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INTRODUCTION
Over the last two years, the COVID-19
pandemic has been shaking up our world
and this lethal virus is still having a global
impact on society, particularly on vulnerable
people. When the virus hit Europe, in early
2020 Robin Hambleton and Ignazio Vinci put
forward a proposal to create a new space
for EURA members to discuss the impact of
the pandemic on cities and communities, and
to explore how the pandemic might reshape
cities and urban studies in the future.
The EURA Governing Board welcomed this
suggestion, as it was believed that EURA
members, together with other colleagues
around the world, are well placed to advance
international understanding of the social,
economic and environmental impacts of the
pandemic and, also, to bring forward new
ideas on how to rebuild community life after
the emergency passes.
As part of the revitalization of the EURA
website, the EURA Conversations series was
then launched in May 2020, and promoted
as a democratic space to share experiences,
offer reflections and open up conversations
on various aspects of the COVID-19
pandemic. Later on, in the context of a wider
communication strategy for the Association, in
June 2021 Le Anh Long and Alistair Jones joined
Robin and Ignazio as editors of the series. The
members of the EURA Governing Board had
a very important role in the first steps of the
project, providing frequent contributions to
the series.
Since May 2020, 45 contributions from scholars
of different disciplines were published on the
EURA website. They offer very original insights
from 19 different countries, and cover a wide
range of topics that reflect the richness of the
enlarged EURA community. This booklet, for
the first time, collects these contributions in a
printed version, with the aim to celebrate an
important milestone for the Association.

#1

LEADERSHIP

Robin Hambleton

University of the West of England, United Kingdom
04/05/2020

In search of narratives for the contemporary city
Welcome to the first in a series of weekly posts,
all written by EURA members, on various
aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The idea
is for this column to provide a democratic space
to share experiences, offer reflections and open
up conversations.

could match, just how unequal our societies
had become well before the virus crept onto the
world stage in January 2020.
Perhaps we can share some stories of
inspirational community leadership in this
column. The evidence from the UK suggests
that local leaders have been far more competent
in responding to the COVID-19 threat than our
stumbling central government. Local leaders
have already shown that they have three
advantages.

Does the COVID-19 pandemic raise new
questions for urban studies? What are the
implications of this disaster for the future of
cities and urban governance? Amid all the
suffering are there positive stories and insights
to unearth? Can international exchange
help different societies share good ideas
and practices on how to recover from the
COVID-19 onslaught?

First, they have local knowledge and
understanding. Cities with good collaborative
arrangements in place – linking local
government, health authorities, voluntary
organisations, religious groups, local businesses
and so on – have been very successful in
identifying and helping vulnerable people.

I would like to open this series of EURA
Conversations by suggesting that the
COVID-19 pandemic has shown how
important it is for countries to have good local
governance. In particular, I sense that local
leaders, in and outside the state, have played a
very positive role in bringing people together
to solve problems arising from the pandemic.
But this is, in truth, a hunch. If you know of
any examples of inspirational local leadership
it would be great to hear about them.

Second, local leaders can bring different
stakeholders together in entirely new ways
to tackle social issues. In many cities and
localities elected leaders are orchestrating a
dramatic rise in collaborative problem solving.
Perhaps civic capacity will be strengthened in
the medium to long term as a result of their
empathetic leadership.

Let’s step back for a moment. In a few short
months the COVID-19 pandemic has had a
devastating impact on our world. Billions have
had their lives disrupted, millions have been
infected and, at the time of writing, 248,000
people have died. Moreover, COVID-19
presents an ongoing threat, a threat that is likely
to continue even after a vaccine is discovered.

Third, going big picture for a moment, if it is
true that local leaders are, in fact, responding
well to the COVID-19 emergency will this
have an impact on society? Is it too far fetched
to suggest that local governance will gain in
reputation and stature as we move towards a
post COVID-19 world?

In one sense it is right to claim that ‘We are
all in this together’ – the COVID-19 virus
endangers all of us. But it is also true to say
that COVID-19 discriminates in a brutal way.
It is proving to be very effective in really
hurting the people in society who are already
vulnerable. This is not, of course a feature of
the virus. Rather the virus is revealing, in a
way that no amount of social scientific research
9

PROXIMITY

#2
Ignazio Vinci

University of Palermo, Italy
18/05/2020

What COVID-19 says about the concept of proximity
As I write these lines, all over the world the
COVID-19 pandemic is still disrupting a broad
range of aspects we usually refer to as ‘urban
life’. In many countries lockdown will be on
the government agenda for weeks, with no
expectation for the opening of concert halls and
sports arenas, cinemas and museums. In many
others social interactions are still minimized
for fear that people’s efforts to recover from
the pandemic may be frustrated by a new virus
explosion.

mass of citizens from infectious disease. And
other times when rural utopias have advocated
the creation of garden cities where people
should escape to secure their lives from unsafe
urban areas. What civil society is facing today
seems to be the latest edition of this struggle.
If I had to lead that challenge, I would not
contemplate any urban scenario that conflicts
with the principle that cities are – above
all – about proximity. What we really need to
reconsider, along with policy makers, is not
proximity in itself, but the many aspects of
our urban experience we can do better without
physical interactions. How many times have
we crossed the city to reach a service or a
work place to do things that could be easily
done from home? We used to do that, with no
concern for the time lost and the environmental
impact of our moves.

After four months since the corona virus started
to circulate, we are now aware that the outbreak
epicenters lie over a number of metropolitan
areas across the world. First of all Wuhan, the
megacity where this all started, a 10 million
urban area at the core of a ‘region’ that would
be the fourth European country by population.
Right after, Milan and Madrid, London and
New York, where the health crisis ended
up taking the worst effects not only in terms
of people infected and lives lost, but also for
the role played by New York in the collective
imaginary as the quintessence of urban vitality.

Basically we face two challenges. First, we do
not have an appropriate culture to give a real
value to the time-space interactions and, in
turn, to enhance the free time we can gain from
doing things more efficiently in space. On the
other side, because we still give importance to
places and direct interactions as an essential part
of our life, all feel that virtual networks cannot
replace the traditional forms of socialization.
In my view new technologies and creativity
can greatly help such transition, rethinking
accessibility and the ways of moving in urban
space, but I expect proximity will remain the
dominant character in the future of cities.

While the density of social interactions is still
identified by virologists as the enemy to fight
against in the near future, proximity is also a
powerful argument to explain why these cities
have remained so attractive for centuries.
Actually, their whole urban history could
be described as an endless search for taking
advantage from the closeness of people and
ideas, the interaction of different cultures and
social practice. Better than me, there are many
fine scholars (Jane Jacobs, Richard Sennet,
Edward Glaeser) that can explain the mystery
why millions of dwellers are willing to crowd
into cities and neighbourhoods, in spite of
rising costs of living and congestion.
However, the battle between health security
and urban density is not new to the long history
of urban development. There was a time when
ancient districts were destroyed to protect the
10

#3

EXPERIMENTATION

Filipe Teles

University of Aveiro, Portugal
18/05/2020

Cities learn and adapt through experimentation
I follow the tone of the previous posts in this
new EURA Conversations channel. This is a
democratic space to share experiences, offer
reflections and open up conversations.

being of cities can drive a next generation of
experimentation.
But we should be prepared for people to want
things to return to the way they were before, and
cities to get back to normal. Urban governance,
leadership and planning will certainly suffer
from inertia and aversion to risk. City politics
is very clear in explaining that.

I would like to advocate that the COVID-19
pandemic can serve as a catalyst, encouraging
cities and local authorities to fast-track urban
transformation. A prime example of this type
of change has been given in several cities all
round the world where adjustments in public
transportation systems were implemented in
just a few days. Similar experiences within
the most diverse areas of city governance were
applied: soft mobility, pop-up place making,
relieve of crowded areas, debureaucratization
of public services, support to vulnerable
population, innovative solutions in public
health.

The inbuilt optimism of planning and design
always met with the conservative behaviour
of city institutions. Maybe this pandemic is
showing that the best way to conserve our
cities’ lifeblood is to make sure that social
interaction and public spaces are thought
with experimental enthusiasm. This, in turn,
demands from local leadership and citizens a
sustained engagement with change. Something
that in many ways is already taking place.

Old habits have changed into unprecedent fast
policy, management and physical adjustments.
Local leadership and vision, together with the
urgent need to respond to the pandemic have
fostered a new city management attitude,
most have argued in favour for decades and
considered to be possible only through strong
legislation or clear incentives: experimentation.

At the core of my argument is a deep belief
in the adaptative capacities of institutions,
behaviours and physical spaces, as well as
the political potential to experiment new
ways of city making. This is a commitment
to experimentation, innovation and collective
learning. Cities will figure another angle
despite the odds.

This is an infection that is silently killing the
virus. Cities are full of potential for greater
flexibility, innovation and experimentation.
Acting swiftly to adapt through trial and error
has been the answer in countless cities. How?
Through tactical urbanism, place-making,
low-cost flexibility, soft mobility. Bridging the
physical space with social interaction can be a
temporary answer, but experimentation may
help the long-term health of our cities. And
ours.

COVID-19 has had a stunning impact on cities.
Is the argument presented above too optimistic?
What can assure that this experimentation
attitude will endure? Will old habits prevail?
Please consider leaving a comment or criticism
in the Leave a comment section below. This is
intended to be an interactive space!

The next urgent goal must be to avoid a lasting
legacy where people fear public spaces, and
social distancing becomes the new pandemic
that will kill cities. The first and vital purpose
was to adapt in order to assure people’s health
and fight the virus. Now, fostering the well11

CYCLING

#4
Karsten Zimmermann

Technical University of Dortmund, Germany
16/06/2020

Will pop-up cycling solve our urban mobility problems?
The corona pandemic has a wide range of
effects on our cities and many observers speak
of cities in crisis. Some of the effects are short
term and immediate (closure of shops, bars,
schools, museums, collapse of parts of the
economy etc.), some will be long term. One
of these short-term measures with an eventual
long-term effect is discussed with a positive
undertone: the opening up of temporary
additional cycling lanes or even the closure of
streets for cars.

effect? It’s much too early for a comprehensive
evaluation but we need to take some aspects
into consideration.
First of all, there are regulatory problems.
Many pop-up cycling lanes are temporary
installations. Transforming a street (or larger
parts of a street) into a permanent cycling
lane usually needs longer decision-making
procedures. However, some local governments
announced that the measures will be permanent.
But the rise (and enthusiasm) for pop-up
cycling lanes raises another problem. A study
shows for Germany that during the COVID-19
pandemic, car travel increased but distances
are shorter. So the real problem is the demise
of public transport. I would be more concerned
about the eventual damage COVID-19 is doing
to public transport. It’s not only the financial
losses but an eventual loss of trust into
public transport. In addition we found in our
own studies that supporting cycling in inner
urban areas attracts more commuter traffic.
Commuters learn fast that car traffic is easier
due to successful cycling policies. The result is
more bikes – and more cars in the city.

It seems that the pandemic opens up new
pathways for change in urban mobility
policies. Many cities world-wide started
experiments and implemented measures that
stand for the principles of sustainable urban
mobility. A colleague at University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill has built up a data
base with examples from all over the globe
and has already collected 544 entries (as of
June 2nd 2020). A popular example is Brussels
(with plans to transform the inner city into a
pedestrian zone) but there are also other cities
such as Munich, Berlin, Milan etc. installing so
called pop-up cycling lanes and giving more
space for cycling.

To conclude: the window of opportunity
is open but it much depends on the wider
political environment (European Green Deal,
support for municipalities and public transport
providers, regional mobility strategies, bicycle
highways etc.) to make this a success story.

The reason why local governments are doing
this are clear and straight forward. Due to the
pandemic more people are not using public
transport because it is not in service (or
considered to be too risky).
A recent German study found that decrease of
use of public transport was about 75%. People
walk or cycle instead and cyclists benefit from
nearly empty streets due the lock down. In fact,
local government needs to reorganize public
space for pedestrians and cyclists in order to
respect the 1.5 meter social distancing rule.
So is this a window of opportunity for a pathbreaking change?
Will the pandemic change a) our mobility
behaviour and b) the priorities of local
transport policies? Will there be a long-term
12

#5

PEOPLES’ RESPONSES

Susanne Søholt

Oslo Metropolitan University, Norway
23/06/2020

Will humans and urban societies survive without a human touch?
In the first EURA Conversation, Robin
Hambleton highlights the importance of
good local leadership for handling the corona
pandemic. However, the success of local and
national policies to fight back the pandemic
depends first and foremost on peoples’
responses to policies restricting their everyday
life – every day. That is, it depends on peoples’
trust to or fear of their authorities – and the
virus.

how the proximate urban greens could be
arenas for activity. Subsequently, there have
been claims for more quality green areas to be
provided where people live. As an alternative
to urban public transportation, soft mobility
has escalated.
At home, families were expected to create ways
of managing home school or kindergarten for
their children, regardless of living in a roomy
or a crowded dwelling and regardless of the
parents’ competencies. All over Europe, people
in white collar jobs had to work from home,
also regardless of space and suitability. To
communicate with colleagues, competencies
in digital communication have exploded. As a
result, some ask, may be the home office could
be a permanent solution to simultaneously save
time, reduce urban traffic and pollution?

The Nordic countries rank high when it comes
to peoples’ trust in their politicians and people
have mostly followed the corona restrictions.
Most important, the trust is reciprocal. The
politicians trusted that most people would
follow the regulations without having to
impose strong control measures.
The restrictions affected people heavily.
Societies locked down. Unemployment
exploded. Physical contact should be avoided,
and social distancing became the new normal.
Mobility and congregations are still restricted.
The hygiene advice is paramount. How did
people respond after the first shock? Two
aspects are worth mentioning – the revival of
solidarity and the recreation of a new everyday
life.

As society loosens up, and the pandemic
becomes more abstract, it is an open question
whether people have the energy to continue
to live restricted lives. The killing of George
Floyd in the United States of America wakened
up a whole world to take racism seriously.
Demonstrations occurred worldwide despite
regulations on congregations. Solidarity
changed direction from pandemic to racism.
Social distancing has been core to avoid
dissemination of the virus, but will humans and
urban societies survive without a human touch?
How will a revived solidarity, combined
with social longing and new perspectives
on everyday life, affect the shaping of urban
futures, living with and after the pandemic?

First solidarity. The corona virus may attack
anyone and anywhere. From this recognition
there has been a revival of the understanding that
we are but one society, that my health depends
on yours. It seems that this understanding
underpinned peoples’ engagement to follow
the restrictions. Across cities, initiatives to help
expanded. In Oslo, a Facebook group called
‘Oslo helps Oslo’ popped up and quickly got
50,000 followers.
Second, people had to recreate their everyday
life. After some days in isolation, they took
life back to the neighbourhoods. Parents were
playing outside with their children, instead of
driving them to organised leisure activities. As
the sport centres closed, people rediscovered
13

HEALTHY PUBLIC SPACES

#6

Marichela Sepe

University of Naples, Italy
30/06/2020

The 2020 public health emergency has
interested the whole word and, although in
different manner and measure, changed habits
and use by people of places and cities. In many
countries public spaces became completely
empty and new urban landscapes have
substituted for the previous one, transforming
the private into public. Houses and balconies
were – and still are – used as work and study
spaces, breaking down the boundaries between
public and private life.

•
•

Children and young people have had their
education moved onto the Internet; many
adults have started are working from home;
elderly people now meet their grandchildren
on the video of the computer. Children, young
and elderly people are those who have had
particular problems: for them, real life has been
disrupted during an important period of their
life.

•

•

•

During and after the lock down, people came
to understand how important public spaces are.
The reaction to the first reopened period was
that many people in a massive way started to
use them and often in a chaotic manner with a
consequent risk to create new contagion risks.
Many rules, varying by country were carried
introduced. What it is important now is that
the way we use public spaces should change.
Healthy public spaces are good public spaces
independently of whether there is a pandemic
or not.

