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Purpose 
 

In the year 2000 the German Ministry of Education and Research initiated a programme inviting German cities to create principles and 
models for their long-term development. In cooperation with scientific institutions and experts, the cities were not only supposed to 
envisage possible or likely future scenarios, but also were asked to think about the goals they wanted to accomplish and criteria to 
evaluate their progress. All in all, the research network functioned as a research and learning laboratory. Not only cities participating 
in the exercises were able to profit from Cities 2030, but also cities and regions not participating in the programme benefited from the 
exchange of ideas and concepts. 
 

 
 

Planning Cities’ Futures  
German cities are being transformed by structural changes that 
will alter urban life in the next two decades. It goes without 
saying that these developments have increased the cities’ need 
to adjust to these changes. However, cities and their admini-
strations are accustomed to focusing on contemporary issues 
and short-term goals. They find it difficult to spend time and 
resources on reflecting on long-term concepts or guiding prin-
ciples. But, if cities want to deal with these changes, they will 
have to develop sufficiently simple and straightforward vi-
sions and scenarios to direct political and social change. Cities 
will have to conceive an idea of their future envisioned in the 
year 2030. They will only be able to shape and influence their 
development using such a scenario. This is where the project 
“City 2030” kicks in: it provides cities with resources and ex- 

pertise to reflect on and develop long-term concepts, guiding 
principles or scenarios. Basically this means returning to tradi-

tional concepts of urban planning, in spite of the fact that 
structural dilemmas are inherent therein.  

Urban Planning Dilemmas  
It is strange, but although modern societies seem destined for 
change, they ignore the future at the same time. Social, eco-
nomic or political changes are taking place at an increasing 
rate, while the capacity of cities to plan for the future is wan-
ing. As far as urban planning is concerned, one can identify 
three dilemmas: 

• “Knowledge dilemma”: Basically we are aware of the 
questionable validity of previous knowledge, of its con-
tinual renewal and expansion. Nonetheless, planning is 
carried out under the assumption that it is possible to ap-
ply current knowledge to future problems. 

• “Democratic dilemma”: From a democratic point of 
view, politicians’ decisions should be legitimized by the 
people affected. However, this would rule out long-term 
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planning, which necessarily has an impact on the living 
conditions of people not yet born.  

• “Innovative dilemma”: Planning aims at setting up rules, 
norms and legally standardized procedures – exactly 
those structures that undermine a society’s capacity to 
innovate.  

 
Combined, the three dilemmas add up to what can be called 
“future dilemma”. This dilemma is due to structural contradic-
tions inherent to urban planning.  

“City 2030” also had to tackle this problem. But it did so only 
in an indirect way by enabling cities to develop their own vi-
sions and ideas according to their regional and urban needs. 
More importantly, these visions did not have to be imple-
mented. They were not required to be “practical” in the sense 
that they had to be “tested” in reality. On the contrary, the 
project’s overall goal was to liberate the participants from this 
burden and to set up a sort of laboratory, leading to new ideas 
and concepts. 

“City 2030” is, therefore, not about implementing academic 
concepts. Rather, it should be viewed as providing an oppor-
tunity, enabling cities to reflect on their current state of affairs, 
to identify problems ahead and generate ideas for the future. In 
short: “City 2030” aimed to set up a research network and to 

match “theory” of urban planning with “practice” of urban 
politics and administration in Germany.  

Research Laboratory: Matching Urban Planning 
Theory with Urban Political Practice  

“City 2030” was started in the year 2000 with an invitation to 
tender. 110 cities submitted proposals; 21 of these were even-
tually accepted without further evaluation.  

A successful proposal had to link local politics with public 
administration and academic expertise. A city required an aca-
demic partner in order to receive funding. Accordingly, aca-
demic institutions necessitated a city as a local partner. This 
kind of “top-down cooperation” was intended to foster a syn-
thesis between local practice and scholarly expertise.  

Furthermore, the contents of a successful proposal had to meet 
three criteria. Firstly, a proposal had to address one of the con-
cerns identified by the ministry as among the most challeng-
ing: i.e. integration, identity or regionalisation. Secondly, the 
research network as a whole had to include a number of 
shrinking cities in order to find solutions for such demo-
graphic changes. Thirdly, the size of the cities had to be taken 
into account, too. Consequently, proposals from cities of vary-
ing size (big, medium-sized and small) were accepted. 

 

Fig. 1: Cities involved in the project 

 Integration Identity Regionalisa-
tion 

Stuttgart 
Munich  Karlsruhe 

Big cities 
>250,000 
citizens Bremen 

Leipzig 
Mönchen-
gladbach 

Braunschweig 
Städteregion 

Ruhr 

Esslingen Erlangen  Medium-
sized cities 
Between 
50,000 and 
250,000 
citizens 

Saarbrücken Kiel 

Gör-
litz/Zgorzelec 

Gießen-
Wetzlar 

Dietzenbach Günzburg Schkeuditz 

Small cities 
<50,000 
citizens  

Gu-
ben/Gubin 

Eisenhütten-
stadt 

Beeskow 

Schwalm-
Eder-West 

Note: Names in italics indicate shrinking cities. 
Source: Deutsches Institut für Urbanistik 

Cities Involved 
Based on the overall goals of the project, the cities participat-
ing in the project were distinguished according to size, region 
and demographic prospects. 
• As mentioned, eight cities have a population over 

250,000, six between 50,000 and 250,000, and seven less 
than 50,000 (see table). 

