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The Theme of the 44th Congress – from the call for papers to the congress 

 

The theme of the congress refers to one of those grand goals of city planning that – as so 

many other city planning promises - is in striking contrast with the reality of urban 

development all over the world. For most city planners (and other critical minds as well), 

sprawl clearly has a negative connotation, conjuring up images of uncontrolled residential 

subdivisions and ribbon development, square miles of unused and derelict land, wasteful 

and unplanned conversion of valuable agricultural soil, clogged-up roads and expensive 

but under-used utility lines.  

Not everyone finds sprawl harmful and unwanted though. Some economists have even 

discovered certain advantages in unlimited urban growth, and political scientists would 

disagree whether such large sprawling cities are necessarily un-governable or not.  

As a result of our call for papers, we had an overwhelmingly enthusiastic response in a 

tidal wave of 220 abstracts. The numbers of paper presenters eventually came down to 

about 150, and later on, about 125 – still a large number for the six workshops we 

decided upon (adding one to the original number of five workshops). 

Much of the now common unrestrained physical form of urban development, and with it, 

the economic and social implications of a sprawling urban continuum, appears to be the 

inevitable consequence of increasing automobile ownership and use, and even more so, 

of the global market forces that are at work in our urbanizing world, along with rampant 

rural-urban migration, and an increasingly unregulated private sector. The global fifty-

percent line in urbanization has already been crossed, and in Asia, it will very soon be 

reached.  

Our host country China has reached enormous proportions of challenges, but also of 

opportunities, in its mega-urban regions where an overwhelmingly large proportion of 

national wealth is generated. In contrast with an earlier era in the People’s Republic of 

China when everything, including urban growth, was claimed to be firmly under control, 

the Chinese government now finds it close to impossible to “control” urban growth. So in 

China, as much as in India or any other fast developing country, “cities without sprawl” 

would seem to amount to wishful thinking or un-attainable goals, or – to invoke another 

image that is hard to pin down – an important dimension of the idealistic goal of 

“sustainable city development”. At any rate, growth and proportions of mega-cities in the 

so-called developing countries are unprecedented. They are much greater than those in 

industrialized countries in history or at present; and the global environmental and social 

effects of urban sprawl are beyond imagination. 
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Not surprisingly, the congress will be attended by many Chinese colleagues whose 

papers will be particularly interesting to the many foreign delegates who are visiting China 

for the first time. It is very encouraging to see the broad scope of papers on Chinese 

issues of sprawl and on possible solutions – ranging from abstract modelling to the nitty-

gritty of participatory neighbourhood work, and practical solutions to sustainable 

“ecological infrastructure”.  

Dalian, the host city, is a large industrial and commercial city that would offer a rich 

laboratory of proven and rejected strategies to learn from. China certainly has much to 

show in terms of urban development lessons, as much as China wishes to learn the 

lessons of other countries. The professional tours during the congress and the meetings 

with our Chinese fellow planners coming for their annual congress (which takes place at 

the same time) provide ample opportunities for professional and personal exchange. 

 

Six thematic Workshops 

All six workshops provide scope for both theory and practice, and especially for “best 

practices”, and “lessons learned” from specific case studies. As could be expected, it was 

not always easy to divide the workshop themes, but the resulting overlap between 

workshops reflects the multi-dimensional nature of sprawl, and the possible solutions to 

“living with sprawl” – a motto which was added by a number of authors who felt that 

fighting sprawl is not an adequate answer.  

The papers were allocated to the six workshops in such a way that we have nearly equal 

numbers of speakers in each of them. This required the congress team (especially the 

general rapporteur) to shift some papers from Workshops 5 and 6, and to add them to 

Workshops 2 and 3. By and large, however, the paper authors still find themselves in 

those workshops they had opted for. So the usual re-shuffling work of the congress 

organizers was not too difficult, and it will not be hard on the authors. 

 

WORKSHOP 1: The economics of urban sprawl vis-a-vis the regulatory framework 

– contrast or complementarity?  