•

•

•

Some principles that could create healthier
places include:
•

•
•

to transform empty and disused places
in public spaces and encourage the use
of places by people from different age
groups, from children to the elderly;
to eliminate architectural barriers which
might discourage people with disabilities
from frequenting that space;
to retain an adequate state of cleanliness

•

14

and maintenance;
to improve suitable micro-mobility lines
differentiating these from the pedestrian or
running ones;
to facilitate gymnastic activities – also
slow – with the presence of small
equipment or a designated space and to
both allow and promote different types of
functions such as games, breaks, walking,
etc... for many kind of uses and for many
age groups;
to create a suitable balance between
the elements of nature, landscape and
equipment in the composition elements of
the space;
to have both in streets and public spaces
natural lighting during the day and artificial
at other times, avoiding artificial light in
daily hours;
to increase artificial light in the evenings,
allowing the possibilities to ‘use’ the cities
safely both for work or enjoyment reasons;
to fully perceive naturally occurring
smell – e.g. wood, grass, sea and to have
direct contact with natural materials,
preferably local, used in the design of the
space;
to have the possibility of using the space in
different weather conditions and seasons,
contributing at the same time to its good
state of maintenance;
to promote the educational function
which a place has – e.g. clearly displayed
information about history of the place etc.
or suitable ways to use it – increasing its
intrinsic value;
to facilitate the use of new technology to
increase the knowledge of its intangible
values and history, offering a more
profound experience of the place, and
contemporaneously for flexible uses such
as school, work, art performances and
giving information about possible risks.

#7

COMMUNITY RESPONSE

Paula Russell

University College Dublin, Ireland
13/07/2020

In the movies the dystopian view of a pandemic
and its aftermath is mass unrest, accompanied
by a breakdown in law and order. In reality one
of the most striking elements of the response to
the COVID-19 pandemic is that communities
have responded through support and solidarity.

In Ireland this initial self organisation was
also supported by local government as local
authorities were tasked with co-ordinating
volunteer effort through a nationally initiated
‘Community Call’ and establishing local
community call. A good example of national
government, local government and civil society
working together.

While such networks of support might be the
norm in some neighbourhoods, or were in the
past, the evidence from the academic literature
had been of an ongoing decline in social capital,
at least at the local level. The global pandemic
activated new levels of local social capital, by
building on existing networks or creating new
ones.

What are some of the positive outcomes
that might emanate from this new level of
volunteering and mutual aid? For some
local areas it may be a bigger cohort of local
volunteers who will be willing to engage on an
ongoing basis with various community efforts.
It may be a new sense of commitment to place,
a recognition of the importance of supporting
others, be they neighbours or independent
local businesses. This feeling of solidarity
with place might augur well for engagement
in place-making exercises and for involving
more people beyond the all too familiar ‘usual
suspects’. There may be a better understanding
of the importance of collaboration and cooperation, rather than the competitiveness that
fuels the modern neo-liberal system.

Across the globe significant levels of
volunteerism, engagement and mutual aid
have been identified, volunteers running soup
kitchens or community pantries, delivering
groceries to elderly neighbours, cooking meals
for essential workers or children walking their
neighbour’s dogs. What is most impressive
is how self-organising community groups
came together to ensure that older and more
vulnerable people were safe. Harnessing
the power of social media, WhatsApp and
Facebook, it was possible to galvanise
hundreds of people in local areas who were
willing to help.

Perhaps, as Robin Hambleton argued in EURA
Conversation #1, there will be a new-found
trust in local government, which has been
responsive to local communities and has
entrusted new tasks to citizens. Or maybe this
new level of volunteering and engagement is
only fleeting, facilitated by the momentary
slowdown in the pace of life. Only time will
tell, but hopefully the seeds of solidarity and
mutual support have been sown.

As an example, in neighbourhoods across
Dublin groups came together to co-ordinate
volunteer efforts, delivering leaflets offering
support, putting up posters in shop windows,
or even posting offers of help in front windows
of homes. In my own neighbourhood it was
possible to create sub-groups of volunteers,
each covering a couple of streets, all linked
into an overarching group covering the entire
neighbourhood.
This has been the general experience
with communities responding rapidly and
innovatively, as reflected by both Susanne
Sohølt and Filipe Teles in their EURA
Conversations (#5 and #3, correspondingly).
15

URBAN REGENERATION

#8

Sonia de Gregorio Hurtado

Polytechnic University of Madrid, Spain
20/07/2020

Along the last months, we have been asking
ourselves what changes should take place
in the post-COVID city, what themes and
approaches we need to put into practice and
include in our reflection to emerge stronger
from the unprecedented situation that we are
facing as European society.

its inhabitants and led by the municipalities.
The second is that gentrification processes can
be avoided. For this, it is key to reverse the
stigmatization of these neighbourhoods and
give value to their citizenship and informal
networks, their physical reality, their identity,
etc. A third lesson is that in urban regeneration
the transformation process is more important
than the final goals set by the policy instruments.

Concerning this, urban regeneration emerges as
a pertinent response and full of possibilities to
face the difficult reality that this sanitary crisis
will leave us. This is because, if previously it
was important to focus the policy attention on
the most vulnerable neighbourhoods, in the
present situation this is an issue that cannot
be avoided by the policy instruments that will
make the way out of the crisis.

Along with these lessons, an opportunity
emerges: urban regeneration is currently
presented as an area to advance towards
the decarbonisation of cities through the
comprehensive improvement of buildings,
the incorporation of clean energy, etc. These
issues, along with others, have a great capacity
to boost the economy, while at the same time
they generate synergies with measures of a
social, cultural and economic nature.

I try to explain why: We all are aware that the
present moment poses a scenario of greater
difficulty for all those who inhabit the most
vulnerable neighbourhoods of cities. Citizens
living in these areas are among those who
are suffering rapidly and with more intensity
the negative effects on employment and
the economy. The situation of these areas
explains the poverty cycle in which they are
trapped, showing that their difficult situation is
impossible to address from sectoral measures.
After three decades of experience, today we
know that urban regeneration, a public policy
that is defined as integrated, is the most accurate
way we know to break the cycle of poverty of
these neighbourhoods.

On the economic side, as we know, the
European Union is deciding on its post-2020
budget. In addition to the allocation of Cohesion
Policy resources to the urban axis (Member
States will have to allocate to it at least 6%
of their allocation from the ERDF), it will be
necessary to territorialize the funds assigned
to the announced Green Deal in close relation
with the Recovery Fund (understood by the
European Commission as a kind of Marshall
Plan to boost the economy and generate
employment). Urban regeneration emerges in
this EU scene as a policy area that could allow
the efficient use of these funds, putting them
where they can generate more social value in
the medium and long term.

The experience that has been developed in
Europe shows results of great interest in this
regard. Some have been criticized, since the
improvement of the neighbourhoods has led to
their gentrification. But the general experience
also provides us with positive lessons of
interest:

Disclaimer: this text is closely related with
the article published by the author in Agenda
Pública – El País, May 24th 2020

The first is that important steps can be taken
to end the social and physical segregation of
vulnerable neighbourhoods through integrated
strategies of urban regeneration designed with
16

#9

SOCIAL CRISIS

Iván Tosics

Metropolitan Research Institute, Hungary
27/07/2020

To what extent can local governments tackle the social crisis?
In the opening EURA Conversation #1, Robin
Hambleton wrote “COVID-19 discriminates
in a brutal way … really hurting the people in
society who are already vulnerable”. Yes, the
usual statements that ‘everyone is affected’ hide
the reality that people face the difficulties from
very different positions. Types of employment
and housing conditions are key determinants
of the ability to maintain income, health and
quality of life during the quarantine.

The public responses to the pandemic are led
by national governments, resulting in a stark
centralisation of policymaking. However, as
national welfare systems are very different and
in some countries the safety net has very large
holes, local governments also have to intervene,
whether they have the financial means for that
or not. Across European countries, I have seen
many examples of how municipalities have
been intervening to tackle the problems of the
worst affected population groups on a range of
policy themes, such as housing, homelessness,
food, inclusive education, elderly care.

While most white-collar workers are able to
survive in remote employment or home office,
a large share of low income blue-collar workers
either lost their job or face the risk of getting
infected at work. If many people are crowded
into single room housing units or do not have
housing at all, their chances to get good food,
teach their children and avoid the worst health
consequences of the pandemic are much lower.
For example, results of a survey reveal that
the Coronavirus death rate of homeless people
living in London’s hostels is 25 times higher
than the general adult population.

These are heart-warming examples, showing
that local governments might play an important
role to fight the crisis. At the same time,
however, it has to be clear that cities cannot
handle the increasing and complex social
problems (which are interlinked with the chronic
climate and economic crises) by themselves. In
searching for policies and interventions in each
country, good multilevel cooperation is needed
between the national, regional, and local levels
of governments. Moreover, EU-level policies
need to be channeled into this cooperation.

Thus it is fair to say that the most affected
people are those who were already at risk of
poverty and social exclusion. How are they
handled during the pandemic? The virus, as
a lightning in the dark, has been revealing
the dramatic differences among the present
social welfare systems of the EU countries.
Fist of all, in many countries the means-tested,
minimum-income-protection benefits do not
cover workers with non-standard contracts,
freelancers,
self-employed
individuals.
Besides, in some countries the amount and
lengths of unemployment benefits is very
restricted, the poorest quickly deplete their
entitlement to unemployment insurance and
similar contributory benefits. Finally, there are
countries, where the means-tested, minimumincome support is totally inadequate: the
guaranteed minima fall in Romania, Italy,
Bulgaria, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania well
below 40% of the at-risk-of-poverty threshold.

I agree with Robin that many local leaders
have been far more competent in responding
to the COVID-19 threat than their central
governments. I praise his optimism that
local governance will gain in reputation and
stature as we move towards a post COVID-19
world – but I see huge obstacles in this regard
in some central governments. Probably new EU
efforts are needed: the recovery package should
force member states to apply basic welfare
initiatives and also EU-wide welfare systems
are needed, starting from and strengthening
the Social Pillar, based on principles such as
a minimum wage, universal basic income,
Housing First and so on.
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Not just bad?
sea, in addition to excessive consumption of
non-sustainably produced energy sources for
transportation. More often than not, cruise ship
companies register their vessels in nations with
low tax rates and relatively weak environmental
and work protection laws. Overnight, the
COVID-19 crisis dramatically reduced the cruise
ship industry. Evidently, the loss of thousands of
jobs is not in any way a good thing. But a sea
with less air pollution, sewage, litter and trash
cannot be bad. Dolphins swimming in Venetia’s
Canal Grande is good too. Also many of us have
enjoyed the 2020 holiday season without going
abroad by airplane or cruise ship. Does this raise
a new perspective?

Evidently, the COVID-19 crisis poses great
danger to peoples’ health and to the economy.
Nevertheless, just as with any crisis, COVID-19
represents not only disruption but also
opportunity. This health crisis has destroyed lives
and disrupted the economy. Nonetheless, all of a
sudden it also stopped some of the undesirable
consequences of the ways we produce, travel,
entertain and live our urban lives. Thus, the
pandemic poses new perspectives on urban
quality of life and offers new opportunities. Are
we going to acknowledge and develop these
opportunities? Or will we go back to businessas-usual as quickly as possible?
Before COVID-19, in 2019, the acceptance
of United Nation’s Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and interest in improvement of
urban quality of life and urban sustainability
was gaining momentum in many cities and
countries around the world. However, in 2019
thousands of cities seemed to be moving towards
the dark vision of Ridley Scott’s 1982 film Blade
Runner – dystopian, dense, intensely polluted
and unsafe cities with traffic everywhere,
constant rain and noise, and no view of a clear
blue sky.

In many cities experiencing lockdown
restrictions, people have increased their use of
parks and other outdoor recreational facilities.
Access to gyms schools, and sports facilities
was prohibited in many cities. More space
for urban outdoor activity may require a new
take on urban planning. This could be bad for
developers and investors and could, perhaps,
diminish opportunities to provide affordable
housing. But could it also improve the urban
quality of life?
By now, the flu season in the global South is
over. It turns out it has been much milder than
in previous years. Fewer infections, fewer severe
cases, more lives saved. The same was the case
last winter in North. Also, we have witnessed
many fewer premature births. It seems that
considerate behaviour when you sneeze or cough
makes a difference when you are close to other
people in the metro or elsewhere in the urban
environment. Hand washing does matter. Here
is a field where behavioural change produces
immediate health results – for free. Not too bad?

Then, just a few weeks into 2020, the sky above
many Asian and European cities cleared up,
air and noise pollution dropped significantly
and the urban environment became much
healthier – except for the new virus, which
proved to be a deadly threat. Clearly, the serious
illness and many deaths caused by COVID-19
are not to be welcomed. But being able to view a
clear blue sky free from smog, noxious haze, and
contrails from aircraft is, surely, not entirely bad.
Very many cities in all continents are
economically dependent on international
tourism. According to the United Nations SDGs
tourism activities can be exercised in sustainable
ways – hypothetically. But in 2019 tourism was
(mostly) a mass production affair – one that
often implied degrading work environments,
waste and pollution in cities and at open

We have seen our cities in the new light from a
clean blue sky. Have we realized what could be
achieved? Perhaps the impacts of COVID-19 are
not all bad?
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Why place should be central to the development of any post COVID-19 strategy?
Previous contributors to EURA Conversations
have drawn attention to the importance of place
and place-based action in responding to the
COVID-19 calamity.

digitally across space. However, our physical
relationships with family, friends, neighbours
and colleagues in the area, or city, where we live
are vital because they form part of our identity
and help to give meaning to our lives. Where
we are defines, to some extent, who we are. This
emotional commitment to place, and the people
living nearby, has underpinned a remarkable
upsurge in community-based caring and
compassion in the way people have responded
to the COVID-19 pandemic.

For example, Paula Russell in EURA
Conversation #7 surmised that the impressive
efforts of local self-organising community
groups in Ireland could be generating a new
sense of commitment to place.
In EURA Conversation #3, Filipe Teles
highlights the value of place-based innovation,
and suggests that cities are in a good position
to engage in local experimentation that can
benefit the long-term health of our societies.
Meanwhile, Ignazio Vinci in his discussion
of proximity in EURA Conversation #2 goes
to the heart of what many people value about
cities – by which he means the rich and diverse
social and economic interactions derived from
being close together in a place.

Second, if central governments recognise and
take advantage of the power of place they can
enhance governmental effectiveness. It is self
evident that places are different. It follows that, if
public policy can be tuned more sensitively to the
different needs of different areas, governmental
responsiveness can be improved. This speaks to
the idea of developing the innovative capacity
of society advocated by Filipe Teles, mentioned
earlier.

In a new book published last week – Cities
and communities beyond COVID-19. How
local leadership can change our future for the
better – I suggest that any effective strategy for
post COVID-19 recovery will need to be placebased.

Third, place provides the spatial units for the
exercise of democracy. The longstanding and
fundamental arguments in favour of local
government are highly relevant in this context.
Developed in varying ways, over a period of
more than 150 years, numerous arrangements
for organising local government have emerged
across the world.

To claim that place matters could seem to be
an odd, even out-of-touch, way of viewing the
modern world. Some may feel that, because the
internet and mobile phone technologies have
transformed our ability to communicate across
space, talking about the importance of place is
rather backward looking, even anachronistic.
They would be wrong. It is my contention that
much of life remains, and will always remain,
stubbornly place-dependent.

Whilst the institutional design varies we can
say that all general local governments in the
modern world strive to support democratic,
place-based policy-making. In addition,
elected local authorities provide the democratic
building blocks that underpin nation states and,
ultimately, international democratic institutions.
These, then, are three of the most important
reasons why place matters in modern societies.
Place forms part of our identity, is critical to
governmental effectiveness and social discovery
and, most important, it underpins democracy at
all levels.

