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Ladies and gentlemen, let me start by assuring you that I have no intention of undermining the conference’s key theme. What I should like to do, as a representative of the city for which I work, is to put a new perspective on the theme’s territorial dimension – deprived urban areas. Our experience is that the best way of dealing with run-down areas is by treating them as part and parcel of the city’s economic, social and spatial fabric. If we can uncover the mechanisms and interdependencies that are at work, there’s a better chance that the solution we are proposing to adopt for the areas in question will be successful. Moreover, a holistic approach may even reveal that action is in fact needed in a completely different area of the city.

What I would like to do this morning to explain to you how the municipal authority in Amsterdam came up with a new technique for dealing with urban regeneration. My colleague, Isabel Gallin, will be discussing an instrument that has been designed specifically for this purpose: the Social Structure Plan.

Before getting down to business, perhaps I can just paint you a quick picture of the place I come from:

· Amsterdam is the capital of the Netherlands.

· It’s the country’s only metropolis.

· In the eyes of some of our foreign visitors, its main ingredients are ancient paintings, clogs, canals, and soft drugs.

· It’s a relatively small city, with a population of 740,000. A total of 2.2 million people live in the surrounding area.

· The population is highly heterogeneous: 51% are of Dutch nationality, whilst the remainder are rooted in over 90 different countries and cultures. Among non-Dutch backgrounds, the most common are Moroccan, Turkish and Caribbean.

· The population of Amsterdam is relatively well educated compared with the rest of the country. However, there are also large numbers of young people with only pre-vocational secondary education or who have not completed their education at all.
· There is a relatively high proportion of single-person and two-person households (representing three out of four households).

· The turnover rate is high: many people move to Amsterdam as students, graduates, immigrants or asylum-seekers, take root, and then move on elsewhere.

· Unemployment is fairly low, at under 5%. The figure is higher among the immigrant population, however, at 9.7%.
· Four of the city’s 14 districts are affected by widespread poverty, with large numbers of people spending long periods living on welfare.

One of the main features of the urban economy is the way in which its structure has changed over the past few decades: there has been a shift away from the production of physical goods to a service-based economy, centred on financial, IT, leisure and knowledge-based and creative services.

This shift has also led to a change in the type of knowledge and skills that are at a premium on the labour market. Opportunities have declined rapidly for people without much education and with few social skills to offer. The situation at present is that 36% of all jobs in Amsterdam are in knowledge-intensive services, as compared with a national figure of 29%. Given that the composition of the population has also changed in the same period, those who have felt the brunt of the changes in the job market are immigrants and their children.

The housing market in Amsterdam is a law unto itself. Partly because of housing policies dating back to the nineteenth century, Amsterdam today is a city with a relatively large volume of low-cost rental accommodation. The presence of a large stock of low-cost housing has, however, discouraged tenants from moving up the housing ladder by renting more expense accommodation. In addition, newcomers are finding it more and more difficult to gain a footing on the ladder at all. The city is gradually losing the dynamism that was once one of its characteristic features.

So why do I not believe in a strictly district-based approach to the problem of deprived urban areas, at least not in Amsterdam? It’s certainly true that, if the Dutch hadn’t been able to devise bold solutions for dealing with weak spots, they would literally have disappeared under the waves long ago. Perhaps it’s for this very reason that we Dutch have tended to rely too much, and too often, on finding spatial solutions to all our problems, even those of a social and economic nature. The country is contained just as much by its spatial planning as it is by its world-renowned sea dykes. Every single square metre of land is covered by a land-use plan of one form or another. And every single problem would seem to be open to spatial analysis. In some instances, these analyses have been successful, as in the case of the renovation of the city centre in the 1970s and 1980s. Other solutions have been less successful, as in the case of the massive suburban sprawl that mushroomed on the city’s southeastern outskirts during the 1960s, some of which has since been demolished and redesigned.

With spatial planning such a dominant force, the social and economic sectors lived in ‘splendid isolation’ until fairly recently. The city’s educational officers ran the city’s schools, the health care department was in charge of public health, the police sought to combat crime and promote public safety, and the economic department concentrated on encouraging businesses to invest in Amsterdam. In other words, everyone was happily doing their own thing. 

What I haven’t mentioned yet are Amsterdam’s 14 district councils, which have far-reaching powers of their own. Add these to the mixture and the picture that presents itself is one of an archipelago – a sea studded with islands. Despite being held together by a strong spatial fabric, it is a highly fragmented archipelago in terms of the other fields of local government policy.

Aware as it was of the situation, the city council decided in around 1990 to amalgamate a number of its social departments. After many years of intensive reorganisation, retraining and attempts to forge a new corporate culture, a new Department of Social Development came into being, embracing care, education, the arts, sport and leisure, all brought together in a series of interlinking research and policy plans.

The most ambitious of these plans is the Social Structure Plan, on which a large multidisciplinary team has been working since 2002. Interestingly, our work on this plan has made us more aware of the linkages between the spatial, social and economic aspects of urban development. It has alerted us to the impact of emerging trends, new lifestyles and the experiments that are going on in the margins of the city. As it has awakened us to the economic opportunities created by new trends, such as:

· the development of the creative side of the IT sector – small firms many of which start out in disused harbour sheds;

· new types of service for a population that is willing to spend money on convenience, service, health and entertainment (both in the home and elsewhere);

· new patterns of consumption among elderly people and new housing needs for the elderly;

· alternative forms of entertainment, often instigated by young DJs and VJs;

· the need for safety in the public domain;

· the needs of people who wish to work from home.

Ladies and gentlemen, we believe that the Social Structure Plan offers us a way of devising strategies for effective action in deprived urban areas. I should like to conclude by giving you an example.

Amsterdam has traditionally accommodated a relatively large number of firms, both large and small, in fields such as design, music, advertising, fashion, new media applications and so on. The creative industry is a sector in which young people can achieve success relatively quickly and without having to make massive investments. Success here depends not so much on formal educational qualifications as on attributes such as speed of response, resourcefulness, computer literacy and familiarity with hypes and lifestyle trends. In other words, these are all aspects in which many young people are interested, regardless of their educational and ethnic backgrounds. More particularly, we can help young people who are keen to start a career in the creative industry by:

· pursuing appropriate policies in relation to business premises (within the confines of our ‘business incubator policy’);

· encouraging the Chamber of Commerce to realign its own policies;

· seeking the active support of schools offering vocational courses at all levels;

· networking, organising symposia and supporting the creative industry in general.

Encouraging the creative industry is one of the aspects of the Social Structure Plan that we hope will generate plenty of spin-off effects, not only for ‘mainstream’ youngsters, but also for young people currently classified as underprivileged.

I should now like to hand over to Isabel Gallin, who will tell you more about the Social Structure Plan.
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