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Learning from Saxony-Anhalt 
 
 
The International Building Exhibition Urban Redevelopment Saxony-Anhalt 2010 showcases 
concrete urban development solutions for nineteen towns and cities whose populations have 
dropped drastically over the last twenty years. Shrinking Cities, an international project by the 
German Federal Cultural Foundation with the participation of the Bauhaus Dessau 
Foundation, showed early on how important the subject of shrinkage is through its exhibitions 
and publications on experimental, theoretical, and artistic levels. Similar to the work Rem 
Koolhaas has done on growth in Singapore, China, and Lagos, Shrinking Cities put the issue 
on the agenda in international architecture and urban planning debates. As the World Atlas of 
Shrinking Cities, presented at the first exhibition and also published in the catalogue, clearly 
demonstrates, shrinking cities are primarily a problem of the western industrial countries in 
the last half century. These are especially found “in the USA (59), Great Britain (27), 
Germany (26), and Italy (23). Since 1990, shrinking cities have increasingly been found in 
former Warsaw Pact countries, such as Russia (13), Ukraine (22), and Kazakhstan (13). 
Between 1950 and 2000, there has also been an above-average number of shrinking cities in 
South Africa (17) and Japan (12).” so noted Tim Rieniets in his introduction. He projected 
that “they would be a global phenomenon of increasing relevance in the future.”1 
 This is certainly correct. Even if the issue had no global relevance, it would still be 
important to work on it. After all, it concerns towns and cities. So it is safe to assume that, 
even in the wake of considerable shrinkage of the population, a large number of people will 
continue to live in these places that deserve to lead a dignified life. This right to convenient 
housing for all social strata is one of the great achievements of the 20th century in Europe. Its 
global relevance certainly justifies an international building exhibition. 
 At the same time, we have to see the phenomenon in the right light. Even if the 
population of the world is growing more slowly than expected a few years ago, population 
decrease remains an exception that is limited to Japan, South Africa, and Eastern Europe. If 
we bear in mind that shrinkage is not only caused by a drop in the birth rate but also by out-
migration, then we can understand why the debates about urban planning and architecture are 
characterised in most parts of the world by growth, and in many cases by explosive growth. 
The United Nations Human Settlements programme (UN HABITAT) identifies three trends 
that will characterise the coming “urban era.” Firstly, we will find the largest cities in the 
developing countries. “Metacities,” that is, “megacities” with more than twenty million 
people, will gain ground in Asia, Latin America, and Africa. But only 4% of the world 
population will live in these. Secondly, the majority of migrants will move to smaller cities 
with less than one million inhabitants. More than half of the world population will live in 
cities with less than 500,000 inhabitants, but almost 20% of the world population will live in 
cities with between with one and five million. It is these cities that will grow at a faster rate, 
not as a result of in-migration but of higher birth rates. Thirdly, cities in developing countries 
will absorb 95% of urban growth over the next twenty years, principally in Africa and Asia. 
As of 2030, these two continents will have the largest populations.2 
 European architects and town planners will undoubtedly also face their most 
fascinating and important challenges in the upcoming decade. These tasks can no longer be 
managed using the old strategies of social housing construction. These instruments have 
perhaps been successful in Hong Kong or Singapore in the past, and up to a certain extent in 
China still today. However, most developing countries simply have no capital available to 
provide the masses of housing and infrastructure necessary for people to be able to lead a 
dignified life there as well.3 
 The problem these two urban phenomena—explosive growth and successive 
shrinkage—share is the necessity of finding new possibilities for financing and 
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implementation. This does not only mean that in both cases the problem has to be solved with 
the least possible expenditure. No, the problem goes far beyond that. In growing cities, the 
issue is the quantity of capital required to build faster and more and of a better, that is, more 
sustainable, quality than is normally done in the slums. In shrinking cities it is about finding 
new opportunities for financing, because the reduction of the population means a decline in 
the economy as well as real estate prices. In such a situation, it is not attractive to invest 
without there being other incentives. The demand for a different political and economic order 
is again getting louder, as it did in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
 Growing and shrinking cities also share another problem: they are just not sexy. While 
awareness of the slums of the world appears to be growing, so the shrinking towns and cities 
will completely disappear from our radar screens. Long-term projects such as Shrinking Cities 
and the IBA Urban Redevelopment Saxony-Anhalt 2010 do not seem to gather much media 
attention. However, awareness of the issue of explosively growing cities has other 
problematic features. It goes without saying that many people, groups, and countries are 
coming to grips with the issue, but in the last ten years a form of academic architectural 
discourse has come about, which the American author Daniel J. Boorstin calls a “pseudo-
event.” 
