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Suburban Form

The primary purpose of this book is to examine and document the remarkable development and transformation of suburban form throughout the globe during the twentieth century. The premise that suburban areas are monotonous, inert environments is put to a test through investigation of the complexity of those suburban settings and the dynamic physical changes that have taken place since their inception.

This book investigates select case studies of suburban environments from around the globe demonstrating that the process of suburbanization is an international phenomenon with interesting continuities despite cultural differences. The case studies span from the favelas of Rio de Janeiro, through new town developments in Singapore, to the high-tech regions of the Silicon Valley and the Tokaido Corridor. The authors analyze the impact of certain elements of urban form on the processes of formation and transformation of the built environment. The impact that urban planning concepts and principles, as well as governmental policies and regulations have had and continue to exert on shaping the twentieth-century suburbs is also examined.

The analysis of suburban form is used to enhance our understanding of the wide variety of current patterns of urban growth, the logic of their physical evolution, the set of opportunities and constraints characterizing each type of suburban environment; and the choices that we have in shaping the future growth of our cities.
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Preface

In September 2001, the co-editors of this book convened the bi-annual conference of the International Seminar on Urban Form (ISUF) in Cincinnati, which attracted some 150 academics, practitioners, and public officials from 14 countries. They represented an interesting interdisciplinary mix of geographers, archeologists, architects, historians, and city planners.

ISUF is an active organization of about 300 researchers in a variety of disciplinary fields who are engaged in studying the form of cities and the transformation of these forms over time. The study of urban form is called “urban morphology.” Several different approaches or paradigms of urban morphology arose during the first half of the twentieth century. Working in parallel, but without much knowledge of each other at first, were research groups in England, France, and Italy. Over a period of years, these groups were brought together.

Since its formation in 1994, the greatest task of ISUF has always been to conquer the boundaries between these disparate research groups so that their knowledge and insights and methods can be shared. This is no small task, made especially difficult by acutely different disciplinary perspectives, seminal texts in at least four different languages, and methods arising from analyzing the divergent urban forms of, say, small English villages and Japanese castle towns. We often communicate in maps and diagrams and photos as much as in texts, which is why this book is heavily illustrated. Like academics do everywhere, we argue over the definitions of words and terms – tissues, organic form, districts, typology. We use our different perspectives to challenge each other and to offer completely different interpretations of the same data.

In the richness of this debate, the entire field of urban morphology is slowly becoming more precise, more engaging, and more relevant on a global scale. Now, we are able to compare the hill towns of Italy with hill towns everywhere, using similar theories, points of comparison, and methods.

This book is a compilation of eleven essays prepared for the ISUF 2001 conference in Cincinnati and selected by the editors for their important global perspectives on suburban development. All share the perspective of an urban morphologist as that definition is being evolved – all are looking at the transformation of urban form over time. What makes this especially interesting though is that urban morphologists until recently have not paid much attention to the suburbs, as the field essentially began with the study of historic cities and towns, and in many ways it was essentially directed at making arguments for continuing or preserving historic building fabrics. The Cincinnati conference offered the chance for many of us studying the suburbs all over the world to compare our processes and findings for the first time. This book is the result of that effort.

The global significance of our small sharing at an obscure conference soon became much more apparent to all of us who participated. The ISUF conference ended on September 9, 2001, just two days before tragedy struck and forever altered the urban form of lower Manhattan. Many of our international guests were visiting New York and many more were making post-conference tours in the US and had to prolong their stay here. As I noted at the time and still believe, it is these small efforts to join forces across vastly different worlds that may eventually lead to global understanding. We have shared or at least respectfully acknowledged, our different viewpoints and methods.

Dr. Stanilov and I would like to thank the ISUF Council and especially its president, Anne Vernez Moudon, for their support of the conference. In addition, we would like to thank the College of Design Art Architecture and Planning at the University of Cincinnati, and the College of Architecture and Planning at the University of Utah for their financial support for this work. We also thank Dean Judith Koroscik and Dr. David Edelman for their encouragement.

