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The rapid and ongoing process of urbanisation world-
wide offers numerous and diverse development op-
portunities, but also creates major challenges. Supply 
and transport infrastructures must meet the needs 
of a growing urban population, but at the same time, 
curbing the rising consumption of resources is an 
urgent necessity. Technological innovations can help 
to make tomorrow’s cities more energy-efficient. The 
urban population’s creative potential can also be har-
nessed, but only through collaborative and participa-
tory structures, which often seem to be missing from 
conventional urban planning. In order to support 
the transition to “green” cities, it is also essential to 
change mindsets and challenge traditional patterns 
of behaviour in many areas. 

The Development Policy Dialogue at the Asia-Pacific 
Weeks Berlin 2013, which took place from 10-12 June 
2013, therefore focused on future-oriented models of 
sustainable urban development in Asia. The sessions 
on 11 and 12 June were organised by the Development 
and Peace Foundation (SEF) and the State Office for 
Development Cooperation at the Senate Depart-
ment for Economics, Technology and Research, Berlin, 
in cooperation with the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH.

Towards “green” cities

The implementation of “green” policies will be a key 
determinant of cities’ long-term competitiveness, 
said Anh Le Dieu from the Association of Cities of 
Vietnam (ACVN). This view resonated strongly with 
the audience. But why does it often take so long in 
practice? And what are the success factors for low-
carbon urban development? Like many other speak-
ers, Dr Vinh Hung Hoang from Hanoi Architectural 
University criticised the fact that despite numerous 
reforms, urban planning in Vietnam is still a top-
down process and often relies on close cooperation 
with the private sector. Although clear objectives 
are in place, there is a lack of practical guidance and 
tools for implementing sustainable urban develop-
ment, and as a rule, there is little involvement of 
local stakeholders. Anh Le Dieu agreed that urban 
development in Vietnam is largely a top-down pro-
cess: “Citizens are not regarded as stakeholders in 
their own right.” 
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Professor Frank Schwartze, Chair of Urban Planning 
and Urban Space at Brandenburg University of Tech-
nology, Cottbus, emphasised that there are still high 
hopes of urban planning. However, short-term urban 
planning initiatives are not generally based on long-
term master plans, which tend to be mere window-
dressing. He agreed that the instruments needed to 
implement large-scale plans are often not available. A 
different approach to planning is therefore required 
which should be less static in nature and designed 
as an interdisciplinary and integrative process. 
Other essentials for implementing sustainable urban 
development strategies are a stable institutional and 
legal framework, effective mechanisms to integrate 
the various sectors, and development of project plan-
ning and management capacities. It should also be 
borne in mind that the projected planning period for 
redesigning urban infrastructure is 10-20 years, but 
the outcomes will be felt for a further 60-600 years 
thereafter. 

Professor Raoul Bunschoten, Professor of Sustain-
able Urban Planning and Urban Design at TU Berlin, 
also emphasised that the “smartness” of a city should 
not be an aim in itself, but is an ongoing process. 
Ultimately, it is about making future-oriented deci-
sions. Collecting and sharing examples of best prac-
tice is essential in this context. TU Berlin pursues 
this objective, inter alia, with the Taiwan Strait Atlas, 
which identifies appropriate instruments and pilot 
projects for the region. In this way, the “smart city” 
concept can be brought closer to decision-makers 
and can be experienced by the urban population. 
Instead of an urban development master plan, there 
should be a kind of “cookbook” showing how com-
munities can cooperate in designing their own living 
space. 

The focus of the discussion then shifted to specific 
elements of sustainable urban planning: the reuse 
of supposedly “residual” materials, with particular 
reference to wastewater, and the need for public 
awareness-raising, with reference to transport policy. 