 According to Boorstin, a pseudo-event is not spontaneous but comes about because it 
is planned, that is, it is initiated and implanted. It typically deals with an interview rather than 
a train accident or earthquake. A pseudo-event is placed in the world in order to be 
immediately broadcast or repeated. The question “Is it real?” is not as relevant as the question 
“Is it newsworthy?” Its relationship to underlying reality is ambiguous. Interest is, for the 
most part, stirred by this ambiguity. For pseudo-events, the question “What does it mean?” 
has a new dimension. Whilst the interest in reports of a train accident consists in learning 
what really occurred and what consequences it has, the interest in an interview is always 
aimed at whether it really occurred and what the motive was. “Without some of this 
ambiguity” wrote Boorstin “a pseudo-event can no longer be interesting. It is normally 
intended to be a self-fulfilling prophesy. Those who, at the thirtieth anniversary of a hotel, 
assert that the hotel is excellent make it an excellent hotel.”4 
 We only have to bring to mind the large quantity of literature about Dubai to see that 
the discourse about its growth has largely become a pseudo-event in a matter of just a few 
years. Yet the IBA Urban Redevelopment 2010 is also a media event. Without the media, 
costly manifestations that have taken years to prepare, such as the present IBA in Saxony-
Anhalt, could no longer take place. Quite apart from that, it is the only way that a debate over 
the theme of this IBA can be kindled: the treatment of locations where the population is 
shrinking. However, what is missing in Saxony-Anhalt, thank God, are the heroics that both 
the IBA Emscher Park and the IBA Fürst-Pückler-Land used to celebrate the industrial history 
of their own regions. And what is missing, thank God, is the merry “Wimby!”—meaning 
“Welcome in My Back Yard!”—that welcomes you to the IBA Hoogvliet in xenophobic 
Rotterdam, of all places, which sets the tone for the port of Hamburg introducing itself as the 
“gateway to the world.” 
 The excess of works of art, listed buildings, and viewing towers in other recent IBAs, 
of impressive illumination and photo opportunities only goes to show how we are governed 
by what Boorstin calls “extravagant expectations”: by how many novelties and heroes there 
are, how often masterpieces are created, how exotic the next places can be. By what we can 
do to create events and heroes where there are none. By what we can do to make forms of art 
more pleasant, to transform a novel into a film, or to use a symphony to lighten the mood. By 
what we can do to fabricate national goals where there are none, and to pursue these after we 
have fabricated them. By what we can do to invent standards and uphold them as if we had 
revealed or discovered them.5 
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 If the IBA Urban Redevelopment 2010 stands out, then it is because of three things: 
decentralisation, unpretentiousness, a sense of the everyday. And it is exactly these that 
distinguish it from other IBAs, from other similar projects, and indeed from a greater part of 
the current debate about architecture and urban planning. Instead, what is being attempted 
here is to develop a future with the locations, their histories, their people, and their means. 
That is what sums up the its quality. 
 What I mainly noticed on the journey I undertook in August 2009 on invitation by the 
IBA were the numerous local stakeholders who have taken responsibility for all kinds of 
small- and large-scale projects in their towns or cities and present these enterprises as if they 
were their own, even if they are a part of a larger whole. What also impressed me is the large 
number of stakeholders who have each adopted a twenty-by-twenty metre plot in the 
renaturised landscape park. Without such commitment, this park would never have been 
created; it would require enormous financial investment for the parkway and its upkeep. 
 It appears that after kick-off, the IBA organisers above all played the role of a catalyst. 
Catalysis was carried out in countless debates, in communication not intended for the media 
but which served the direct contact between individuals and institutions. Although, since the 
IBA’s launch eight years ago, several books have been published and diverse exhibitions and 
symposia have been held, these always remained reserved, more objective and reflexive rather 
than giving rise to what Boorstin terms “extravagant expectations.” 
 Anyway, these were not the quintessence of the work. What was more important was 
mobilising people. For example in Köthen. Here, where Samuel Hahnemann created 
homoeopathy, they are trying to develop a home for the movement. At the focus is the 
European Central Library of Homoeopathy in the restored building of the former hospital of 
the monastery of the Barmherzige Brüder (Brothers of Mercy). The idea of once again making 
Köthen the centre of homoeopathy was so strong that the library was prepared to move from 
Hamburg to Köthen. The wonderful interior is an example of how different institutions can 
achieve an unexpected result through intense communication. 
