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THE URBANISM AWARDS 2008 

NOMINATION SUMMARIES

STRICTLY PRIVATE & CONFIDENTIAL

THE EUROPEAN CITY OF THE YEAR:

AMSTERDAM

Scoring from Assessment Team
Governance:



Strong 
Local Character & Distinctiveness

Strong
User Friendliness



Strong
Commercial Success & Viability

Strong
Environmental & Social Sustainability
Average
Functionality



Strong
Copies of the full Assessment Report are available from lg@academyofurbanism.org.uk, either electronically or by hard copy, as requested.
Summary 

Amsterdam is a strong candidate for the Academy of Urbanism’s European City of the Year Award.  The assessment team was shown a well-managed city that has both a proud tradition of urban planning and huge ambition for the future.  Largely reclaimed from the sea there has always needed to be a strong element of control over the way in which the city develops and operates. This control continues today with the City Council exerting considerable power through planning and land ownership.  Such power could be abused and in the past mistakes have been made.  Today, however, the city engages actively with both local communities and interest groups to harness the energy and enthusiasm; and ensure that within the limits imposed by a strong planning and design tradition, individual needs and aspirations can be met.  With a radical tradition, the city seeks innovative solutions to the challenges it faces. It co-opts the energies of squatter and artistic communities to act as urban pioneers to help create interest in emerging locations.  It is harnessing the power of cultural activities to bring new life to the waterfront and regenerate former dockland areas.

Of course this is a city with a unique relationship with water. The management and control of water determines urban plan and form, even today when land reclamation continues and the city seeks to reconnect with the IJ waterfront. The result is a character and distinctiveness that is unmistakably Dutch, with a strong emphasis on rigid street plans and architectural uniformity in the modernist tradition. Within these constraints individual expression can be muted but the result has a strong harmony and sense of purpose. Perhaps more could be done however with the spaces around and between the buildings although frequently this is occupied by water. 

Amsterdam has a dynamic economy and is seeking to promote itself as a competitive location for international business, focusing new development on the IJ waterfront and in South Amsterdam. It also faces a substantial challenge in seeking to accommodate more housing for the people who want to live in the city. Here the emphasis is more upon infrastructure and buildings than upon the public realm although there is significant investment taking place in creating and regenerating green spaces within the city fabric. The city recognizes the need to make special efforts to provide opportunities for disadvantaged communities and has developed innovative approaches to engaging with marginalised groups. It is a city that cares for people.

Amsterdam exists despite the environment. Its history has been one of a controlling nature rather than living in harmony with it.  Reclamation continues today but new ways are being sought to find a different balance with the natural environment through innovative design. Indeed the city is now seeking to reconnect with its waterfront and undergoing a major process of change involving the reuse of former port land. Socially the city is seeking to develop new mixed communities and address areas of disadvantage, often through active community engagement.

Amsterdam is a city that offers good infrastructure and contains an appropriate balance and mix of uses from the historic city core to its residential neighbourhoods. The city demonstrates the effective use of the bicycle as a viable and sustainable form of urban transport. Amsterdam is a city that works for its residents, businesses and visitors.  
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Summary 

Barcelona is a worthy candidate for the Academy of Urbanism’s European City of the Year Award. The assessment team visited a city which has shown itself to be capable of major change for which it has been rightly recognized. Barcelona has undoubtedly benefited from strong civic leadership around a clear vision for the capital of Catelonia. This has resulted in the delivery of transformational projects such as the 1992 Olympics and more recently the waterfront.  There is some evidence that this approach may be breaking down in the face of strong development pressure and change of political control although Barcelona remains a well-run city.

This is a city with a strong local character and distinctiveness. This is a function of both design and culture and is built on a legacy of history and a strong tradition of architecture and planning.  This is the city of Gaudi, which offers a form of urban living that reflects its distinct Mediterranean and Catalan heritage. This gives great vibrancy to its superb spaces and places for people. This is a city that generates a strong and justifiable local pride of place.

Barcelona is a user-friendly city as judged by the number of people that live and work in the city, and visit it for leisure, cultural and sporting purposes. To some degree the city is the victim of its own success with rapidly rising house prices pushing young people out to surrounding areas, but within the city itself no one can doubt the rich and enticing nature of the urban fabric. The high residential densities found within the city blocks support ground floor uses. However there is some concern that the new forms of high-rise development that are emerging are more Benidorm than Barcelona. This may indicate some loss of control to private development interests, or reflect a change in direction.