Brenda Case Scheer, Salt Lake City, March 2003
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Global patterns of urbanization and suburbanization

In the last days of June 1950, five years after the end of World War II, there were a little over 2.5 billion people inhabiting the earth (US Census 2003). Of those, only about three quarters of a billion (29.1 percent) lived in cities. Only half a century later, on October 12, 1999, the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan symbolically welcomed the six-billionth resident of the earth – a new-born baby boy in Sarajevo (MSNBC 1999). The explosive population growth, marking the second half of the twentieth century, has become a defining characteristic of modern life. It has been paralleled by unprecedented rates of urbanization. Currently, nearly half of the people on the planet live in urban areas. It is estimated that in 2007, for the first time in the history of human civilization, there will be more people living in cities than in rural areas. During the thirty-year period between 2000 and 2030, the world population is expected to grow by over two billion, a number close to the entire population of the planet in 1950. Even more staggering is the forecast that of the 2.2 billion people which will be added to the world population during that period, 2.1 billion will be urban dwellers (Table I.1).
Table I.1 World population	
Year
	
Population
	
Urban
	
% Urban

	
1950
	
2,555,360,972
	
743,610,042
	
29.1

	
2000
	
6,078,684,329
	
2,838,745,581
	
46.7

	
2030
	
8,127,277,506
	
4,900,000,000
	
60.3


Source: United Nations Population Division World urbanization prospects: the 2001 revision, US Census 2000.
The explosion of the world population during the twentieth century is a well-documented phenomenon. It has raised public concern about the depletion of natural resources and the capacity of the planet to sustain such rates of growth. This issue has become the focus of a heated public debate ever since the publication of a controversial pamphlet in 1798 by Malthus, an English economist who argued that strict societal measures should be taken to keep the population growth in check in order to prevent a looming ecological catastrophe (Malthus 1798). The burst of the world population after World War II has placed this concept in the center of a world-wide discourse about the future of our planet. Over the last 50 years, the initial concern for food production and depletion of non-renewable resources associated with processes of production and consumption has been broadened to include the byproducts of those processes and their impact on global environmental change (UN 2001). A series of UN sponsored conferences have become the most popularized forum for this debate capturing the attention of the public throughout the globe.1

The fact that population growth is increasingly channeled to urban areas presents enormous challenges for the management of urban development. This problem is further exacerbated by the fact that of the 2.2 billion population growth projected between 2000 and 2030, 2 billion people will be absorbed by cities in less developed or developing regions (UN 2002) (Table I.2). Most of these cities suffer from a chronic lack of resources needed to provide adequate urban services. Even for cities in developed regions, the massive urban growth of the twentieth century has created a number of environmental, fiscal, and social problems.
Table I.2 Population growth in cities in developing countries	
City
	
