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A growing number of cities will have to plan for drastically smaller populations
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Gary Neill

IN LEIPZIGER TOR, people are giving way to grass, flowers and potatoes. So many
prefabricated 1950s apartment buildings have been razed in this working-class district of
Dessau-Rosslau, a city in eastern Germany, that the plants receive all the light and rain
they need. And the local planners have other buildings in their sights. Some residential
blocks are half-empty. An abandoned school is succumbing to weeds. They too will

probably be demolished and replaced by meadows.

Many of the world’s cities are having to cope with rapid growth. Dessau-Rosslau’s
challenge is to manage decline. Since 2007 its population has dropped by almost 10,000, to
81,500. Everybody, from the city authorities to the man in the street, reckons the trend will
continue. What will Dessau-Rosslau be like in ten or 20 years’ time? “Smaller,” says Rolf

Muiller, a longtime resident, as he carries a box of groceries out of an Aldi supermarket.

Science & technology Culture

Blogs Debate Multimedia Print edition

Comment (15)
E-mail

Print

Advertisement

Reprints & permissions

Subscription offers »

Timekeeper reading list

Follow The Economist

The condition from which Dessau-Rosslau suffers is Related topics

increasingly common. From 1950 to 1955 only ten of the oh
ina
world’s largest conurbations lost people, according to the UN
Russia

Latest updates »

S Asia-Pacific security: Trouble in Shangri-
La
Asia | May 31st, 16:11

Tech mergers: Munch or be munched on
Business and finance | May 31st, 12:00

Fay

US presidential candidate
announcements: O'Malley flat
Graphic detail | May 30th, 16:20

i Clerics and transport: Speeding to
salvation
Erasmus | May 30th, 15:11

Earthquakes and insurance: Lessons from the

http://www .economist.com/news/international/21652314-growing-number-cities-will-have-plan-drastically-smaller-populations-rus ?fsrc=scn/tw/te/pe/edrr ...

1/6


http://www.economist.com/latest-updates
http://www.economist.com/news/business-and-finance/21652509-more-technology-firms-are-likely-team-up-months-come-eat-or-be-eaten
http://www.economist.com/news/asia/21652510-america-and-china-are-odds-over-south-china-sea-trouble-shangri-la
http://www.economist.com/debate
http://www.economist.com/sections/culture
http://www.facebook.com/TheEconomist
http://www.economist.com/topics/russia
http://twitter.com/TheEconomist
http://www.economist.com/rss
http://www.economist.com/blogs/erasmus/2015/05/clerics-and-transport
http://www.economist.com/sections/business-finance
http://www.economist.com/sections/economics
http://www.economist.com/bookmarks
http://theeconomist.tumblr.com/
http://www.economist.com/newsletters
https://plus.google.com/100470681032489535736/posts
http://www.economist.com/printedition
http://www.youtube.com/user/economistmagazine
http://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=economist&publication=economist&title=Rus%20in%20urbe%20redux&publicationDate=20150530&contentID=21652314&type=A&orderBeanReset=0&srTitle=
http://www.economist.com/node/21652314/print
http://www.economist.com/sections/science-technology
http://www.economist.com/blogs
http://www.economist.com/blogs/democracyinamerica/2015/05/earthquakes-and-insurance
http://instagram.com/theeconomist/
http://www.economist.com/printedition/2015-05-30
http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2015/05/us-presidential-candidate-announcements-1
https://subscriptions.economist.com/GLB/MAST/T1
http://www.economist.com/node/21652314/comments#comments
http://www.economist.com/
http://www.economist.com/user/login?destination=node%2F21652314%3Ffsrc%3Dscn%252Ftw%252Fte%252Fpe%252Fed%252Frusinurberedux
http://www.economist.com/multimedia
http://www.economist.com/topics/china
http://www.economist.com/content/politics-this-week
http://www.economist.com/node/21652314/email
http://www.linkedin.com/groups/Economist-official-group-Economist-newspaper-3056216

2015/6/1 Rus in urbe redux | The Economist

(see chart). The tally rose steadily over the next few decades,  Seoul " Rock
Democracy in America | May 30th, 14:21
o

before jumping in the 1990s, as the collapse of communismin  okyo

eastern Europe and Russia was followed by a colossal Detroit
migration. Today just over 100 conurbations are losing people. 5 H SepIZ B:tlat.ter's FIFA: The man who
woulant give up

But this greatly understates the scale of urban decline. In many countries, big cities with Game theory | May 30th, 08:44

diversified economies are growing at the expense of cities too small to make the UN’s list.

Germany has 107 autonomous cities, of which 60 are expected to contract over the next : Football in the Caribbean: Turning a
* blind eye
five years. But almost all of the biggest cities will escape decline (see map). " Game theory | May 29th, 22:15

Shrinking cities can be found in the post- More latest updates »

I No longer paved with gold

industrial rustbelts of the American Midwest, Number of large urban areas*
eastern Europe and northern England. But with shrinking populations
o ) ) I Western Europe Soviet Union/CIS
the phenomenon is increasingly Asian. In B (Ex)-communist Europe " Other Most commented
Japan 20 cities with more than 300,000 =
inhabitants each declined in population I i 120 ; h China S
ou Ina sea
between 2005 and 2010. The two largest I I 90 Try not to blink
cities in South Korea, Busan and Seoul, are I l 60
both contracting. Even rapidly urbanising 2 30
countries like China and India have a few 0 2 Social change: The weaker sex
declining cities. In 2008 the UN estimated 1950 60- 70- 80- 90- 2000 10- 3 Israel’s foreign relations: Contra mundum
9 : 55 65 75 8 95 -05 15 4 Ukraine: The other battl g
that one in ten emerging-wo”d cities were Source: UN  *With a population of at least 300,000 in 2014 raine: the other battlegroun