• Regionally, the cities are located in 10 out of 16 German 
states (Länder). Nine cities belong to prospering South 
Germany, being: Munich, Günzburg, Erlangen (all three 
are in Bavaria), Dietzenbach, Stuttgart, Karlsruhe, 
Esslingen (all four are in Baden-Wurttemberg), Gießen-
Wetzlar, Schwalm-Eder-West (these two are in Hesse). 
Mönchengladbach, Saarbrücken, Städteregion Ruhr are 
located in Northrhine-Westfalia and Saarland, i.e., in 
states hard hit by economic restructuring in the past three 
decades, mainly due to fact that the coal and mining in-
dustry has been downsized or has totally vanished. Bre-
men, Kiel and Braunschweig are situated in the northern 
states of Bremen (which is a city-state), Lower Saxony 
and Schleswig-Holstein. They, too, face economic prob-
lems. Finally, six cities are located in former East Ger-
many, three in Brandenburg (Eisenhüttenstadt, Beeskow, 
Guben/Gubin) and three in Saxony (Schkeuditz, Leipzig, 
Görlitz/Zgorzelec). It is worth mentioning that three bor-
der cities were included (Guben/Gubin, Gör-
litz/Zgorzelec, Karlsruhe), and all three addressed this 
specific situation.  

• As a rule of thumb, one can say that economic problems 
trigger or intensify demographic problems. Hence, it is 
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not surprising that cities experiencing deindustrialization 
and high unemployment are mostly also shrinking.  

 
Apart from the various aspects of demographic changes (e.g., 
immigration, older people, a shrinking population), the cities’ 
forecasts addressed the following problems:  
• deindustrialisation (Kiel, Eisenhüttenstadt, Möncheng-

ladbach) 
• modernisation of medium- and small-sized cities in rural 

areas (Günzburg, Erlangen, Beeskow),  
• cooperation between cities (Guben/Gubin, Braun-

schweig, Gießen-Wetzlar, Görlitz/Zgorzelec, Karlsruhe, 
Scheuditz, Schwalm-Eder-West, Städteregion Ruhr) 

• sustainability (Munich) 
• integration, participation and social justice (Bremen, 

Dietzenbach, Esslingen, Leipzig, Saarbrücken, Stutt-
gart). 

 

Exploring Cities’ Futures 
Needless to say, different, even conflicting models and scenar-
ios were eventually presented. Each city had to define the 
problem at hand based on regional and local circumstances. 
The same is true for the models and scenarios that also had to 
fit into the local or regional environment. Consequently, the 
tentative way in which ideas and visions were developed 
makes it difficult to apply them to other cities, especially as 
none of the concepts have been put into practice. Nonetheless, 
the project led to a number of ideas that other cities might re-
fer to and adapt to their needs. Altogether scenarios and mod-
els were discussed in six areas:  

• identity and image 
• regionalisation 
• integration 
• demographic change and shrinking cities  
• citizen participation 
• gender mainstreaming 

 
Four of these shall be described in more detail.  

Dealing with Shrinking Cities 
Until the mid 1990s nobody could imagine shrinking German 
cities. The very nature of cities, by necessity, seemed to em-
brace a steady growth in many respects. However, due to sub-
urbanisation, increasing mobility and demographic changes, 
shrinking cities have not only become a widespread reality in 
East Germany, but also in West Germany. Therefore, more 
than half of the cities involved in the project (13 out of 21) 
addressed respective issues.  

It is a difficult problem to tackle with optimism. A declining 
population is always viewed critically. The different concepts 
presented by the cities clearly reveal this difficulty.  
• Leipzig, e.g., stressed the fact that some parts of the city 

will be shrinking while others will be growing and ex-

panding. This uneven development will require urban 
planning and adjustments to the infrastructure. 

• Other cities (Eisenhüttenstadt, Guben/Gubin, Beeskow) 
want to establish and nurture a specific identity that is 
expected to help retain long-established citizens and will 
hopefully attract new ones.  

• A more sombre picture was drawn of Braunschweig-
Salzgitter-Wolfsburg, where a perforated city-landscape 
is foreseeable.  

 
On the whole, the project highlighted the inadequacy of sim-
ply remodelling the urban landscape to combat the problem of 
shrinking cities. Long-term concepts must be set up. In addi-
tion, the research network revealed that local politicians as 
well as administrators are sometimes reluctant to discuss this 
kind of long-term problem, partly because they are tied up by 
more pressing short-term issues, partly because of the diffi-
culty in doing something about it. Very often the experts in-
volved in the project had to put the topic on the agenda.  