1950
	
2000
	
2015

	
Africa

	
Addis Ababa
	
392
	
2,639
	
5,095

	
Alexandria
	
1,038
	
4,113
	
5,525

	
Cairo
	
2,410
	
10,552
	
13,751

	
Côte d’Ivoire
	
59
	
3,305
	
5,068

	
Kinshasa
	
173
	
5,064
	
9,366

	
Lagos
	
288
	
13,427
	
23,173

	
Asia

	
Bangalore
	
764
	
5,561
	
7,981

	
Bombay
	
2,901
	
18,066
	
26,138

	
Chittagong
	
177
	
3,581
	
5,875

	
Dhaka
	
417
	
12,317
	
21,119

	
Ho Chi Minh City
	
1,213
	
4,615
	
6,201

	
Jakarta
	
1,452
	
11,018
	
17,256

	
Kabul
	
216
	
2,590
	
5,299

	
Karachi
	
1,028
	
11,794
	
19,211

	
Lahore
	
826
	
6,040
	
9,961

	
Manila
	
1,544
	
10,870
	
14,825

	
Riyadh
	
111
	
3,324
	
5,111

	
Teheran
	
1,042
	
7,225
	
8,709

	
Central and South America

	
Mexico City
	
2,885
	
18,131
	
19,180

	
Bogota
	
676
	
6,288
	
8,006

	
Buenos Aires
	
5,042
	
12,560
	
14,076

	
Guatemala City
	
428
	
3,242
	
5,282

	
Lima
	
973
	
7,443
	
9,388

	
São Paulo
	
2,423
	
17,755
	
20,397

	
Rio de Janeiro
	
2,864
	
10,582
	
11,905


Source: United Nations Population Division World urbanization prospects: the 2001 revision, US Census 2000.
The magnitude of the problems generated by the unprecedented rates of global urbanization has been extensively addressed in urban literature. These studies approach the phenomenon of twentieth-century global urbanization from a variety of perspectives addressing the multifaceted nature of the urban environment. The topics range from a analysis of demographic changes (Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1990; Simon 1990), to assessments of the environmental impacts of urbanization (Stern et al. 1991; Girardet 1992; Hardoy et al. 2000), to economic analysis of issues related to globalization and regionalism (Lo and Yeung 1998; Sassen 2001; Arestis et al. 2003). All of these issues have distinct physical dimensions yet the spatial patterning of those processes and their reflection in the transformations of the built environment are rarely discussed in detail. The enormity of the task of building cities at a rate unparalleled in human history seems to bring to the fore the most severe social, environmental, and economic problems. Discussion of the spatial patterning of the urban extensions at the periphery of cities, where most of the new urban growth occurs, addresses primarily the impact of the urban explosion on the ecology.

It is projected that between 2000 and 2030, urban areas will cover an additional 100 million hectares (approximately the territory of Egypt) of previously undeveloped land (UN 20 01). More than half of this growth will take place on arable land. This territorial expansion of cities around the globe is primarily driven by the influx of population from rural to urban areas but another important factor fueling suburbanization is the increased consumption of space for residential and non-residential urban uses. Thus while many cities in Western Europe have experienced either declining or negative population growth rates, their urban footprint has increased in size. This phenomenon is observed even in countries with strict land development controls such as the Netherlands, Austria, and Denmark (Demographia.com 2000).2 In the United States, the share of the population living in central cities has declined from 45 percent in the 1970s to 38 percent in 2000 (HUD 2000). The anticipated rise in the standard of living in many developing and underdeveloped regions will most likely strengthen this trend of increasing space consumption resulting in further expansions of urban areas.

While it is clear that cities are growing by expanding their boundaries, the physical characteristics of these new urban extensions largely remain unexplored. Yet they comprise the majority of the territory of large urban areas as more and more people establish their residence, work, shop, and spend their leisure time in what 50, 20, or even 5 years ago was undeveloped or agricultural land. As these spatial transformations are taking place on a global scale, we are slowly beginning to recognize the new spatial reality and the need for a detailed analysis of its physical characteristics affecting the lives of millions and soon billions of people. Several reasons can be pointed out as to why urban science has been slow to respond to this need.

The relative lack of studies analyzing the physical patterns of global suburbanization could be explained with the young age of those environments. The form of most traditional cities around the globe has evolved slowly over the centuries, emerging stone by stone, building by building. The various layers of history, culture, and social memory are deeply engrained into the urban fabric of those settlements. Their built environment has persisted and outlived numerous social transformations and historic events (Rossi 1984). The value and complexity of those traditional places has captured the imagination of many scholars trying to decipher the processes of their formation and transformation as a reflection of larger social forces. Compared to the lifespan and the long history of urban settlements, the postwar suburban extensions appear infant creations, not fully developed and lacking articulation of their physical features. These “supernovas” of urban explosions have certainly drawn social attention, but it appears that the scientific community is waiting for “the dust to settle” (sometimes literally) before taking a closer look at this new phenomenon.

Coupled with the extremely dynamic rates of their formation, the scale of the new suburban extensions presents another challenge for the analysis of their form. The sheer territorial extent of postwar urbanization calls for a regional approach if one is to comprehend their overall spatial pattern. The danger of analyzing suburban environments on the regional scale is that often they are treated as homogeneous areas with some differentiation made only in terms of their use (e.g. residential versus employment zones). Analysis on the micro scale, however, reveals those environments as much more complex and diverse in terms of their composition and physical characteristics (Chapters 1, 2, and 3). The need to perform the analysis simultaneously on the macro level (to understand the dimensions of the phenomenon in its regional context) and on the micro scale (to investigate the processes of formation and transformation of the urban fabric) presents a methodological challenge which still needs to be resolved (Moudon 2002).

Those methodological challenges notwithstanding, it should be pointed out that the interest in analyzing the physical characteristics of suburban environments has picked up significantly during the last few decades. Most of this research is spurred by a heightened awareness of the negative impacts of urban sprawl, particularly in the United States where until recently federal, state, and local governments actively supported urban growth through policies encouraging deconcentration (Jackson 1987). Suburbanization, however, is not a phenomenon confined to the North American continent. In many of the large urban agglomerations throughout the globe, the number of residents living outside of the central city is equal or greater than the number of people living within the historical core (Table I.3). A number of studies from Europe, Asia, and South America reveal that similar processes of urban expansion and deconcentration take place in many regions of the world (Stern et al. 1991; Berensten 1997; Van den Berg et al. 2001). These studies also point to a rich diversity of suburban forms that have been generated as responses to local, social, and environmental conditions.