 The municipality of Köthen has apparently been successful in acquiring money for its 
redevelopment, not only from the IBA. This means that no expense really had to be spared in 
the rearrangement of public space; its quality is high, as befits its historic character. Town 
planners and homoeopaths collaborated in intervening in the 19th-century Ludwigstrasse. 
Starting from “let like be cured by like”—meaning that medical intervention should produce 
an effect similar to the illness itself—a series of activities that temporarily heightened the 
effects of shrinkage were carried out in order to mobilise Ludwigstrasse residents. So on one 
evening, the lights were turned off and residents invited to a meeting. This approach actually 
led to greater participation. Meanwhile, competitions have been initiated for the 
redevelopment of Ludwigstrasse; we are waiting for its implementation. 
 The homoeopathic principle may be characteristic for the entire approach of Saxony-
Anhalt’s IBA. With a minimum of financial resources and a maximum of political 
participation on the part of towns and cities, a wide variety of projects was created whose 
impact reaches far beyond urban planning in shrinking regions. We could actually talk about a 
laboratory here where a series of urban planning experiments are carried out under precisely 
controlled conditions. It is not just about formal or aesthetic effects, but about effects that 
benefit towns as a sociotopes. Seen from the viewpoint of cities like Rotterdam, Groningen, 
Graz, and Barcelona, which have a tradition of architecture festivals, the most recent practices 
of participation, which developed as a reaction against the star architecture of the 1990s, will 
be made use of in Saxony-Anhalt. In doing so, a new balance has been found: on one side, the 
sociologically and politically influenced ideas from urban renewal of the 1960s and 1970s; on 
the other, an attitude that self-confidently makes use of architecture, urban planning, and art 
as mainstays of culture. 



 4 

 I hope that this can be adequately conveyed. Because in this case, pretty project photos 
are not enough. In this case, lives will be linked, and new, lasting social relationships created. 
And incidentally: many of the IBA’s key positions were held by women. Perhaps the greatest 
compliment visitors could pay to the IBA is if they commented on Saxony-Anhalt’s beauty 
and the good life that can be lead there. 
 When you visit the IBA locations today, what really stands out is the landscape. It 
gives you the impression that time has stood still for at least fifty years. You can see hills, 
rivers, groups and rows of trees, meadows, and fields intersected by narrow country roads 
with very little traffic. Parts of the country are reminiscent of Tuscany. The landscape on the 
one hand seems primal, and on the other almost surreal. And armies of giant wind generators 
dominate as far as the eye can see. The towers gleam; the propellers turn, looking into the 
distance as if they obeyed laws other than those by earth-bound mortals. It is admirable that in 
Saxony-Anhalt, such a large share of the energy is already obtained from sustainable sources. 
 The future is here. However, history has a greater presence. We find it in small, 
surprisingly well-preserved historic centres. We find it in Köthen, the town of Johann 
Sebastian Bach and Samuel Hahnemann, and in Lutherstadt Eisleben, Bernburg, and 
Aschersleben. History is also present in Staßfurt, whose centre disappeared into the earth. All 
of the towns speak of their past. Strangely enough, the modern estates—the prefabricated 
high-rises from the GDR years whose vacancy rates define our media-dominated perception 
of them—are not as prevalent here as elsewhere. 
 If I have to end with some critical remarks, then one of them ties in here. The future is 
not seamlessly joined to a past that is favoured by the current politically, culturally, and 
socially active generation. The IBA’s strategy to concentrate its work in the centres of 
nineteen towns and cities is absolutely logical from the standpoint of shrinkage. The value of 
such centres is enormously important, especially in Germany, where many historic towns and 
cities were destroyed in the course of World War II. But we should not think that by letting 
the expanded centres of the towns and cities shrink back that we will return to a social holism, 
including virtues romanticised in retrospect. 
 It seems to me that in some towns and cities, the few remaining young people are only 
guests in their own environment. They seem lost, not only because of threatening 
unemployment, but because they no longer have a relationship to this manicured historic 
culture; they probably even look on it as lies. I have rarely seen such a clueless and aggressive 
counter-culture marked by alcohol and drug abuse, and noisy, beat-up but pimped cars. A 
society that has such a counter-culture has to come to grips with, and not merely discipline, it. 
Because these people, and not bricks and mortar, are the future. 
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