
Regarding Artificial Intelligence, it is very important to bear in mind that there is no intelligence without 
data. The subject is linked to the data management issues mentioned earlier. If people have access to data, 
intelligence will be shared. There are very broad applications. We even use A.I. to count trees in cities and 
then make the information accessible to the population. Several cities use Treepedia for new tree-planting 
operations, to optimise traffic and energy. The is no A.I. without data. If the data are free, then everything 
happens in the framework of a democratic process. If not, we will have problems during all the stages of 
the process. 

Q - Algorithms are also important…
Yes, but data are the base, the starting point. If you have the data, you have control. There is not much 
intelligence in an algorithm, but the important factor is that there is no intelligence without data. Whoever 
controls the data controls the intelligence.

Q - A word on autonomous cars? 
Potentially, they could make it possible to manage cities better, with fewer cars. That being said, autonomy 
can lead to different situations. It could reduce the cost of travelling by car in Paris and if people no longer 
wanted to use the Underground, that would lead to chaos. On the other hand, autonomy can allow a city to 
operate with 20% of the cars on the road today. In a way, that depends on the decisions political leaders are 
going to make. It is very important to ensure that citizens are involved in the debate and that they help to 
define the policies related to autonomous cars, travel costs, regulation of traffic, etc. 

http://senseable.mit.edu/treepedia
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Cities are Becoming a Combination of the 
Artificial and the Natural

Q - Is learning to master and control technologies one of the challenges for the future?
Absolutely. This is what we call “future craft”. Each technology can be used in different ways. The best thing 
to do is expose people to technologies by means of public testing and sharing the results with the public 
and the media. To have a feedback loop, it is very important to participate as researchers in the projects we 
conduct and then to communicate. This makes it possible to reach a broader audience and allows citizens 
to be well-informed and to make better decisions on the type of city they want to live in.

Q - What are the most significant technology trends for 2020? What should we focus on?
I’m not sure I want to generalise. The key factor is the Internet which is becoming the Internet of Things 
and which allows us to change the relationship between the physical and digital spaces. The Internet of 
Things positions our cities online and creates a hybrid dimension, at the crossroads of the digital and the 
physical. 

Q - And five years from now?
I never forecast. I’m in Boston today. A hundred years ago, the Boston Globe published an article on cities 
in the year 2000. It’s all wrong. The great philosopher Karl Popper said that it is impossible to predict the 
future. Perhaps tomorrow, there will be something that changes everything. In the next ten years, conti-
nuous developments in convergence between the digital and the physical will certainly change cities. If 
we take it a step further, I think it will be digital, physical and biological. Cities are increasingly becoming a 
combination of the artificial and the natural world.

Q - What is your craziest project today? What ideas do you have that you would like to imple-
ment? 
We have started working on viruses and bacteria in a project called Underworlds. We are working with 
our colleagues in biological engineering at MIT. In a nutshell, we are starting to build a bridge between the 
natural and the artificial. I believe that the movement in that direction is one of the main challenges today. 
That is what we would like to study in the years to come. 

Further Reading
• The City of Tomorrow, by Yale University Press. 
• Article on Uber: Quantifying the benefits of vehicle pooling with shareabi-

lity networks, Proceedings of the Academy of Science of the United States of 
America. 

• Articles and projects by Carlo Ratti 

https://dusp.mit.edu/publication/futurecraft
http://underworlds.mit.edu/
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300204803/city-tomorrow
https://www.pnas.org/content/111/37/13290
https://www.pnas.org/content/111/37/13290
https://carloratti.com/publications-archive/
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 As a Reminder
• The capacity to measure allows us to implement a new data-driven design of 

cities.
• There is no Artificial Intelligence without data. 
• “Smart” technologies are based on real-time information and networks. They 

allow more intelligence use of urban infrastructure.
• We want systems designed by distributed, not centralised architecture, where 

the system remains robust even if a part is missing or fails. This compels us to 
reconcile different opinions.
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Amalia Zepou
Athens

“In Cities, there is a Huge Reserve of Active 
Civic-Minded Behaviours”
• 2020 - Bloomberg Fellow in Government Innovation at the London School of Economics - Cities, 
• Previously - As Vice Mayor for Civil Society and Innovation, Municipality of Athens, she contributed to 

making Athens the Innovation Capital 2018. Documentary filmmaker.
• Education - Social Anthropology, London School of Economics
• Born in London, grew up in different cities, now lives in Athens

Q - What prompted the Mayor of Athens to ask you to become Vice-Mayor tasked with Civil 
Society in 2014?
In the five years before I joined the municipality, I made documentaries. I was fascinated by a series of 
individual initiatives in the neighbourhoods of Athens, people who were managing waste, for example. Not 
from a political perspective, just as individuals reacting to the gradual decline of services. The phenomenon 
made me so curious that I abandoned my camera to map it. People weren’t talking about it; they were 
simply taking action. It was like political activity, but without the words. It took the form of expression of 
general dissatisfaction with the system.

Q - In a previous interview, you said “non apolitical”.
It was one of the most political practices you could possibly imagine. The mapping led to SynAthina, a plat-
form on which you could observe the actions of citizens and I was very fortunate in that the independent 
Mayor of the time, Giorgios Kaminis, liked and supported the idea. 

Drawing from the Reserve of Active Civic-
Minded Behaviours

Q - That’s why he asked you to work with civil society. What was civil society for your municipa-
lity, at the beginning? 
We were trying to identify a natural civic-minded behaviour, which was sometimes invisible to the eyes 
of the municipality. That change of viewpoint allowed us to realise that in cities, there is a huge reserve of 
active civic-minded behaviours. This is not volunteer work like you find in NGOs, but an informal attitude 
which can be very useful to municipalities. It is a pity that we don’t try more often to see what this is all 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/cities
https://www.synathina.gr/en/
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about and to understand what it brings to the public sector. 

