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Introduction

– Principles for guiding 
and evaluating urban 
development projects 
and urban social 
policies

– Central role of spatiality 
in producing and 
reproducing social 
injustices from the 
urban to the global 
scale

– Just city discourse 
tends “to draw attention 
away from […] the 
innovative possibilities 
that arise from applying 
an assertive and explicit 
spatial perspective
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Our paper: 
 Spatial approach to just city planning / city-wide scale
 Tackle existing spatial patterns of deprivation
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Just city planning after Susan Fainstein
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Equity
– Inspired by John Rawls, equity refers to “a distribution of both material and nonmaterial 

benefits derived from public policy that does not favour those who are already better off at 
the beginning” (Fainstein 2010, 36)

Diversity
– “group differentiation is both an inevitable and a desirable aspect of modern social 

processes. Social justice […] require[s] not the melting away of differences, but institutions 
that promote reproduction of and respect for group differences without oppression” (Young 
1990, 47)

Capabilities
– Every individual should dispose of non-tradable and consciously valued opportunities, 

including life, health, access to education and political and material self-determination (cp. 
Nussbaum 2000)
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Just city planning after Susan Fainstein

Dimension Policy domain Planning principle
Equity Housing Affordable units with all new housing developments (on-site or 

elsewhere) [Gentrification?]
/ Preserve affordable housing stock (one-for-one replacement)
urban renewal Incremental reconstruction of neighbourhoods to limit involuntary 

displacement
Diversity Housing No involuntary relocation for social-mixing, but limit further

segregation
/ Homogeneous neighbourhoods ok, but porous boundaries 

[Ghettoes and access to opportunities?]
urban renewal Inclusionary rather than exclusionary zoning

(Capabilities) Affirmative 
action

Assistance for historically discriminated groups (housing, education, 
employment)
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Just city planning after Susan Fainstein
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Fainstein mentions the problem of ghettoes and unequal access to opportunities
– But she seems more concerned about fair redistribution of planning benefits in single 

projects (‘justice impact statements’)
– Little help for spatially informed choices and city-wide spatial strategies
– Relaxed view on problem of ghettoization (‘sanctuaries of difference’)

Nancy Fraser (2000; 2004): Claims for recognition are today displacing claims for 
redistribution, sometimes even fostering separatism and intolerance

– Recognition does not require to foster group identity
– Seeing individuals as ‘peers in social life’
– Ensuring equal opportunity for achieving social esteem
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A spatialized version of just city planning

Edward Soja: “As a starting point, [spatial justice] involves the fair and equitable 
distribution in space of socially valued resources and the opportunities to use them”
(2009, 2)

– Lasting spatial structures of privilege/discrimination: Political, economic and 
social processes involved in producing and reproducing ghettoes

– ‘Right to the city’ includes “the right to the use of the center, a privileged place, instead 
of being dispersed and stuck into ghettos” (Lefebvre 1986, 170)

 Reframe Fainstein’s discussion of housing and urban renewal by putting 
capabilities and spatial injustices (ghettoization and gentrification) to the forefront:
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A spatialized version of just city planning

Spatial injustices Planning domains Policies/instruments
(examples)

Principles for 
spatially just planning

Just City

Ghettoization: 
involuntary 
concentrations

Housing policies (social 
mixing)

Dispersed mixed-income housing 
developments (vs. large-scale public 
housing estates), building regulations/ 
maintenance schemes, rent supplements

Counteracting spatial 
concentrations of low-
skilled/minority 
residents Capabilities: 

equitable 
access to 
opportunities

Urban regeneration Counteracting urban decline through public 
investments, housing improvements, 
employment initiatives

Gentrification: 
displacement and 
exclusion

Housing policies 
(affordability)

Funding for means-tested social housing 
units in gentrifying neighbourhoods and 
throughout the city

Limiting large-scale 
displacement and 
exclusion of low-
skilled/minority 
residents

Land-use and mega 
projects

Inclusionary residential zoning/minimal 
social housing requirements, limiting large-
scale neighbourhood renewal
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Zurich: Neighbourhood upgrading and gentrification
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Zurich: Neighbourhood upgrading and gentrification
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Q1: Schule mit
Konzentrationsindex

zwischen 0% und 17%

Q2: Schule mit
Konzentrationsindex zwischen 17% und 22%

Q3: Schule mit
Konzentrationsindex

zwischen 22% und 32%

Q4: Schule mit
Konzentrationsindex

zwischen 32% und 58%

Predicted reading competences of secondary pupils in Swiss municipalities with more than 15’000 
inhabitants, PISA 2000

Schüler (männlich): hoher soz. Status (HISEI=+1 SD), Unterrichtssprache=Hauptsprache, einheimisch

Schüler (männlich): niedriger soz. Status (HISEI=-1 SD), fremdsprachig, Migrationshintergrund
Pupil (male): high social status (HISEI=+1 SD), native speaker, Swiss national
Pupil (male): low social status (HISEI=-1 SD), foreign language, migration background