Table I.3 Population distribution in large metropolitan areas	
City
	
Year
	
City
	
Metro
	
Percentage population outside of central city

	
Europe

	
Brussels
	
1990
	
136,488
	
960,324
	
86

	
Stockholm
	
1999
	
743,703
	
1,643,366
	
55

	
London
	
2001
	
2,765,975
	
7,172,036
	
61

	
Lyons
	
1990
	
415,479
	
1,262,342
	
67

	
Paris
	
1999
	
2,125,246
	
10,952,011
	
81

	
Australia

	
Melbourne
	
1999
	
329,902
	
3,417,218
	
90

	
Sydney
	
1999
	
455,869
	
4,041,381
	
89

	
Asia

	
Tokyo
	
2000
	
8,130,408
	
12,059,237
	
33

	
Calcutta
	
1991
	
4,399,819
	
11,021,918
	
60

	
South America

	
Buenos Aires
	
1991
	
2,965,403
	
11,298,030
	
74

	
Rio
	
2000
	
5,613,897
	
11,688,000
	
52

	
São Paulo
	
2000
	
10,009,231
	
18,701,000
	
46

	
North America

	
Chicago
	
2000
	
2,896,016
	
9,157,540
	
68

	
Cincinnati
	
2000
	
331,285
	
1,979,202
	
83

	
Houston
	
2000
	
1,953,631
	
4,669,571
	
58

	
Los Angeles
	
2000
	
3,694,820
	
16,373,645
	
77

	
San Francisco
	
2000
	
776,733
	
7,039,362
	
89

	
Seattle
	
2000
	
563,374
	
3,554,760
	
84

	
Toronto
	
2000
	
2,481,494
	
4,682,897
	
47

	
Montréal
	
2000
	
1,039,534
	
3,426,350
	
70

	
Vancouver
	
2000
	
545,671
	
1,986,965
	
73

	
Mexico City
	
1990
	
8,235,744
	
15,047,685
	
45


Source: United Nations, Department of Economics and Social Affairs, Statistical Database; US Census 2000.
The primary purpose of this book is to examine and document the remarkable development and transformation of suburban form during the second half of the twentieth century by presenting select case studies from different parts of the world. The intention is to explore a variety of suburban settings and to illuminate common processes and principles of their physical formation as well as to examine differences in their physical characteristics and spatial organization. The collection of the cases presented in the book is by no means exhaustive in terms of its geographic coverage yet it reflects a variety of suburban environments which can be broadly grouped in four types.


Planned new towns

The first type of suburban extensions is characterized by the high level of development control imposed by governments and development corporations in charge of the construction and management of those suburban environments. This type includes many large-scale planned communities, sometimes entire towns, which began to emerge at the periphery of metropolitan areas in the first decades after World War II. The origins of the concept of new town planning go back 100 years to the writings of Ebenezer Howard and the Garden City Movement (Howard 1898). It was not until the end of the 1940s, however, when these ideas gained momentum through discussions about the rebuilding of London after the war and the passing of the Town and Country Planning Act which authorized the development of satellite towns around the metropolis. By 1960, 15 such towns were under construction (britanica.com). The ideas of new town planning spread around the world popularized also by the construction of many new urban extensions following the principles of the Modernist Movement. Three such cases are discussed in this book tracing the evolution of the idea of planned communities in Rome, Sweden, and Singapore (Chapters 8, 10, and 11).


Informal settlements

The next type of suburban extension could be described as the opposite of the first as it is, typically, characterized by the lack of development control or any formal patterns of spatial organization. Often referred to as squatters, these spontaneous, informal settlements emerge and grow in an incremental fashion governed by the efforts of individuals to appropriate and adopt space for their basic needs. This type of dwelling is the only viable option for many residents in the developing world. It is estimated that more than 600 million people in Africa, Asia, and Latin America live in those types of environments and their population growth rate is often twice as high as in the cities themselves. In Cairo, informal settlements on the city periphery accounted for 84 percent of urban growth during the 1970s. In 1993, about 55 percent of the population in Nairobi were living in unplanned settlements (UN 20 00). The structuring of the physical pattern of these environments is in response to various constraints which determine the shape and texture of their urban fabric. Chapter 3 investigates the physical characteristics of several favelas in Rio de Janeiro tracing the generation and the evolution of their urban form and discussing some of the determinant forces shaping their built environment.