A resource, not a residue

“We cannot afford to regard wastewater as waste,” 
warned Dr Susanne Neubert, Dean of the Centre for 
Rural Development (SLE) in Berlin. And Dr Liqa 
Raschid-Sally from the International Water Man-
agement Institute (IWMI) in Colombo made it clear 
that irrigation with wastewater is a common prac-
tice in many developing countries, for example in a 
number of Asian cities and their surrounding areas. 
In contrast to the practice advocated in integrated 
water resources management (IWRM), however, in 
many Asian countries, the wastewater is generally 
applied to the fields untreated. The major challenge 
is therefore to minimise the health risks posed by 
the agricultural use of untreated wastewater, such 
as contamination of crops with non-biodegradable 

heavy metals or pathogens. Ensuring the quality of 
the final product must be the priority, so farmers 
must be informed about the potential risks. At the 
same time, farmers recognise the value of wastewa-
ter: the nutrients that it contains provide them with a 
rich source of fertiliser at no cost. 

Water and sanitation specialist Thomas König added 
that wastewater not only contains nutrients; sewage 
slurry also has potential as a valuable source of en-
ergy. Although the treatment of wastewater generally 
has cost implications, it should, ideally, be purified 
before being used in agriculture. A lack of public 
acceptance is the main obstacle to more widespread 
use of wastewater, also in Europe. It is not only about 
educating farmers; a broad-scale PR and awareness-
raising campaign is needed to change public attitudes 
as well, said Thomas König.

Changing mindsets – a key prerequisite

“How was the traffic?” This is the usual greeting in 
Indonesia, according to Joris van Etten from the Cit-
ies Development Initiative for Asia (CDIA), highlight-
ing the importance of road transport in Asian cities. 
Shashank Gandhi from the Centre for Science and 
Environment, New Delhi, provided some statistics to 
illustrate India’s traffic problem: since 1951, India’s 
population has increased six-fold, but the number 
of vehicles has risen 300-fold over the same period. 
Conventional solutions, such as building more roads, 
bridges and car parks and making them bigger, are 
no longer effective. “We will never be able to build 
enough roads.” Many cars in India are parked up for 
95 per cent of the time, but they are still a powerful 
status symbol. Public and planners’ mindsets need 
to change. A new paradigm – “We are moving people 
not vehicles” – is essential. One possible manage-
ment tool is to increase parking charges, for exam-
ple, and public transport must be developed as an 
attractive alternative at the same time. For Darlene 
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Antonio-Custodio, Mayor of General Santos City in 
the Philippines, it is telling that in most Asian cities, 
the transport planners are male. For politicians like 
her, it is often difficult, she said, to campaign for 
public transport unless the general public makes it 
very clear that this is what they want. 

Dr Wulf-Holger Arndt, Head of the Research Unit 
“Mobility and Space” at the Center for Technology 
and Society (CTS), TU Berlin, called for a better 
network of upgraded footpaths, and for integration 
of strategies to reduce the volume of car and motor-
cycle traffic into traffic planning. An efficient public 
transport system does not have to be expensive. 
“Why are we always talking high-tech? Isn’t middle-
tech enough to achieve many of our objectives?” he 
asked. Thomas Siegemund from Bombardier offered 
another perspective on the benefits of public trans-
port, pointing out that public transport creates 25 
per cent more jobs, on both the supply side and in 
the municipalities, than the private transport sector. 
Ultimately, however, public transport must become a 
lifestyle choice. “But this change in mindsets has only 
begun within the last generation in Germany,” said 
Thomas Siegemund. 

The demise of traditional urban 
planning?

On the final day of the conference, the discussion 
focused on the widely demanded shift away from top-
down policies in urban planning. Rupali Gupte from 
the Collective Research Initiatives Trust (CRIT) in 
Mumbai began by challenging the rhetoric of partici-
patory and collaborative urban planning and pro-
vided various examples to illustrate her criticisms. A 
supposedly “participatory” sanitation programme in 
Mumbai is now controlled by members of the mid-
dle class. A fishing village whose development plan 
was drawn up in a “participatory” manner now has a 

luxury hotel, while the village community has been 
displaced to the edge of the village and their needs 
are completely ignored. A “cooperative” housing pro-
ject in which slum dwellers were fêted as co-develop-
ers had started out by demolishing their homes. 