Q1: school with share of 
disadvantaged students between 

0% and 17%

Q2: school with share of 
disadvantaged students between 

17% and 22%

Q3: school with share of 
disadvantaged students between 

22% and 32%

Q4: school with share of 
disadvantaged students between 

32% and 58%

Source: Dlabac et al. (2021): https://www.zdaarau.ch/dokumente/Durchmischung_staedtische_Schulen_Bericht_21.pdf

Tip effect in schools/ 
neighbourhoods with 
more than 30/40% 
disadvantaged pupils

https://www.zdaarau.ch/dokumente/Durchmischung_staedtische_Schulen_Bericht_21.pdf
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Zurich: Neighbourhood upgrading and gentrification
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Non-western
nationals: 
deprived areas
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Zurich: Neighbourhood upgrading and gentrification
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Public housing in 
already low-
cost/deprived 
immigrant/low-skilled 
neighbourhood

Housing 
associations not 
caring about 
social/ethnic mixing 
(Swiss middle-class)

Housing associations
in already low-
cost/deprived 
immigrant/low-skilled 
neighbourhood

Switzerland: unitary housing 
system allows for diffuse social 
mixing within non-profit estates 
affecting immediate surrounding

Zurich: 25% non-profit housing, 
3% of units additionally 
subsidized

2011: Direct democratic vote
in Zurich calls to increase non-
profit share from 25% to 33% 
by 2050, but relying on private 
housing associations

Public housing in 
desirable historic 
centre: failing control 
mechanisms 
(income/rooms per 
inhabitant)

Barely non-profit 
housing in 
privileged areas
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Zurich: Neighbourhood upgrading and gentrification
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Neighbourhood 
upgrading: 
banning 
prostitution and 
open drug scene

Cooperative 
brownfield 
redevelopment: 
after a failed 
attempt for 
mixed-use 
zoning, offices 
and exclusive 
private housing 
was built

Neighbourhood 
upgrading: 
closing down of 
traditional transit 
route (western 
bypass)
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Zurich: Neighbourhood upgrading and gentrification
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Spatial injustices Planning domains Policies/instruments (observed /
 recommended)

Principles for 
spatially just planning

Just City

Ghettoization: 
involuntary 
concentrations

Housing policies (social 
mixing)

Unitary housing system leads to diffuse 
social mixing in high quality non-profit 
housing

Limited success in deprived 
neighbourhoods. Dispersal difficult when 
relying on self-interested associations (but 
20-30% targeted subsidies in new devpts.)

Support new mixed-income 
developments in deprived areas

Counteracting spatial 
concentrations of low-
skilled/minority 
residents

Capabilities: 
equitable 
access to 
opportunitiesUrban regeneration Improve quality of life in deprived areas

Gentrification: 
displacement and 
exclusion

Housing policies 
(affordability)

Increase non-profit housing stock to 33%

Targeted social housing/subsidized units 
in gentrifying areas

Limiting large-scale 
displacement and 
exclusion of low-
skilled/minority 
residents

Land-use and mega 
projects

Public support by infrastructure for 
exclusive brownfield redevelopment and 
upgrading central areas

Enforce affordable housing units
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Birmingham: Ghettoization and urban renaissance
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deprived areas

deprived areas
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Birmingham: Ghettoization and urban renaissance
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Non-white
deprived areas

White
deprived areas
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Birmingham: Ghettoization and urban renaissance

15 Nov 2021 The Democratic foundations of the Just City, Dlabac/Zwicky/Hoole/Chu/O’Farrell/Lee Page 17
 

Up to 1970’s: 
discriminatory 
assignment of good 
quality council housing 
for white working class

Non-white settling in 
low quality private 
rented dwellings 
around inner-city

2000’s:
Non-white 
residents
expanding into 
run down council 
housing in transit 
zone

East: desirable 
council housing 
sold, remaining 
council housing 
inhabited by low-
skilled white 
residents

Council housing 
partially taken 
over by housing 
associations
(white residents)

National ‘Right to buy’
scheme (1980): reduction 
of Birmingham social 
housing from 32% to 24%

UK: dual housing system
(marginalized council 
housing)
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Birmingham: Ghettoization and urban renaissance
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City centre
(mainly 
warehouses 
and factories): 
council housing 
for the white 
(few low-skilled)

Urban renaissance: 
exclusive private 
housing developments 
(setting off planning 
obligations), but 
existing council 
housing preserved 
(75%)

Birmingham still 
comparably high 
share of council 
housing

2002: Council 
housing tenants 
rejecting transfer 
to housing 
associations



Centre for Democracy Studies Aarau

Birmingham: Ghettoization and urban renaissance
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Spatial 
injustices

Planning domains Policies/instruments (observed / 
 recommended)

Principles for 
spatially just planning

Just City

Ghettoization: 
involuntary 
concentrations

Housing policies 
(social mixing)

Context: Dual housing system and ‘Right to buy’ 
scheme resulting in marginalized council housing 
estates

City Council: demolished council housing in 
suburbs, selected housing improvements, 
selected mixed-income developments in PPP