Edge cities

The third type of suburban environment is found in the outskirts of large metropolitan areas in regions with highly developed economies. These suburban places are sometimes referred to as “technoburbs” (Fishman 1989), “edge cities” (Garreau 1991), or “urban realms” (Vance 1990). Their common characteristics include a complex mixture of residential and non-residential uses which makes them to a certain degree self-sufficient; a higher density of development compared to their suburban surroundings; and the fact that they emerged only within the last 20 to 30 years on undeveloped, usually agricultural land. The growth of these places is rarely regulated in the way that the physical layout of the planned new towns is predetermined. Rather, their development is characterized by a certain degree of spontaneity typical of the informal settlements. Yet they absorb significant amounts of public and private funds for the establishment and maintenance of their densely developed, high-tech oriented infrastructure. These are the physical manifestations of booming economies in the same way as squatters are reflections of the life of people in poverty-stricken regions struggling for survival. Chapter 1 of the book compares two such booming suburban aglomerations located in the Tokaido Corridor in Japan and the Silicon Valley in California highlighting the similarities and differences in their growth patterns.


Sprawl

For the lack of a better word to describe it, the fourth type of suburban environment can be called sprawl. This term is traditionally used as derogatory reference to suburban expansions leaping over established city boundaries into the surrounding countryside, eating away precious natural resources. While the term usually implies a pattern of low-density haphazard development, it is often applied to every type of suburban extension as well – from the dense squatter settlements on the hills surrounding Lima to the suburbs of Los Angeles, many of which are developed at densities higher than most central cities in the United States.3 Several chapters in this book attempt to go beyond the general characterizations of sprawl as on amorphous and disorderly suburban environment trying to reveal the logic of its spatial patterns (Chapter 5) and the principles and processes defining the formation and evolution of its fabric (Chapter 4). Chapter 2 analyzes the complexity of the postwar suburbs of Québec City traditionally perceived as monotonous and static environments. The active role of governments in the generation of these patterns through the imposition of land use and development controls is discussed in Chapter 9.

The intention of this book is to go beyond a general classification of the global suburban landscape. It proposes a framework and a method for understanding the physical transformations taking place at the periphery of metropolitan areas throughout the world in the latter half of the twentieth century.


The organization of the book

The organization of a book that consists of select case studies from around the world presented the editors with several options. The most obvious one was to divide the book in sections according to either the geographic region or the four types of suburban environments discussed above. This approach certainly has merit as patterns and processes of urban growth are rooted into regional cultural traditions and environmental conditions. Yet the goal of the book is to highlight principles and issues of urban development which emerge as global themes and transcend regional boundaries. Following this rationale, the book is divided in four parts, each one centered on a theme and presented by a selection of cases from different countries and regions. The intention is to illuminate particular aspects of suburbanization from various angles (or indeed geographic locations) and thus to bring up in better view both similarities and differences in the way issues of suburban expansion are addressed in various parts of the world.

Part One of the book traces the transformation of pieces of the suburban fabric which have developed over the course of the last 50 years in four cities in Japan, the United States, Canada, and Brazil. The premise that suburban areas are monotonous, inert environments is put to the test through investigation of the complexity of those suburban settings and the dynamic physical changes that have taken place since their inception. Part Two zooms in closer to the ground. From a discussion of the general patterns and their transformation presented in Part One, the narrative shifts to analysis of the role that certain elements of urban form play in the processes of formation and transformation of suburban spaces. The use of computer applications and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in particular emerges as a critical tool in this analysis tracking the chain of physical transformations from the scale of the individual plot to the scale of regional cluster formation. Three cases from the United States and one from France explore the power of morphological analysis to identify important processes of urban form generation.

