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1 INTRODUCTION  

All over the world many cities are undergoing structural changes with symptoms of economic crises 

(Pallagst, et al 2013). In these postindustrial or ‘shrinking’ cities, the transformation of former brown field 

areas has left many large urban areas abandoned or vacant. When looking to revitalize these cities, 

substitute industries often play a major role (Pallagst, 2012; Harkavy and Zuckerman 1999). Previous 

research by the authors made clear that revitalization efforts often focus on green infrastructure, in 

particular utilizing vacant properties for commercial uses such as urban gardening, farming, or agriculture 

(Pallagst, 2013; Pallagst forthcoming). Vice versa vacant or abandoned urban areas offer both, the 

potential for a sustainable transformation of former polluted sites (Vargas-Hernández 2011), and for 

creating jobs in new emerging areas thus transforming the identities of places.  

The US city of Flint, one of the major cities caught in a long term spiral of economic decline and being 

governed under conditions of austerity, has brought about the urban planning category ‘green innovation 

areas’ in order to implement creative and innovative solutions in existing vacant spaces (Pallagst et al., 

forthcoming). Potential uses in these much debated areas are not fixed, but should explicitly be 

experimental and innovative. So far they might range from extensive greenhouse uses to less extensive 

clover fields, but their potential is not yet fully explored. The implementation of new and innovative modes 

of production in the urban realm is so far not represented in research for urban areas, in particular when 

development schemes like bioeconomy are considered. Here, issues and land use conflicts, often raised 

by civil society, might extend towards nuisance, over-exploitation of space, and rising land prices, leaving 

many open questions for urban research. This is exacerbated for instance in the Mexican realm, where, 

traditionally, in many areas public policies have been imported and imposed by external pressure without 

considering the local conditions, leading to high levels of influence of and power of economic and / or 

political interests and provoking serious conflicts.  

The joint German-Mexican research presented here aims at scrutinizing the use of vacant inner city 

spaces as green innovation areas – discussing their potentials and detecting possible risks for 

implementation in shrinking cities.  

 

2 STRATEGIES APPLIED IN THE US CITY OF FLINT AS A STARTING POINT FOR 

INVESTIGATING GREEN INNOVATION AREAS  

2.1 THE GENERAL CONTEXT OF SHRINKING CITIES  

Shrinking cities used to be a taboo topic, not fitting into the agenda of local politicians, who wanted their 

cities to be growing and prosperous, resembling growth machines. According to Oswalt (2006), more than 

a quarter of the world’s metropolises shrank in the 1990s and this will continue to increase, 

notwithstanding the on-going urbanisation processes. Shrinking cities have been a stigmatised topic in 

planning for a long time. However, the discourse in planning in Europe, in particular in Germany, actively 

takes on shrinking cities, and extensive literature has been written on the topic (e.g. Bontje, 2004; 

Gestring, Glasauer, Hannemann, & Pohlan, 2005; Häußermann & Siebel, 1988; Siedentop & Wiechmann, 

2007). In the USA, the academic discussion is catching up as more and more scholars are investigating 

the trajectories of urban shrinkage (Beauregard, 2003; Hollander, Pallagst, Schwarz, & Popper, 2009; 

Ryan, 2012). In view of the shrinking cities reality in planning, one has to ask if the one-sided focus on 
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growth in planning is over. The challenges of shrinking cities seem to have the potential to trigger change 

in planning cultures and planning styles.  

In search of planning strategies to deal with shrinkage, policies, plans, and projects have been initiated 

with different approaches, such as urban regeneration, urban redevelopment, and urban renewal, and all 

of these efforts try to tackle shrinkage-related causes to reverse or manage the downward-spiral process. 

These measures can serve as part of a planning strategy for expansion as well as a strategy for managing 

decline. The common denominator is their focus on improving the quality of life in the respective area.  

Once cities have accepted that they are shrinking, they will most likely plan for decline. Among these 

strategies are right-sizing and greening, where blighted areas and abandoned quarters are turned into 

different forms of interim or permanent uses such as wilderness, community gardens, urban agriculture, 

and parks—thus creating new opportunities for open space and new landscapes while at the same time 

enhancing the quality of life for residents.  

Despite merely dismantling the urban fabric, new opportunities for sustainability and quality of life might 

arise out of the shrinking cities phenomenon. Among them is ‘applying the green’ as a model for planning 

and revitalization. The example of Flint can be viewed as an example of how a shrinking city can turn away 

from an existing growth paradigm.  