5 Football: Polishing up a tamished trophy

Economist.com

losing people. The only part of the world

where shrinking cities are almost unknown is sub-Saharan Africa. But that too will change.
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A city can lose some people and barely notice. It might even have to build more homes,
since in many countries more people are living alone. But persistent decline is harmful,
especially if the population is ageing as well as shrinking. As factories and homes are

abandoned, the local economy can spiral downward.
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The second cause is demographic change. Though increased life expectancy can del X Next in Leaders
moment of reckoning, once a country is largely urbanised, its cities will contract unless Share prices in China
can attract enough immigrants or deliver enough babies to counterbalance the number Flying too high

deaths. Japan and Russia are already failing to do this, and South Korea is approachirn to adapt ~ The long-term consequences of China’s coming stockmarket

edge. Japanese women have 1.4 children each, on average; though South Korea’s

population is younger, its women have just 1.2. Neither country wants mass immigratic

Successful cities in such countries will be able to grow by poaching inhabitants from From the print edition May 30th 2015

are the ones to fear

unsuccessful ones. But as the total population falls it will become clear that they are playing
a national game of demographic musical chairs, competing for an ever-shrinking number of
people. China will soon be doing this, too: the UN reckons its urban population will be
declining by 2050.

Advertisement
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Itis the peculiar misfortune of Dessau-Rosslau to have suffered from swift emigration and
steep demographic decline at the same time. After being almost flattened by British bombers
in the second world war, Dessau ended up in the German Democratic Republic. It was
designated an industrial centre, making chemicals and railway wagons for the communist
world. German reunification in 1990 exposed its inefficient factories to crushing competition.
As unemployment soared, ambitious young people fled to western Germany. Fatally for
fertility, women were especially likely to move. Dessau-Rosslau now has 31,000 inhabitants

aged at least 60 but only 11,000 under the age of 20.

The city at first tried to revive itself by building new homes and offices on a disused Soviet
airfield, as well as shopping centres. That is a common response to urban decline, in
Germany and elsewhere, and is often encouraged by government tax breaks. But it did not
work. As the population continued to plunge, buildings fell out of use. Some were
demolished, in piecemeal fashion. The city plainly had two options, neither of which involved
growth. It could decline erratically, becoming “like a cheese with a lot of holes”, in the words
of Heike Brickner, a planner at the Bauhaus Foundation in Dessau-Rosslau. Or it could do

something more drastic.

In 2002 the city began to plan for its own destruction. Ms Briickner and others drew a large
S-shape through the southern part of the city, an area of closed factories and apartment
buildings without lifts. Demolitions would be concentrated there, while the city worked to
shore up its more successful neighbourhoods. Buildings would give way to a broad
“landscape zone”, with grassy meadows cut once or twice a year. Small plots, 20 metres by

20 metres, would be given to all those who had plans to use them.

As is often the way with bold urban schemes, this one did not quite go to plan. Many people
were reluctant to leave their basic but cheap communist-era flats. As some apartment
buildings were demolished, nearby ones became more desirable, partly because supply and
demand were more balanced and partly because the remaining buildings were surrounded
by open space. Some enterprising owners spruced up their buildings and marketed them
aggressively to displaced tenants. Although many blocks have come down, enough remain
standing that it takes some imagination to detect a landscape corridor slicing proudly

through the city.

Even so, demolition has worked. Leipziger Tor, the neighbourhood where most buildings
have come down, is poor and declining but strikingly short of dereliction. On a fine early
summer morning, several people are in the meadows picking wild flowers, amid the odd
placard showing where buildings once stood. Inspired by this example, nearby cities are
also knocking buildings down. Some are in effect travelling back in time, getting rid of post-

war apartments on their fringes while prettifying their medieval cores.
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Demolition crews have also been at work in
some of the most severely depleted
Japanese towns and in the American
Midwest, where the process is gently known
as “right-sizing”. Pittsburgh, once a declining
industrial city, has enthusiastically bulldozed
houses and factories, particularly along its
waterfront, and replaced them with parks. It
has even started to grow again, though that
is probably mostly thanks to its thriving

universities.

Yet east Germany stands out as
exceptionally bold. The extraordinary : : ' Gary Neill
steepness of its population decline seems to

have concentrated minds. It is also unusual in having low rates of home ownership: the
average in Saxony-Anhalt, the state that contains Dessau-Rosslau, is under 40%. And, as
Michael Voigtlander of the Cologne Institute for Economic Research points out, the rental
market in post-communist cities is often highly concentrated—in Dessau-Rosslau three
companies own most of the stock. Where there are hundreds or even thousands of

landlords, co-ordination is far harder.

A commoner response to population decline is to try to reverse it, if necessary by luring
inhabitants from growing cities to shrinking ones. The Japanese government is aiming to
create 300,000 jobs outside the big cities, partly by persuading businesses to leave Tokyo.
It also has a target for cutting the number of young people who move to the capital every
year: big-city living is believed to encourage childlessness. Much of this is wrong-headed,
argues Tatsuo Hatta, an economist. Tokyo draws young people because of its growing,
services-oriented economy, and they leave when they want children. He thinks Japan
should move to a nationalised system for financing old-age care, as in America. That would

lead to small cities and towns competing for aged residents.

Across the world, many cities are likely to lose inhabitants faster than buildings. To plan for
shrinkage is to admit that people will not come back, which sounds like an admission of
failure. But it may be a greater failure to seek fruitlessly to hold on to the past. Cities rise and

fall, sometimes several times, changing shape as they go. It is part of their magic.
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