Q - Before you started your work, how did the municipality see this type of practice?
With scepticism and competitiveness. Civil servants in Athens had a feeling of insecurity during the crisis. 
They were afraid that people who took such initiatives wanted to take their jobs. But in fact, they are 
neither activists nor militant campaigners. These practices broadened the definitions. I believe that this is 
a new way of seeing the commons.

Q - In your job description, you were also tasked with innovation. What did the Mayor mean by 
that?
To be honest, at the beginning, neither of us knew that he meant. It was around 2015, about a year or two 
after my appointment. In my mind, it was related to social innovation, a concept that was not understood 
by the municipality. It wasn’t even used for technology. Everyone thought it was simply a synonym of “new”. 
I also thought so sometimes. What I did know is that with the creation of the platform, we had created a 
method to collect information and empower this new type of activity. We did not invent anything, but it 
was certainly a first in the public sector.

A New Co-Management Model with the 
Municipality

Q - How did you succeed in getting the municipality and these members of civil society to work 
together?
We worked in experimental mode. The Mayor realised it was important but remained sceptical. He had 
given me a title, which meant power, but no budget. We both understood that we couldn’t use municipal 
money to experiment with something new. I barely had a secretary, and no civil servants to work with me.
However, I was very lucky because we won a Bloomberg Philanthropies Award for a competition we entered 
in 2014: 1 million Euros. But I only found out about that after I was appointed Vice-Mayor. With that money, 
we could take action.
It was very important to hire people to implement the platform, both online and offline and with clear 
methods to: 1) attract new grassroots movements and take them to the municipality to see how we could 
support them and give them more impact in the city; 2) get municipal civil servants involved in these ac-
tivities. For example, how could we ensure that municipal waste services would support those who had 
taken the initiative of cleaning up, in remote parts of Athens where they didn’t have such services? 
We started with a problem to show that if the municipality worked constructively with the spontaneous 
energy of citizens, we could find solutions. These were abandoned public spaces. We had over 2,000 of 
them. We created a transparent method so that community groups could take charge of managing a mu-
nicipal market. The Group called Impact Hub won and was tasked with running the building in which the 
Kypseli market is located. It took quite some time, but it was very successful. We succeeded in achieving a 
new co-management model with the municipality. 

Q - How did you make the transition from mapping to co-creation? 
The platform. It’s not exactly mapping. It encourages people to register their activities. This is a first sign of 
confidence in the municipality. Today, 4,000 activities are registered with over 400 community groups in 
different categories, in particular the environment, children, technology, energy, senior citizens. Some of their 
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priorities have become the priorities of the mayor who could use the platform to see what people were inte-
rested in. He used it to revitalise abandoned buildings and that’s really what co-creation represents.
How can you have good ideas on transformation of buildings without looking at what people are doing for 
themselves? Cities are full of ideas that we don’t even need to look for. We need only examine what already 
exists. The role of municipal authorities must change. They must be competent in their work in the field 
and improve their observation to be more aware of the natural capacity of the population to create.

Citizen Participation:  The “Fatigue Syndrome”

Q - What can people and cities do when they don’t have a million at their disposal? 
This type of funding can be obtained from various sources. The importance of social innovation or expe-
rimentation in this field is now acknowledged. You can find seed money,  sometimes from municipalities 
themselves, or from the public sector. Now more than ever before, the European Commission is investing 
in innovation. It is encouraging cities to take the initiative and to experiment. We obtained our second 
funding from the Urban Innovative Actions initiative. 5 million EUR in 2017. That gave the platform three 
more years of life. The team is still working, although we have a different mayor and I’m no longer there. 
I’m very proud of that.

Q - In many parts of the world, there is the problem that it’s difficult for people to work for a long 
time on this sort of participative activity…
We call this the “fatigue syndrome”. You have initiatives taken by citizens or community groups or enthu-
siastic groups with great ideas. But the excitement can only last two or three years. Especially in a situation 
like the one we have in Athens, where everyone was impacted by the financial crisis. Our challenge was to 
help them stay standing and reflect together on what the next step could be.
We helped some local groups become NGOs by collecting money, donations, to develop their social en-
trepreneurship skills and generate income. For example, the clothing swap was organised with a sort of 
contribution. The soup kitchens became catering services.
You also need to keep an eye on invisible things all the time. There is always something new in the city that 
you can’t see. The capacity of a society to self-regulate is quite incredible. When the system collapsed, the 
city found a way out. You can’t count on that (that would be anarchy), but it would be a good thing for our 
institutions to be better aligned with the natural capacity of society to manage itself. They could become 
more credible. 

Impossible to Receive Municipal Money Directly

Q - There were probably a few failures. Which were the most significant ones?
It was never possible to receive municipal money directly. We were granted funding by Philanthropies and 
the European Commission, but I don’t think the city council can give money directly to SynAthina.

Q - Why not? 
The municipality is built on an administrative machine. That has nothing to do with politicians. Even the 
new mayor likes the platform now. But, due to austerity measures, the administration cannot hire new 

https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en/about-us/what-urban-innovative-actions
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people. City civil servants are older and fewer in number. You can’t ask managers, who are exhausted by 
now, to take charge of something as new and stimulating as what I’m talking about. That’s human. We tried 
to put it in the hands of the city authorities, but we failed.

Q - It can’t be easy to convince them to change.
I don’t have a political background as such. I did not succeed in deciphering the linguistic code of politics. 
The ideas my team and I expressed to the city council sounded so different that it was difficult for me to 
convince them. The city council focuses on another type of thinking, aligned with party policy, which is a 
thing of the past. With citizens, it’s different. They are normal people. 