This thematic workshop is designed to include at least three major sub-topics, but it was 

not easy to maintain this internal grouping. Most of the papers received do not have a 

specifically economic approach but all of them contribute interesting views of how 

important it is to take on the challenge of seemingly uncontrollable urban growth. 

1.1 Conceptualizing the economies of urban sprawl: Contributions mostly look at 

the winners and losers, or the hidden social and environmental costs and externalities 

– in a qualitative rather than quantitative manner. 

1.2 Antidotes to sprawl and best practices: Planners are usually good at exploring 

antidotes to sprawl but it is still hard to find any proven “best practices” for the 

management and physical form of large urban agglomerations. 
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1.3 To some extent, the first workshop includes aspects of the economics of infra-

structure systems under sprawling conditions, including the crucial question of 

adequate user fees to recapture infrastructure investment and recurrent costs. 

The rapporteur of WS 1 argues that especially in the very large developing countries, 

rapid and uncontrolled urbanization causes enormous problems and costs for all 

inhabitants and government. It is thus mandatory to continue striving for humane and 

cost-saving measures. 

 

WORKSHOP 2: Public transport, road pricing, congestion management and urban 

land use development – well known basic facts and innovative concepts in practice 

The nexus of land use and transport systems is well established. It is also well known that 

public transport does provide environmentally friendly and cost-effective alternatives to 

the unrestrained use of private cars. This workshop includes contributions in three broad 

directions. 

2.1 Public transportation concepts are well known as instruments for structuring 

sprawling urban growth but their costs and management are challenging. 

2.2 Specific transport policies linked with economic measures such as road 

pricing  are looked at by some authors, including critical views of contradictory 

government policies. 

2.3 The transport-land use interface has been the subject of mathematical modelling 

for a long time. This workshop also includes some fundamental thought on the old 

problem of conquering distance – by all kinds of transport for many decades, and 

now, by communication technology which might finally lead to the proverbial “death of 

distance”. 

The rapporteur of WS 2 states that “we are left with profound questions. Advances in 

transport technology liberate spatial dreams; the dreams sometimes become nightmares. 

Have we reached a point at which new dreams are beginning, before we have woken 

from the last nightmare?”  

 

 

WORKSHOP 3: Concepts and policies against urban sprawl: Compact city, eco-

city, city greening, and similar concepts – promises only or real successes  

The global debate on how to make urban development more sustainable has generated 

many conceptual ideas that would promise considerable success if implemented. The 

focus in this workshop is on a review of innovative concepts, their translation into policies, 

and their adoption in practice. The many papers in this workshop show how important the 

concepts of ecological planning have become all over the world, with mixed success. 
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3.1 Defining “sprawl” as an unintended urban form, clearly distinguishing it from 

planned de-concentrated forms of urban growth: What are the most relevant concepts 

and real experiences? 

3.2 This workshop include papers on the historical evidence of successfully 

implementing and enforcing specific concepts of urban form through strong 

policies and good management (and also lessons learned from initially successful 

policies that failed in the long run) 

3.3 “Internal expansion” as a contrast programme to outward expansion and 

sprawl: Urban re-development, brownfield development, densification, and 

regeneration concepts in practice.  

The rapporteur of WS 3 concludes that the papers contribute inspiring ideas with regard 

to informed and effective leadership; policies to recognise and balance economic, social, 

and environmental considerations; and public and private sector utilization of innovative 

tools based on science and planning theory. 

  

WORKSHOP 4: Metropolitan management as part of an urban development and 

governance framework, from the national to the local scale 

Metropolitan management has several dimensions, political, economic, legislative. The 

workshop theme also include the dual sense of decentralization, from centralistic to de-

centralized public systems, and in the form of public-private partnerships. The latter may 

include various forms of single-purpose or multiple-purpose associations. The rapporteur 

of this workshop suggested to have the papers presented in four groups. 

