
I have been asked to comment on the issue of sustainable urban development in relation to the IFHP 

Ranko Radovic Student Competition.

To illustrate this theme, I have selected three of the competition projects. The three projects in question 

are concerned with the development of urban areas home to the poor on three different continents. To 

explain this selection let me quote the Brazilian team: “Solving favelas’ problems helps to prove that if 

underprivileged communities in a critical urban context can be prepared for the future, everyone else can 

and should be.” 1

Obviously it is not the favelado who is responsible for the excessive resource consumption and pollution in 

the world. But it seems as if it is here we can find solutions to these problems.

There are at least three reasons for that:

1. Developing countries are forced to take action, because the shortage of conventional resources is 

threatening to obstruct continued economic expansion in these countries, and because these countries 

are often more affected by and less capable of protecting themselves against climate change.

2. Sustainable urban development necessitates a high level of creativity and innovation. In developing 

countries with low levels of urbanization and rapid urban growth it is easier to test and apply (radically) 

new planning methods and technologies.

3. It is very difficult to change already consolidated patterns of consumption. In developing countries, 

where (Western) lifestyles associated with patterns of excessive consumption are not yet consolidated, it 

is possible to choose a different path.

So, developing countries have the possibility to lead the world in a new and more sustainable direction. 

But this cannot be accomplished without massive support from developed countries, including transfer 

and co-development of know-how and technology.

It is really quite simple. We - the rich - have to share our wealth with the poor if we want to revert the 

current trend of massive environmental destruction and climate change.

An obvious place to start is among the future generations. It is therefore stimulating to see so many 

students who choose to go abroad to try to solve problems in areas that are – if geographically, culturally 

and economically very far away - closely linked to their own future.

It is, however, sad to see to what limited extent local students get involved in these projects. Not only 

because both parties could obviously learn a great deal from each other, but also because a better under-

standing of local cultures, policies and social structures could be greatly beneficial to these projects.

Still, it is clear that the students from AAA in Denmark and ETH in Switzerland who respectively travelled 

to the Guangdong Province in China and Addis Ababa in Ethiopia, are concerned with the local perspective 

and the involvement of local inhabitants. 2

This more inclusive, bottom-up approach is strangely absent from the project for the favela of Belo 

Horizonte in Brazil, developed solely by Brazilian students from UFMG. A project that illustrates both 

the huge potentials and the limitations of engineered sustainability. Maybe international – and 

interdisciplinary - collaboration would have been beneficial here as well.

The “European” projects in Africa and Asia presuppose a very strong alliance between planners and NGO’s 

(because we don’t really trust the local government?). There are many positive aspects to such an alliance, but 

it would obviously be very problematic if planners began to bypass local governments, developers and investors.

Sustainable urban development is not only about environmental issues. It is also about job creation, 

social stability, education, healthcare, life-styles and other factors that are determinant for the long-term 

success of the development. And then it has to be politically and economically feasible, if not downright 

profitable.

The real challenges confronting sustainable urban development, however, are not how to encompass so 

many different factors, but that these factors are constantly changing. How to combine long-term goals 

with even short-term unpredictability? How to create dynamic sustainability?

These three projects, offer us some very instructive examples, as they engage some of the most dynamic 

urban environments that are also most in need of sustainable solutions. 
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mixcity
“As soon as the site is left by the 
military and the empty land is 
organized with the grid, the first 
plots are sold and construction 
starts” – Don’t waste any time!

There are obviously many other 
issues to consider. What about 
energy for instance?

A dilemma in fast growing urban environments is: How to provide sustainable solutions when you 

don’t have any time to think?

You suggest a very interesting solution: self-organization. But no matter how tempting it may seem 

to leave the welfare institutions and the social system to “voluntary neighborhood organizations” 

and let NGO’s provide “temporal housing for the construction site workers”, “public kitchens”, 

“sanitation facilities” and “waste treatment” it also points to some more fundamental institutional 

problems that can not be bypassed by simply leaving everything up to volunteers.