Q - How did people in civil society react to your appointment to the city council? The other side 
of the equation…
Many people considered that when I joined the city council, I was in enemy territory, I had, in fact, become 
the enemy. But in the long term, some of the most anti-system people fully understood what we were 
trying to do. In that case, we haven’t failed. What I’m most proud of is that some of the most sceptical 
people at the beginning ended up working with the municipality because they saw that we were not 
condescending in our new position. We created the possibility of authentic collaboration on an equal 
footing, based on concrete action. That increases the impact of what they do.

Q - Will your projects continue?
Yes, in the case of Curing the Limbo which, with the European funding I mentioned, aims to allow refugees 
to interact with active citizens so that they are no longer lost in limbo.

Helping Refugees and Local Citizens to 
Overcome Systemic Inactivity

Q - What does “limbo” mean in this case?
We can come back to the religious meaning of “limbo” (and even that of Ancient Greek, given that it is 
mentioned in the Odyssey): souls that were not buried. In our case, the term refers to refugees first and 
foremost, people who came to Greece without knowing if they’re going to stay here or go elsewhere. There 
is a vacuum in their legal identity; they don’t know if they are still citizens of their country of origin, of the 
one where they are now, or of another country in the future. This is a terrible state to be in. It can last a 
very long time, during which people remain in a passive situation, without activity. They passively receive 
humanitarian aid but are not included in anything active. 
And it’s not just refugees. It’s like in a contemporary epidemic. A large part of our population suffers from 
systemic inactivity due to broken social insurance and humanitarian aid that is not adapted to the si-
tuation.  In fact, this situation concerned both refugees and a significant number of unemployed Greeks, 
wandering in the limbo of the city. Curing the Limbo is a challenge aimed both at getting inactive people 
(not just unemployed people) back to activity and at revitalising the city, where we have counted 150,000 
empty apartments. The idea is to find new incentives to encourage owners to make their premises avai-
lable at affordable rents to those who need them.

Q - Do you think that the new municipality will continue to work on these issues? Or that once 
the money has been spent, it will all disappear?

https://curingthelimbo.gr/en/home
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I can’t predict the future. There are different ways of continuing to do things outwardly, but not really. 
The words “civic engagement”, “collaboration” and “co-creation” are buzzwords right now. We need to be 
very careful. The European recognition granted to SynAthina will make it politically difficult to just toss 
it out the window once the funding is over. And I’m sure the mayor and his colleagues will want to keep 
it given that it is an attractive tool which will be useful for future funding. But this type of platform must 
be constantly renewed and redefined. If it is not at the edge of the invisibility I was talking about earlier, it 
loses the interest it has sparked, that essential dynamic for new ideas.

Q - What are the major trends related to participation of civil society in management and crea-
tion of cities for 2020?
The essential aspect, in the Athens experience, is the human connection created by these activities, which 
makes it possible to survive and not to lose hope. The networks and relationships built on positive public ac-
tivity may be the key to the future, to well-being and happiness. Of course, there is technology, but without 
even knowing it, Athens achieved something very important: it became a city where you can easily feel you 
belong. This is the key to integration. In the subjective sense of the term. Not only for refugees, but also for 
locals. Granting importance and helping connections and relationships to prosper openly and responsibly. 
This is essential.

Q - How do you see the role played by citizen engagement to meet the challenges cities will have 
to face? 
What reality can we draw inspiration from, if not from the transformational behaviour that occurs na-
turally in many citizens to prevent climate change, reduce inequalities, tackle misappropriation of new 
technologies? The activities of citizens are our source of inspiration to activate the transformational be-
haviour we need to adopt to develop what we need.

Q - Behaviour is a key word, but how can we change it, faced with a complex and uncertain uni-
verse?
We have seen that imposing behavioural changes gives rise to strong resistance. Instead of imposing, 
we should perhaps build a transformation strategy together, inspired by keen observation of what is 
happening naturally among natural pioneers, among community groups who are already responding to 
complexity and uncertainty.

Q - How do you see the role of civil society evolving in the decades to come? 
Up to now, we have been telling a very nice story, but the reality is that around that little halo of light, it 
is very dark. The wave of refugees and immigrants from the east and south, the realities concerning the 
climate, oceans, inequalities… all this is too big for me to even contemplate an answer. I can understand 
only on a small scale, and therefore at local level. 

Q - How will you make sure that the light keeps on shining, to use your metaphor?
Human relations, social trust. Give people space so that it can happen: public space, all sorts of space to that 
people can develop this type of relationship, these connections. That is the key.

Q - And sharing?
Of course. And the ability to trust. Social trust also comes from institutions who trust their citizens, not the 
other way around.
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Further Reading
• Indian Institute for Human Settlements - Limits of the “right to participa-

tion” as an integral part of the “right to the city”. The difficulties of a very 
marginalised community in Vizhinjam, Kerala, India.