Barcelona is a vibrant city economically reflecting both its heritage as Spain’s leading centre of trade and commerce and the positive measures taken by the city to deliver economic restructuring and regeneration. New areas for growth have been supported by infrastructure and investment in the urban environment. It is unclear how far this is generating opportunities for all sections of society with some evidence of marginalised communities and social groups. 

Barcelona occupies a spectacular site between the coastal ranges and the Mediterranean sea. This is in part obscured by the rigid gridplan (Plan Cerda), although this contributes substantially to the city’s distinctive character. In places such as Montjuic and along the reclaimed coast, the natural environment is more in evidence.  Like many cities, however, Barcelona suffers from dependency on the car and exhibits some signs of social segregation. 

Barcelona offers residents and visitors viable public transport based on a well developed rapid transit system.  However it continues to make provision for the car in both the location and form of new development. The city’s strong urban form results in a city which is easy to ‘read’.  It has well developed mixed-use neighbourhoods and a well developed hierarchy of activities focused on the city centre and major transport routes. In this regard it is a well functioning city.
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THE EUROPEAN CITY OF THE YEAR:

BERLIN
Copies of the full Assessment Report are available from lg@academyofurbanism.org.uk, either electronically or by hard copy, as requested.
Summary 

Berlin is a strong candidate for the Academy of Urbanism’s European City of the Year Award. The assessment team visited a unique city which has undergone quite momentous changes – a city which stands at the interface between Western and Eastern Europe and which is inextricably linked with the history of the German people. Now re-established as the Capital of the unified Germany, Berlin has been the theatre in which the dialectic between political systems and between traditional and modernist approaches to architecture has been played out. 

Today it is a city of opportunities and optimism reconnecting with the past and filling the empty spaces created by war and wall with buildings and spaces of the highest quality.  The governance of Berlin poses unique challenges to the City and State. The remaking of a city which was physically and politically divided for nearly 50 years, and which was subject to radically different architectural and planning traditions could be overwhelming.  However the commitment shown both in understanding and responding to these challenges and providing the resources to address the opportunities and needs is a story of outstanding achievement. Detailed analysis using 2D and 3D modeling is being used to guide new development and reconnect it to the old urban grid. 

Berlin is both rediscovering and reinventing its unique sense of place and identity. The fundamentals of plan and form incorporating green spaces, water and nature are being reinterpreted with both an eye to the past and the future. This gives the city a real sense of purpose and energy and makes a perfect backdrop for cultural expression of all sorts. The spirit of place and locational goodwill associated with the Brandenburg Gate and Potsdamer Platz are being harnessed to change both political and architectural notions of the ideal city.

This is an affordable place to live and work, a place which offers a high quality of life enlivened by parks and green spaces, river and canals.  James Holbrecht’s 19th century plan for the Imperial capital provides the inspiration for a new city masterplan which seeks to re-establish city blocks accommodating a mix of uses linked by an efficient and effective public transport system. Berlin offers a great quality of life for residents and an enticing place to visit. As a capital city it is easy to use and is becoming an attractive place for individuals and firms to locate. 

This makes Berlin a city of opportunity for commercial investment and enterprise. Led by the public sector and guided by a strong planning framework the city continues to attract private developers and investors who are contributing to the creation of a new dynamic urban environment. Alongside large scale corporate investment however there is a rich mix of individual entrepreneurship reflected in small to medium sized creative businesses as well as innovative meanwhile uses. With high levels of public transport usage and a natural, green setting Berlin is striving for a more environmentally sustainable form of urban development.  Established neighbourhoods and an increasing emphasis on city living for people of all ages support this.  Achieving social sustainability across a city divided on social, economic and political lines has posed a huge challenge which the city is seeking to match through innovative renewal programmes focusing on both social and physical needs.

For nearly 50 years a divided City, Berlin is fortunate in having a strong public transport infrastructure around which to build a unified functioning city. This has meant the rediscovery of the historic core supporting higher order functions linked to strong neighbourhoods that support a range and mix of uses.  Berlin is a city that works.
