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Madam Chair, 
Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Thank you very much for inviting me to this international conference on "the Future 
of cities". It's an extremely topical issue. 

Europe is about to reinvent itself. With the Europe 2020 strategy, the European 
Union has agreed on the way forward to a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy 
delivering high levels of employment, green growth and social cohesion. This 
strategy is both our operational answer to the financial crisis and our vision for a 
better, more results- orientated Europe.  

Cities play a crucial role in all this.  

Not only because more than 70% of Europeans live in cities and urban areas. 

But also because cities are the engine of our society. 

Cities are at the forefront of our efforts to live up to the key challenges of our day – 
whether we think of climate change, migration, social inclusion or building 
sustainable growth.   

Europe's cities have been squeezed by the financial crisis. For the first time in two 
decades all three major general sources of urban taxes – from property, income and 
sales, - have declined simultaneously. Without recovery in cities, we have no 
recovery.  

Urban centres act ever more powerfully as magnets for newcomers from rural areas, 
and indeed from other countries, legal or otherwise, and this makes our cities a 
crucible for social interaction of all kinds. We have no social harmony, unless it 
exists in our cities.   

And, the concentration of population in our cities makes their role in tackling climate 
change and changing our culture of energy consumption decisive. 70% of Europe's 
CO2 emissions comes from cities.  

Cities have also always been places of progress. 

It was in our cities that our society based on the division of labour developed. What 
does this mean? 

They are centres of innovation and education, and of modern services like hospitals. 

In other words: Social political developments emerge primarily in cities. 

That’s why dealing with trends in cities means being at the edge of time. 

While cities can drive change, we have to ensure they themselves adapt to changes 
around them.    

As Professor Michael Parkinson, Director of the European Institute for Urban Affairs, 
puts it: “Our cities have the borders of the 19th century, they have the administration 
created in the 20th century and are facing challenges of the 21st century.”  

The model of governance we seek for our cities has to reflect not only their very 
specific role in our society, but also their internal diversity.  Much of my work as 
Regional Policy Commissioner has to do with tackling disparities of prosperity within 
countries. But we cannot ignore disparities of wealth within regions, and nowhere 
are different standards of living more visible than in our major cities. The gulf 
between haves and have nots (die Reichen und die Armen), between those with 
prospects and those without, is a classic city challenge.   

Equally, without wanting to wade into the now very active debate on multiculturalism 
launched by leaders like Angela Merkel and David Cameron, it is clear that creating 
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the conditions for communities of different ethnicities and religions to co-exist, is 
inescapably a matter for city governance.  

We are asked to reflect today on the value of self government for cities and regions.  

Think of Berlin, which is a region in its own right, or Paris, framed by Isle de France, 
or this city, which is enjoying its relatively recent experiment with a Mayor of London, 
and it is clear that Europe has come up with a wide range of solutions for its cities.  

We should not imagine that one paradigm will suit all contexts. What is essential, in 
my view, is that a governance model exists in each case that can express a clear 
identity for the city, and contribute to building strategy in the areas of challenge that I 
have outlined.       

Cities demonstrate clearly some of the current trends in the evolution of our political 
landscape in Europe.  

As the significance of ideology decreases, the politics of personality gains in 
importance. Voters choose individuals rather than party programmes. 

This phenomenon has two major consequences.  

On the one hand parties are shrinking.  

In my view this is because a compelling political agenda can create significant-
membership for political parties, that can never be matched in a democracy by the 
simple attraction of individual political figureheads.   

On the other hand, individuals and individual interests are leading to the 
development of more, and smaller parties. This leads to a fragmentation of the party 
spectrum.  

Of course in the UK your voting system makes this trend less visible, but you are not 
immune to it, and this will remain the case however your referendum on voting 
systems turns out in a few weeks' time.    

The depolarisation of politics has to be seen against the context of another modern 
trend, namely the breathless advance of the social media and the internet. 
Facebook and Twitter are turning our democracy more and more into an e-
democracy, where participation in political debate at the grassroots has a new 
reality.  

Bring together the new opportunities for participative democracy, the drift away from 
classic party affiliation and a certain level of prosperity, and you have the recipe for 
the emergence of parties with a smaller interest base or even single issue parties. 
You have perhaps heard of the Pirate Party in Germany which focuses on civil rights 
in telephony and on the Internet.    

The challenge for cities is to interpret these factors correctly and adapt accordingly.  

That means guiding the wealth of opportunities for participation in local democracy 
towards new forms of local empowerment, and guarding against it leading simply to 
a dispersal of political forces, and thus to inaction.   

Mr Cameron is not alone in seeking a renaissance of active citizenship. I leave it to 
others to analyse his "Big Society", but I can certainly tell you, from my own 
experience, that local empowerment has to be the first objective of city governance.  

Urban development cannot prosper with a top-down approach.  