In my book I identify three important reasons why
place should be central to the development of any
successful post COVID-19 strategy. First, place
forms an important part of our identity as human
beings. To argue for recognising the significance
of place for our psychological wellbeing is
not to contest the value of connections made
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Can urban design be “COVID-safe”?
More than a century and a half ago, Doctor
John Snow uncovered the linkage between
cholera and the urban infrastructure by tracking
and mapping infections and deaths in London’s
Soho, which constituted a milestone of what
we call GIS (Geographic Information Systems)
today.

kept confidential for other than epidemiological
purposes, thus limiting its availability for urban
planning.
If such data existed, in the best-case scenario
it could be openly studied by planners and
be spatially aggregated —as it would have to
be anonymized and maintained by currently
overburdened public institutions. That would
limit the spatial detail and update frequency of
the data, that result in late responses, or worse,
may produce extensive ‘red-linings’ that affect
healthy people’s lives in those areas marked as
vulnerable.

Nowadays, it is indisputable that COVID-19 is
the most mapped disease in history by public
administrations, data journalists, and scholars
attempting to depict its urban geography.
Snow’s map proved that far from being
airborne, cholera was related to unsafe water
sources that needed to be re-planned, whereas
empirical evidence shows the opposite for
Coronavirus.

An alternative approach given the lack of
deterministic data is necessarily indeterministic.
If cities behave as complex systems, their
form is an already digitized open-source of
reliable information that allows assessing ‘how
certainly’ people will interact in what places,
depending on how they are interconnected.

Now, sources of infection have free-will,
move and interact with others before noticing
any symptom, adding huge uncertainty to
an already complex urban reality, rendering
numerous attempts to prevent Coronavirus
with Snow’s determinism unfeasible. Yet, the
number of interactive COVID-19 dashboards,
and the sketches of the so-called ‘post-COVID
city’ grow to exhaustion; proving how the
gap between spatial analysis of the virus and
preventive urban planning action is wide open.
Can we technically track and link infections to
specific places? Can urban design be “COVIDsafe”?

The advances in network theory, computer
science, and digital cartography may facilitate
this task without encountering the ethical
consequences personal tracking has. From that
perspective, perhaps the safest city is the one
that distributes social interactions in the most
uncertain and indeterministic ways, providing
complimentary places and paths without
concentrating individuals around single,
shared-by-many infrastructures.

Smartphones and their capacity to capture
individual interactions might ease the first
issue. Based on the big-yet-sensitive-data,
infected and exposed individuals could be
rapidly advised by healthcare professionals,
and planners could use data to infer the most
prone to infection places like Snow did.
However, the digital divides – which include
not knowing about and/or being willing to
install and use some apps that actively track
individuals – cannot be circumvented.

Nonetheless, this is still a conjecture, not related
to COVID-19 but to urban resilience itself, as
we still do not know whether urban planning
can tackle this pandemic, how to do so, and
what data we can trust. Certainly, in a complex
and densely interconnected global society,
planning for this virus, and other challenges to
come, requires embracing uncertainty, as the
most indeterministic urban configurations have
proven to be the most resilient ones.

Above all, the people’s right to privacy would
require that collected data would need to be
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Instruments and relations between different levels of government
A previous piece in this series (EURA
Conversation #1 by Robin Hambleton)
has emphasized the role of cities / local
governments in responding to the current
crisis, while another (EURA Conversation #9
by Iván Tosics) has argued that cities are
sometimes not in a position to handle complex
and simultaneous crises. The instruments at the
disposal of the cities could make a difference.
And any discussion about instruments requires,
in my view, a look at relations between different
levels of government (intergovernmental).

together’ part more difficult. Individuals and/
or organizations have instrumentalized the less
functional areas of intergovernmental relations
for shorter- or longer-term political gain. While
this latter layer has not appeared everywhere it
is nevertheless significant.
To improve the ‘working together’ part of
intergovernmental relations two challenges
need to be met. On the one hand, there is a need
to rethink vertical power relations within the
government system and, possibly, add a ‘crisis
mode’ set of rules to them. Intergovernmental
fiscal relations seem to be a key area for
intervention. However, this is a medium- and
long-term task.

As I write this I think of news coming from
different parts of the world, emphasizing
intergovernmental conflicts over how to deal
with the COVID-19 crisis. Places like New
York, Madrid, or Manchester come to mind,
while I am sure many more examples can be
identified. Cities or city-regions have found
themselves at odds with central/national/
federal governments.

On the other hand, there is the challenge
of overcoming political polarization and
partisanship when an acute crisis sets in. It
is the latter which seems more difficult, as it
requires city leaders and national leaders to put
many things aside. And, as so many countries
are on the verge of or in the middle of a second
pandemic wave, more urgent.

Apparently, these are conflicts over the
substance of crisis management. But there are
at least two different, intertwined layers to
them.

There is a silver lining to this apparently
pessimistic view. Intergovernmental relations
have held up better in some places than others,
with better results in terms of the substance of
crisis management. So, there is space to learn
from both the formal rules and the informal
relations between local and national leaders in
those places. Working together is possible after
all.

Intergovernmental relations imply that local,
regional, and central governments work, at
the same time, together and apart, on behalf
of the citizens. The current crisis has very
much worked as a stress test on formal
intergovernmental relations. It has pointed
out insufficient consultation, problematic
intergovernmental fiscal relations leading to
uneven financial burdens, the problems of
cooperation between actors previously not
expected to collaborate with each other, and
a sense of mismatch between the emergency
powers of national governments and the
autonomy of cities and regions.
The problems of formal intergovernmental
relations were further enhanced in some places
by ideologically or politically driven elected
officials, which have made the ‘working
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generates. We can, at least, begin to ask if new
challenges to organising social life are now
emerging. It looks as if cities may no longer be
able to offer safety.

Safety and freedom have always been qualities
expected from and connected to cities. In ancient
and medieval times, city walls were a symbol
of shelter and protection from external threats.
They signalled a territory governed under a rule
of well-known law.

Moreover, it may be that cities no longer offer
freedom. During the spring lockdown in Poland,
citizens were not allowed to leave their houses
(unless to visit a doctor or do shopping) and
forests, parks and children’s playgrounds
were closed. This, apparently together with
a relatively sudden recognition of the lack of
benefits of proximity provided by urban centres,
has caused a massive wave of suburbanisation.

Yet, at the same time, since the development of
the ancient polis, citi-zens probably expected
more freedom in the urban context than in the
rural one. In a city where many of the inhabitants
were newcomers, the flair for tolerance for
various ideas and cultures, as well as for various
ethnic origins, was well established.

For example, in the summer and autumn of
2020 prices of land on the outskirts of Warsaw
went soaring up. It looks as if everyone wants
to have their own garden, just in case of another
lockdown. This new wave of suburbanisation
will soon pose severe challenges for urban
and metropolitan authorities. In addition,
we have seen a rise in the number of public
demonstrations pushing for various kinds of
freedom, despite the ban on big public gatherings.
These public protests may stem from conflicts
relating to new controversial laws (as is the case
of proposed changes to the law on abortion in
Poland), worries about the oppression of black
and minority ethnic communities as illustrated
by the large number of public demonstrations
organised by the Black Lives Matter movement
(in hundreds of cities across the United States
of America and elsewhere) or a concern about
COVID-19 related restrictions (as was the case
in Berlin, Germany).

From an early stage cities provided important
spaces for the expression of attitudes,
knowledge, and opinions that could be freely
discussed in, for example, the agoras of the
ancient Greek city-states. In modern times, they
also offer a space for public demonstrations
of various attitudes, but also a sense of being
invisible in the unknown crowd. In an important
sense, they offer personal freedoms that come
from being anonymous. Anonymity can be
considered a shelter – against gossips or
exclusive structures of bonding social capital. In
this sense cities continue to offer freedom from
social constraints, but do they still offer safety?
2020 has, perhaps, turned our ideas about the
city upside down. Many of the largest cities
in the world – those with the highest number
of infected and ill people, with overcrowded
hospitals, with constant ambulance sirens, and
with suddenly ominously empty squares and
bars – do not offer a feeling of safety anymore.
The density of people in cities, and this is well
established in the history of public health, can
accelerate the spread of diseases. Maybe cities
are not so safe after all.

Indeed, in face of an illness, which luckily
enough leaves around 85-90% of infected people
with mild or no symptoms, restrictions touching
the economy, social activities, sport and leisure
activities, and even freedom of religious life,
cannot be expected to be introduced without
controversy.

In EURA Conversation #2, Ignazio Vinci
provides valuable insights on the nature of
proximity as a city value. Perhaps proximity is a
mixed blessing? Being close to various services
may, in contradiction to accepted wisdom,
be unimportant during a pandemic given that
citizens are forced to conduct more activities
online because of lockdown restrictions. This
change in perception of proximity is also linked
to the epidemic threat that proximity now

Not in the cities – the cradle and refuge of
freedom. Yet, it seems that 2021 offers important
possibilities to reformulate the definitions of
both urban safety and urban freedom. These are
difficult challenges that will require flexibility,
openness, and courage and urban scholars can
surely contribute to this debate.
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I would like to contribute to this series of
EURA Conversations by suggesting that the
COVID-19 pandemic has shown how important
it is for all of us to give ‘good’ information.

of resources, without grasping their facets,
articulations and interactions. But today, the
neighbourhoods are the places where great
fragilities are evident, which in the pandemic
have become more evident, such as access to
housing, work and dropping out of school.
They are also places with great opportunities,
grassroots activism, energies that favour
integration and multiculturalism, which often
confirm the territorial roots of foreigners in
the social fabric. These are places with a high
presence of young foreigners, a real resource
for European cities affected by the progressive
ageing of the population.

Nevertheless, I am not going to tell you about
the proliferation of news about the pandemic,
ranging from scientific and objective data to
images on long ambulance queues in front of
hospitals. On the contrary, I would like to offer
you a reflection on how news can be dangerous
to some vulnerable population groups if
incorrectly mediated.
Italy, like other nations, has fallen back into
a ‘soft’ lockdown. At the end of October, in
Naples, Milan, Florence and Turin, there has
been a sequence of protests against government
and regional measures to prevent the spread of
the Coronavirus. Some demonstrations (by
retailers) have been peaceful, while others have
escalated into violence, devastating the historic
centres, plundering shops, painting walls,
destroying shop windows and flower boxes,
and using scooters as weapons. This violence
has been condemned by all authorities, and
some measures have already been taken to
sanction the criminals.

The growing presence of foreigners in cities
and, in particular, in the neighbourhoods, is
often perceived by many citizens through the
media as a threat. Moreover, the emphasis
systematically placed by the media on
the involvement of foreigners in crime is
misleading. These are optical distortions that
forget that in multicultural Italy there are
foreign residents who are permanently settled,
but also other foreigners who have recently
arrived in search of a redefinition of their lives
in a different country.
The widespread policy of walls, of closed ports,
of rejections at all costs, including the cost of
human lives, makes us ashamed to be European
citizens. Don’t forget that the “right to the city”
in the New Urban Agenda (UN-Habitat, 2016)
aims to achieve cities where all people are able
to enjoy equal rights and opportunities.

But the story doesn’t stop there. The media
have developed a narrative that has restored
space for forms of racism and nourished the
perceptions of insecurity… telling of “the blind
fury of the banlieue”, “the gangs of migrants
from the neighbourhoods”, “second-generation
foreigners reacting to poverty” … In the same
days, other articles reported on a “racist” rental
market, which differentiates according to
origin and somatic features.
These narratives raise many issues concerning
the responsibility of the media to provide
‘good’ information. I will limit myself to
a few remarks. Nowadays, the media have
long portrayed the neighbourhoods through
simplified representations, emphasising only
the negative elements, the problems, the lack
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A few weeks ago, a column in Time magazine
was accompanied by an eloquent drawing: in
it, a big red X overlapped the number 2020 and,
just below, an inscription said ‘The worst year
ever’. There are many reasons to recognise that
the Time’s statement isn’t without foundation.

are recognised as the common expression of
different social classes.
In my opinion, it is exactly at the intersection
of collective and individual endeavours that
many new, good things have happened in the
last year. Since the beginning of the pandemic
explosion, a huge amount of data started to
flow, thanks to the efforts of different groups
and individuals spread across the globe. This
‘global collective action’ is providing wider
knowledge of the geographies and mechanisms
of social life in urban areas, knowledge which
will surely raise awareness about what is
needed from welfare policy in the near future.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, last year 1.8
millions lives were lost across the world. For
months, our social life has been cancelled by
restrictions to contain the virus. Moreover,
thousands of businesses have suddenly
disappeared, and experts say it will take
years before the lost jobs will return, if at all.
Undoubtedly drama is a good word to describe
many of the images that the year just ended has
delivered to us.

At the same time, in the simple gestures of
everyday life (wearing a mask, respecting the
social distance in public spaces), many have
discovered the importance of social norms in
delivering the public interest. Following Jon
Elster, the Norwegian social theorist, I would
define these actions as manifestations of the
‘good side of individualism’ – the recognition
that societal challenges cannot be addressed
without the help of small, individual efforts.

While I leave it to historians to debate
whether the year deserves to be described as
the ‘worst’ of all time, my point here is that
2020 should also be viewed as a crucial step
in our civilization process. The reaction to the
pandemic throughout the world has revealed
extraordinary virtues and possibilities for
humankind. While people were discovering
how vulnerable many aspects of urban life can
be, a growing sense of resilience has pervaded
individuals, communities and organisations.

Health (or the fear of death?) is clearly a
powerful argument to explain these types
of mobilisation, by both the collective and
the individual. I strongly believe that, in
combination, these motivations can pave the
way for strengthening public participation in
tackling the many other global challenges we
now face, first of all the fight to address the
climate change emergency.

Thanks to its authors, in the past year EURA
Conversations has given a wonderful portrait
of how social distress and new ideas have
cohabited in many parts of the world.
In 2020 we discovered the bright side of
technology, how much digitalisation can help
us to do things better in our jobs and, in some
ways, replace physical proximity. Surprisingly,
we discovered how easily environmental
damage can be reversed, since lockdowns
brought back clean air and blue skies in many
cities of the developed world.

We, as social scientists and policy-makers, can
learn so much from the last twelve months and,
perhaps, should not just dismiss 2020 as ‘the
worst year ever’.

Not least, we re-discovered the importance
of solidarity and collaboration, and the many
forms these attitudes can take when needs
24

#17

REMEMBER TEACHING?

Alistair Jones

De Montfort University, United Kingdom
25/01/2021

As I sit back to reflect upon my teaching
experiences over this academic year, I try to
count the number of silhouettes I have taught,
the number of breakout rooms in which
tumbleweed has rolled, and the number of
silhouettes who have remained in the virtual
classroom long after it has concluded, ignoring
requests to leave the room.

on their phone as well? Our world of education
has changed, and it has highlighted the greater
disparities that exist: access to technology
being the one which seems to matter the most.
In relation to these disparities, the silhouettes
in class may not change. Students do not
want others to see where they live, or in what
conditions. It would be nice to have an image
rather than a silhouette but maybe the technology
doesn’t work. Similar with participation in the
virtual classes – my microphone doesn’t work;
I don’t have a camera; my younger siblings are
home from school.

I remember the halcyon days where the lecture
could be a performance as well as enhancing
the learning, where a seminar could include
passionate debates on topical issues, and where
you could see the students grow in confidence.
So the pandemic has, at least for now, changed
the world of teaching and learning.

Our world has changed. But the focus has
been on the wellbing of the students, and the
learning they undertake, rather than what the
teaching profession has done. The live, face-toface sessions are the best way to learn, or so we
are told. Hence universities must remain open.
But we have always been open. And adapting
to change. And investing far more time and
energy in what we deliver. Unacknowledged.
Unappreciated. Under-valued. Forgotten.