From the perspective of Julian Petrin, founder of the 
participatory think tank Nexthamburg, these exam-
ples are symptomatic of the “participation dilemma” 
faced by modern urban planners. “If they don’t 
provide opportunities for participation, they fail.” 
But since Stuttgart 21, at the latest, another lesson 
has been learned as well: “If they do provide oppor-
tunities for participation, they still fail.” He has now 
expunged the word “participation” from his vocabu-
lary and has developed the concept of “collaboration” 
instead. This evolves from within the community and 
is not part of the formal policy process. Key prereq-
uisites for successful collaboration include defining 
in advance what collaboration can – and cannot – 
achieve (e.g. listen to all the suggestions, but don’t 
promise to implement them), establishing construc-
tive relationships with official agencies, and only 
engaging in collaboration when there is a genuine 
commitment to the process: “Love it or leave it” is 
Julian Petrin’s watchword. Claudius Lieven from the 
City of Hamburg also emphasised the importance 
of informing citizens in advance whether consulta-
tion, participation or genuine co-decision is planned: 
“When they hear the word “participation”, citizens 
often assume that they can automatically help to 
shape policy and exert direct influence,” said Claudi-
us Lieven. In German cities, another problem is that 
it is mainly the middle classes that get involved in 
participatory processes – but they are in the minority 
in many urban districts. 

For Professor Philipp Misselwitz, Chair of the Habi-
tat Unit, TU Berlin, and founder of Urban Catalyst, 
urban planning paradigms have already shifted. 
“Temporary users” who utilise empty space and 
vacant buildings as testing grounds for alternative 
lifestyles are becoming increasingly professional in 
their approach and are establishing legal structures 
for their networks and urban development models. 
This is bringing new stakeholder alliances into urban 
planning. The main priority for urban planners and 
architects is to think more about the process of urban 
planning and less about its outcomes. “It is important 
to appreciate the incomplete,” he said. 

Affordability vs. community

What contribution can new cooperative urban plan-
ning approaches make to urban housing policy? This 
question was explored in the final session. Naresh 
V. Narasimhan, an architect and director of housing 
company Janaadhar, called for the term “affordable 
housing” to give way to the concept of “affordable 
communities”, on the grounds that affordability 
alone cannot resolve housing’s multidimensional 
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Prasad Shetty from the Collective Research Initia-
tives Trust (CRIT), Mumbai, agreed that the funda-
mental problem is not in fact the lack of housing. He 
therefore warned against destroying the inherent 
logic of slums and other urban districts, arguing that 
instead, it is essential to build on existing types of 
housing which have evolved progressively. Populist 
housing policy is increasingly “clearing” established 
residential areas and slums, replacing them with 
identical high-rise blocks. Cities’ contours often seem 
unclear, but they reflect innovative living and usage 
strategies and create their own specific culture. 

Dr Jochen Hucke from Berlin’s Senate Depart-
ment for Urban Development and the Environment 
emphasised that in Berlin too, it is becoming increas-
ingly important to embed participatory processes in 
housing policy and strike the right balance between 
private and public, ownership-based and cooperative 
investors. In this context, Professor Jörg Stollmann, 
Chair for Urban Design and Architecture at TU 
Berlin, introduced the research and design project 
“Living in Berlin – affordable for everyone”, in which 
students have researched affordable living space in 
Berlin as well as exemplary housing constructions 
with public, private, cooperative and alternative legal 
and financial models since October 2012. Building 
upon this, they now design renovation and extension 
activities as well as new buildings and detect their 
affordability.

challenges. What are needed are local structures 
which combine education, healthcare, cultural insti-
tutions and opportunities for economic participation. 
Large-scale housing projects outside the city cen-
tres often fail to meet these requirements. In many 
Indian cities, vacant buildings are therefore one of 
the causes of the housing crisis. A key determinant of 
the success of “affordable community” projects is the 
communities’ participation in planning and mobilis-
ing their own resources. 
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