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General Short Summary on “Soziale Stadt”
In Germany the various urban regeneration programmes have different thematic emphases, and the programmes concern themselves with various tasks. The task of the original programmes, called ‘normal programmes’ for the purpose of this discussion, is to remedy urban development deficits in the construction sense. The task of the ‘Social City’ programme is, along with rectifying urban development deficits, also to address social problems in city districts. The ‘Stadtumbau’ (Urban Regeneration) programme is designed to rationalise the housing market when there is a surplus of accommodation, and to reactivate inner city brownfield sites. Strengthening city and district centres against competition from Greenfield development is the focus of the ‘aktive Stadt- und Ortsteilzentren’ (Active City and District Centres) programme. The ‘Städtebaulicher Denkmalschutz’ (Urban Monument Protection) programme supports and implements urban heritage conservation. Furthermore, climate protection at local government level is supported by the programme ‘Investitionspakt zur energetischen Sanierung kommunaler Infrastruktur’ (Investment Pact for the Energy-efficient Retrofitting of Municipal Infrastructure). 

In Hannover there are currently six regeneration areas: one in the ‘normal programme’, four Social City areas and one Urban Renovation area. For 2009, seven more areas have been registered with the Federal State of Lower Saxony under the Social City, Urban Regeneration, Active City and District Centres, and Investment Pact programmes. The measures of these urban regeneration programmes are successful business promotion instruments and also effective ways of implementing social policy. The programmes also initiate dialogue with social groups on the margins of political involvement and, for the municipality, serve to introduce and practice successful integrative action.

The Social City programme is applied in residential areas that are declining for one or more of the following reasons, but especially increasing segregation and/or a surplus of accommodation. The driving factors of this decline can for example be a lack of investment or, conversely, positive developments at other locations in the city. Higher-income households do not move into the area or gradually ‘emigrate’, while less prosperous households move in. Rents after modernisation would be unaffordable for local people and thus housing remains unmodernised. The consequence is that the area becomes increasingly unattractive, with a concomitant effect on the social mix of local tenants. Once such a situation has arisen, the decline of an area is unstoppable without subsidies for modernisation that would otherwise be financially unviable.

The aim of a Social City regeneration programme is to stimulate the sustained development of a city district through the concentrated application of extra funding. For this, integrative administration procedures and the local presence and approachability of local government officers is indispensable. The main measures to achieve this aim are the use of urban development funds and the ‘bundling’ of other financial resources for non-investive measures. Creating organisational structures that cut across the usual local government hierarchies, along with the appointment of a planning advocate or district manager and the confirmation and support of participative structures in the district, are very relevant to the practical process. One lesson from the first ten years of organising the Social City programme is that the use of funds is complicated and sometimes difficult to calculate because of the structures of the various funding sources. Integrative action is increasingly successful at the everyday level, but has not yet been taken on board by all sections of local government administration. By contrast, the district manager structure has proven its worth and functions as a model for new administrative structures. It has become steadily easier to organise measures with equally and simultaneously positive social, economic and cultural effects.

To address the separate problematic situations in regeneration areas, projects and measures are implemented in the action scenarios of Housing, Local Economy, Surroundings, Green- and Open Spaces, Social Issues and Citizens’ Involvement and Image. 

The aim of the Housing action scenario is to retain good apartments, for poorer people as well, and to improve the standard of accommodation while keeping rents at affordable levels. Measures to achieve these aims are, for example, to set maximum rents and to cover the unrecoverable costs of modernisation. Demolition of problematic housing and building detached family houses can also contribute to an improvement in the overall housing situation. A further approach is support for energy efficiency measures and the use of alternative energy sources in building modernisation. Housing modernisation also aims to respond and adapt to changing needs in the districts, for instance by combining small apartments to provide family accommodation or converting apartments for disabled access and use. One crucial lesson from the measures applied so far is that subsidised modernisation programmes also stimulate large-scale building modernisation in general. Energy efficiency measures are attracting increasing interest, and are supported by other Federal Government programmes.