• Future Cape Town - Co-creating more inclusive and visionary cities
• APUR - Citizen initiatives, temporary urbanism, public innovations, 

digital platforms 

As a Reminder
• Spot citizen initiatives that are invisible to the municipality and ensure the 

municipality accepts them.
• Show that co-creation is possible thanks to “experimental mode”.
• Keep an eye on the invisible. There is always something new in a city that 

you can’t see. The capacity of a society to self-regulate is quite incredible.
• It is difficult to obtain municipal funding, but you can find funding 

elsewhere, in particular in Europe.
• The essential factor in the Athens experience is the human connection that 

arises from these activities and that allows survival. Networks and rela-
tionships built on positive public activity may be the key to the future.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2455747119892347
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2455747119892347
http://futurecapetown.com/
https://www.apur.org/fr/nos-travaux/ville-autrement-initiatives-citoyennes-urbanisme-temporaire-innovations-publiques
https://www.apur.org/fr/nos-travaux/ville-autrement-initiatives-citoyennes-urbanisme-temporaire-innovations-publiques
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Philippe Chiambaretta
Paris

“The Idea of the City as a Body…”
• 2020 - PCA-STREAM | Philippe Chiambaretta Architecte, Paris
• Previously - Ricardo Bofill Taller de Arquitectura (1991-2000)
• École Nationale des Ponts & Chaussées School of Engineering, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 

École d’Architecture de Paris-Belleville School of Architecture
• Born in Narbonne, lives in Paris

“It’s what I do that teaches me what I’m looking 
for”. 

Pierre Soulage

Q - In some countries, urban planning and architecture are taught separately. What is your view 
on this?
In France, to become an urban planner, you can choose from the Ponts et Chaussées school of enginee-
ring, the schools of architecture or even the political sciences institute Sciences Po, which shows the 
plural nature of a profession which is artistic, technical and political. Three dimensions that are present 
in architecture, although the first is often the most emphasised, which strikes me as a mistake, given that 
architecture and urban planning are fundamentally transdisciplinary professions. The difference between 
the two is a question of scale, but the method should be the same.

Q - How would you define that common backbone?
It’s in the way of approaching projects and work methods: “design thinking” and “systems thinking”, in a 
nutshell.
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The idea is to adopt a multidimensional approach to the subject by bringing together all the constraints, 
to identify what builds a system. To give you a concrete example: last year, one of the main French business 
schools, em-Lyon, launched an architecture competition for a building or a campus spanning approxima-
tely 30,000 m2. The consultation was based on a detailed programme covering several dozens of pages, 
but at the same time, it advised us not to take that into account, given that they were aware that they 
did not know what education and teaching would be like ten years from now. Will the school even need a 
specific location? 
We reworded the paradox in architectural terms: two thirds of the area requiring total flexibility could be 
likened to an office-type approach, while one third corresponded to a flow logic like that of a high street 
with shops, with life together and serendipity. Rewording a use problem, in this case a teaching issue, as a 
spatial strategy prior to any questions related to form, allowed us to win the competition. This strikes me 
as something that would generally apply both to architecture and to urban planning.

Q - What importance do you give to serendipity? 
Favouring serendipity is essential, because that covers the capacity of a space to generate chance encoun-
ters, that are unplanned and conducive to favouring collective innovation and creativity. For an architect, 
the issue at hand is to find how to create sequences of flows so that then you leave your office to go to the 
restaurant, to the gym or to a meeting room, you meet other people who will enrich your life. I believe that 
architecture and programming of space can favour serendipity, and we apply that approach to our own 
workspaces.

 “Build” and “Think”… Perpetual Movement

Q - You refer to your firm both as a space for production of architectural projects and as a place of 
thinking, in particular thanks to a magazine. Why the dual approach? 
When I started out as an architect, I understood that there was a risk I would be swept away by my daily 
operations and lose sight of the essential factor that drew me to my profession: reflecting on the way we 
live in the world. I had left art for architecture, but I had kept the idea that it had to be a passion, a total 
commitment to serve a society project, and not just a profession.
At the time, I was surrounded by artists and thinkers who had created the literary magazine Perpendiculaire 
and the art magazine Documents. That gave me the idea of launching a magazine alongside my agency, 
PCA (Production, Conception, Architecture). It took me three years to get it off the ground. That basic re-
search, followed by applied research, alongside production, helps us understand the underlying problems 
of architecture in the future. We can’t do one without the other, and I am pleased to observe that this is 
today a widely shared certainty.

Q - The magazines, which are in fact large books, are the result of a collective effort. 
Yes, our reflection is based on a form of investigation, for which we have set a few rules, in particular never 
to mention the architectural work of the agency, to avoid topical issues and to focus on fundamental 
challenges, that we have been exploring for at least two years. To achieve that, I form a small team adapted 
to each theme, working with the senior editor of the magazine, and we proceed collaboratively from di-
gesting the information gathered to making the magazine. That approach has allowed me to discover and 
explore notions such as serendipity, the Anthropocene and complexity, which occupy a prominent place in 
our practice.

https://www.em-lyon.com/
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Q - On your site, it says that Stream is “at the crossroads of an artistic quest, philosophical thinking 
and innovative architectural approaches”. Where do people fit in?
The magazine is built around three major parts: Production, Creation and Architecture. 
In the Production part, we talk to thinkers - historians, philosophers, anthropologists, geographers, econo-
mists, etc. - who reflect on the major changes of our time. 
With art critics and artists, the Creation part explores the way in which they anticipate a number of global 
changes, and in the Architecture part, we seek to discover the concrete architectural applications of these 
changes by the most innovative practitioners.
The major challenge, the next step, is precisely to connect as closely as possible the intellectual dimension 
of Stream and the aspect that is firmly rooted and embodied in the real world and in the local context of 
the act of building. 
Architecture gives me an operational contact between these two very distant dimensions, in particular 
because they have very different time scales: one takes three years and the other three months. That is 
why I have now created an applied research unit, called STREAM Lab, which addresses theoretical subjects 
to express them as concrete cases. Participative design methods are part of the subjects we explore with 
the laboratory, given that this new approach involves cooperation with industrial and university research 
laboratories.

