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CLOSING STATEMENT

Planning in the Age of Networks
towards a new planning perspective

WHY?

Networks constitute the social morphology of our societies, and the diffusion
of networking logic substantially modifies the operation and outcomes in
processes of production, experience, power, and culture. While the networking
form of social organization has existed in other times and spaces, the new
information technology paradigm provides the material basis for its pervasive
expansion throughout the entire social structure.

Manuel Castells (1996) The Rise of the Network Society

Urban networks

Urban networks comprise more than spatial infrastructures alone. Urban Networks
have social, cultural, economical and political manifestations as well. Of course, it is
the material infrastructure such as the Internet and other communication technology,
that make that urban networks can now expand more rapidly.

This expansion furns the city inside out. Urban networks imply new relations between
the city and the countryside; between the advanced countries of the West and the
many developing countries around the world. In this sense the advance of urban
networks is more profound than simply a move from a monocentric industrial city
towards the polycentric network cities or megalopolis that we see emerging over all
the continents.

Dynamics

Urban networks force planners to recognise new dynamics, like the economic. socio-

cultural and environmental dyvnamics.

» The new characteristics of business, erode forms of land use planming. The
hierarchical order of fixed national, regional and local levels stand in the way of
effective interventions.

» In socio-cultural terms the different individual lifestyles in the urban networks

change the meaning of urbanity. Urbanity is no longer necessarily anchored in the

confines of the physical city and its ‘classic’ downtown or city centre. Instead
people can be seen to individually assemble public experiences in polycentric
urban districts.

In environmental terms urbanisation continues, albeit in different forms in

different parts of the world. Present attempts to make cities more sustainable fall

far short of what is needed. While urbanisation might be seen as problematic for
its detrimental environmental effects, it is also obvious that the city is to be the
solution to the problem.
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Spatial organisation

Emergence of urban networks. so much seems clear, has no obvious supertrend. It
comes with a tendency both towards decentralisation and concentration. Different
spatial models are operating simultaneously: the dispersal of uses through the use of
new information technology and an increased personal mobility; and concentration
due to the increasing need for face-to-face contact. The network society is a society of
-- often temporal -- nodes of intense interaction combined with a large base of
spatially subdivided ‘homes’. On a macrolevel we see how the scale of cities keeps
increasing while the number of choices (both in time and space) people exercise is
growing too. Yet at the same time one can observe how on the microlevel the
megalopolises are internally subdivided. Individuals regroup themselves in new,
sometimes voluntary (Alphaville) and often involuntary (Favellas), spatial units. They
create new meanings and links between the private, collective and public. between
infrastructure and enclaves, between the global and the local.

Urban networks also imply an intensification of transport. Urban networks thus
create a new importance of the organisation of flows. The quality of ‘passages’
emerges as a key concern in the network society. While people seem to appreciate the
‘zero friction” movement through space, planning gets the task of combming this
functional requirement with the social goal of cultural exchange.

All these realities — that occur simultaneously and are sometimes paradoxical --
challenge the professions of urban planning. They call for a redefinition of its core
tasks and a thorough examination of its toolkit. Moreover, what emerges is a need to
redefine the meaning of the macro and micro: what are the level at which planning
can aim to successfully intervene? And what sort of institutional arrangements should
we be thinking of if we contemplate effective intervention?

Symbols

In the network society, the planner’s attempt to relate form and function becomes
problematic. It evaporates in the rapidly changing discourses of symbols and
metaphors. Cities, theme parks, shopping malls and office parks are under a constant
pressure to reinvent themselves to comply with the latest understandings of the
relation between form and function. Planning then is about reading the signs of the
time, just in time to have a competitive advantage over other cities. This race of
symbols continues at dazzling speed and might quickly loose its physical form. The
question is whether the spatial disciplines will be able to reinvent themselves in a new
paradigm in which they have lost their natural role as organizing man and matter
through form. Can they contribute to community building without form? Can they
enhance the sense of security and the physical integrity of people without reverting
back to modernist strategies of policing and displacement? Can they rethink form,
without a direct programmatic angle?

Politics

While the understanding that the network society requires a strengthening of
governance at a transnational level, its institutional emergence is slow in coming.
Interestingly, we can see the emergence of other, far less institutionalised forms of
governance emerging precisely at those levels at which governments are the weakest.
Is it a coincidence that the interesting new forms of ‘governance’ emerge at the
regional and transnational level? Here governments participate in a broader coalition
of actors that all contribute to solving particular problems. This form of collaborative

2




planning seems behind many of the most effective interventions in the newly
emerging age of the network society.

HOW?
12 Pointers Towards a New Planning Practice

Core Business

The controversy between professionals who believe in planning as a matter of
physical production versus planning as the organisation of human activity, is as old as
the history of the discipline itself. Now, notions of physical and social development
need to be recast in the context of urban networks.

Definitions

We need to get away from the dichotomy of “The Global® versus “The Local’. These
are concepts rather than realities. They are part of one another: the global runs
through the local and vice versa.

Virality

City life and public sphere are threatened by the emergence of an enclave society.
Planning may contribute to more safety. as it does, but not at the cost of democratic
openness.

Participation
Planning may help rediscovering the qualities of urbanity. Participation is crucial.
New forms of interactive planning need to be explored.

Politics

The power of established political institutions is decreasing. Nevertheless we need
political guiding principles as normative boundaries, such as sustainability. safety.
and the safeguarding of differences without loosing the notion of community. This
requires new institutional arrangements. We need both diversity and common
references.

Hierarchy

If planners don’t want to be the technocratic executives of power, they start to explore
*bottom up’ energies. But a plan is a plan, it always implies a degree of hierarchy.
Hierarchy cannot be denied but should be problematised. Planning can play an
intermediary role here.

Subsidiarity
Political intervention in planning should happen on the lowest possible institutional
level.

New media

New media per definition create ‘places’ —nodes- where the global and the local
connect and merge. They contribute to the dispersion of spatial entities, but also
create new social logics. Planning can help to produce the relevant interfaces.

d



Technology

ICT can strengthen a culture of enclaves and should therefore be politically stimulated
to be actively used in interactive planning. Planning can contribute to design attractive
interfaces to stimulate this and help navigating.

Technology in policy and planning needs to be recast as a design issue.

Skills
In order to effectuate a process oriented practice. planners need political.
organizational, and new narrative skills.

Form
Planning is less and less about form, more and more about the organisation. It has to
focus on process, less on matter. It may help to visualize and stimulate social activity.

Mandate

The provision of high quality health care and education, a lively cultural climate and.
above all. trust in institutions are key to success in the network society. This provides
planning with its mandate for the 21% Century.
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