But, am I being a curmudgeon? I pause, and
give thought to those students who would never
speak in class but will participate in a virtual
chat room, or will write on the communal class
board in answer to questions. Perhaps this
new world is giving them the opportunity to
participate in a way in which the pre-COVID
set-up did not.
I have also given consideration as to how I
teach. As a lecturer who normally bounces
off the walls with enthusiasm, I have had
to consider how that comes across in a
pre-recorded lecture. The students do not
necessarily see me in the pre-recordings, so
I use my ‘radio’ voice: more measured, but
hopefully no less infectious. The movement
around the lecture hall or the dramatic gestures
are lost in the asynchronous class. Instead,
those lectures are broken down into bite-sized,
pre-recorded segments to enable the students to
access them more easily. But they may be more
akin to a series of mini-lectures rather than a
single whole – possibly no bad thing?

Remember, teaching!

And then, it is important to reflect upon how
the students are accessing these materials. How
many of them will watch the pre-recordings on
their phone rather than a desktop computer?
How many will attend the synchronous classes
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It might be the pessimist geographer in me, or
maybe it is because I live in Latin America,
but I not only share Filipe Teles’ (EURA
Conversation #3) concerns about social
distancing becoming the next pandemic, I
indeed think this is a very possible path for post
COVID-19 cities.

a challenge to the expelling cities in terms of
tax revenue. Online shopping threatens local
businesses unable to compete with larger
chains already established in virtual markets,
with Amazon’s Jeff Bezos becoming the
first billionaire with a $200 billion net worth
providing a glimpse of this.

At least in this continent, people’s fear of
public spaces is already a reality. We have
witnessed over the last decades a trend
of increasing privatization of urban life.
Apparently led by factors, such as violence and
status, but actually the result of the neoliberal
accumulation process’ focus on urban space,
exclusive private spaces have become perhaps
the core configuration of Latin American cities.

The difficulties both for students and teachers
posed by distance learning are having a deep
impact on the educational community, such
as lack of sociability and students’ abilities
worsening. All these processes, among others,
isolate people even more, avoiding or impeding
contact with the rest of the city, and driving
an already well-developed segregation and
fragmentation process.

Gated communities, for both upper and middles
classes, shopping centers, leisure clubs, private
parks and so on, proliferate in several cities
across Latin America. This phenomenon
is already highly researched and the solid
knowledge about its consequences has raised
concerns amongst urban scholars. There are
even new urban development deepening this
process, such as mixed-used spaces and open
malls (open only to those who can afford to
pay, because the access is controlled).

However, this scenario carries the possibility
for its own overcoming. Having experienced
the effects of extended isolation, people will
probably come out of the pandemic with
a renewed thrill for different interactions,
which are realized specially through public
spaces. We may see an increase in open and
welcoming places rather than the current trend
towards exclusive private segregated ones.
This pandemic might have served to show that
the denial of the city as polis and as civitas is
the denial of society itself, because the latter
was built around and evolves through the
contact with others.

So, we already live in an individualist society,
where the sense of collectiveness weakens
everyday. With COVID-19, the move to social
isolation that was already a way of life has
become accentuated. What consequences can
this bring? There are at least two important
points to be addressed.
Whilst I agree with Ignazio Vinci (EURA
Conversation #2) about the positive aspect of
incorporating new aspects discovered during
the pandemic into post COVID-19 life, there
is a possible negative side to it. Working
from home increases workload and stretches
working hours, invading personal space and
time, and the migration of people to other
cities maintaining their original jobs can pose
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Are temporary uses back in town?
appreciation for people-oriented spaces and
grassroots initiatives that manifest as freshly
painted boundaries, improvisational separators,
pylons, and make-shift constructions. To
some extent, COVID-19 is reintroducing
and reframing – in a world that selectively
respects permanence – interim interventions as
undoubtedly relevant, since what was normal,
no longer is.

Temporary uses were alternatives to
conventional and rational planning, but are now
recognizable ways to collectively produce and
maintain space while claiming rights. As zones
of social transitions, they enable individuals
with shared values and interests to catalyse
change through simple rearrangements and
designs. These are often based on the common
needs and goals at hand. More remarkable
and particularly following crises and natural
disasters, temporary initiatives are means to
fast and flexible solutions. These are crucial
as we explore or adapt to new socio-spatial
circumstances.

Before the pandemic, temporary uses in
most Western cities had become harbingers
of neoliberal redevelopments trailed by
tensions arising from gentrification. These
have – and continue to undergo – a separate
and symbolic process of evolution. However,
the re-emergence of inclusive and citizen-led
interventions during the last year reveals the
wider range of circumstances in which these
practices advance non-traditional forms of
appropriating urban space.

Since the outbreak of COVID-19 forced us
into “lock-down”, a lingering state of triage
has cleared streets and buildings to afford
momentary imprints and activity. In EURA
Conversation #3, Filipe Teles highlights
how restrictions rooted in health policies or
exceptions made to commercial and spatial
regulations, stimulated experimentation in
the public realm. In addition to popularizing
temporary uses, this has enabled us to witness
the resourceful stretching in communities’
capacity to improvise.

Put differently, the prevalence of temporary uses
during the current global health crisis is not just
a substitute discourse about problems faced by
some communities, but a critical contribution
to essential public arenas. We should do more
than note the social value from resourceful
and temporary uses in cities and recognise that
they have long been underestimated in public
policies and discourses. Why not commit an
explicit readiness and acceptance to deploying
different types of uses at different scales of
time? Temporary uses have enhanced our
abilities to maintain livelihoods and deliver
frontline services and will most likely endure
even after the pandemic.

Mobility solutions – see EURA Conversation #4
by Karsten Zimmermann – also garner much
limelight. But, colleagues at the Sustainable
Cities Institute recently demonstrate this as
only one of many possible temporary uses.
Their latest evidence-based guide to help
redesign streets during the pandemic lays out
clearly how communities can temporarily
re-appropriate the streetscape to cycle, walk,
dine, and play with greater senses of security
and equity.

We should make the most of the opportunity
now to better consolidate temporary uses.
What is holding us back from fully respecting
these alternative, communal forms of spatial
production?

Another contribution brings forth issues of
inequity concerning design and perception
of public space. This is not new as we have
seen with other temporary use trends in
fast-changing environments. Yet, we still are
unsure of how to address these challenges.
Perhaps we are still caught up in the surging
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Please, stop turning the temporary into tokenism
As discussed by some, the reconceptualization
of temporariness will be among the many postpandemic challenges to consider. Following
the COVID-19 outbreak, a common response
has been to mobilize a variety of temporary
arrangements as ad hoc physical solutions.
From temporary intensive care hospitals builtup in Wuhan and Milan – the latter highly
criticized and currently unused – to painted
or pop-up markers for distancing, temporary
solutions have and continue to appear as visible
spatial practices and responses.

pavilions in the main squares. Fortunately,
several cities have rejected this National
proposition and will make provisional use of
the existing building stock. This case, also
comparable to the outdoor hip solutions adopted
by restaurants in global cities (welcomed
by the public administrations), exemplifies
how institutions develop a tendency towards
unreasonable ‘pop-up’ cultures. Would it not
be more thoughtful to think of the temporary as
a vehicle towards sustainable solutions?
Undoubtedly, it makes sense to program
and accommodate temporary remedies for
those activities and functions that are either
disappearing or expanding during the pandemic
(think about small businesses or community
health centers). Such a response contributes
to the provision of short-term alternatives and
reinforces community cohesion, placemaking
and enterprise at times of emergency. However,
this is a different and more resourceful
action compared to the design processes
underpinning the conception, construction
and commissioning of new, captivating (but
excessive) structures.

Temporary installations offer immediate,
pragmatic answers to unexpected conditions
as Robin Chang outlines in EURA
Conversation #19. However, being activated
at times of crises or emergency, the temporary
can develop along trajectories that we should
approach more critically. Certain solutions
could become costly to manage at later stages
(e.g., decommissioned pop-up installations
and temporary dwellings). Some may have
inequitable or precarious socio-spatial impacts
for certain populations for the time being
(e.g., exclusivity by design or privatization of
public spaces for commercial services). Others
may deeply change the use and acceptance of
everyday activities and places (e.g., projects
that utilize street lanes to carve out space for
curbside dining and office space).

Examples of injudicious delivery of temporary
solutions in the built environment only
highlight again the lack of attention to the moral
potentialities and the dramatic contradictions
of improvisation, adaptation and the temporary
in the face of an emergency. We cannot leave
this unchecked, especially after two decades of
discussions surrounding temporary solutions
and their potential evolution towards exclusion,
unsustainability and inequalities.

The processes triggered by temporary uses
are not new, as similar phenomena have
evolved in contexts following crises or
natural disasters. At the core, the issue is not
temporariness per se, but rather the thoughtless
urgency or incremental and fashionable
instrumentalization with which some actors
deploy temporary solutions. This could be
further exacerbated by current lack of foresight
or planning as we transition from “the crises”
(e.g., natural, health, or financial) back to
conventional situations. In Italy, for example,
the mass immunization campaign aims to put
in place thousands of newly-built temporary
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Urban green space and the mental health of young people
Urbanisation is seen as a solution to the current
environmental crisis, yet at the same time the
global trend towards urbanisation is having a
detrimental effect on our mental health. Young
people are particularly affected by mental
health concerns, and the situation has worsened
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

is as much what is absent as what is present in
green spaces that helps them to relax and feel
less stressed – the lack of traffic, noise, pollution
and social media. As well as providing a
refuge away from the actual noises of an urban
environment, green space also psychologically
reduces perceived noise. It seems that the
presence of nature and absence of modern-day
distractions and stressors creates a space for
‘effortless mindfulness’, resulting in benefits
similar to those of yoga.

Access to neighbourhood green space has
always been especially important for those
who don’t regularly move around the city or
travel outside of the city, such as younger and
older people. There is plenty of evidence that
exposure to green environments promotes
better mental health for young people. For
example, relatively short ‘doses’ of 15 minutes
walking in urban parks can reduce self-reported
symptoms of anxiety, and walking along
greener streets elicits more positive emotional
reactions than walking along regular city
streets. An increasing number of longitudinal
studies link residential exposure to green space
in childhood with longer-term improvements
in adolescent mental health.

Feeling more relaxed is also likely to improve
problem-solving, another route to reducing
anxiety and depression for young people.
Despite these multiple pathways to better
mental health, there is evidence that young
people under-estimate the benefits of green
spaces, and therefore do not use them as
often as they might to improve their mental
health. We need to work with young people to
understand more about how to encourage use
of urban green spaces by this age group, as
design tends to focus on the needs of adults and
young children.

Two major pathways linking exposure to green
space and improved mental health include
opportunities for physical activity and social
interaction, both of which are good for mental
health. Physical activity in turn promotes better
sleep cycles, and outdoor activities build social
relationships and social cohesion. The role
of neighbourhood green space in promoting
outdoor exercise is particularly important for
young people, who are less likely to own a car
or have access to private gardens. And during
recent periods of lockdown, when young
people were not able to attend school, college/
university or clubs, neighbourhood green space
became the only place that they could meet
friends.
Another important pathway is contact with
nature – ‘attention restoration theory’ holds
that natural environments are restorative
because they engage indirect attention. While
young people themselves value the restorative
qualities of nature, they also recognise that it
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Urban greenspace during lockdown
Greenspaces in urban areas are critical for a host
of environmental, economic and social reasons.
As we saw in the last EURA Conversation #21
by Isabelle Bray, they benefit our mental
health, providing space for exercise, rest and
relaxation. In the lockdowns that swept the
globe in response to the COVID-19 pandemic,
neighbourhood green spaces were often the
only place it was permissible to visit.

COVID-19 mean that they will be valued more
for the critical role they play? Will they be
better protected in the future, and their delivery
in new housing seen as an essential form of
social infrastructure? In many cities, access
to greenspace has been highlighted alongside
the importance of walkable neighbourhoods,
with 20-minute neighbourhoods and 15-minute
cities capturing people’s imagination. We must
ensure that local greenspace is recognised as a
vital ingredient in these initiatives, providing
spaces within walking distance of people’s
homes, with high quality walking routes to
them and within them to allow for social
distancing.

During this time, many people, used to visiting
other leisure attractions or greenspaces further
afield, began using their neighbourhood
greenspaces more frequently. They became
particularly important for those living in
high density neighbourhoods and those with
less access to private gardens. For many,
greenspaces have been crucial to quality of life
under lockdown, providing opportunities to
meet friends outdoors, get some exercise, and
allow children to play.

We have come to appreciate the benefits of
green environments and as we ease out of
lockdown, we need to make cities greener
and more restorative, rather than relying on
escaping to the countryside. We need to protect
our parks from development, and invest in
these spaces, focusing on the quality of the
environment as well as amount of greenspace.
We also need to listen to residents of all ages
and backgrounds to make sure that there is
something for everyone, and to avoid conflict
between different groups of users.

However, green spaces have also become
sites of conflict and scrutiny. Media reports of
people breaking restrictions often focussed on
park use, frustrations with runners and cyclists
on narrow paths and uncertainty over the risk
of outdoor mixing have become common over
the past twelve months. However, to a certain
extent some of these conflicts have always been
there, debates on how we design and manage
greenspaces and for whom are not new, but
COVID-19 has brought them to the fore.

When we go back to ‘normal’ I hope that people
and policy makers remember how critical our
greenspaces have been over this time.

Over the last few decades maintenance budgets
for greenspaces have come under increasing
pressure. Those championing these spaces
have been required to provide more and more
evidence of the benefits they provide and
monetise these to demonstrate their return on
investment. In many places failure to provide
this evidence has resulted in a permanent loss
of green spaces, or a decline in quality.
It has also become more challenging to make the
case for investment in new greenspaces. Does
the renewed importance of these spaces during
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Portuguese municipalities and education in times of pandemic
civil parishes printed and distributed weekly
worksheets for students. Regardless of their
effort, some children were still missing from
the system. Many families with precarious jobs
have lost income and housing and were forced
to move away.

In Portugal municipalities are responsible
for school infrastructures and staff, whereas
teachers are provided by the Ministry of
Education. In face of the COVID-19 pandemic,
a state of emergency was declared on March
18th, 2020. Schools and universities were
closed, and online teaching was enforced, as
well as a state program for TV-schooling. It
went on for the remaining of the school year,
except for the last two grades of high school,
whose students returned to schools on May
18th, in preparation for exams. Municipalities
were faced with new challenges regarding
education. Two case studies of municipal
actions in this area are presented in order to
raise awareness of the role schools play not
only in providing knowledge, but as a driving
force for social development and stability.

In Fundão, a rural municipality with 29,000
residents, the main concern was transportation:
how to deliver meals to families in small villages
in the mountains? Regarding technology,
teachers were mobilised to contact student’s
family by phone in order to identify special
needs. 175 computers and 90 internet packages
were distributed by the municipality, which
also provided technical and psychological
support by phone. Resident computer engineers
were engaged to service the community.
There were good results, but there was extreme
exhaustion and some frustration. Everyone
became more aware of the role schools play
in social stability and discipline for the youth.
Municipalities and civil parishes are the best
placed to identify and provide proximity
services and they have proven to be efficient in
their first responses to families and the school
community.

The first action in all municipalities regarded
school meals: the existing program which
provided free lunches for low income students
remained throughout the whole period of
lockdown. For some schoolchildren this is the
only meal of the day. With schools’ closure,
families picked up their children’s lunch bags
by school gates.
Keeping in mind that schooling is mandatory
and must be enforced, locating students and
providing for their education, nourishment
and special needs was met by a joint effort of
teachers, families, municipalities, civil parishes
and the police.