Time: A New Dimension to Explore in the 
Reflection on Cities

Q - All cities live in several times at once. What concrete problems does that involve? 
In several respects, time is a new dimension to explore in our reflection on the city. 
For example, there is the question of distance between the political time frame and city time, but above all, 
with the Anthropocene, which is, in a manner of speaking, an Urbanocene, the encounter between historic 
time and geological time. The “great acceleration” of all phenomena is mind-boggling: all the measure-
ments show that we are moving faster than the worst-case scenario, regarding climate and biodiversity. 
For three centuries, we have marched forward with the arrow of time pointing to a future synonymous 
with progress. We are now experiencing a reversal of the arrow of time. This is a threat that is getting 
closer to us. It is not doom and gloom, it is a reality, and clearly it is in cities that we will have to tackle this 
environmental issue head-on.
Generally speaking, time has become a fourth dimension that architects need to consider, given that 
they must take into account the life cycle of a building in terms of its carbon footprint, for example, or 
its capacity to evolve. Management of time scales, both in architecture and in urban planning, occupies a 
prominent place in the quest for optimisation of resources in the public and private space: staggered hours 
to avoid traffic jams, multiple uses of a given space at different times of the day or night…

Q - How do you imagine cities in 2050?
Clearly, we have no idea of what cities will look like in 2050, but the challenge is precisely that despite that, 
we have to define a position depending on what is most likely, along with the very few certainties we have. 
Demographic developments, for example, are rather slow and foreseeable. Since 1972, forecasts regarding 
climate change have also all been confirmed and are increasingly precise over time. They are by no means 
the rambling rhetoric of fanatics. We can take all that into account, without forgetting that many events 
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will occur in the meantime, which will certainly change how things evolve. In any event, this is certainly a 
departure from metaphysics that promised us a bright future. Eternity is now closer to us. It has become 
more concrete. I want to contribute to the quest for solutions, I want to devote my time and energy to 
doing that. 

From the Mechanical to the Biological: Urban 
Metabolism

Q - You said that we are moving from a mechanical 20th century to a biological 21st century. What 
do you mean by that? 
The dualisms invented in the 17th century allowed us to institute laws partitioning the world. In particular, 
that concerns the dualism between nature and culture, but also the subject-object dualism. Newton was 
right, but by dividing things into silos, we lost “connectedness”, to quote Edgar Morin. This approach, which 
boomed in the 19th and 20th centuries, was the machine-based approach. We applied the same logic to 
cities by partitioning them based on the different functions of residence, work and entertainment, among 
others, and we separated them geographically. 
Philosophical modernity, functionalism and Fordism share the same separation logic. However, the majo-
rity of the phenomena we are encountering today (climate crisis, reduction of biodiversity, financial crises, 
etc.) are global and arise from systemic effects that are complex and difficult to grasp, given that due to 
multiple parameters, an action can be positive on a short-term aspect, but give rise to other unexpected 
problems elsewhere. In that sense, these phenomena are reminiscent of medicine, where progress is made 
by testing protocols that alleviate certain symptoms but give rise to unwanted side effects in the body, and 
then need adjustments. That analogy with a living organism led me to focus on the notion of urban meta-
bolism. Interestingly enough, the idea of an “organic” city is as old as the metaphor of the city as a machine. 
But today, in particular due to the unprecedented power of data, we can look beyond what was merely a 
metaphor and take regulation a step further. We need to be able to observe and examine the physiology of 
a city with the same approach we developed in medicine and biology.

Q - How do you include this notion of urban metabolism in your thinking and your work?
I test it at the scale of architecture and at the level of the city by choosing pilot projects where project 
setup allows me that freedom. For Réinventer Paris, we were the successful bidders in 2016 with a project 
in the Clichy-Batignolles ZAC (joint development zone). Construction has just started. The project, named 
Streambuilding, is at the foot of the Courthouse designed by Renzo Piano. It is intended as an application 
of our thinking on building-metabolism. Timber construction, programme diversity, evolution over time, 
farming production or beer production thanks to a hops façade, etc. None of these solutions is the ultimate 
remedy in itself, but we need to experiment with combinations of them.

Q - That involves moving from Think to Build. 
This is a sort of permanent movement, a spiral. I would now like to give concrete expression to the idea of 
city-metabolism in project form. That is what we have been doing over the last eighteen months with our 
project around the Champs-Elysees, for which we have invented an innovative operating method to carry 
out our experiment.
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The Champs Elysees as the “Mile Zero of 
Modernity”

Q - What is the Champs Elysees project? 
This is a general reflection on the territory, undertaken on the initiative of the Champs-Elysees Committee, 
the organisation that, for more than a hundred years now, has brought together the major retailers, 
owners and public institutions on the avenue. Given that Parisians are somewhat disenchanted with the 
avenue, they asked me to think about ways to re-enchant it. I accepted the challenge by rewording the 
question: for me, the essential aspect is to understand what the Champs-Elysees represent in terms of 
urban planning, because, in a manner of speaking, the avenue forms a “Mile Zero of Modernity”, and what 
the disenchantment says about the city of the future. How can we work on the city to adapt it to the new 
climate situation? How can we make it sustainable, desirable and inclusive, which are all notions that are 
cruelly lacking in the much-discussed smart cities, which address urban issues only from the viewpoint of 
technology, economics and surveillance? From that starting point, we studied the history of this unique 
location and then made a diagnosis using a systemic approach taking into account the different layers of 
life made up of nature, infrastructures, built property, uses and mobilities, which are all interdependent. 
The soil is an interface for it all. The whole is moving and we need to regulate it. Data exists merely to 
measure the effects.