Parts Three and Four discuss the role that urban planning concepts and principles as well as governmental policies and regulations have played and continue to exert on shaping the twentieth-century suburbs throughout the world. The focus in Part Three is on investigation of the impact that past and current public policies and planning have had in actively promoting certain patterns of growth using examples from Singapore, Italy, and the United States. Part Four casts a look into the future of suburbs and the role that governmental initiatives have played in the attempts to reconstruct the fabric of suburban areas in order to adjust them to modern-day demands. The scope of responses ranges from enforcing stricter land-use and growth-control regulations (the United States), to promoting principles of environmental and social sustainability (Sweden), to introducing mechanisms for suburban conservation (England).

The international nature of the phenomenon of suburbanization raises several questions that are addressed in the various parts of the book: How did standardized suburban forms and suburban building typologies change over the course of the twentieth century? What changes in values, life-styles, and culture do these reflect? To what extent are suburban forms related to the modern movement in architecture and to economic and cultural shifts that constitute modernism? What were the major formal influences – such as pre-modern urban patterns and turn of the century ideals? How has globalization and the internationalization of formal concepts affected the form of the suburbs on various continents. What are the similarities in suburban form and what are the differences? What are the implications for planning that arise from analysis of contemporary suburban form? Should policy-makers attempt to conserve current forms, adapt them, or replace them? Some of these questions are more directly addressed in certain chapters while others are only indicated in passing. Yet several common themes run through each and every one of the case studies presented in the book.

Clearly, the strongest thread that joins this collection of case studies is their shared interest in suburban environments. As trivial as this conclusion is, it indicates the emergence of a new area of urban studies which explores the transformations of urban space which occur in the most dynamic pieces of the urban fabric – the edge. As the “periphery” is taking more often the role of a “center” in the life of many people around the globe, the interest in analyzing the spatial dimensions of this phenomenon becomes a legitimate and important endeavor. Although still limited in number, these explorations of the urban fringe4 indicate that there is a great amount of variation and complexity in those dynamic environments. This diversity of patterns, forms, and processes is, in fact, the second strongest theme that runs through all of the chapters in the book. While suburbs are often derided for their lack of multi-layered physical and social textures characteristic of the historic city cores, a closer look at these environments reveals them as places where fascinating processes of urban formation and transformation occur with uneven yet accelerated pace. The analysis of these physical environments in evolutionary terms constructs the logic of the emerging patterns and forms. Applying similar methods of analysis based on the morphological approach is another key characteristic of the case studies presented in this book. Several shared themes emerge from this analysis related to issues such as identifying the impact of earlier, non-urban patterns of development on urban form; investigations of the role that different urban form elements play as agents of change versus elements of persistence; the adaptability of different physical elements, patterns, and spaces to evolving societal needs; and the impact of different urban (suburban) form types on the quality of life.

It is believed that the analysis of suburban form provided in this book can help us advance our understanding of:

	the wide variety of current patterns of urban growth;

	the logic of their physical evolution;

	the set of opportunities and constraints characterizing each type of suburban environment;

	the choices that we have in shaping the future growth of our cities.


Our hope is that this book will help us make a small step forward along the path toward creating better urban environments.


Notes

	United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (Stockholm, 1972), United Nations World Population Conference (Bucharest, 1974), International Conference on Population (Mexico City, 1984), United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992), International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo, 1994), United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II) (Istanbul, 1996).

	According to a study presented by Demographia.com Amsterdam, Vienna, and Kopenhagen expanded their developed area by 61, 27, and 25 percent while their population declined by 10, 5, and 13 percent (www.demographia.com).

	At a density of over 7,000 people per square mile (4,300 per sq. km), Los Angeles is the highest density urban region in the United States (US Census 2000). Its density is comparable with the density of the regions of Nagoya and London.

	The fringe belt concept was formulated by German geographers in the 1930s but it could be traced back to the work of Schluter at the end of the nineteenth century ( Whitehand 1988). It was later developed by Conzen (1960) and Whitehand (1987, 1988).
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The changing form of suburbs


Introduction

This first part of the book examines with a critical eye the argument that postwar suburban development could be typified by monotonous, inert environments lacking spatial complexity and articulation. Such assertions are rendered erroneous by the analysis and comparison of the built form of thirteen suburban communities – two cities at the periphery of Nagoya and San Francisco, five suburbs of Québec City and six favelas in the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro. The case studies presented here trace the evolution of the urban form of these communities from their inception in the mid twentieth century to their current state displaying a remarkable diversity of spatial patterns and physical characteristics. Emphasis is placed on the processes of formation and transformation in the urban fabric of these suburban areas which have been shaped by a multitude of factors, each case reflecting a unique mixture of conditions related to site characteristics, pre-existing agricultural patterns, local development practices, social and cultural values and governmental regulations. Many of those suburban communities are struggling to find their identity in the dynamic context of rapidly expanding urban regions. The case studies presented here suggest that rather than ill-directed attempts to impose a fabricated image on these communities the search for their identity could be aided greatly by uncovering the underlying principles of their spatial formation and transformation.

