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Preface

In Utrecht Central Station there used to be a series of quotes that greeted passengers as they left 
the station. One in particular used to always catch my attention every time I returned to the city 
which has now become my home. Roughly translated, it reads: “he who hasn’t travelled will not 
be missed, but will miss a lot.”This is a pretty good summary of my approach to life over the last 
few years. It was this sense of travel and adventure which brought me to live and study in the 
Netherlands in 2004, and it was this academic curiosity about different countries which led to 
this international comparative study.

I have always been curious about cities, which has been a definite advantage for someone 
pursuing a PhD in urban geography. From growing up in Toronto riding on streetcar lines 
through diverse and exciting neighbourhoods, to walking and exploring new cities in which 
I visit today, I have always been fascinated with how cities work, change and develop. This 
curiosity has turned into an academic desire to learn more about what drives urban change and 
who profits from these developments.

My PhD work has taken me to many cities: Rotterdam, Glasgow, Edinburgh, and of course, 
Utrecht. In all of these places, I have been very fortunate to have made contact with wonderful 
people who have provided me with a wealth of information, been good friends who have been 
there in times of need and in times of fun, and people who I have been able to rely on and work 
with in order to achieve all sorts of goals. There are too many people to thank you all individually, 
however a few are worth noting.

First, I would like to thank my supervisors, Ronald van Kempen and Jan van Weesep. I got 
to know you both shortly after my arrival in the Netherlands and you have guided me through 
what was sometimes a very slow process of planning and organisation and sometimes a very 
frantic period of writing and re-writing. I have benefitted from your critical input to my work 
and believe that I am a stronger researcher because of your guidance.

I would also like to thank my two paranymphs Takeshi Kuramochi and Rianne van Melik. 
Takeshi and I got to know each other in our first Dutch course shortly after we arrived in the 
Netherlands. We have shared more pizzas, pool games and discussions about baseball than 
I can possibly remember. Rianne and I have been colleagues for more than three years. Our 
conversations usually involve me standing at the door of your office, but I have learned a lot from 
you over the years and shared some good memories.

While a PhD is a very individual project, there are many friends and colleagues which have 
helped making it a less lonely experience in both the academic and personal realm. In particular, 
I would like to thank all the other PhDs and colleagues from the 6th, 4th, and 3rd floors of the 
van Unnik building. I have been fortunate enough to have two wonderful roommates in room 
630, Taede Tillema and Brenda Madrazo; it has been a very positive experience sharing an office 
with you both. Ik wil graag specifiek onze secretaresses Marianne de Jonge en Erika van Middelkoop 
bedanken, die altijd aanwezig waren om te assisteren met het vertalen van e-mails, enquêtes en 
dergelijke. Ik wil ook mijn student-assistenten bedanken voor hun werk tijdens het veldwerk. Dit geldt 
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ook voor alle geïnterviewde personen in Rotterdam, die door de inzet van hun tijd en kennis hebben 
bijgedragen aan een goede veldwerkervaring in Rotterdam.

A special thanks to the secretaries Marianne and Erika, the students assistants who helped 
with the field work, and everyone who shared their time and knowledge about Rotterdam and 
the Kop van Zuid.

Ik wil ook alle Nederlanders bedanken die ervoor zorgen dat ik me hier thuis voel. Jullie waren 
allemaal nodig om conversaties in het Nederlands te hebben, mijn grammatica fouten te corrigeren en 
leuke dingen van de Nederlandse samenleving en cultuur te leren en tonen. Ik ben geen Nederlander, 
maar ik voel me echt thuis in Nederland!

I also want to thank everyone in the Netherlands who helped me get accustomed to my life 
in Holland. While I am not a Dutchman, I feel very much at home in the Netherlands!

I was fortunate enough to spend two months conducting field work in Glasgow. For this, I 
would like to particularly thank Nick Bailey for helping to facilitate my stay and Steve Tiesdell, 
for providing me with a wealth of information about the city. I would also like to thank the 
other colleagues at the Urban Studies department at Glasgow University, and all of the people 
who took the time to speak with me during my research. Your cooperation, participation and 
enthusiasm left me with a very positive working and personal experience in Scotland!

Those who know me know that curling is a very important part of my life. I would like 
to give a special thank you to my curling team: Rob, Erik, Miles, Laurens, Marlijn and Kay. I 
have had some incredible adventures with you all and I have learned a lot because of it. Our 
experience at the 2008 European Championships in Sweden is something I will never forget!