Q - Does the project concern the entire Champs-Elysees avenue or only part of it?
We are focusing on the part from Étoile to Concorde, bearing in mind that it is part of the historical axis of 
Paris, from the Louvre to La Défense. This section of the avenue is approximately two kilometres long, but 
we are also taking the width of the surrounding neighbourhood into account. 
Within the study area, we immediately understood that there were two sub-territories with very different 
conditions: a rather deserted green section, the Champs-Elysees gardens, and the top of the avenue, with 
dense construction, the part most visited by tourists and others, which corresponds quite accurately to 
what geographer Michel Lussault described as a “hyper-location”. Making use of telephone data, qui provide 
information on where people come from, where and how they stroll through the city, and count vehicle 
flows, allowed us to obtain clear evidence of an incredible phenomenon. At the top of the avenue, 5% of 
passers-by are Parisians and 68% are tourists, most of whom hail from abroad. In the gardens, which repre-
sent a 24-hectare area in the heart of Paris, adjoining the Seine river and the Tuileries, there are thirteen 
times fewer visitors than in the Parc Monceau, which is three times smaller. We were dismayed to discover 
this urban abnormality. 
When Parisians are asked how they see the Champs-Elysees, 71% think it’s too tourism-oriented and only 2% 
see the avenue as a green area. It’s as if the 24 hectares of gardens didn’t even exist. They don’t come up at all in 
their mental map. We are trying to see how we can address these five layers on the two sub-spaces to achieve 
the objective of a sustainable, desirable and inclusive space, by working on mobility, living organisms and uses. 
The idea here is not to develop a concrete project, but to outline prospects, test an approach.

Q - Do you have a hypothesis to explain the appearance of a black hole in the heart of Paris? 
This is a complex phenomenon, which follows the major changes in French society, but there is clearly a 
sort of disenchantment as from the 1970s, in particular related to the omnipresence of cars, a form of 
mobility that totally isolated and slashed through the territory. It’s a bit like in Detroit, where the city was 
sliced up by large carriageways that led to the riots of the 1960s. On the Champs-Elysees, that gave rise to 
devitalisation, in particular in the gardens, which could only be accessed by pedestrians. Here again, we 
have the medical metaphor, they are anaemic and need to be brought back to life.
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Q - What do you think of urban acupuncture, with targeted small-scale interventions that contri-
bute to the dynamics and vitality of the whole, without having to implement major projects?
This is a fine intuition. It is full of common sense, given that networking of these different actions will 
generate a systemic effect. If we consider the city as a living body, non-conventional medicines such as 
acupuncture are even more relevant in urban planning, given that we have rediscovered their relevance 
for living organisms.

Challenging Architects to Implement a Radical 
Paradigm Shift

Q - In one of your texts, you wrote: “it appears legitimate to challenge architects to implement a 
radical paradigm shift”. What do you mean? 
We are experiencing a genuine ontological shift, a far-reaching upheaval regarding our relationship to the 
world, the place of mankind on Earth. Today, we are aware that we are a component of nature, that it is not 
a different organism merely destined to serve us. We need to leave anthropocentrism behind us, the idea 
of doing things by and for humans. Architecture needs to stop seeing itself as a self-reliant activity, as a 
purely artistic profession, to understand that that our actions go way beyond the mere needs of mankind 
and include all living beings, ecosystems, with totally different tools. That certainly also involves different 
measurement tools and performance criteria, compared to what we used in the past. 
Now, the onus is on us to think and build a system. Purposes have changed. The evaluation criterion for a 
project in some competitions in now a zero-carbon footprint. Most of the current challenges in building 
cities are in fact invisible in nature: energy consumption, share of renewable energy, upgradability and the 
circular economy. What sort of aesthetics will invisible decision-making criteria produce? 
The age of diagnosis is now behind us. We need to move on to the time of solutions. We cannot keep asking 
ourselves if we need to have a systemic approach. We need to concretely invent how to build and imple-
ment it, how to operate, how to transform the learning organisation into a source of collective intelligence. 
That is our challenge; those are the stakes. It is therefore the very model of architectural practice that 
must change. The traditional model of the craftsman architect, with firms consisting mainly of architects 
doing one architecture project after another, will certainly change. We need to think in platform terms to 
invent a more robust economic model which is less subject to project cycles, in order to allow funding of 
constant research, an organisation open to the outside world, giving pride of place to collective intelligence 
and making the best of artificial intelligence. The architecture firm of the future has yet to be invented.
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Further Reading
• The Stream magazine, articles and videos
• The Champs-Elysees makeover project seen by The Guardian
• The most famous, unforgettable or expensive streets in the world (the choices 

are more diverse than one might think), according to:
• Reader’s Digest Canada - The World’s 10 Most Famous Streets
• UCityGuides - The 10 grandest streets and boulevards in the world
• The Telegraph - 25 incredible streets you must visit before you die
• Insider - What the most famous street looks like in 18 cities around the 

world
• Wikipedia - List of most expensive streets by city

As a Reminder
• Architecture and urban planning are transdisciplinary professions. The diffe-

rence between the two is a question of scale. The method should be the same.
• Maintain a constant movement, a spiral, like a screw advancing between 

“designing” and “building”.
• We need to observe and examine the physiology of a city, with the same 

approach we have developed in medicine, such as reading the temperature or 
measuring blood pressure, for example. 

• The age of diagnosis is now behind us. We have come to the time of solu-
tions. We need to concretely invent how to build and implement the systemic 
approach, how to operate.

https://www.pca-stream.com/fr/articles-et-videos
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/dec/18/its-a-little-worn-paris-champs-elysees-in-line-for-250m-make-over
https://www.readersdigest.ca/travel/world/most-famous-streets/
https://www.ucityguides.com/cities/10-greatest-boulevards-avenues-in-the-world.html
https://www.ucityguides.com/cities/10-greatest-boulevards-avenues-in-the-world.html
https://www.insider.com/famous-streets-photos-2018-2
https://www.insider.com/famous-streets-photos-2018-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_most_expensive_streets_by_city
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CONCLUSION…

In Ersilia, to establish the relationships that 
sustain the city’s life, the inhabitants stretch 
strings from the corners of the houses, white 
or black or grey or black-and-white according 
to whether they mark a relationship of blood, 
of trade, authority, agency. When the strings 
become so numerous that you can no longer 
pass among them, the inhabitants leave: the 
houses are dismantled; only the strings and 
their supports remain.