Greening and green spaces have gained significance in recent years both in growing cities and in 

shrinking cities, assigning greening the status of a tool with strategic urban development potential (Reimer 

et al 2015). The term ‘greening’ is used here as a strategic approach that aims to develop green 

infrastructure along with supporting environmentally and socially acceptable practices at the national, 

state, regional, and local levels.  

How does this relate to the specific situation of shrinking cities? As shrinking cities embed huge 

conversions of former brownfield sites into green spaces as part of their right-sizing strategies, greening 

might be of particular and growing importance for shrinking cities. By definition, greening in shrinking cities 

involves the regeneration of former industrial sites for new parks, community gardens, restored habitats, 

flood-mitigating measures, water treatment plants, and municipal agricultural land, combined with the 

integration of existing green spaces (Schilling & Logan, 2008). Furthermore, greening can include the 

transformation and reorganization of road transport, the expansion of routes for pedestrians and cyclists, 

design measures to beautify the urban environment, promotion of urban gardens and farms, as well as the 

deliberate demolition of derelict buildings, which can be replaced through open spaces and sustainable 

planning policies (Adelaja, 2010).  

Greening has the potential to generate benefits throughout all social, economic, and environmental areas. 

In fact, many of the heavily damaged and devastated areas of urban regions of shrinking cities have great 

potential for implementing greening measures. Accepting the fact that some areas cannot be considered 

for further development and instead should be transformed into a network of green spaces, hiking and 

walking paths, community gardens, and parks is a suitable requirement for the long-term need to deal with 

shrinkage. In addition, green infrastructure improves the quality of life of local residents, provides 

recreational opportunities, and increases the property values of neighboring homes (Schilling, 2007). 

Furthermore, investment in green infrastructure can represent complex economic benefits for the city and 

thus boost the economic growth of the city and its region.  

  

2.2 THE FLINT CONTEXT OF GREENING  

Previous research by one of the authors (Pallagst, 2010) investigated shrinking cities in the USA in order 

to gather in-depth knowledge about experiences with applying strategies to steer the development of 

shrinking cities with the example of Flint/Michigan. During the course of the research, greening turned out 

to be of special importance as a future development path for shrinking cities. Hence, Pallagst further 

investigated the case of Flint in 2014 with a specific focus on aspects of greening integrated into the new 

master plan of the city (Pallagst et al, forthcoming). The master plan developed by Flint displays a strong 

focus on greening embedded in a context of neighborhood stabilization.  



 

3149 
 

The reason for investigating Flint was—among other aspects—the suggestion of the new place type 

category ‘Green Innovation Area’ in the master plan. The new master plan was developed with a bottom-

up collaborative process involving numerous suggestions by the citizens. The plan proposes several aims 

including citizen-based strategies by encouraging small businesses, developing community assets, and 

strengthening neighbourhoods. Based on existing vacancy rates, designated development zones were 

identified throughout the city, including a zone for residential and commercial development, a right-sizing 

zone, and a zone for residential demolition. The latter were declared as ‘Green Innovation Areas’ (see 

Figure 1), where formerly residential areas are to be converted to urban agriculture. In particular, green 

infrastructure is intended to strengthen Flint’s position as an employment centre at the neighbourhood 

level.  

 

Figure 1: Envisioning the place type ‘Green Innovation Area’  
Source: City of Flint (2013): Imagine Flint, Masterplan, p. 33  

  

However, interviews with land bank staff and city officials in 2014 made clear that implementing the new 

measures is highly dependent on the commitment of stakeholders, in particular the city government and 

community and neighbourhood groups. Due to the diminishing tax base and high costs for maintaining 

infrastructure, the city government is in need of new forms of community-based governance and co-

production, where community and neighbourhood groups shape the city’s new green spaces step by step. 

However, due to soaring debts the city of Flint was placed under state management with an appointed 

emergency manager steering the city’s financial situation, making any type of governance more 

complicated.  

Innovative ideas might have the potential to attract new businesses, and even research and development, 

but these might at first be rejected by inhabitants in these areas. Residents still residing in the areas find it 

hard to adjust to the idea that their formerly urban neighbourhood will soon be ‘de-urbanised’ and turned 

into green space with a use yet to be determined.  

  

3 GREEN INNOVATION AREAS (GIA) AS A DEVELOPMENT PATH FOR MEXICAN 

AND GERMAN CITIES?  

Based on the insights of the Flint case with the yet to be defined category Green Innovation Areas, the 

authors initiated a joint German - Mexican research project which will be outlined in the paragraphs below.  