When the new lockdown was introduced on
January 15th, 2021, experience mattered,
and everything was already organised
and functioned smoothly. In February the
municipality of Fundão had already distributed
computers and internet access to all students
who didn’t have them, thereby replacing the
Ministry of Education who was late in the
fulfilment of this program.

In Setúbal, an industrial city South of Lisbon
with 125,000 inhabitants, 31 per cent of
the school population is covered by social
programs. With the emergency of saving
the school year, teachers, school staff and
municipal representatives were committed to
identify priorities: meals, facilities’ security,
student location and the viability of distance
learning. Many families could not provide
computers and Internet services for all their
children. Teachers kept in touch by phone and
families in trouble were identified. Schools and

The evidence from Portugal suggests,
consistent with other contributions to EURA
Conversations, that municipalities can
be successful in working with their local
communities to deal with problems raised by
the pandemic.
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The response of urban Africa to COVID-19
trying to address underlying, structural issues.
But beyond these more structural solutions,
which take time and resources to implement,
there lies an opportunity on the other side of
the coin.

UN-Habitat estimated that 95% of all COVID
cases worldwide are located within urban areas.
African cities are historically characterized by
unequal spatial patterns and a substantial lack
of networked basic infrastructure, making most
inhabitants unable to meet their basic needs.

What African cities can and should do is to
take advantage of the inherent dynamism of
the informal sector. Although informality
is often considered a downside, and while
overdependence on informal employment
increases the financial instability of African
cities, at the same time, informality can
increase urban resilience.

Adding the COVID-19 pandemic has quite
obviously increased some of the fundamental
inequalities characterising African cities. Rapid
and unplanned urbanization, the prevalence of
informal settlements (characterized by scarce
access to basic services and high density),
significant dependence on an informal
economy, high-levels of poverty and inequality,
and high reliance on access to mobility and
marketplaces, are all daily challenges that have
been exacerbated by the pandemic.

Informal networks adapt to the local context,
constantly innovating while being rooted in
existing relationships, enacting flexible systems
that enable them to devise and deliver services
in alternative ways (from informal/shared taxi
services to mobile payment systems, or small
informal markets and street vendors filling the
gaps left by food deserts and foreclosures).

Only 55% of urban residents across Africa
have access to basic sanitation and 47% to
handwashing facilities, which makes them
unable to practise preventive measures
against COVID-19. In addition, inhabitants of
informal settlements face increased challenges
in accessing healthcare services and products.
About 85% of urban residents rely on the
informal sector, making them particularly
vulnerable to lockdown, quarantine or selfisolation as they are unable to rely on formal
mechanisms of support or alternative sources
of income. The widespread loss of income,
particularly affecting informal sector workers,
has increased the risk of food insecurity and
homelessness for the approximately 70% of
urban inhabitants who rent accommodation.

During the heights of this pandemic, rich
solidarity networks and informal support
mechanisms inherent to informal communities
have flourished and articulated dynamic, placespecific responses almost everywhere, even
beyond the same informal settlements and
communities who generated them.
To a certain extent, African cities should
learn to be responsive to and supportive of the
informal sector, because this is where they can
find and build on place-specific opportunities
and possibilities for community-directed and
place-based solutions. Informality, which
embodies more flexible and transformative
urban systems, is a strength of urban Africa.
It offers a route to a deeper understanding of
local context and conditions on the ground. It
holds out the prospect of building African cities
that are affordable, liveable, economically
productive and sustainable, during and after
COVID-19.

Many international organizations and African
governments have mobilized and tried to
strategize for a short and long term response
to COVID-19 challenges. Most strategic
documents focus on implementing policies
that address longstanding issues like land-use
mismanagement and fragmented development,
aiming at strengthening urban governance,
building capacity in policy development, spatial
planning, and enforcement of urban regulations,
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How will the COVID-19 pandemic affect the use of public space?
as 6:00pm. Policing is intensified to enforce
the rules that change in response to changing
epidemiological data.

Research on public space was already
proliferating long before the COVID-19
pandemic started. And so were worries
regarding the erosion of its true function as a
democratic space accessible to everybody as
well as projections of “the end of public space”.

Undoubtedly, earlier trends eroding the
“publicness” of public space and current
changes are not geographically homogeneous,
and it is important to identify common threads
and differences. My personal experience comes
from Thessaloniki, a very densely built city
of the European South. As parks and squares
are extremely sparse, they became crowded
with evening strollers during the pandemic.
In spring 2020, during the first lockdown, the
city’s biggest and most prominent public space,
the New Waterfront, was closed to citizens to
avoid the spread of the virus. New spaces, e.g.
car parks, school playgrounds, peri-urban creeks
and walkways were discovered by citizens,
unveiling new possibilities for the city. During
the long second lockdown, the young started
flooding squares and sidewalks for outdoor
partying and were demonized, by the media, as
thoughtless and irresponsible virus spreaders.
Policing of squares became an everyday fact.

Already in the early 1960s, Melvin Webber,
of the University of California Berkeley, was
forecasting “community without propinquity”
and the “nonplace urban realm”, presciently
reflecting upon the effects of communication
technologies on cities. The now dominant
paradigm of attractive, lively, “clean and safe”
public space often entails exclusionary practices
that undermine the public nature of parks
and squares. Widespread sense of insecurity,
triggered by a, real or imagined, increase in
criminal offences and terrorist attacks, offers
legitimation to a wide spectrum of policies,
regulations and surveillance as well as spatial
practices that restrict access and inclusiveness.
The onset of the digital era and restrictions on
the use of public space are not new. They have,
however, been given unpredictable twists during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

As Lefebvre declared in 1968, the ‘right to the
city’ —the right to inhabit and make the city,
most tangibly exerted in its streets and squares—
is ‘like a cry and a demand’ and it cannot be
taken for granted. During the pandemic, the “cry
and demand” for physical public space became
evident and vital, as illustrated by Marichele
Sepe (EURA Conversation #6) and Danielle
Sinnett (EURA Conversation #22).

E-commerce surged, distant learning and
working became the norm, even meetings
with friends and family have been abruptly
transferred to digital platforms. Physical
public space acquired new meanings; its use
changed and attracted a lot of attention, during
the pandemic. Parks and squares became the
only places where people could go during long
lockdowns. Contrary to the dominant paradigm,
in the context of the pandemic, intensive use of
public spaces is seen as unsafe as it increases the
risk of spreading the virus, and people crowding
in public are often deemed anti-social and
irresponsible by the media.

At the same time, as many activities moved to
the private and controlled space of the home,
the function of public space narrowed. In many
countries it became strongly regulated and
policed, in response to a pervasive concern
about public health. While this may now be
a vindicated state of emergency, it is also a
condition that needs to be reflected upon before
we go back to normal. What was a “normal”
public space before? And what is it going to be
after the health mandate is lifted?

Hence, public space is now strictly regulated:
in many countries citizens are only allowed to
move out for specific reasons, wearing masks
is obligatory, physical distancing is required,
evening curfews are in place, sometimes as early
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COVID-19, a view from Trinidad and Tobago
At the beginning of this year, when many
European countries and especially their cities
were confronted by the second wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Director-General
of the World Health Organisation (WHO),
praised Keith Christopher Rowley, Prime
Minister of The Republic of Trinidad and
Tobago for the health protecting measures and
leadership his government had introduced to
respond to the COVID-19 crisis. Even without
vaccines and with a chronically under-financed
health care system, the small island state is
keeping the numbers of infections and deaths
comparatively low. The measures include
the closure of, for example, borders, schools,
higher education institutions, and community
centres since March 22nd 2020.

public computer and internet space in the
village, as well as schools which give students
computer and internet access, were closed. The
survey regarding community characteristics
and mobility clearly shows that COVID-19 had
an impact. When I asked the villagers about the
community`s core values before the lock-down,
most of the participants indicated that ‘respect’
and ‘togetherness’ were important. Later the
chief value became ‘help and support’.
Mainly the young and the older generations
expressed that they feel left out. Pre-pandemic,
the kids were engaged in after schools’ activities
and swimming. Teenagers met at the beach and
the football field or could go to village parties.
Even worse, the closure of the borders created a
radical drop in tourists, which is a major source
of income in the village and is linked to major
cultural events like the heritage festival and the
Carnival. Cultural groups usually meet a month
before the events to prepare costumes and the
steel band music performances – these are
culturally significant and help to define their
national identity. However, all these activities
were cancelled.

I was in the middle of my research project,
which was centred on integrated transport and
community development in a remote village in
Tobago, the smaller sister island of Trinidad.
The mobility situation in the village, which
was already poor before COVID-19, worsened
during the pandemic. The inter-island ferry
service was partly closed and the Maxi-Taxis,
privately owned mini-buses, a major mode of
transportation, were restricted to running at
half capacity and partly did not serve the village
because the limited number of passengers.

While approximately 30% of the population is
fully vaccinated in some European countries,
India, the largest single supplier to the
international COVAX programme suspended
its contributions so deliveries of vaccines to
Trinidad and Tobago are unsure at the date
of writing. Hence, the optimism that some
EURA Conversations expressed last year,
regarding the potential for the pandemic to act
as a catalyst for transition, cannot be shared.
Here, as in other remote areas and small island
states, the pandemic is widening social and
economic inequality and strengthening global
socio-economic imbalances.

My project, which included collaboration with
the community almost stopped, even though
I tested a web-based participation geographic
information system that would have enabled
the community to express their transport and
mobility needs virtually. Nonetheless, the
digital capacity of the community significantly
shrank through the COVID-19 restriction
measures. The community needed the social
interaction to discuss the highly political
transport issue and to support each other with
the web-based tool.
The access to hardware became difficult. For
example, the library, which provides the only
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Rewilding the post-COVID city
COVID-19 stems from our mistreatment of
wildlife, but wildlife could ultimately profit,
if the pandemic prompts us to rethink our
relationship with nature and plan a green
recovery. This is especially true in cities,
where urban rewilding is critical to rebuilding
healthy, resilient communities.

in urban noise has made birdsong more
noticeable. Outside our windows, the second
spring of the pandemic has brought the sights
of birds nesting, trees blossoming, and bees and
butterflies emerging. As we experience this,
we should feel the proven benefits of contact
with nature on our health and wellbeing – and
an optimism that we could live better lives in
harmony with nature.

Earlier
contributions
to
the
EURA
Conversations series have highlighted the
importance of improving public spaces in
the city – for example, Conversation #6 by
Marichela Sepe, #22 by Danielle Sinnett and
#25 by Evangelia Athanassiou. Here, the
spotlight is on rewilding such city streets and
urban spaces.

Sightings of goats, beavers and wild turkeys
exploring the locked-down urban landscape
offer a utopian vision of how our cities
could be reimagined after the pandemic, as
wilder places that nurture humans alongside
other species. This could be a reality if we
take this opportunity to reshape our cities to
tackle the climate and ecological emergency,
and facilitate the homeworking, sustainable
travel and connection with nature we have
rediscovered in lockdown.

The World Health Organisation (WHO)
attributes the COVID-19 outbreak to an
animal host. Certainly, human exploitation
of nature, through habitat destruction and the
wildlife trade, puts us at risk of pandemics.
Nevertheless, the ‘anthropause’ necessitated
by the virus has enabled a resurgence of urban
wildlife – and wildlife appreciation – that we
should retain.

London’s National Park City Charter provides
a suitable framework, which should be adopted
by all cities with urgency as we emerge from
this crisis. The forthcoming (due to take
place in Glasgow in November 2021) COP26
climate-change summit’s themes of nature and
cities are a wake-up call.

With repeated lockdowns worldwide reducing
noise, pollution and activity levels, urban
wildlife has thrived. In parks, more timid
species, such as hedgehogs, have prospered
alongside dominant urban stalwarts like
grey squirrels. Wildflowers appear, as
municipal authorities neglect public spaces.
Seasoned urban residents, including foxes
and racoons, roam the streets with less risk
of traffic collisions. Quieter roads, waterways
and railways entice less-common visitors,
comprising deer, coyotes and wild boar, into
the suburbs.

The author’s Rewild My Street campaign
helps residents reimagine how cities could be
adapted for wildlife, using vision drawings of
rewilded urban spaces to inspire community
action. It sees disused shops and offices in
city centres repurposed as ‘pocket parks’;
residential streets becoming ‘play streets’
without car parking; green belts surrounding
cities rebranded ‘wild belts’ for reintroduced
keystone species; and these rewilded spaces
connected by ‘greenways’ for cyclists and
pedestrians.

Further, our enforced break from modern life
is helping us rediscover the importance of
nature in our lives. Confined to their homes
and localities, people have found a renewed
connection with wildlife, with UK animal
sightings up 54%. Moreover, a 60% reduction

If we do not want future pandemics to control
our overcrowding of the planet, we must
reconsider our environmentally damaging way
of life. This requires action across all habitats:
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COVID-19 and the movement to tackle racial inequality
about the chokehold killing of a black man.
One of these major public protests took place
in Bristol on June 7th 2020. During this
demonstration Black Lives Matter protesters
pulled down a statue of the prolific slave trader
Edward Colston, hauled it along the ground
and, to the cheers of onlookers, dumped it into
the harbour. Photographs of the bronze statue
of the slave trader splashing into the water had
a global impact.

In June 2020 the links between the COVID-19
calamity and a renewed campaign to end
racism in the modern world came together at
a dramatic public protest here in Bristol, of
which more in a moment.
As early as April 2020 researchers in the
USA had already shown that COVID-19
was disproportionately affecting black
communities. For example, in Chicago, at
that point in time, while African Americans
comprised 30% of the population, they
accounted for 70% of the COVID-19 deaths in
the city.

Subsequent events reveal a tale of fine,
empathetic city leadership. Marvin Rees, a
young mixed race man, was directly elected as
Mayor of Bristol in 2016, and re-elected for a
second term in March 2021. Rees, the first ever
mayor of black African-Caribbean descent to
lead a major European city, has a working class
background and was brought up in some of the
most deprived areas of the city. Last summer
Rees provided inspirational leadership for our
city not least because he is comfortable with
complexity. He explained how he did not
condone criminal damage but, at the same
time, argued that the city’s newly created One
City Approach to overcoming inequality was
given a renewed ‘sense of urgency’ by the
downing of the statue.

During the last year or so numerous studies – in
the UK and elsewhere – have shed light on the
reasons why COVID-19 has disproportionately
affected those living in Black, Asian and
Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities. Three
stand out.
First, many people with BAME backgrounds
are front line service providers working, for
example, in hospitals, care homes for the
elderly and public transport. This has put them
at much greater risk of being infected. Second,
many BAME people survive on very low
incomes and live in poor, often overcrowded,
housing. This makes it much more likely that
they will get infected at home. Third, there is
evidence that prejudice against people with
BAME backgrounds can result in education
providers, health services, employers and
others being less attentive to their needs.

In many interviews given to the national and
international media he stated that the key issue
facing the city was not racial inequality. Rather
he stressed that the central challenge concerns
race and class, and that the focus of effort
needs to be on tackling social immobility of the
less well off, whatever their skin colour. Last
month, on the anniversary of the June 7th 2020
demonstration, the damaged and defaced statue
of Edward Colston went on temporary display
at a city museum in the centre of the city. Many
of the placards made by Black Lives Matter
protesters and left after the demonstration are
also exhibited.

The big picture here is that COVID-19
is proving to be very effective in really
hurting the people in society, not just BAME
communities, who are already vulnerable. The
virus has revealed, in a way that no amount of
social scientific research could match, just how
unequal societies had become well before the
pandemic crept onto the world stage.

