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Since ancient times, urban public spaces have played a key role in 
contributing and providing qualities of daily urban life in physical, social, 
economic and ecological terms. As a manner of public good these spaces 
have contributed to the physical identity of a city, enabling civic interaction 
and integration, facilitating social and economic exchange, and making 
for a healthier urban environment. Today this classical vision of the urban 
public sphere is regularly questioned, both in the cities of the developing 
countries and in the developed world. New cityscapes, uncontrolled densifi-
cation and growing informality, gentrification enclaves and privatisation 
of former public domains, rationalisation of planning and management 
processes, conflicts of uses, segregation and exclusion, new control and 
security devices, as well as mediatisation and virtualisation, are just some 
of the matters which are highly influential on the contemporary urban 
public realm. 

How can, in this situation, the urban public realm become reaffirmed as 
a key ingredient of sustainable and equitable urban development? How 
can such a concept possibly play a role in a shift of ideals from wealth to 
quality of life, and how can it be mainstreamed? How is the present-day 
urban public sphere different from the traditional European model? In the 
conference “Public Sphere and Quality of Live in Emerging Cities” organised 
in November 2011 by TRIALOG in cooperation with the Master Program 
“Urban Agglomerations” at Frankfurt University of Applied Sciences, 
researchers, practitioners and development experts re-evaluated the role 
of the public urban sphere in the context of international urbanisation and 
presented experiences from Mexico City, Seoul, Cairo, Cape Town, Istanbul, 
and other cities. A selection of these contributions makes up the core of 
this issue of TRIALOG.

In the article from Mexico City, Eckhart Ribbeck illustrates the lack of 
a coherent system of public spaces in one of the largest megacities of 
the South. Being divided in a rich western and a poor eastern part, public 
spaces precisely reflect a spatially fragmented and socially segregated city. 
Only the central metropolitan area with its historical core is a transitional 
place where traffic flows and different population groups briefly meet and 
interact. 

Tahrir Square in Cairo, Egypt has been in the focus of public attention 
since the beginning of the Arab Spring. The city up until this point had been 
marked by a clear absence of public realm or venues that accommodate 
all community members. During the 2011 and 2012 protests, as Sahar 
Attia points out, Tahrir Square transformed into a wide public platform for 
discussion, resistance, and political confrontation, with a variety of uses, 
new spatial typologies, and a vibrant appropriation by all groups of society. 
Today the question remains open about how this space could be develo-
ped in the future as a community-led place and symbol for a new urban 
hope in Cairo.

In Seoul, South Korea the meaning and use of public space changed 
significantly over the last 100 years. Annette Erpenstein describes the 
recent redevelopment of the Cheonggyecheon river as part of a larger shift 
in the perception of public space. The removal of a four-lane freeway that 
had buried the river since the 1970s provides citizens with an attractive 
public space, marking a change from purely car-oriented development to a 
sustainable, more human-friendly urban realm.

Also important is the way the creation and management of public spaces 
can generate opportunities to produce citizenship. By looking at examples 
from different cities in Mexico, Regina Orvañanos Murguía illustrates 
how civil society is actively involved in the reconfiguration of urban space 
and how many small activities transform the urban condition through an 
approach of everyday urbanism.

The Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading (VPUU) programme, 
which was first implemented in the Khayelitsha township in Cape Town, 
South Africa, is an example of an integrated neighbourhood transformation 
to improve not only personal safety and security, but public space, public 
infrastructure and life in general. Michael Krause describes in detail the 
background, objectives, methodologies and partners of an approach that 
recently has received wide international recognition. 

As a result of a German-Indian planning studio based in the outskirts of 
Hyderabad, Peter Gotsch and Radostina Radulova present the IDEAN 
principles as ingredients for the development of sustainable and resilient 
neighbourhoods. Seven pillars and 33 core principles were developed to 
guide and facilitate the planning, implementation and management of inte-
grated, inclusive and equitable urban sectors and neighbourhoods.

Istanbul, Turkey is transforming rapidly, becoming a global point of attraction 
not only for people, but also for financial capital. Yasar Adnan Adanali 
briefly describes the overall strategies at work, concentrating on the role 
of city branding and urban mega projects, while focusing on the Taksim 
Project, an emblematic intervention on one of the city’s most prominent 
public spaces. 

Summing up, the different presentations and experiences from various 
cities and contexts worldwide bring to the fore a wide range of research 
topics and interdisciplinary fields of action relevant for the future develop-
ment of sustainable urban spaces. This type of development is important 
for the wellbeing of individuals as well as social communities and society as 
a whole, including manifold issues that are well beyond the purely physical 
structures: security, participation, the role of new actors, public manage-
ment and quality of life indicators. 

Peter Gotsch and Michael Peterek
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