The aims of the action scenario for Surroundings, Green- and Open Spaces are to enhance the quality of ‘living with greenspace’ and thus the positive image of the district’s address. This includes encouraging local people to adopt these open spaces as their own and thus respect, be involved with, and care more for them. Examples of measures for this are the renewal or re-landscaping of green spaces, creating direct access to green space from apartments, establishing tenants’ gardens, and communal gardens to be tended and administered by local people. Practical application of measures and projects in the ‘Surroundings’ action scenario shows that fast, visible and sustained improvements to the appearance of the area can be achieved, thus enhancing local people’s identification with their district.

The Local Economy action scenario aims to stabilise local businesses and retail provision in the district and to remove barriers to the employment market and thus combat low-income poverty. Example measures are networking local businesses and the coordination and joint market presentation of local retailers. Mobilising private investment and public funding generates a general economic feel-good factor in the district. Findings from this action scenario show that self-organisation of businesses needs intense preparation and sustained support, and it is not yet clear whether it will bear fruit in the long term. In the regeneration areas there is often a scarcity of businesses – apart from retail – and this makes action more difficult. The many and varied education and vocational training measures are probably successful, but this is not really measurable. Efforts to combat low-income poverty will only succeed long-term through measures to improve residents’ overall chances in life.

The Social Issues action scenario is a crucial component of the Social City programme. The aims are: ameliorating disadvantage in social and personal development due to the locality, reducing social and ethnic conflict, and encouraging integration. For this, in addition to urban development funding, support from other sources such as the European Social Fund (ESF) enables the implementation of a large variety of measures, most importantly the provision of better social infrastructures for the district, along with essential measures to improve local people’s language and general qualifications. This action scenario also includes special provision for poorly-qualified people leading to further training and employment. In the course of social integration measures – not only for local people with an immigration background – training and support in non-violent conflict resolution is necessary. In relation to the social measures in Social City districts, one crucial recognition is that fundamental changes in the social structures will not happen overnight and that the consequences of global and national developments can only be moderated to a limited extent at local level. Provision of social infrastructure, however, is very well received, as are skilling and qualification measures. Support and supervision of social problem groups encourages relatively peaceful coexistence and reduces the negative influence on the district and its public image.

A central aim of Social City regeneration is, through the Citizens’ Involvement action scenario, to strengthen the self-reliance of local people in taking responsibility for their personal affairs and surroundings and thereby to help create sustainable neighbourhood structures. The general mobilisation to ‘get involved’ by volunteers is intended both to strengthen the social fabric and to relieve the burden on the public purse. Strengthening commitment to and thus identification with the home district is promoted through such measures as participation on specific issues, multi-lingual district regeneration newspapers and district management. Establishing local consultative bodies such as a district forum and a regeneration commission with its own budget for local projects also contributes to active dialogue between local citizens on the issues of the district. On this action scenario it must be said that it is markedly more difficult to promote successful participation in Social City districts than in the late 19th century former working class districts, today with a strong student population. Long-term participation only succeeds with a very modest circle of activists who, however, have a very important disseminator function.

The Image action scenario pursues the aim of averting the stigmatisation of and discrimination against people because of where they live. It involves strengthening local people’s identification with their district and improving external perceptions, thus making it more attractive for investment. Diverse measures are implemented such as enhancing the district in the abovementioned action scenarios, systematic press work and publications and emphasising the specific qualities and ‘endogenous potential’ of the district with campaigns. One important lesson from this action scenario is that when a district becomes a Social City area and its problems begin to be discussed openly, without quick improvements there is a danger of further stigmatisation. It is therefore very important that improvements to the district are visible and appreciable in the short term. Practical improvements are seen in the district and thus the self-image often changes faster than the actual or suspected external image. Working with symbols such as arts projects in public spaces and the active practical involvement of local residents to carry out such projects and campaigns are especially important.

As an overall assessment of urban regeneration with the Social City programme, it can be shown that it is not feasible to counter global economic processes at local level, to prevent segregation, or to alter the social structure of an area at short notice. It is, however, possible to equip these areas for specific integration tasks and thus to improve the quality of life and of accommodation for people on low incomes. Further, the emergence or hardening of stigmatising and discriminatory attitudes to certain districts can be combated, thus contributing to removing disadvantages of (young) people because of their locality.
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