Italo Calvino - Invisible Cities (1972)

In summary, we started from the idea that the destiny of cities and the destiny of the 
planet are intimately linked, that the two are exposed to the same global challenges, 
but that cities are at the forefront in responding to them, each in its context, each 
with its history. We then saw that it is not clear what we are talking about when we 
use the term “city”. To move forward, it is essential to add, to the classic territorial 
concept, a dimension of functional geography taking account of the dynamics of 
what is happening there. The next step has shown that we can only understand the 



 214

urban reality by accepting its complexity and approaching it with the tools offered 
by the systemic approach. At the level of action – which must ensue – this implies 
that all the parties concerned rally together to improve their cities and manage the 
essential transformations by using the best technological, social and cultural inno-
vations available. The end result is changes in the way we organise ourselves and 
think. The journey ends with the visions of players who “love cities” and share their 
perceptions of the most important trends in the short and long term. Illustrated, 
argued visions, based on uses and experiences, cultures and significantly different 
ways of thinking that open us up to an uncertain future but that can help to guide 
us. The future of our planet, our cities and ourselves...
This is the proposition of this work. We are in a period of transition that we would 
like to be long but which, subject to technological, economic and social accelera-
tion, forces us to understand better to act quickly. The challenge is to show, based 
on widely accepted findings, what is not working any more; to suggest, based on 
practices and thinking from around the world, avenues of research and action. 
These are, as we have said, only proposals, gambles even. The answers will come 
from what is done everywhere, from the connection of these experiments and 
breakthroughs.
This is accompanied by a repositioning of the role of technologies. Starting from 
the illusion that they could solve everything, we came to the conclusion that they 
were potentially very useful tools, provided you could learn to master them and 
ensure they support a more viable world. This book goes a step further: smartness 
does not lie in technology and tools. It can only be based on how we use it AND 
approach the subject, to understand cities and their role.
A book that hasn’t changed its author is probably not worth writing... or reading. 
Or, as Michel Foucault said: “To write is to try to think something other than what 
one thought before.” How has this book changed me? Not in my quest for changes, 
but in my way of conceiving the ways of bringing them about.
Let’s stop binary thinking: white OR black, individual OR community, centre OR 
periphery, reform OR revolution, to be OR not to be, private OR public, cities OR 
countryside! Alternatives to an approach that excludes “the other” whatever it may 
be, and prevents us from understanding the deepest issues, the most promising so-
lutions. Let’s not be afraid of complexity, mixtures, blends or alliances. Let’s learn 
to take into account all the problems and act at all levels, with everyone, all the time. 
Let’s understand that, if each of us takes on such a task alone, even if they multi-
task they will quickly feel incapable and likely to give up, lost in the immensity of 
the task and in chaos. Yet this is how things change, evolve, adapt and transform. 
It is up to everyone - individual, company, institution, community - to join this 
multitude of movements and act, while taking into account what others are doing 
elsewhere. Small actions count. Large ones too. The small AND the large. The 
hummingbirds “do their part”, the elephants too and when they work together... I 
don’t need to tell you. This requires distributed players, links and enough discus-
sion so that we can talk about co-ordination, col-laboration, co-creation. Long live 
co-xxx. There are people all over the world with compatible approaches, and it is 
better to join them than to ignore them in the name of a purity that is as illusory 
as it is dangerous. Cities are there to remind us of this at every moment. Let’s be 
tolerant about the methods when the objectives come together. And let’s take the 
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time it takes, making it if need be. It is on these bases that we have the best chance 
of forming dynamic and operational strategies.
I said it in the introduction, and you have had the proof in reading this book: at no 
time was there any question of proposing turnkey solutions, applicable by brute 
force whatever the circumstances and contexts. 
The intention is to give food for thought based on what the best players and the 
best minds are doing and devising, all over the world. 
There remains something that coagulates around the notions of “link” and “flow”. 
The problem with the first is that it implies that the two “linked” parties are at-
tached to each other. The disadvantage of the second is that it does not really take 
into account the “connection”, the relationship that such flows establish, and 
maintain when they last. It is, in fact, neither one nor the other, but one AND 
the other. Two principles, says Edgar Morin (whose words we have already used), 
which “are united without their duality being lost in this unity”. The only way to 
overcome this inconvenient situation is to take it as a process - which we have sug-
gested calling “dialogic” - based on flow-links, in time, in their dynamic(s). This is 
only a suggestion, and we will see whether or not it flourishes in practice with all 
stakeholders in cities. The answers can only come from there.
The cities we want, which we have to work for, will improve if we take into account 
both the data from our sensors and the voices of our citizens. That was Datapolis 
and Participolis... But something was missing that I find “between flows and links”. 
Data and voices emerge from everywhere, must be freely accessible from eve-
rywhere, are only useful if they circulate freely, are taken into account and treated 
as necessary. The processes differ and are not lacking. Algorithms connect data (and 
we want to know how). Assemblies, workshops, (social) labs, associations and all 
forms of meeting for dialogue that humanity has invented over the millennia do the 
same with our voices. 
Cities are organisms and we have to take into account their metabolism. The cha-
racteristic of social organisations is the horizontal circulation of discussions and 
information between the most extreme points of the networks. This is the source 