Helen, the last year of my PhD could not have run as smoothly without your love and 
support.

Finally, I would like to thank my family, in particular my sister Christine, and my parents, 
Michael and Natalie. You have all been there for me personally, academically and emotionally. 
I can imagine that having a brother or son living far away from home for the past five years has 
been more difficult for you than you have led me to believe. However, despite the distance that 
has separated us, having our strong family as a base has given me the support which has allowed 
me to pursue my dreams.

Brian Doucet
February 2010
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1  From factory to flagship:  
the urban transition towards the 
entrepreneurial megaproject

1.1 The rise of flagships

The industrial city is dead. Or at least in city centres it is. The great industrial cities of the 19th 
and early 20th century which were built on shipping, manufacturing, working-class housing and 
production have lost their raison d’être as globalisation and other factors have altered where 
goods get produced and what drives the economies of cities in Europe and North America. The 
post-industrial city is not one where waterfronts are ‘working’ sites, nor is it one where most of 
the urban population works in the secondary, or manufacturing, sector. This transition from an 
industrial city (the type of activities which built our modern urban spaces), to a post-industrial 
one (the way in which cities will compete in the future) has been both one of the largest 
challenges for cities, and one of the most important trends since the industrial revolution.

This transition has left both rich and poor marks on cities. The wealth created when cities 
such as Glasgow were the industrial centres of the world has largely disappeared. However, 
today’s urban leaders believe that their cities are rich in potential, culture and attractiveness. 
In short, they believe that they are rich in possibility and opportunity. But deindustrialisation 
has also left a poor and deprived population; the workers and families which relied on jobs 
in manufacturing, shipbuilding, mining and other production-based jobs have struggled to 
make the transition to a post-industrial economy. These cities are therefore ones with large 
concentrations of poor people. Being ‘rich cities with poor people,’ is therefore seen as one of the 
major challenges facing many cities.

Some cities have made this transition more smoothly than others. They have been able to 
profit from advantages such as location, hinterland, natural beauty, and iconic buildings with 
an aesthetic or historical value for both locals and visitors. Cities such as London, New York, 
Chicago, and Toronto have changed from being industrially-based places, to becoming major 
financial, leisure and service centres. This transition has brought wealth to some rivalling that of 
the industrial era, and repositioned these cities towards the top of the urban hierarchy. 

However, for every city that has prospered under this transformation, there are many which 
have struggled economically and socially to make this shift from production to consumption, 
or from industrial to post-industrial economies. Cities which do not possess the advantages 
mentioned above, or have too much ‘industrial baggage,’ with its associated economic, social, 
physical and image problems, have been less able to emerge from the era of deindustrialisation 
ready to capitalise on new investment and opportunities. Here, the task has been left for local 
governments – alone or in partnerships – to create the conditions in which the city can compete 
in a post-industrial, consumption-driven landscape.

One of the most common strategies to gain wealth and create growth has been through 
the manipulation of the built environment. By constructing iconic, high-end projects, 
cities hope to attract inward investment, stimulate growth and project a new image. These 
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development projects are referred to as flagships. They are defined as “significant, high-profile 
and prestigious land and property developments which play an influential and catalytic role in 
urban regeneration” (Bianchini et al., 1992, p. 245). Other terms which have been used to describe 
the same type of development include prestige projects (Loftman and Nevin 1995; 1996) or 
megaprojects (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein, 2008; Fainstein, 2008; Lehrer and Laidley, 2008).

The most common locations for flagships are on former industrial sites, often referred to 
as brownfields. These can be former factories, warehouses, railways lands, or, in the case of the 
two projects in this book, waterfronts. Waterfront locations are popular because of the natural 
beauty associated with being beside a river, lake or bay. In many cases, these sites are close to 
the pre-existing city centre; during the industrial era, railway marshalling yards or working 
waterfronts were commonly found near the centre of the city. As these functions declined, or 
moved to more peripheral locations, it opened up land in close proximity to the centre for post-
industrial development and regeneration. While there is no set formula for what they contain, 
they feature elements which frequently include: high-end housing, cultural facilities, shopping, 
tourist attractions, restaurants, festival spaces, theatres, leisure facilities, iconic architecture and 
command and control office function, all of which are aimed at an affluent clientele. By using 
these property-based projects as a catalyst for further regeneration and to project a new, post-
industrial and successful image, municipal leaders believe they are in a better position to attract 
and capture the drivers of today’s post-industrial economy.