Mixed-income developments in deprived 
areas, disperse and re-invest in housing stock

Counteracting spatial 
concentrations of low-
skilled/minority 
residents

Capabilities: 
equitable 
access to 
opportunities

Urban regeneration Upgrade deprived neighbourhoods
Gentrification: 
displacement 
and exclusion

Housing policies 
(affordability)

Preserved council housing in city centre

Target low-skilled/ethnic minorities, create 
subsidized units in city centre Limiting large-scale 

displacement and 
exclusion of low-
skilled/minority 
residents

Land-use and mega 
projects

Contributed to exclusion by diverting funds from 
housing to city centre flagship projects

Invest in inclusive developments in city 
centre, enforce affordable units in new private 
developments
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Lyon: Social mixing policies at metropolitan level
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National law on 
solidarity and urban 
renewal as of 2013: 
25% social housing in 
each municipality>3’500 
inhabitants

New local urban 
development plan 
(PLU) from 2010: 
Introduction of zones for 
social mixing covering a 
majority of municipalities 
in the agglomeration

Source: Zwicky (2021) based on UrbaLyon 2013
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The role of democratic institutions and processes

– Fainstein (2010): participatory planning does not automatically lead to just 
outcomes (not-in-my-backyard attitudes, resistance to mixing by 
homeowner associations), legitimacy/impact of neighbourhood activists?

– Democratic theory has failed to show how to ensure “adequate 
representation of all interests in a large, socially divided group, protecting 
against demagoguery, achieving more than token public participation, 
preventing economically or institutionally powerful interests from defining 
the agenda, and maintaining minority rights.” (p. 29)

– Fainstein puts her hopes in planners, who are to use participatory 
arrangements to press for egalitarian and inclusive solutions (p. 173, 181)
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The role of democratic institutions and processes

– Politics in divided societies based on political coalitions: how can we expect social emancipation 
to come from a “coalition of out-groups that share little but their antagonism to the extant social 
hierarchy?” (Fainstein 2010: 52)

– Social programs depend on a combination of pressure from below, political-bureaucratic 
receptiveness at national and local level, and majoritarian support by the broader public and by 
centre-left coalitions in the case of Europe (Fainstein 2010: 167-168)

 Lijphart (1999) finds consensual democracies (e.g., Switzerland) to produce ‘kinder and gentler’ 
policies than majoritarian democracies (e.g., UK and France)  cannot be confirmed:
− Consensual politics of Zurich in line with unitary housing system bringing benefits for broad 

spectrum rather than the deprived (33% non-nationals disenfranchised!), little cross-sectoral 
cooperation in fragmented local and regional administration

− Instead: Lyon with combination of urban leadership and planners at all levels committed to 
integrated programs for spatial justice, longstanding partnership with housing associations
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The role of democratic institutions and processes

– There is actually broad local 
political support for the aims of the 
‘just city’, particularly in cities 
governed by the left (Dlabac et al. 
2020)

– The question is rather, how far are 
politicians willing and able to go, to 
actually improve conditions for the 
most disadvantaged
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Resistance to social mixing by majoritarian society: Two examples 
from Switzerland
Socially and ethnically mixed schools (Dlabac et al. 2021)
– Current practice: redistribution of means to schools with highest 

concentration of non-nationals, foreign language pupils (e.g., QUIMS)
– Optimization of school catchment areas with still short and safe walks to 

schools would help most schools to fall under the critical level of 30-40% 
of disadvantaged students

– School authorities of 5 out of 6 largest Swiss
cities initially tried to block the study

– Three school boards in Zurich and Uster testing implementation despite 
worries in the majoritarian society  also other interested European cities
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Resistance to social mixing by majoritarian society: Two examples 
from Switzerland
Contribution of non-profit housing to social mixing (project proposal)
– Current practice: housing associations introducing data-assisted 

tools for assigning units, using internally defined target values as to 
composition (social/ethnic/life stage)

– Study would show for each housing estate across the city how much it contributes to 
social mixing at level of the estate, neighbourhood and across the city

– Elaboration of a tool for specifying context-specific target values that would best 
contribute to social mixing while staying within subjectively defined range

– ‘Upgrading’ in disadvantaged neighbourhoods would require improving access for 
disadvantaged people in privileged neighbourhoods (no displacement across city border)

– Departments of City of Zurich see no immediate need for such a monitoring/steering tool
– Larger housing associations do not see social mixing as their ‘utmost priority’
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Conclusion: a call for politicians, planners, housing associations and 
activists
– Increasing levels of social and ethnic segregation in cities across Europe
– Making full use of local human capital by providing equal opportunities is often 

neglected at the cost of short term achievements (convention centres etc.)
– Problem is not only gentrification-induced displacement, but more powerful is 

deprivation by existing levels of segregation
– Spatial injustices need to be made visible and better understood not only by 

politicians and planners but also by the broader public
– No need for forced relocation but securing housing and neighbourhoods that 

mirror the socially and culturally diverse reality of the urban economic space
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THANK YOU!
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