Last year Mayor Rees set up an independent
History Commission to help all of us who live
in Bristol understand more about our shared
history. The Commission is now consulting the
citizens of Bristol and will advise on what to
do with the statue in due course. An important
lesson stemming from the Bristol experience

It is against this background that, on May 25th
2020, police officers in Minneapolis killed
George Floyd. This horrific murder immediately
spurred massive public protests against racism
in many American cities. Relatively quickly,
the Black Lives Matter movement led to black
and white people in many countries protesting
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URBAN MOBILITY

João Igreja
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New challenges for urban mobility in the city of Palermo, Italy
As pointed out by the United Nations, the
ongoing health crisis has expanded to “a
crisis of urban access, urban equity, urban
finance, safety, joblessness, public services,
infrastructure and transport” with severe effects
on wellbeing and quality of life. At the same
time, cities have taken centre stage as regards
the implementation of measures to tackle the
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Although it is too early to understand the
full effects of this process, the experience of
various cities (see, for example, the case of
Vienna) tells us that, in most cases, electric
scooters are replacing journeys that would,
otherwise, have been made by other forms of
sustainable mobility (e.g. public transport).
In the context of a city that is investing
billions of euro in the redevelopment of the
metropolitan rail network, this raises important
questions relating to the future organisation of
the city and the transition towards a smarter
and more sustainable mobility system. These
questions include: How are these change
in mobility practices, brought about by the
pandemic, going to impact on the organisation
of the city in the long-term? Due to their
increasing popularity among citizens, will
shared and micro-mobility options undermine
the city’s already fragile public transportation
system? To what extent can policy makers
adapt future development strategies to cope
with this changing context?

A study conducted in Northern Italy has shown
that the spread of COVID-19 correlates with
the intensity of use of public transportation,
legitimising the choice of many public
authorities to reduce public transport capacity
by 50% for long periods. In turn, a survey
regarding mobility habits before and after the
COVID-19 outbreak in Italy has demonstrated
how the increase of private transport and
sharing mobility systems is a consequence
of the fear of becoming infected when using
public transportation.
At the same time, some local authorities have
come up with prompt initiatives to deal with
these new mobility behaviours (e.g., Milan’s
Open Streets Plan), encouraging walking by
creating temporary pedestrian zones or biking
by supporting the installation of pop-up cycling
lanes, as highlighted by Karsten Zimmermann
in EURA Conversation #4.

It is clear that cities need to work out ways
of integrating conventional and innovative
mobility solutions and, if they can get this right,
they can have a tremendous beneficial impact
on the prosperity and wellbeing of citizens. A
risk is that public and individual approaches to
mobility could come into conflict. This needs
to be avoided.

In the city of Palermo (in Southern Italy),
known for its congestion and a poor public
transportation system, the pandemic has
spurred two events that have rapidly influenced
people’s mobility choices. On the one hand,
thanks to a national incentive to encourage the
purchase of micro-mobility devices, hundreds
of bikes and scooters were bought and streets
were rapidly populated by scooter users of
different ages. On the other, the number of
electric scooters running in the urban area
grew rapidly due to the decision of a number
of sharing mobility operators to enter the local
market.

Local government and civic leaders need
to bring about a qualitative leap in the
understanding of the functioning of cities after
the pandemic. This will require a deep change
in local governance in order to increase the
coordination of mobility stakeholders and the
participation of people in the development of
future transport strategies.
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Beyond the post-COVID narrative: what’s next?
redefinition of the boundaries between the
public and private domains; how the social and
territorial divides exacerbated by the pandemic
will be bridged without lacerating conflicts; will
the growing concern for the environment lead
to the emergence of new forms of citizenship.
And many others…

In May 2020 we started EURA Conversations
with the aim of stimulating a critical debate on
the future of cities during one of the hardest
challenges experienced by urban communities
for decades: the lockdown due to the COVID-19
pandemic. Since then, 26 scholars from across
the globe have contributed a wide range of
personal views on how cities were experiencing
these traumatic events, how people’s everyday
life and needs were changing under these
unexpected circumstances, and the directions
undertaken by local governments to reimagine
both the social and material structure of cities.

Over the last year, hundreds of people have
approached EURA through our website and
Facebook page, intrigued by the mission and
activity of our community, which is basically
to provide a better understanding of cities and
urban policy through international exchange
and dialogue. These include individuals
with different cultural backgrounds – for
example, political and social scientists,
geographers and planners, anthropologists and
architects – which can constitute a valuable
source of inspiration and fresh ideas to expand
our knowledge of cities and societal challenge.

Sixteen months later the pandemic is still very
much a part of our lives, but we certainly now
look at urban life with different eyes. On the
one hand, a vaccine now does exist, and the
powerful efforts made to roll the vaccination
out (in Europe at least) has enabled many
city functions to get back to normality. On
the other, the ‘end-of-cities’ narrative has
lost momentum in the public debate. New
solutions to make social interactions safer have
emerged and the core values that cities stand
for – bringing people together to exchange
values and ideas – have reasserted themselves
(see on this point EURA Conversation #2).

We encourage this wider community of
scholars and policy makers to contribute to the
EURA Conversations series, an open space
that was designed from the very beginning to
reflect a diversity of views and skills. American
sociologist Robert Park wrote one century ago
that cities are ‘man’s most successful attempt
to remake the world he lives’ and ‘in remaking
the city man has remade himself’ (On Social
Control and Collective Behavior: Selected
Papers, Chicago, 1967). If this assumption is
true, we believe it is worth it.

Now, perhaps, it is time to reconsider urban
issues not just through the lens of the widespread
changes determined by the pandemic, but also
to reflect upon cities’ evolution going beyond
a pure post COVID-19 perspective. In other
words, we need to scrutinize the legacy of the
powerful exercise of imagination made by so
many different actors during the pandemic and
to understand which ideas have the potential to
shape ways of living and governing cities in the
near future.
These questions include how digital
technologies – so effective in containing
social interactions and the virus – will help
the progress of cities without becoming an
instrument of control; in which directions local
government will change under the endless
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Impact of COVID-19 on the Caribbean
16,800 adults. A far cry from what was needed
for a population of 1.4 million persons.

A cool ocean breeze, the slow rustle of the
coconut tree, and the gentle rhythmic call of
a kiskadee. Those are the sounds that usually
wake me in the morning. Since the beginning
of the pandemic, though, those soothing
sounds have been replaced by the loud, jarring
sirens of ambulances. In Julia Kozebue’s
EURA Conversation #26 published in June,
she indicated that Trinidad and Tobago were
keeping the COVID-19 infections and deaths
comparatively low. Unfortunately, since then,
the state of affairs have deteriorated.

As time passed, and the developed countries
no longer required large volumes of vaccines,
multiple vaccines sources became available.
The most significant of these being the
Sinopharm vaccine. In July 2021, 800,000
vaccines were purchased from the Beijing
Institute of Biological Products Co. Limited.
These vaccines arrived during our third
lockdown cycle.
Given the present day access to COVID-19
vaccines, the urban hubs of this Caribbean state
that were once bare of traffic and the sound of
people hustling from one place to another, are
gradually returning to ‘pre-COVID normalcy’.
I say gradually since many vacated shops and
stores litter urban centres as they were unable
to cope with the underlying economic cost of
the three lockdown cycles.

In early May, the daily average death rate was
2-3 persons. Today, with the presence of two
variants of COVID-19, that is, the Gamma
and Delta variants, the active cases and daily
deaths have significantly increased. In June, we
hit a record high of 10,000 active cases and 25
deaths in one day. As of the end of September
2021, we have recorded a total of 51,000 cases.
Another sharp cut to our people has been the
true realisation of how geo-politics play out.
COVID-19 vaccine availability has been a
glaring revelation of the actual relationship
between the developed world, and the many
still-developing nations. During the vaccine
acquisition process, equity disappeared, and
talks of sharing only surfaced after developed
nations had ensured enough vaccines for their
populations. This led to developing nations,
such as Trinidad and Tobago, living under
stringent lockdown measures, for months at a
time, with no sure timeline as to when it will be
over. Assuredly proving that vaccine inequity
mirrored other sociopolitical global inequities.

This pandemic has also cost us emotionally. To
date over fifteen hundred lives have been lost,
and everyone now knows someone who will
not be here when this is finally over. Sadly, I
too count in that number. I have lost a former
student, as well as dear colleague. Both lost
their lives as a result of the COVID-19 virus.
Their smiles, sense of humour, and positive
aura could instantly light up any room. I always
wonder, had there been accelerated access to
vaccines, would these lives have been lost?

For instance, the first significant batch of
COVID-19 vaccines arrived in Trinidad on the
last day of March 2021. This is 4-5 months after
vaccination roll-out began in United States and
Europe. In March of 2021, the COVAX Facility
was our sole source of COVID-19 vaccines.
The first COVAX batch consisted of 33,600
doses of Astra-Zeneca COVID-19 vaccines.
Therefore, only providing the full dosage for
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Teaching after COVID: were any lessons learned?
In EURA Conversation #17 I asked if teaching
had been remembered in the COVID period.
The indication was students were remembered
but the staff and their teaching had been
forgotten. Twelve months on, and it may still
be too early, I ask if any lessons have been
learned.

conveyor belt: get the students in, get them
through their assessments successfully, move
on to the next cohort. Consider the image of
the meat grinder in the Pink Floyd film “The
Wall” (1982), where students were effectively
spewed out of their learning establishments.
At times, that is how it felt the education
system had become. It was about gaining a
qualification rather than learning.

The clamour from students and politicians,
is to get students back into classrooms. The
former-Education Secretary in the UK, Gavin
Williamson, effectively instructed the ViceChancellors of UK Universities to get teaching
back to normal. Staff should be in front of their
classes, delivering their sessions. The irony
here is he delivered this demand via video-link.

As a result of the pandemic, with its lockdowns
and very limited social activity, students
had – and took – the time to think more
carefully about what they were doing; to reflect
more upon their learning. Yes, there was a
clamour to get back into the classroom, but
that was more about the social activity than the
learning undertaken. This social activity is a
key part of any educational process, be in no
doubt. Yet that space to reflect; to pause and to
consider, needs to be protected, nurtured.

The push is to get things back to how they were,
pre-pandemic. It is almost as if the last two
years need to be erased from memory. To do
so is fundamentally wrong. There were clearly
problems in terms of isolation, digital poverty,
socialisation and mental health – but these had
always been there, and we need to consider
how we better support our students. There was
also so much more, in terms of education, that
was developed.

To go back to ‘how things were’ will be a
waste. That space to reflect, to self-direct, to
learn, is something that must be retained – a
benefit derived from pandemic experiences.

As someone who loves to deliver lectures – the
sage on the stage – I had to change. I had to
deliver my lectures in a pre-recorded format.
Some of the performance aspect may have
been lost, but much of it was still there. And,
with lectures broken down into bite-sized parts
(normally around 10-15 minutes), students
could dip in and out of their learning; they
could learn at their own pace. A traditional
‘Alistair Jones’ lecture may be delivered at
800kph. The bite-sized, pre-recorded lectures
gave students a chance to breathe; to recover;
and to reflect. In this respect, perhaps this
new form of teaching delivers a better, more
accessible package for many students.
It is this room for reflection that ought to be
given greater consideration. In pre-COVID
times, education had become more like a
40

#33

CLIMATE CHANGE

Le Anh Nguyen Long

University of Twente, The Netherlands
15/11/2021

The voices of young people on climate change
of unsustainable behaviors (e.g., air pollution)
are likely to disproportionately impact already
marginalized urban residents. They remind
us that people experience the city in different
ways.

I initially intended to write a Conversation
about cooperation within and between cities.
Alas, my plan to share insights from the
resiliency of cross border cooperation during
the pandemic will just have to wait because
I have another pressing issue on my mind.
As I write, government and industry leaders,
scientists and activists are convening in
Glasgow, Scotland, for the 26th Conference of
the Parties to the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change. Since the
consequences of the choices made in Glasgow
will befall future generations, I have chosen
to write about youth perspectives on climate
change and the city.

Second, the blogs didn’t simply dwell on
problems, they also explore solutions. Some
solutions emphasized the opportunities offered
by technological innovations, while others
propose a change in mindset, for instance
through degrowth. While the solutions
described in the different blogs varied, they
all call for more experimentation in city
making as suggested by Filipe Teles (EURA
Conversation #3).

One cannot speak about climate and youth
without mentioning Greta Thunberg, who
sparked a movement that, pre-COVID-19,
filled city streets every Friday with voices,
young and old, demanding more concerted
action on climate change. But Greta’s activism
is just the tip of the iceberg. Three years before
she started her school strike, twenty-one
American children sued the United States
Federal government in Juliana, et al. versus
United States of America, et al., for violating
the rights of future generations by enabling
fossil fuels consumption. Young people like
Sara Volz who, at seventeen, developed an
algae based alternative to fossil fuels are also
putting forward their own solutions.

Finally, the blogs emphasize that fundamental
transformation is made possible by a
city’s interconnectedness. Many cities are
designed to foster relationships. They note
that the mutual aide observed during the
pandemic (see, for example, Paula Russell
in EURA Conversation #7) leverages social
infrastructures established before the pandemic,
which must be nourished if cities are to weather
impending climate challenges. The emotional
connection that people forge with urban places,
as explained by Robin Hambleton (EURA
Conversation #11), can power much needed
collective action around climate change.
COVID-19 has been described as a test run
for climate change. This brings to mind
lesson learning. As Ignazio Vinci suggests (in
EURA Conversation #30) insights and new
imaginaries that emerged during this present
crisis will be invaluable as cities confront their
post-pandemic futures. Different perspectives
can lead to better learning and solutions in
cities.

In sum, young people can be a source of great
inspiration, hope, and reason. I write this
having recently read forty blogposts written
by second year bachelor students (ages 19 and
20) about climate change and the city. The
blogposts, which discussed diverse topics (e.g.,
housing, heatwaves, and mobility), shared
common features that I try to distil here:
First, all of the blogposts root the problem
of climate change in human behavior. They
describe the consequences of these behaviors
for cities and their neighbors. In some blogs,
the writer reflects on how the consequences
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Why international face to face exchanges will matter again
During the last year and a half, I have been
sitting on my chair, in front of a tiny table,
spending entire days speaking through my pc
to colleagues from all over Italy and Europe.
Despite the lockdown, and the terrible
uncertainty and sorrow of the last months,
I never really felt alone: a 5-year-old child
at home and full days of online meetings,
seminars and conferences left little space for
loneliness.

place they are in. But conferences for those like
me, who have great opportunities to spend their
life studying the urban, cannot be only placeless meetings. Among the most interesting
memories I have of the many conferences I
have travelled to, stem from the site-visits
organised by the conference hosts, where I
have enjoyed getting in touch with local people
and places, problems, conflicts, failures and
successes.

However, what I missed the most, was the
possibility to travel and visit the world,
especially the urban world. Actually, through
reading, and through studying the works of
my students, I kept travelling around – from
the Gold Coast in Australia, where an entire
city was built around surf, to the Burning
Man festival held at Black Rock city in the
middle of Nevada, where millions of people
gathered temporarily to enjoy the rituals of
an art festival disconnected from the global
internet I explored the uneven faces of the preCOVID-19 urban, while trying to figure out the
emerging post-COVID-19 urban.

These local trips, in which I have spent time
discussing with colleagues, deepening the
debates introduced in the keynote sessions or
the paper sessions, are so important. In my
experience, being in those cities for a scientific
conference and giving a paper was well worth
the trip. Well, during recent months, I have
been thinking a great deal about the world
after COVID-19. For example, will we go back
to international conferences with the same
collaborative spirit, and civic engagement,
which EURA has stood for since it was
founded in 1997? Or will online conferences
become a new place-less ritual with insights
from the experiences of those who live in
particular places being marginalised? Here,
then, is a challenge for all urban scholars who
care about the future of cities. Do we collapse
in the face of those who claim that face to face
international conferences are a waste of time?
Or do we assert the importance of fact to face
international exchange as invaluable?