What is it exactly that drives today’s flagship projects? There are three factors which will 
keep recurring throughout this book: tourism, inward investment and high-income households. 
These are the three main elements which flagships try to attract to their developments 
specifically and to their cities more generally. These three themes then lead to the formulation of 
goals for flagships. These goals will be discussed in more detail in section 1.3.

Tourism is vital because it is now seen as one of the most important drivers of the urban 
economy. Cities which do not possess natural or historic tourist attractions, such as the Paris 
with its Eiffel Tower, Rome and its Coliseum, or Madrid’s Prado Museum, must be proactive in 
creating places and events which will appeal to the modern, footloose tourist. Therefore, the last 
twenty years have witnessed a flurry of tourist attractions built around putting a city squarely on 
the tourist map: Bilbao’s Guggenheim is perhaps the most famous, but other examples such as 
Bradford’s Film and Television Museum, or Oberhausen’s CentrO shopping centre all have, at 
their heart, the aim of capitalising on the wealth associated with tourism (Bianchini et al., 1992; 
Doucet, 2007; Evans, 2003, 2005; Gomez, 1998; Miles, 2005; Plaza, 1999, 2000, 2006; Rodriguez 
et al., 2001; Shoval and Strom, 2009; Vicario and Martínez Monje, 2003). 

Investment can come in many forms such as real estate, jobs or services. It also takes different 
spatial patterns. A flagship can be used as a launching pad for growth in the finance or business 
sectors, by creating the type of office space or milieu which appeals to this market. In this case, 
the development itself receives the additional investment and becomes a destination. However, 
the spatial reach of this investment can also be broader; by creating a positive image and a ‘safe’ 
place to invest, it is hoped that this will become a catalyst for investment in the wider city. In 
other words, the benefits of the flagship will spread beyond its spatial boundaries (Bianchini et 
al., 1992; Cook, 2004; Hiller, 2000; Swyngedouw et al., 2002). London’s Docklands is the most 
famous example of where a property development has been used to attract inward investment in 
the financial and services industry. The Docklands was built with the idea of attracting further 
inward investment to London. The goal was to make the UK capital Europe’s leading financial 
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centre. The project would act as a catalyst and work towards repositioning the city further up the 
urban hierarchy. To a large extent, this has happened.

The pursuit of affluent residents is another major theme of flagships. This is done through 
the built environment by creating housing which appeals to a variety of groups: young 
professionals, middle- and upper-income families, affluent seniors, or investors. By creating 
housing of this type, cities strive to either keep higher-income residents from leaving their cities, 
or attract such households to their cities in the first place. Again, as with investment and tourists, 
the right milieu is important, so this includes not only housing, but the right amenities: shops, 
restaurants and infrastructure which appeals to these groups. Flagships, therefore, can be seen as 
a physical manifestation of Richard Florida’s (2002; 2005) pursuit of the creative class. The work 
of Davidson and Lees (2005) on new-build residential developments along London’s waterfront 
is a good example of this pursuit of affluent residents (see also Davidson, 2007; Harvey, 1989a; 
Smith, 2002). Brownfield sites in or near city centres are being turned into upmarket housing, 
mostly for young professionals in cities as diverse as Amsterdam, Manchester and Toronto. The 
last decade has seen a push towards housing-oriented flagships in many countries (see Rousseau, 
2009).

Tourism, investment and high-income housing: these are the three elements upon which 
flagships have been focussed. These are also the main drivers of much of the post-industrial 
economy. As these are all elements of pro-growth, development-led initiatives, flagships also 
serve as examples of urban entrepreneurialism. It is these three elements which lead to different 
goals for flagship projects throughout the world. Before we turn our attention to these goals 
in more detail, the next section will give a theoretical overview of the context in which these 
projects operate. 

1.2 Theoretical context

Flagships are a manifestation of the entrepreneurial city: urban policies and developments aimed 
at attracting inward investment and growth, rather than redistribution (see Chapin, 2002; Hall 
and Hubbard, 1996; 1998; Hubbard, 1996; Jessop, 1998; Quilley, 1999; Ward, 2003). In many 
countries, they represent a departure from large urban development projects of the post-war 
years, which aimed at providing a better quality-of-life, and/or urban services (Eisinger, 2000). 
While they are often claimed to bring improvements to all inhabitants, these purported benefit 
are pursued through trickling down, rather than direct means. Another important element of 
many entrepreneurial urban policies is that they represent a transition from focusing on territory 
towards site-specific projects (Ward, 2003). 