Citizens need to be put in a position in which they can take responsibility – in which 
they feel responsible - for their city, their neighbourhood, their street. And people 
who are embedded in a neighbourhood community take definitely stronger political 
ownership of “their” city or district. 
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An evaluation of the EU Urban II Community initiative concluded that projects which 
have been designed with the involvement of local communities were usually the 
successful ones.  Projects which were imposed top-down were usually the ones that 
failed.  In short: the impact of projects was in direct correlation with the level of local 
empowerment and ownership. 

To build governance based on local empowerment, we have to work out which issue 
should be dealt with at which level. 

For each governance activity, we need to identify the smallest meaningful 
democratic entity. 

While measures to tackle pockets of poverty might be best addressed through 
smaller-scale neighbourhood interventions, questions related to clean urban 
transport or service provision might be solved better at city, city-regional level or by 
a group of cities.  

Our leitmotif need not necessarily be the concept of the philosophical anarchist 
Leopold Kohr, that was later on called “small is beautiful”.    

But our objective in cities should be to find formats which allow us to engage as 
many people as possible with issues that affect them. Across Europe we see many 
ways in which this participation and consultation can be achieved from online fora to 
citizens' panels.     

There are an ever-expanding range of ways to increase the ownership of citizens. 

This is good not only for decision-making on specific issues, but also fosters 
people's understanding of the complexity of the challenges of representative 
democracy whether at city, national or European level. 

John Donne said "No man is an island". Well, no city, however big, can prosper in 
isolation these days either. If we want our cities to be at the cutting edge of smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth, they need to engage in broader co- operation with 
other centres.  

Good governance means co-operation to bridge gaps that can threaten 
competiveness. Even the most powerful city cannot afford to be introspective, short-
termist or narrow-minded about such co-operation.   

That's why European Regional Policy puts such emphasis on urban networks.  

The  metropolitan network within the EU-Programme Urbact II also links to 
secondary cities and smaller towns. It has a role to play in furthering powerful 
transport and ICT networks – and if we look deeper, also a role in underpinning the 
smooth functioning of the internal market and Europe's overall competitiveness as 
well as environmental sustainability of urban Europe.   

However, some of the most exciting work is on a smaller scale.  

The bridge over the Öresund connecting Malmö in Sweden and Copenhagen in 
Denmark, was a pioneering venture that has paid off, unlocking huge growth 
potential for the whole region.  

Some forms of co-operation are based on specific mutual interests, like the special 
working arrangements agreed between Lille in France with Kortrijk and Tournai in 
Belgium, to tackle shared challenges in health and transport.  

Sometimes the motivation is simply to make most of available resources. In Holland, 
for example, a group of major cities has come together to cooperate on getting the 
best possible value out of the Structural Funds they receive from the European 
budget.   
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These initiatives are to be applauded, because they bring an added value to city 
governance, and to the way cities can serve their citizens.  

But cities are not only about local issues or even national well-being.  

In the words of Leonardo Benevolo, the famous Italian architect and city planner: 
"The city is born with Europe, and in a way it is the city which gave birth to Europe. 
Cities are probably the main reason for Europe now existing as a historical unity." 

Cities have shaped who we are in the wider world, and they continue to do so today.  

For example, European cities are front runners in eco-innovation and green 
technologies.  

In rankings for cities contributing to the innovation economy worldwide, 7 out of the 
top ten are European cities. 

So, our cities are on the international front line when it comes to tackling climate 
change.  

Social and economic factors also make our cities a preferred destination for 
international migrants, placing them at the forefront of events far from home.   

But Western cities are not the only axes of globalisation any more.  

More than half of this planet's population lives in urban areas and this trend will 
continue.  

While in 1950 only 4 out of 10 city dwellers lived in developing countries, in future it 
will be 7 out of 10. Of the 20 biggest megacities, 13 are in Asia and Latin-America.  
I'm sure the following speaker will elaborate this in more detail. 

Our cities need, therefore, to cooperate more closely with counterparts abroad. 
Following the World Mayors Summit in November the adoption of the Mexico-City 
Pact to reduce CO2 emissions was a very good example of what can be done at a 
city-to-city level on an international issue.   

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The development of a European urban strategy is one of my political priorities as a 
Commissioner for regional policy. I have said so from the day I took office. 

European Regional Policy can be a vehicle to help cities to move in the right 
direction and to ensure their voices are heard.  

However, what we need is a dialogue with local governments, administrations, 
experts and academics. That's one of the reasons I am happy to be here today. I am 
looking forward to hearing your insights, your ideas.  

So we will need your creative thinking, your vision for our urban future. We need our 
cities to move forward in Europe – because they are our best tools to address the 
challenges we face.  

They are our highest hope for winning the race against climate change.  

They are our best cards in today's globalised economy.  

They are our most powerful weapons to fight social exclusion.  

They are our future. And they are Europe's future. Thank you! 