of many conflicts, and lots of innovations. It was, only yesterday, limited to small 
groups that the passage from tribes to Nation States has endeavoured to enlarge. 
Today it takes place at the level of the entire planet. The flows create links. Links are 
made of exchanges, that is to say of flows. These flows are often asymmetrical but 
circulate in all directions.
What should we fear? What should we avoid? 
That which is contrary to linking flows. That which cuts and blocks, which diverts 
for the purpose of appropriation, which accumulates and which dilutes. That 
which separates, monopolises and engulfs. Walls, unfathomable reservoirs and 
floods. The flow must always be monitored, the locks, which regulate it, too.
What should we encourage? What should we watch out for? 
That the system should be organised in a distributed manner, between as many 
transmitters and receivers as possible. This applies to data, as Carlo Ratti points 
out, and to voices, as Mara Balestrini and Renata Ávila showed us in the interviews 
in the final chapter. This distributed architecture fits well with cities, and it is up to 
them and to those who make them – municipalities, companies, citizens, stakehol-
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ders in the widest sense of the term – to say it. This is what they do every day and 
what we observe on an ongoing basis.
But the links are what matter to us and that is why we are proposing to move from 
Smart Cities to Linking Cities that we do not think of as a straitjacket – to be or 
not – in the way that a city might be “smart” or not. We see them rather as a set of 
dynamics that go from the links that cities provide to the links between cities (Pilar 
Conesa and Tiyan Shen) through the multiple links that people weave together by 
inventing the city they need (Amalia Zepou) and, when we take a little distance, in 
the nexus (links and flows at the same time) of cities and regions, cities and nature 
as seen by Philippe Chiambaretta.
Inequalities and the climate crisis are explosive trends in the more or less short term, 
inevitably, by spurts and at an increasing rate as we saw in 2019 with the prolifera-
tion of urban uprisings and climate disasters. 
To cope better we must take cities into account, make them a subject of attention 
and deeply political debate. It is there – in their public spaces in particular – that 
we can all act in diversity, with our contradictions, our antagonisms, the links we 
create, the flows of which we are part. Let’s not wait too long. All possible futures 
hinge on them.
I would like to end with an (unpublished) passage from the interview with Kavita 
Ramdas, whom I asked: “We don’t know if we can hold out until 2050. How can we 
cope with this possibility?” 
Here is his answer:
“We have to show radical imagination. We have to confront it in an open space, where 
we can connect with each other and build kinds of bridges of mutual trust, of soli-
darity. It all sounds very peaceful and full of love, but I can see by looking at all the 
movements that are offering resistance that even moments of great despair are also 
moments when the potential for change arises. 
Our only choice is to build strong global movements ready to present a different, radi-
cally imagined future. Maybe the world no longer needs these national borders, that 
are not useful. Maybe we should think of a different way of configuring the world. 
We must think in a non-binary way. Maybe the young and the old have to live to-
gether in certain places. Maybe the ageing countries can welcome young people from 
Africa and India because they need it. Maybe we all have to live in a smaller space. I 
don’t know. It may be betting on the goodness of the human spirit but, as an optimist, 
I have to believe it. 
There are two parts to me, one who truly believes that at the end of the day, we will 
find ourselves in a horrible situation of killings, fighting, murder and destruction. 
This could happen. But I also think that we will see that we humans tend to rise to the 
best possible level when we say that we can do things differently, that another world is 
possible. This is what I hope.”
And it can be done. Why not? Let’s rely on awareness of the threats that weigh on 
us, to make the world a sustainable and habitable planet for all forms of life... by 
taking as levers the flow-links that cities create, within them, with their fellow men, 
with regions, with nature. 
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We can design smart cities. The real issue is to design them intelli-
gently.
Everything flows through cities, both the problems we have identi-
fied and the solutions we seek. But the issue is not cities alone, cities 
that we could consider as a separate reality, detached from the rest, 
starting with the rural areas around them, with nature that finds its 
way into them. Cities are not concrete, traffic, pollution or extreme 
density, or, they are not only that. Never only that. Cities are orga-
nisms that breathe and evolve, that exchange with what surrounds 
them, near or far, that are constantly moving in space and time. 
They are strange, almost disobedient creatures, difficult to grasp, 
that won’t settle down. 
As an observatory of global innovation, Netexplo addresses the 
issue in depth and wonders whether the very term Smart Cities is 
not over-used, given that it is too close to technology and not close 
enough to humans. What if a smart city was really a city capable of 
creating links among humans, between humans and nature, and 
among cultures? From smart cities to linking cities?

Dr Francis Pisani
Francis Pisani has always been eager to discover what is happe-
ning elsewhere, and so he set off to find out. After 15 years in the 
San Francisco region to observe the advent of information and com-
munication technologies, he sought to discover how people innovate 

“elsewhere” and how cities are transforming due 
to citizen participation, among other factors. His 
discoveries are described in two books published by 
Netexplo: L’avenir de l’innovation - Chroniques 
digitales d’un tour du monde and A Journey 
through smart cities: between datapolis and 

participolis, published jointly with UNESCO. Both can be down-
loaded free of charge.

9 789231 003868

http://francispisani.net/2016/09/livre-l-avenir-de-l-innovation-chroniques-digitales-d-un-tour-du-monde.html
http://francispisani.net/2016/09/livre-l-avenir-de-l-innovation-chroniques-digitales-d-un-tour-du-monde.html
http://francispisani.net/2015/04/mon-livre-sur-les-villes-intelligentes-a-telecharger.html
http://francispisani.net/2015/04/mon-livre-sur-les-villes-intelligentes-a-telecharger.html
http://francispisani.net/2015/04/mon-livre-sur-les-villes-intelligentes-a-telecharger.html
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