  

3.1 THE GIAGEM APPROACH  

Following the National Research Strategy “BioEconomy 2030” of the German Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research, an interdisciplinary approach is considered necessary which ties in with aspects 

of societal change – involving different stakeholders in a knowledge exchange and by bundling individual 

research topics. In addition, approaches for regionally- and locally-adapted land management and 

decentralized  

approaches should be tested (German Federal Ministry of Education and Research, 2011; 

Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, 2013). Major challenges lie within in a sustainable 
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use of natural resources, and in supplying land for bioeconomic uses in a way that minimizes land use 

conflicts (Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2013). What would that imply for 

establishing bioeconomy in an urban realm?  

Traditionally, public policies of bio economy have been imported and imposed by external pressure on 

México without considering the local conditions, leading to high levels of influence and power of economic 

and / or political inmates and provoking serious conflicts. Consequently, it is required to formulate policies, 

strategies and regulatory frameworks in a country with weak governance.  

As mentioned in the introduction, shrinking cities often turn to substitute industries to create a new 

economic basis. The implementation of new and innovative modes of production attached to a 

bioeconomic development scheme in the urban realm is so far not represented in research for urban 

areas. Issues and land use conflicts, often raised by civil society, might extend towards nuisance, over-

exploitation of space and rising land prices, leaving many open questions for urban research when it 

comes to implementing bioeconomic uses in urban areas. Nevertheless, bioeconomic development in 

urban areas might be a vital source for sustainable development perspectives – in particular in shrinking/ 

old industrialized cities thus enhancing the quality of life and economic perspectives for citizens.  

Already in 2007, Jordan et al called for a more integrated and sustainable approach towards bioeconomic 

uses: “Financial and policy support should be given to the multi-stakeholder processes of learning, 

deliberation, negotiation, and experimentation that are needed to establish and evaluate research and 

demonstration projects” (Jordan et al 2007: 1571). In the same direction goes the discourse of a co-

creation of society and biotechnology: First attempts in this respect suggest a quality based agricultural 

production based on regional/local food chains and a ‘strategy of territoriality’ based on sustainable land 

uses (Levidow 2008). The concept of a regional bioeconomy has since then taken shape with further 

research studies, such as where examples of urban gardening in the city of Berlin are showcased as best 

practices of bioeconomic uses (Erbstößer 2014). Nevertheless, a discourse on the potentials and 

strategies regarding bioeconomic uses in postindustrial cities is yet in its infancy – let alone a means of 

implementing bioeconomy as a land use type in urban planning and development processes and decision 

making.  

As highlighted in part 2 of this paper, the US city of Flint, one of the major cities caught in a long term 

spiral of economic transformation and decline, has brought about the urban planning category ‘green 

innovation areas’ in order to implement creative and innovative solutions in existing vacant spaces. The 

hypotheses underlying the research presented here is that leveraging vacant inner city spaces could offer 

novel solutions for industries such as bioeconomy, and kick-start urban transformations in a strategic way. 

As part of a German-Mexican research collaboration, the project GIAGEM (Green innovation areas in 

Germany and Mexico) aims at enhancing the use of vacant inner city spaces as green innovation areas for 

bioeconomic uses and their potentials for implementation in German and Mexican cities. It investigates the 

following research questions:  

1. Which key knowledge transfer aspects regarding green innovation areas can be derived from 

ongoing projects (Germany, Mexico)?  

2. What are the legal, administrative, economic, and societal conditions for green innovation areas 

and for developing areas for bioeconomic uses in Mexican and German cities?  

3. In what way can existing approaches such as green innovation areas serve as prototypes for 

other cities (toolkit)?  

4. Which areas for further research can be identified by the partners, setting the frame for 

coordinated projects?  

The main output of this research will be a roadmap defining the different steps in order to prepare cities 

and local communities as well as SMEs in planning and decision making processes to implement 

bioeconomic uses in urban areas as an innovative and sustainable urban land use.  

  

3.2 METHODS OF THE GIAGEM RESEARCH  

Methods applied in the frame of the project GIAGEM include qualitative and quantitative approaches 

building on the individual competencies relating scientific and operational practice in urban development 
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and comparative research and urban transformation processes. A literature review was employed for data 

acquisition of green innovation areas as potential for bioeconomic uses. In addition, a comparative model 

for the German and Mexican projects and cases was developed, outlining basic requirements and 

indicators for GIAGEM. In addition, comparative research methods will be applied for studying the projects 

in order to identify strengths and weaknesses of previously applied strategies for green innovation areas. 