4.1 The papers on regional governance and planning are focused on metropolitan 

areas, with their many forms of public and private agencies interacting in the typical 

multi-jurisdictional areas. 

4.2 Policy initiatives and urban programmes, including some unusual rural-urban 

approaches, like the red/green policy in the Netherlands. 

4.3 International comparisons include papers on city partnerships as well as 

aspects of urban policy within the European Union. 

4.4 Metropolitan management in transitional economies: This group of papers 

promises to be particularly interesting from the point of view of countries where the 

formerly socialist system was replaced by a mixed system with a strong role for the 

market forces. 

The rapporteur of WS 4 relates metropolitan management (and its attempts at dealing 

with sprawl among many other challenges) to the ever stronger forces of globalization. 
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WORKSHOP 5: Integrating ecological management and cultural heritage 

conservation agendas in urban development – new dimensions in many countries 

This workshop includes a whole range of papers from theoretical concepts, and 

experiments, to the actual adoption and integration of innovations in everyday urban 

management. The grouping of papers is under three broad headings. 

5.1 Urbanization trends and urban sprawl characteristics includes the 

morphological characteristics of mega cities including trends of social segregation 

5.2 Linking cultural heritage and ecological concepts is the overriding theme of 

some contributions, including some from China where this theme is one of the hottest 

subjects in today’s rapid urbanization. 

5.3 New requirements for urban management and planning would result from an 

explicit new emphasis on heritage conservation. 

The rapporteur of WS 5 stresses the importance of quality of life as a goal of good urban 

planning and management which would strive to incorporate heritage much more than in 

the past. 

 

 

WORKSHOP 6: Patterns between sprawling and compact city forms: Urban 

densities, housing and community formation, and social implications 

This workshop was added after receiving unexpectedly large numbers of abstracts. There 

is a much better focus for those papers that are dealing with the critical interface between 

urban form and community organization.   

6.1 Urban densities and land-use patterns – old and new: Established traditional 

patterns compared with new ones, experimental proposals and plans, and the 

community test of such patterns in reality.  

6.2 Housing, community, and dwelling types: Anti-sprawl measures result in 

alternative forms of public and private housing, with a variety of dwelling types, and 

their acceptance or modification by the community. There are old and new lessons 

from this interaction of physical form, financing, and social structure.  

6.3 Public assistance and community initiatives in housing: Financial and 

managerial assistance for specific social groups in the city have been used for many 

decades, but there are encouraging innovations and interesting results in physical 

form and social effects.  

The rapporteur of WS 6 draws our attention to the significant differences among the 

various countries (postindustrial vs. emerging economies and transitional countries) with 

regard to their options for facing the challenges of fast growing cities. Her specific interest 

is in those local initiatives in housing where sometimes surprisingly innovative results are 

achieved. 
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Hot Topics, lively Debate, and good Company for a great Congress 

The six workshop topics and their sub-topics were announced in the call for papers. Now, 

however, the array of topics for discussion has been modified through the rapporteurs’ 

efforts at grouping the papers received. While the suggested grouping looks promising in 

terms of interesting contrasts among the presenters and their views, the actual debate at 

the congress will show how much the ISOCARP members have to contribute to this broad 

and complex theme. The organizers have always tried to provide as much time as 

possible within the workshop sessions for lively discussions, apart from giving each 

speaker a reasonable amount of time for expressing his or her views. Now that there are 

no more than 22 papers per workshop, we should be able to strike a perfect balance 

between presenting our views in carefully prepared papers, and spontaneous discussions 

throughout the congress. 

As the General Rapporteur in this year’s congress I am happy to conclude my introduction 

with my best wishes for a fruitful congress hosted by a great city. In the usual ISOCARP 

spirit of being professionally serious and convivial in our personal relations across the 

continents, I am looking forward to meeting old and new friends and working with all of 

them towards the lofty goal of our congress – cities without sprawl, or at least, being able 

to manage our environment reasonably well, under difficult conditions. 

 

Bangkok – Damascus – Munich, August 2008 