But what I could not really enjoy was that kind
of unique flavour produced by travelling to
and for a conference. That special opportunity
to experience a city, people and places, in
the occasion of a conference. Preparing the
trip, planning your stay, exploring maps to
understand how and where the university is
located, how the system of public mobility
works, finding a good hotel offer – these
have always been an important part of my
preparation for a conference, together with
studying the programme and preparing my
presentation.
Maps, papers, stories, suggestions from friends
and colleagues, and then you are thrown into a
new urban adventure, not just simply a scientific
conference. Scientific communities are used to
gather for conferences, often in places where
people meet and stay for short periods, but they
seldom take the trouble to really discover the
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The impact of COVID-19 on urbanisation: insights from Finland
COVID-19 has, at least temporarily, changed
the way we use cities. Some of the well-known
shifts in our behaviour have been documented
in this EURA Conversations series. Increases in
distant working and the slowing down of public
life in general have, on the one hand emphasised
the meaning of the home environment and the
quality of neighbourhoods, and on the other
hand challenged the role of the city centres,
office spaces and public transportation.

the pandemic, this trend applies to them as
well – smaller cities near them have gained
new residents, too.
In terms of housing prices, COVID-19 doesn’t
seem to have had a significant impact. Prices in
the growing cities are soaring, the more central
the location, the more growth there has been.
However, during the pandemic, it seems, the
growth has been sustained by increases in the
share of single-person households.

However, the pandemic has also affected
patterns of migration causing longer lasting
changes for cities. Self-understanding of the
nature and qualities of urbanity has been a
recurring topic in Finnish urban debates. Due
to exceptionally late urbanisation and a strong
agrarian history, for example, Finnish urban
self-esteem has been considered weak, and
there is still a vocal anti-urban fragment in
Finnish society.

COVID-19 has, however, had one clear impact.
In terms of housing types, demand for as well
as prices of detached houses and row houses
have spiked – most likely reflecting the shift
to home working as well as demand for more
living space during pandemic. But seen in the
light of changing patterns of migration one
may ask: Is there now an increased demand for
more diverse housing options and small-scale
urbanism, too, given the shift to working from
home?

In the recent years Finland has been
experiencing rapid urbanisation. The biggest
cities have grown substantially, but large parts
of the country have been struggling with the
challenges of decline and shrinkage. Now the
pandemic has once again fuelled the public
debate about urbanisation and raised new
questions about housing preferences and the
quality of urban living. Based on statistics,
there have been two key shifts since the
beginning of the pandemic.

It seems to me that Finnish discussion on effects
of the COVID-19 on cities and urbanisation
has concentrated predominantly on patterns
of migration housing prices and macro scale
questions of regional attractiveness.
However,
this
scale
disguises
and
overshadows more qualitative questions
relating to ‘liveability’ and inclusion at the
neighbourhood level. Instead of only looking
at statistics, it is important to understand
the reasons behind dwelling choices as well
as the role of public space and public life as
a component of urban living. Some recent
studies have addressed this and recognise the
central role of neighbourhood-level public
spaces for vulnerable groups especially during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Overall urbanisation has continued, but
Helsinki and the whole capital region has
lost quite a lot of residents. However, as in
the past, the out-migration hasn’t gone to the
neighbouring suburban municipalities relying
on services of the capital, but increasingly to
medium-sized cities further away with urban
amenities, history, good connections, decent
services of their own, and diverse housing
options.
While second-tier cities such as Oulu, Tampere
and Turku have continued to grow also during
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Could the COVID-19 pandemic be a catalyst for social equality in education?
In this EURA Conversation I contend that
amongst the clamour for schools to ‘return to
normal’ teaching professionals need to step
back, reflect on their COVID-19 experience,
and use it as a springboard for creating schools
for the twenty-first century.

given to these pupils was insufficient because
of the numbers these remote teaching teams
had to serve, but equally frustrating was the
environments they were attempting to teach in.
Most of the homes that they attended were
multi-occupancy and due to having many
family members in one home, there was a lack
of suitable space for the pupil to fully focus and
learn. Teachers feared this would widen the
attainment gap between the pupils who resided
in more deprived areas of the community and
those from less deprived areas. However, trying
to take the positive side from this gloomy
picture, teachers note that they now have more
awareness of the issues these pupils face and
have more understanding of the difficulties
they experience regarding completing
homework and studying for tests and exams.
As a result, this learning experience can be
used by teaching professionals who serve the
more socially deprived areas of society to
rethink expectations and adapt pedagogy to
provide the support these pupils need.

While researching teacher attrition and
resilience, which coincided with the COVID-19
pandemic, I was able to hear from the chalkface
of serving educational professionals about
the pressures and unexpected highlights that
they were experiencing. Overwhelmingly, the
issue that caused the most angst and stress for
these serving educational professionals, was
the lack of clear guidance and policy coming
from the UK Department for Education
and the then-Education Secretary Gavin
Williamson. Teaching professionals spoke of
the ‘chaotic government policies’ that were
consistently changing and overburdening
teaching professionals with expectations that
were practically undeliverable.These policies
increased teacher workload and damaged
the relationship between the profession, the
DfE, the media and the public. Some teachers
believed that along with teaching they had to
‘play politics’ as they were receiving ‘guidance’
on how to teach by external leadership who did
not listen to the professionals and quite literally
‘don’t know what they are doing’.

Moving forward there are many lessons to
be learnt from the pandemic experience that
could help to build stronger and equal learning
communities. However, the question remains:
will educational professionals be afforded
the autonomy to make the changes needed to
ensure a more equal education system?

More importantly, the pandemic highlighted
areas of social inequality and the lack of
infrastructure for some schools, especially
those serving the more deprived areas of our
society. Teachers reported that not only did
the school itself lack the technology to deliver
the online teaching that was being demanded,
but many of their pupils did not have access
to technology and other education resources
in their homes. Although, schools serving
these communities, tried to overcome these
problems by sending the teachers out to the
homes of these pupils, they still experienced
difficulties. Importantly, the time that could be
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The reinforcement of Aotearoa island nation geography through the pandemic
colonial laws usurped the collective land
holding by Māori; destroying turangawaewae
(a place to call home). However, in 2022, we
are witnessing moves toward decolonising
Aotearoa New Zealand, evident in education,
media, health and local government. This will
increase general understanding about collective
measures for wealth and wellbeing.

Before COVID-19, Aotearoa New Zealand
performed as a proxy of the Global North. We
traded and travelled back and forth between
Europe and the Americas, with and via Asia
and Africa. That life has been suspended.
The pandemic has revealed our true location
as a Pacific land – and geographic distance
has never been of more advantage. All that
blue lashing our edges on the globe, marking
our islands as distant if not socially distant
(EURA Conversation #18 by Henrique
Dorneles de Castro). The late Māori elder Te
Huirangi Waikerepuru referred to Aotearoa
New Zealand as part of the ‘liquid continent’;
connected under the waters by currents and
winds known to early Polynesian navigators.

Two Acts of Parliament demonstrate a shift in
understanding land. The Te Urewera (2014)
and Te Awa Tupua (2017) Acts set precedents
to recognise the mana (spiritual authority) of
land and waterways; the Urewera Forest and
Whanganui River now have the same rights
as a person. Whilst the principle of these Acts
are yet to find equivalence in urban settings,
there are stirrings of conversation. Against
the tsunami of housing inequality there is a
return to new/old forms of collective land
developments by Māori tribes such as Ngati
Toa developing in Porirua City. Models of
co-housing are appearing for pākehā too. Even
corporate property developers whisper that to
make houses affordable, land must be free or
heavily subsidised.

For 2020-21, the isolation narrative served
New Zealand’s political leadership; it was
simple to pull up the drawbridge at the border.
Aside from two periods of ‘hard’ lockdown
(no swimming at the beaches or walking in
National Parks), death and physical suffering
has been limited. Surprisingly, the majority of
our population has complied with government
rules and the call for vaccination; death and
illness rates remain low.

The adjacent narratives of decolonisation and
decommodification must inevitably come
closer as the next generation wrestle with ways
to make a place to call home.

But there is anxiety in this paradise. Tensions
loom as citizens flood home to New Zealand’s
shores, claiming refuge from the pandemic.
For the lucky ones who get a highly sought
place in New Zealand’s MIQ no benign retreat
awaits; this is a precarious land. The ground is
unstable, potted with earthquake fault-lines,
volcanoes and surging southern seas. Storms
and flooding are increasing in regularity.
Precarious also, because of the rapid inflation
in private property value. In three years, house
prices have risen up to 60 percent, forcing
many to forsake the ‘kiwi dream’ of house
ownership. The population surge on top of an
existing housing crisis means affordability for
private property is at rock bottom.
There is some optimism in looking at precolonial collective models. In the 1860s,
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Public space between lockdowns and the post-COVID era
The governance of COVID-19 pandemic has
been broadly framed by policymakers as “a
war against an invisible threat”. Across the
globe, countries have implemented a range
of lockdown policies to contain COVID-19.
During these lockdowns, cities worldwide
looked as if they really were in the midst of
a war. In most cases, restrictions were placed
on movement and social interaction, from
which only essential services were excluded.
To ensure compliance, mechanisms of control
such as policing and surveillance have been
enforced by both police forces and citizens.

the state in order to convert public space into
a space filled with the capitalist circulation
of consumers and commodities (see Joint
Ministerial Decision 1970/2020). Of course,
this is not the only instance where the pandemic
has been instrumentalised by the state.
In the city, basic sites of politicization
(university campuses and squares) have been
closed off and movement has been restricted,
thereby limiting processes of grassroots
mobilization during lockdowns. In this way,
the state has begun to legislate the restriction
of demonstrations (Law 4703/2020) and the
stationing of police forces inside universities
(Law 4777/2021) without facing significant
disputes and challenges. It should be noted that
similar state actions are unfolding worldwide
aiming to suppress voices of opposition. An
indicative example are the developments
underway in the UK. However, at least in
Athens new discourses and struggles have
emerged to challenge the state’s socio-spatial
regulation. These processes highlight how these
new laws convert public space to a space of
conflict where police forces persecute political
activists and suppress social demonstrations,
revealing the state’s authoritarian tendencies.

‘Stay home, stay safe’ became the most popular
refrain during lockdown which, besides
legitimising the restrictions discursively, offers
a taste of the spatial and unequal (focusing
on those of us with a home, ‘lucky’ to not
be stateless or homeless) social character of
lockdown policies. Public space received a
dual interpretation as both unsafe and necessary
for leisure, contributing to its contradictory
governance (see EURA Conversation #25 by
Evangelia Athanassiou).
In Athens, the lockdown policies have been
a great opportunity for the state to implement
its political agenda. The state has sought to
control urban space, especially public space,
since the revolt of December 8th (Stavrides,
2010). The political and ideological power
that public space gained in that period,
followed by the anti-austerity protests and
the political mobilization of many Athenians
during the debt crisis of 2009, threatens the
state’s programme of neoliberalisation. The
‘touristification’ of Athens and the satisfaction
of private interests requires tighter controls
on public spaces to mitigate the “negative
impacts” of social demonstrations on the urban
economy, as the “Resilient Athens” strategy
claims (City of Athens, 2017:14). “The Great
Walk Of Athens” is an illustrative example of
how public space is envisioned, and also how
the pandemic has been instrumentalised by

From my experience, the ‘lockdown version’ in
Athens has facilitated (among other things) the
state’s effort, on the one hand to freeze political
time and empty political space, and on the other
to increase policing time and space. An effort
which has failed, but may foreshadow tensions
on the horizon in the post-COVID era.

46

#39

METROPOLISATION
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The COVID-19 and the end of metropolisation?
some were looking for signs of a reversal of
the trend. What if the pandemic was the chance
of non-metropolitan territories, medium and
small towns and rural areas? What if a kind
of ‘urban exodus’ was the end of a period of
metropolisation that began in 1945?

In recent years, in France, the notion of
‘metropolisation’ has migrated from the
academic vocabulary to the political debate. The
term is most often used in a pejorative way to
designate a set of territorial upheavals deemed
harmful: the concentration of populations and
activities in the largest cities, the progressive
decline of small and medium-sized cities and
the desertification of rural areas.

Today, studies are beginning to emerge
which encourage us to put this prophecy into
perspective. Firstly, observation of the property
markets shows that the aspirations of the French
have not changed massively. The metropolises
that were already attractive – Lyon, Marseille,
Nantes, Rennes, Bordeaux, etc. – remain so,
especially for Parisians looking to relocate.
Similarly, the pressure on coastal areas remains
intense, particularly in Brittany and the Basque
Country. Real estate prospecting also takes
place within the metropolitan areas and favours
less dense suburban communities that make the
dream of owning a single-family home with a
garden possible.

Even before the pandemic, the questioning of
metropolisation policies had begun. Indeed, the
strengthening of inter-municipal cooperation
arrangements and the creation of ‘metropolises’
in the 21 country’s largest cities provided a
target for these criticisms. Metropolisation
now refers both to national policies that favour
large cities, to the aggressive attractiveness
policies implemented by urban governments,
but also to fairly opaque intergovernmental
forms of inter-municipal governance. For
some analysts, the Gilets Jaunes movement
was partly a movement mobilising populations
pushed further and further to the margins of
urban centres by the mechanisms of real estate
inflation linked to metropolisation.

There are indeed small towns and rural areas
that benefit from these population movements,
but these remain the ‘usual suspects’: small
towns that are well connected to a larger
urban centre and rural areas that are also well
connected or benefit from landscape, heritage
or climatic amenities or economic dynamism.

For some, the COVID pandemic and the multiple
phases of confinement and restriction to which
it gave rise confirmed the unsustainable nature
of metropolisation policies. The concentration
of populations in metropolises increasingly
subject to a permanent housing crisis became
unbearable when these same populations
were placed under lockdown. For its critics,
metropolisation also showed its profound
character: while the poorest populations were
confined to narrow dwellings, the richest had
more space at their disposal when they did not
have the possibility to migrate to their second
home from where they could telework. Surveys
were published which showed the attraction
of the French for the more ‘peaceful’ living
environment that medium-sized towns and
villages could offer.

In the end, it seems that the post-COVID
period, rather than calling metropolisation into
question, is a revelation of subtle mechanisms
of territorial transformation that are too quickly
subsumed by the notion of metropolisation.
Post-COVID real estate strategies benefit
areas that were already attractive: individual
housing areas around large cities, ‘urban
countryside’ and small towns well connected
to urban centres, but also areas offering specific
amenities. The post-COVID period is likely to
be synonymous with a widening of the gap
between these ‘attractive’ areas of France and
those that are struggling to attract people.

As the first waves of the pandemic passed,
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Working-class neighbourhoods facing the pandemic: a view from France
to exchange things between neighbours, shared
meals on the balcony, for example).

When the first lockdown was imposed in
France, we launched an action research project,
on the effects of COVID-19 on working-class
neighbourhoods in the Nouvelle-Aquitaine
region (SCIVIQ project). In the ethnography
conducted in a commune in the suburbs of
Bordeaux, we found that the experience of the
pandemic and of government health measures
are linked to the relationships that the inhabitants
have with their neighbourhood. On one side of
the street, we are in an urban space built around
3 towers of 17 floors each, where it is 90% social
housing (managed by a single, very involved
social landlord), and almost no vegetation.

However, if ‘acts of solidarity’ have emerged
since the COVID-19 pandemic, the social life
of the neighbourhoods is marked by a fragility
of daily life that simultaneously affects different
dimensions of the life of the inhabitants. Our
research found residents with multiple health
fragilities with more ‘populations at risk’ in
the neighbourhoods, psychosocial distress,
accentuated precariousness and pauperization
of the population. We also found residents who
mistrusted relationships with others and tended
to withdraw from social interaction. Finally, we
identified low levels of political and institutional
trust.