Identity and Image 
Urban or regional identities are complex concepts. And one 
could even argue that cities do not have such a thing as an 
identity. Nonetheless, seven of the cities participating in the 
project addressed this topic. Notably cities with identities 
shaped by the industrial age and the features of mass produc-
tion regarded the question of identity – or the loss of it – as a 
challenge. For these cities the project was a perfect opportu-
nity to reflect on a post-industrial image, combining urban 
flair with local traditions and cultural events. In essence, to 
find or model a new identity proved to be a quest to create a 
unique selling point. Again, the cities presented different con-
cepts. Three examples suffice. 
• Kiel’s major economic sectors (navy and shipyards) have 

lost their importance, leaving the city without an eco-
nomic backbone. Being an integral part of the city of 
Kiel, the sea was to be transformed into a new point of 
reference for the city’s self-image.  

• Guben/Gubin faced a twofold problem: its location at the 
German-Polish border and the fact that it is a shrinking 
city. In addition, as downtown Guben was destroyed 
during the war, the city can neither resort to tradition nor 
to an architecturally integrated city centre. But these 
problems can also provide a basis for a new city image. 
Recreating and rebuilding the city’s core can potentially 
comprise a new identity. Furthermore, Guben/Gubin 
could picture itself as a bridge between two nations.  

• Beeskow rediscovered its history and tradition, capitaliz-
ing on nature and its rural environment. In short, it 
sought to combine history and modernity.  

 
These examples show that the cities strove both to conserve 
their local heritage and tradition, on the one hand, and to em-
brace features of a modern post-industrial society, on the 
other. However, images and identities can only work effec-
tively if they are clear and explicit. In addition, an image can 
neither be created artificially nor can a city easily get rid of an 

   Page 3 of 4                                                            For more information visit the website and subscribe to the mailing list at www.efmn.info 



City 2030 – Shaping the City of the Future: Foresight Brief No. 106 

established one. On the contrary, Günzburg, for example, 
demonstrated that its image was not affected by the establish-
ment of a large new factory. It basically continued to be a 
small, quiet city in a rural area.  

Networks and Regionalisation  
Globalization has increased the importance of regions and 
devaluated cities as the basis for economic and social devel-
opments. Similarly, individual mobility has enabled citizens to 
use the regional infrastructure and combine the advantages of 
rural and city life. Finally, many problems require cooperation 
between cities. Nonetheless, cities have legally and politically 
defined borders.  

In the framework of the research network “City 2030”, a num-
ber of aspects related to regionalisation were discussed. For 
example, cities can be dissolved and blended into a region. 
Hence, cities would lose their political and legal autonomy. 
Another option discussed in the network focused on coopera-
tion between cities. This means that a city would retain its 
legal and political status but regionalize its scope of action by 
cooperating with other cities and local communities. Such an 
approach would necessarily raise the issue of the need for re-
gional identity. 

On the whole, the project disclosed two basic options in deal-
ing with regionalisation. Cities can either transform them-
selves into a kind of regional community or set up a system of 
cooperation with their neighbouring cities.  

Social Integration 
Increasing social inequalities and immigration might lead to 
segregated cities, which, of course, will also result in differen-
tiation between prosperous and declining city quarters. Hence, 
integration will become a pressing aim to be pursued by cities 
different ways. Esslingen, e.g., focused on citizens’ participa-
tion. The city organized a number of panels and discussions, 
inviting citizens living in the respective quarters to participate 
and voice their expectations. Munich, on the other hand, gave 
preference to measures that foster and support families and 
children.  

All and all, it was shown that cities must pay special attention 
to integration, which also involves the underpinning of in-
creased citizens’ participation, voluntary social services and 
expanded public social services.  

 

Policy Implications:  
Long-term Concepts Needed 

“City 2030” did not include policy recommendations in the 
sense that local government should implement measures laid 
down in the various projects. The implementation of policies 
was deliberately not part of the projects in order to stress the 
laboratory character and to give the cities as much leeway as 
possible. The overall goal of the project was to initiate a dis-
course in the cities on guiding principles, scenarios and mod-
els. In consequence, no follow-up project was planned.  

However, the strength of the research network marked also its 
weakness. Some projects ran into a number of problems. No-
tably the cooperation between local practitioners and academic 
experts turned out to be difficult and sometimes unmanage-
able. In a few cities the failure to cooperate and communicate 
led to a breakdown of the whole project, in other cases the 
conflicts could only be solved by mediation.  

Nonetheless, the successful projects sent out a clear message 
to local policy-makers as well as to academic experts: if cities 
want to have a say in their own future, they must have long-
term concepts transcending day-to-day business reality.  

 

 
 

Sources and References 
 (available only in German) 

• Auf dem Weg zur Stadt 2030 – Leitbilder, Szenarien 
und Konzepte. Ergebnisse des Forschungsverbundes 
“Stadt 2030”, Bonn/Berlin 2004, in: 
http://www.stadt2030.de 

 
 

• <http://www.bmbf.de> 
• <http://www.difu.de> 
• <http://www.tuvpt.de> 

 

 
About the EFMN: Policy Professionals dealing with RTD, Innovation and Economic Development increasingly recognize a need to base decisions on broadly based 
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