Likewise, your proposal to promote and explore the potential synergies in “Social MIXITY and land 

use MIXITY” is highly interesting, but physical mix may hide deeper non-physical barriers. Coal is cheap, but …

“In Addis Ababa we boast of thirteen months of sunshine(!). 
Which means there is abundance of solar energy. Which would 
contribute to reduce green house effects if it was developed 
properly. But the problem is how to get the technology that will 
make it a reality for us.”
Addis Ababa Mayor Birhane Deressa at the C40 Large Cities 
Climate Summit 2007 in New York22
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favela
Some people see the favela from the 
safe distance of a helicopter. From 
this perspective it is nothing but an 
endless string of problems.

Why be concerned? Why bother to stop? Now we are almost home and safe in our gated community.

Thank you for seeing the favela not as a source of problems but as a source of energy? But aren’t 

you still hovering overhead in the helicopter?

Why not use the energy and the 
existing resources of the favela? 

From high in the sky you design a number of intelligent environmental solutions, promoting 

clean energy and local sanitation, maybe even local job opportunities and social stability. 

(Could the local population be trained to manage the production and distribution of clean 

energy?)

But why tear down and rebuild everything from scratch? Who will pay for that?

Why not engage the people actually living in the favela in the development of their own com-

munity?

Sustainable urban development is not only about physical planning and design. Sometimes it 

is a matter of property rights, helping provide people with land titles, and thus giving people 

the means to get loans to start their own businesses. Sometimes dance and music can be used 

to change reality.

“Favela Rising” tells the story of Anderson Sa, a former drug trafficker from Rio de Janeiro’s 

most feared slum, who becomes a social activist and uses music and dance, inspired by the 

rhythms of his streets, to combat the violence and oppression that have affected generation 

after generation of impoverished teens. (…) Filmed over more than two years in the most des-

perate neighborhoods of Rio, the film illustrates how art and culture can be catalysts for social 

change (...)

22
5

22
4



The village within the city is already a clearly defined enclave. Now that they are 

trapped within the modern city the question is not how to enhance the edges of their 

village, but rather how to be integrate it. How do the villagers become part of the city? 

How do they get access to the opportunities and benefits of the city?

The floating population
Interview with Mr Jin and Mr Zhang, two migrant workers living together in a future office space 

on a temporary construction site.

How do you sleep?

We sleep with quilts on some wooden boards.

What do you eat?

We go to the nearest grocery store (1 km away) at 6 am to get some vegetables and some meat 

that we prepare on an electric cooker. We also have tap water, but it is not drinkable.

When do you work?

We work from 7.30 am to 6.30 pm, seven days a week, all year around.

When do you see your family then?

Our families live in our home province (Jiangsu). If something happens to them we ask for leave 

to go back and see them. Otherwise we see them during spring festival (one or two weeks a year) 

where we will bring them some presents and show them how much we earned last year.

What are your ambitions for the future?

(Laughing) … We want to earn more money. Our sons need money to get married and build new 

houses. We are already 43 and 45 years old, life is just like this, no big change will happen any 

more.

It is admirable that you invest yourselves in problems that may seem so far away. And your 

proposals for better housing, more public space for social interaction and spaces for small-scale 

private enterprises are good. But there is a reason why the migrant workers are called a floating 

population. The nature of their jobs do not allow them to settle in one place. In fact, they are not 

really allowed to do so. 

happy village
The village within the city
The villagers sold their land and then they spend the money on buying their food – in-

stead of growing it themselves. One day they woke up surrounded by high-rises. They 

were still living in their village but they had no more food and they didn’t know what to 

do in the modern city. Then they went to the office of the planning bureau – in one of 

the high-rise buildings – threatening to throw themselves out from the rooftop. “What 

do you do?” Asked the local planning director.

Flexible kitchen with living room qualities
Moveable bedroom with storage facilities
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