The relationship residents have with the
neighbourhood is marred by the lack of
cleanliness, by the difficult housing conditions
and by the conflicts linked to the centrality of
the parallel economy in the neighbourhood.
The inhabitants mention a certain amount of
intergenerational mutual aid (young people
carrying the groceries of people considered
vulnerable – pregnant women, elderly
people – for example). But this is intertwined with
a very strong feeling of loneliness, particularly
accentuated by the pandemic.

Certain categories of the population have been
particularly affected by the pandemic: Women
went out less than men, especially during the
lockdowns, accentuating the unequal occupation
of spaces according to gender and their difficult
experiences of the pandemic and the public health
measures, with long-term effects that deserve to
be studied closely. The elderly were particularly
affected by the lack of physical contact and
affection. Some remained confined for a year.

On the other side of the street, the experience
of the pandemic is more nuanced. While this
neighbourhood also includes large housing
projects, it has social housing and small residences
where tenants and owners live together. The
green spaces located between the towers provide
a certain openness. This neighbourhood is
managed by four social landlords who finance
a variety of actions, including a compostery
that relies on the participation of a group of
regulars (mostly elderly) and the more occasional
participation of a variety of residents.

There was a shift in the 65-75 years old, with
a loss of autonomy, both physical and mental,
of people who were in good health before
the confinements. The over-responsibility of
children and their politicized approach to the
pandemic deserve to be emphasized, with all the
effects that this can have their relationship with
others. As for adolescents and young adults, in
addition to their lack of confidence in the future,
they have little political trust in the institutions to
get out of the “COVID crisis”.
Post-pandemic ‘reconstruction’ in workingclass neighbourhoods will have to take into
account the complexity of local needs and the
interweaving of the difficulties of the inhabitants,
in an approach particularly sensitive to issues of
dignity and social recognition.

The experience of the pandemic seems to be more
marked by: 1) The impression of ‘tight bonds’,
especially in small residences, and 2) Islands of
solidarity that helped residents to get through
the lockdown and, more broadly, the “COVID
crisis” (installation of a shelf in a building hall
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In search of narratives for the contemporary city
urbanization of a few urban centres (national
capitals or regional capitals): Europe is losing
many of its bastions of civilization, culture and
cultural heritage embedded in its small and
medium-sized cities polycentric networks.

The great recession (2008) and the Pandemic
(2020) have redefined the balances and
economies of European cities, but we could
easily scale this consideration globally,
however, in this EURA Conversation I will
stay within the EU borders. The first crisis at
least had the advantage of being progressive
and of affecting only the demand side, the
second instead hit us like an asteroid. The crisis
induced by COVID-19 triggered an exogenous
block on both the demand and supply sides
of the global economy which are the two
fundamental components of capitalism and it
was immediate.

The war that has just broken out on the
eastern borders of the European Union will
only exacerbate the problems linked to urban
poverty, increase the population of migrants
fleeing the war, Syria yesterday, Ukraine today.
Issues such us post conflict urban planning or
humanitarian relief actions become central in
planning the contemporary city and not just in
Europe.

Both crises share uncertainty as a key factor and
emerge from the world’s two major economies
(the United States in 2008 and China at the end
of 2019).

New stories of sustainable and resilient
development are needed. Urban planners
are called upon to propose these innovative
narratives, to become the authors of a necessary
regeneration, to propose a strategic and
structured thinking of the context of urban and
territorial development in Europe and beyond:
to reconnect and relaunch local communities
making sense in this way of the principle of
subsidiarity but keeping into account the global
upheavals that are redefining the boundaries of
the urban planning playing field.

Uncertainty can be defined as a nonquantifiable risk: this applies both to the
invisible Coronavirus and to the evanescent
‘subprimes’. These conditions of prolonged
uncertainty exacerbate even more the problems
that have settled for years in many European
cities, especially in the peripheral areas of our
continent. I refer to the endemic inability to
give adequate responses to housing conditions,
employment stability, training and education
of the less affluent social classes, to which are
added the new poor, coming from unstoppable
migratory flows. A chain of events that is
increasing the already strong disparities in our
cities.
A river of people on the move, looking for a
better life and for freedom in the EU cities. Still
today for many ‘aspiring citizens’ the medieval
motto is valid: Stadtluft macht frei (urban air
makes you free). Unfortunately, the state of
play of many small and medium-sized cities in
EU is undoubtedly dark and leaves little room
for a healthy optimism. The inability to give
concrete answers to the new urban poverty
is causing the depopulation of many small
and medium-sized cities and determining the
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Hopeful letters from future cities
“You take delight not in a city’s seven or
seventy wonders, but in the answer it gives to a
question of yours.” – Italo Calvino, “Invisible
Cities” (1972)

focused on things people value in the present
time. Rather than a mere setting, the city was
a protagonist in the letters, its streets, green
spaces, squares, shops, and coastlines were
actors that invited others to once again engage
with one another, and the city itself. The city
of the future, it would seem, is one built on
hellos and smiles to our familiars, to strangers,
to nature, on advocacy and activism, and
on reviving all that is essential to the human
condition. These letters describe actions taken
up in real life, for example by defiantly taking
“life back to the neighbourhoods” as Susanne
Søholt describes in EURA Conversation #5 or
by mobilizing a community response as told by
Paula Russell in EURA Conversation #7.

Thursday, February 24th, 2022, I lay in bed
unable to sleep. Two days before, Russia
announced that it would recognize the
independence of two pro-Russian Ukrainian
territories and this morning, the invasion
of Ukraine began. I was at a loss. Speaking
to others – friends, relatives, students, and
colleagues – it was clear that I was not
alone. Fear, sadness, uncertainty, frustration,
anger … the emotions roiling inside of us were
legion.
This was not new: It brought me back to the last
time that I had been part of a collective sense
of despair and powerlessness: the pandemic’s
onset.

Fast forward to today, Monday April 4th, 2022:
The newscast brings unending reporting on
democratic backsliding in far flung places like
Myanmar, a global climate crisis, a pandemic,
wars across the planet, and I remember those
letters and the reflexivity they invite. Writing
my own letter from the future, I remember
seeking hope in spite of despair, about the
importance of human connection, and that the
answers I seek may rest within me, waiting to
be ignited by a visit to my city.

Monday, February 24th, 2020, 35 days
had passed since the Chinese government
announced that what we now know as
COVID-19 could be transmitted between
humans. The death toll in China was alarming,
as was news coming out of Northern Italy. Two
weeks later, the Coronavirus was officially
recognized as a pandemic by the WHO and
cities worldwide began to go into lock down.
In this bleak time, I joined fellow scientists
engaged in a project on Post Corona Futures,
which asked participants to imagine taking a
time machine to a time after the pandemic’s
end and then to write a letter to their present
selves that describes this future time and place.
The letters we received offer insight into the
mindset of people beset by a new, uncertain
challenge and reveal a high level of resolve
not just to survive the pandemic, but also to
come out of it better than they were going
into it. Many chose to write from a city of
the future. Although popular imaginaries of
the city of the future tell stories of futuristic
gadgets, technologies, and fashion, most letters
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Why EURA conferences matter!
The annual European Urban Research
Association conference has been and, hopefully,
will continue to be the ‘heartbeat’ and meeting
point for our organisation and urban researchers
committed
to
international
exchange.
Therefore, it was with deep disappointment
we had to cancel the Oslo conference in 2020
because of the COVID-19 pandemic The
conference was still implemented a year later
as a smaller but rather successful online event.
We experienced how online sharing of research
and networking could function even though it
was not possible to gather in person. However,
at this year’s conference in Milan, Italy we
want to meet.

global climate change crisis, the COVID-19
pandemic, and the Russian-Ukrainian
war highlight how taken for granted ways
of doing things can be confronted by
unforeseen, unwanted, and ongoing events
that can be difficult to control. Together,
these developments have exacerbated the
role of uncertainty and risk in our societies,
accelerating and challenging dynamics that
were already at play.
Post-pandemic recovery plans and the ongoing
war in Europe are having a major impact on
cities and, inevitably, they lay down new
challenges for all EURA members. Our
research agendas need, somehow, to adapt
to these new uncertainties. The new and
unexperienced European reality is forcing us to
pose new questions for our research themes and
reassess conceptual frames to make sense of the
emerging urban world through our research.
In this context, international, academic,
multi-dimensional and interdisciplinary urban
research and debate is needed more than ever.

The aim of the Oslo conference was to reexamine the roles that cities take in coping with
contemporary challenges and contradictions,
and through our contributions discuss how we
approach these contradictions to shape urban
futures. This topic is still highly relevant.
At the same time as the world experiences
serious climate change, we have to cope with
two other crises that are dramatically changing
urban life. The unpredicted pandemic, and its
continuing and shifting turns, have spurred
national and urban authorities to impose
severe restrictions on their populations with
unexpected implications for urban and regional
developments. The war in Ukraine imposes
new unforeseen trials, first and foremost on
the Ukrainian people, but also on Europe.
The millions of refugees are one of the most
important tasks that European cities have to
cope with, from the moment the Ukrainians
cross the borders.

The EURA 2022 Conference in Milan is
planned as a face-to-face event. The ambition
is to develop our network through sharing of
research, discussing and socializing with other
dedicated urban researchers. The need for
networking, conversations, dialogues, debates,
and discourses are critically important, even
more in these difficult times, reminding us that
the objective of EURA – since it was founded
in 1997 – is to play an active part in shaping
urban agendas through our research, no matter
how hard and complex, and no matter in what
way we have to adjust to challenging times.

There is a red line connecting the focus on
contradictions shaping urban futures that we
discussed at the Oslo conference to the themes
of fragility and antifragility that will shape our
exchanges at the EURA 2022 Conference in
Milan on June 16th-18th.
From their different points of departure, the
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How toppling the statue of a slave trader had a wider impact
The COVID-19 lockdowns reminded us of the
important contribution that public space makes
to the quality of life in cities. Several contributors
to this series – for example, Dannielle Sinnett
(EURA Conversation #22) and Isabelle Bray
(EURA Conversation #21) – explain how public
space improves our health and wellbeing.

exercised inspirational city leadership during
the summer of 2020. He explained how he did
not condone the criminal damage but, at the
same time, explained that the existence of the
statue caused great offence to many Bristol
citizens. He set up an independent History
Commission to consult citizens about what to
do with the damaged statue.

It is also the case that squares, parks, and civic
spaces, because they provide settings for public
protest, play a vital role in supporting urban
democracy.

Fast forward to the jury trial, in January 2022, of
the four anti-racism campaigners who played a
key role in toppling the statue. There was clear
CCTV evidence showing that the ‘Colston
Four’ had pulled down the statue and, indeed,
the defendants did not dispute this. Rather they
argued that their actions were justified for two
main reasons. First, the statue was so offensive
that it constituted a hate crime and, second, that
previous efforts to negotiate the removal of the
statue had failed.

It is worrying that some governments have
used lockdown rules and regulations to erode
freedom of expression in urban streets and
public spaces – see, for example, Evangelia
Athanassiou (EURA Conversation #25) and
Dimitris Chalastanis (EURA Conversation
#38).
Whilst ‘the right to the city’ is under threat I
want, in this contribution to provide an example
of how public protest in a particular city can be
remarkably successful.

In a landmark judgement the jury found the
defendants not guilty of criminal damage.
After a nine-day trial, featuring lengthy witness
statements by historical experts, the jurors
concluded that the real crime was that the
statue was still there when the protesters pulled
it down.

In EURA Conversation #28, I explained
how Black Lives Matter protesters in Bristol,
enraged by the killing of George Floyd by
police officers in Minneapolis, USA in May
2020, decided it was time to remove the statue
of the prolific slave trader Edward Colston
from a public square in the centre of the city.

Conservative MPs were appalled by this
decision and, more broadly, with the successes
of other public protest movements, notably
Extinction Rebellion. A consequence is that the
right to peaceful protest is now under serious
threat in the UK. On May 10th 2022 the British
Government announced a programme of
legislation that includes a new public order bill
aimed at quashing the tactics of those engaged
in public protest.

Edward Colston, a wealthy Bristol merchant,
was a member of the Royal African Company
from 1680-1692. Rising to a position at the
head of the Company, he played a key role in
enslaving over 80,000 Africans with 20% of
them dying, on the so-called ‘middle passage’
across the Atlantic.

Recall, however, that the ‘Colston Four’ won
their legal case, and they cannot be retried. As
Sage Willoughby, one of the defendants, said
on the day the verdict was announced: ‘This is
a victory for Bristol. This is a victory for racial
equality and it’s a victory for anybody who
wants to be on the right side of history’.

On June 7th 2020 thousands of citizens
participated in a major public demonstration
in Bristol. Photographs of the bronze statue of
the slave trader being thrown into the harbour
were to ensure that this peaceful protest had a
global impact. Marvin Rees, Mayor of Bristol,
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Tirana next city: between formality and informality
the ‘modernity’ lost in 15 years of an almost
civil war.

Tirana is the Capital City of Albania (around
800,000 inhabitants in 2020) and it is
considered the youngest European Capital,
coming out from the former Socialist block
only after 1992.

As a result, from the first phase (1992-2005)
the city inherited a chaotic but brilliant and
dynamic richness of informality, spontaneity,
and micro-adaptations. It was a collective
motion that shaped the current 60/70% of
the entire urban centre. Additions, changes,
extensions, overlapping, and sometimes
extravagantly acrobatics, liberated the spirit of
the bottom-up-shaped current most vibrant city.
In this second phase (from 2005 to nowadays),
instead, Tirana is risking/acting to getting a
massive standardization and homologation of
styles and languages by pushing on the oblivion
of those cultural attitudes and behaviours that
reflect its polyhedric unique urban identity.

Right after the fall of the strict Hoxha regime,
the city has started experiencing a double
path of its urban transition. On one hand, the
social-economical path raised out by retaking
back full freedom of choice; on the other, the
exponential physical expansion of the city, in
its form, demography, numbers, and features.
Both paths took a total of 30 years, split into
two main periods.
The first, from 1992 to 2005, basically stands
in a transition toward the free market and a
radical change in the economic fabric of the city
(and of the country as a whole); which mostly
happened in the micro-small business, often
family-run; as well as in the social and built
fabric aspects. It was a sudden and spontaneous
‘reaction’ to the achieved full freedom that led
to several small adaptations to new needs,
wishes and individual passions, by informally
transforming and adapting the whole housing
urban mono-fabrics to a more living and mixed
city. A proper age of ‘adaptive’ deregulation.

From a critical point of view, we could draft
a bare idea of western models emulation
implemented through a list of fashionable
strategies and projects. This blinded
standardization, in both isolated spots and
extensive urban fabrics, is the undesirable
output that risks to erase the large richness in
historical, cultural, social, microeconomic, and
human heritages that Tirana still preserves.
This is the most controversial issue both in
terms city-form and city’s cultural landscape
scape, deriving from the political assumption
of making Tirana a ‘Modern City’ through a
top-down, and massive, removal of its informal
character.

From 2005 to today, a second path has been
carried on based on restoring the ‘rules’;
directed under the guidance of a ‘soft
democratic authoritarianism’ but capable of
restoring confidence and driving the city (with
merits and demerits) towards a profound and
not easy process for both the contemporary city
and the next. A set of strategic visions, oriented
and focused on that ‘representative city’, was
and is being developed within the ‘formal
city’ through several contemporary-oriented
mega projects (skyscrapers, mega facilities,
extensive new mobility infrastructures, etc.)
inside the planning tools, as well as through
the many international competitions launched
in the last years, it is materializing in a ruled
transformation aimed to drive the city toward

In pursuing this gleaming development vision,
Tirana is risking, day by day, to becoming a
‘Facade City’, internationally-oriented in its
formal identity but without any sufficient care
for its original historical-informal heart.
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