These factors will enable a learning process on green innovation areas, and on different strategic 

approaches on how to deal with this space for bioeconomic uses. One research workshop (in Mexico), 

offered a platform for discussion of concepts and approaches among researchers an interdisciplinary 

mode: engaging both fields: shrinking cites/urban development and bioeconomy. The results of the 

comparative projects and case studies will be evaluated and validated in terms of the analytical frame. On 

this basis, strategies and policy recommendations will be derived.  

  

3.3 FIRST INSIGHTS IN GIAGEM CASE STUDIES AND RESULTS  

One of the first steps in the projects was to define what Green Innovation Areas could or should be. Thus 

the authors came up with the following definition:  

‘Green Innovation Areas (GIAs) are a new kind of land use type with the purpose of revitalizing vacant or 

abandoned spaces. GIAs are locations for new innovative uses which are not yet specified, yet they are of 

experimental and innovative character. The range of uses can be attributed to the area of bioeconomy 

(among others). GIAs address a number of public, private and civil society actors. They aim in particular at 

connecting the communities’ and the entrepreneurs’ interests by means of long range land use planning 

and sustainable land use allocations. In doing so they support two aspects: sustainable and land 

conscious settlement planning, and implementing bioeconomic (or other entrepreneurial) uses in urban 

revitalization processes.’  

In terms of case study research, the project GIAGEM is still work in progress. Both teams, German and 

Mexican, have identified preliminary cases to be investigated.  

Among the German cases currently being examined is ‘Fresh Sea Fish Farm’ located at Völklingen. 

Increasing demand for fish worldwide led to overfishing. Aquaculture thus offers an alternative to satisfy 

demand & reduce the ecological footprint. Located on a former coke plant, the area has undergone a 

tremendous redevelopment process initiated by the city government. But, this process was characterized 

by a highly contested mix of over-ambitious goals and mismanagement. Despite its innovative approach, 

the project is still stigmatised by the bad image of its development phase.  

Among the Mexican cases being investigated is the ‘Parque Agroecologico Zapopan’, a community based 

urban farm located in the city of Zapopan/Guadalajara, Mexico. The ‘Parque’ is considered an innovative 

public space that combines the direct participation of the community within an urban farm project with 

practices that support the culture of sustainability as well as training workshops on different agroecological 

themes to generate a unique space in the city open to all citizens. The agro-ecological park seeks to better 

integrate the relationship between landscape and city in a novel way. With a model of reforestation of the 

public spaces with the use of species edible, usable and adapted to the habitat. It advocates for educating 

a new generation of environmental activists. It thus offers a model of community development that includes 

the formation of citizen leaders committed to their environment.  

Both cases show different approaches towards dealing with abandoned spaces – the German case started 

as a top-down approach, and is now entirely privatized; the Mexican case is based on cooperative sharing. 

During the course of the research, a stakeholder based analysis will offer more in-depth insight into the 

opportunities of GIA in urban development and revitalisation efforts.  

 

4 PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS  

Applying green innovation areas as a revitalization tool for shrinking cities still needs to prove if it is 

suitable as a model for future development and revitalization in search of a new quality of life. In this 

regard, Nassauer and Raskin (2014) observe that ‘…the spatial scales and temporal processes of 
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abandonment and vacancy in the most highly vacant cities may present thresholds representing socio-

ecological dynamics that call for novel planning and design approaches’ (p. 250).  

Research questions which still need to be addressed in terms of green innovation areas are:  

- In what way should the new green innovation areas be developed: As grassroots movements? As 

new employment opportunities for small and medium sized enterprises? As spaces for highly 

specialized research and development?  

- How can social capital be leveraged, potentially in the context of co-production and co-sharing of 

green innovation areas, and be utilized in shrinking cities?  

- In what manner can the development process of the new green innovation areas be governed, 

and by whom?  
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ABSTRACT: Recently, caused by the precarious situation ,a large quantity of refugee are facing a 

immigrant condition, which is one of the major city development problems in the European region. It also 

brings social, religious and cultural integration to receiving country, which will be a new challenge in the 

future urban planning. As we know , the effective regional development strategies to consider different 

religious and cultural backgrounds will benefit urban stability, harmony and diversification. So this paper 

will analyze the developmental experience of Germany and China, comparing the referential value of 

different regional integration strategy under the East and West context. Germany, for example, new status 

policy protects a large number of refugee camps in most cities, which also makes change to city resource 

allocation and facilities utilization , as well as urgent need of residential projects and new requirement 

constructions. Taking Germany as an example, we can see what kind of influence this "top-down" policy 

will give to city. Compared with China which is another political system, as a multiply nationality country, 

there is a long history about regional integration in China. Taking Xi'an Huimin Street as an example, to 

discuss the pros and cons of the "bottom-up" self-built development model.  
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