The first chapter compares two sister-cities initially established at the fringes of large metropolitan areas: Toyokawa – a small Japanese city located on the outskirts of Nagoya near the center of Japan’s Tokaido megalopolis, and Cupertino – a small American city located at the heart of California’s “Silicon Valley.” Both communities experienced a transition from rural to urban life during the twentieth century, with parallel experiences ranging from a proliferation of free-standing, single-family homes to industrial development focused on high-technology industries. These classic examples of edge cities emerged as a wave of metropolitan expansion merged several agricultural villages and small towns into a loosely knit fabric of new and old development sprinkled with fragments of leftover farmland. Very quickly, however, these two communities achieved an urban status with some notable similarities in their growth patterns including rapid densification, high rates of homeownership predominantly in single-family housing, emphasis on the need to accommodate the spatial demands of a car-oriented traffic, and a growing complexity in the ethnic composition of their residents. Nonetheless, processes of change and their outcomes remain quite distinctive in the two cities as a result of differing economic, planning, and cultural contexts. The chapter concludes with a comparison of the way in which planners in the two different contexts have tried to resolve similar problems that have arisen in the wake of explosive postwar urbanization.

Chapter 2 presents an overview of a project carried out by an interdisciplinary research team based at the School of Architecture at Laval University. Since 1996, this research group including architects, planners, sociologists, a geographer, and an environmental psychologist has been examining early postwar suburbs across the metropolitan region of Québec City concentrating primarily on five communities built up between 1945 and 1975. The focus of this work is on the physical decline that many of the first ring postwar suburbs are experiencing half a century after their initial development. Yet these places have developed identities and have an important heritage value as “ordinary” cultural landscapes. The purpose of the research project is to develop strategies for the sustainable renewal of those declining suburban communities, based on the study of their urban form and development patterns whose transformation is observed over time. Identification and analysis of the antecedents and persistent structural elements of urban form is used to arrive at a better understanding of the complexities of local identity related to the historically defined logic of the urban structure. The title of the chapter refers to insights that have emerged quite clearly across several geographical study areas and in all dimensions of the research program. The chapter comments on the complex and sometimes surprising ways in which the morphogenesis and subsequent transformations of these postwar suburban communities reflected broader changes in Québec culture. The research into emerging patterns of suburban mobility as well as changing images and meanings yields intriguing clues as to how these relatively generic urban forms nevertheless reflect their local cultural contexts in ways that are indeed complex and contradictory.

Chapter 3 presents a morphological analysis of a sample of the 500 “favelas” located at the periphery of Rio de Janeiro revealing a surprising diversity in their form related to the formation and the evolution of the spaces adopted by their residents. The study compares six communities assembled into a shantytown of about 60,000 inhabitants called Complexo da Maré and traces the evolution of these settlements from the 1920s on relating the variety of urban form to specific responses to topography, social origin, and political contexts at the time when these settlements evolved. An overview of the growth pattern of Rio de Janeiro is provided to place the evolution of favelas in the context of the explosive regional urbanization, explaining its urban structure and the fundamental differences between the North American and the South American suburbs. The emphasis of the analysis is once again placed on investigations of the processes of formation and transformation of urban form relating its diversity to variations in origin, purpose, and intention. The constant adaptations of the urban fabric driven by the needs of their inhabitants are revealed as a main characteristic of these environments. The attempts of the government to impose a formal spatial order in these communities is seen as a misplaced effort which does not take into account the logic of the generation and management of space in these communities.

Thus, a major conclusion that emerges from the case studies presented in the first part of the book indicates that the effectiveness of planning initiatives in shaping suburban environments could be greatly improved if it is based on an understanding of the complexity of patterns, processes, and determinants generating the form of those places.

Part 2 of the book takes the next step in this analysis by casting a closer look at the underlying principles governing the generation of suburban form.
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