There are several theoretical starting points which will form the basis for the approaches used 
in this book. The first is that flagships are part of an urban strategy to allow cities to capitalise 
on the drivers of the post-industrial urban economy. This idea comes largely from the work of 
geographer David Harvey, who outlines flagships as one strategy which cities can pursue under 
the name of urban entrepreneurialism. In his seminal 1989a article entitled From managerialism 
to urban entrepreneurialism, he outlined different approaches which cities pursue in order to 
capture investments in a globalised, neoliberal economy. Flagships play a role in two of these 
strategies, the first being securing command and control functions of the modern economy. By 
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manipulating the built environment to attract footloose firms in finance, insurance or real estate, 
cities aim to reposition themselves in the urban marketplace and gain a competitive advantage. 

A second strategy which he outlines is when cities aim to gain a competitive advantage in 
the spatial division of consumption. The urban transition from centres of production to centres 
of consumption is well documented; the creation of places of leisure, culture, shopping and 
hospitality are all manifestations of cities attempting to place themselves in a better position to 
capitalise on such consumption activities in an ever increasingly competitive urban marketplace. 
Flagships play a special role in this regard; they are often projects aimed specifically at a tourist 
or leisure market. Luxury shopping malls, cultural attractions or so-called ‘tourist bubbles’ ( Judd, 
1999) are all examples of these, but so too are high-end housing developments which aim to 
provide accommodation for those consuming in the shops and other amenities. Table 1.1 gives an 
overview of the strategies outlined by Harvey and how they apply to flagship projects.

Another theoretical basis is that flagships represent how globalisation has become 
urbanised (Moulaert et al., 2003). This can be seen in two ways: large, consumption-oriented 
redevelopment projects are global spaces. The amenities, architecture, and culture presented 
in most flagships are rooted more in the global than the local. The clientele is a global elite, 
which Bridge (2007) called ‘a global gentrifier class.’ As such, many flagships have a certain 
placelessness to them; this can be reflected in everything from the stores to the design of the 
individual houses. The architecture, despite being iconic (or because it is iconic), often lacks 
references to the surrounding city and its built environment. In addition to being global in their 
aim and appearance, flagships are also the spaces which become created or manipulated to take 
advantage of the drivers of the global economy, as outlined above. This is globalisation through 
the adaptation of the built environment.

In addition to being a global space, flagships represent a class remake of the central city. 
Here the work of Neil Smith is drawn upon. He links the process of re-investment and 
re-capitalisation as part of wider changes in the central city. As he points out:

How, in the larger context of changing social geographies, are we to distinguish adequately 
between the rehabilitation of nineteenth century housing, the construction of new condominium 
towers, the opening of festival markets to attract local and not so local tourists, the proliferation 
of wine bars – and boutiques for everything – and the construction of modern and post 
modern office buildings employing thousands of professionals, all looking for a place to live … 
Gentrification is no longer about a narrow and quixotic oddity in the housing market but has 
become the leading residential edge of a much larger endeavour; the class remake of the central 
urban landscape. (Smith, 1996, p. 39)

For Smith and others (e.g. Davidson, 2007; Davidson and Lees, 2005; Murphy, 2008; Slater et al., 
2004; Vicario and Monje, 2003; Visser and Kotze, 2008), gentrification is the creation of affluent 
space, and is a term more broadly used than simply to denote the spontaneous upgrading of 
old residential properties. Together with Jason Hackworth, Smith outlined the idea of waves of 
gentrification (2000). The third wave, which emerged after the recession of the early 1990s, is 
characterised not only by a spreading of gentrification away from more traditional areas, but also 
by an increased involvement of local governments and large corporations as gentrification has 
become a global phenomenon. As will be argued in chapter four, flagships are a representation of 
the evolution of gentrification. This book will take this as a starting point and show that through 
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the creation of higher-end housing, flagships are part of an urban strategy to capture the drivers 
of the post-industrial economy – in this case affluent and increasingly footloose households – 
through the creation of housing to meet this demand and capture this investment. As Smith 
himself points out (2002), gentrification is now part of a global urban strategy; Harvey (1989a; b) 
also notes that it is part of the remake of cities towards capitalising on the spatial distribution of 
consumption.

A final starting point is that these urban changes have a strong impact on the lives and 
livelihoods of local populations. While much work has been done on the economic and 
spatial impacts of flagships, and on displacement of low-income households in gentrifying 
neighbourhoods, the perspective of this book is the perceptions of local residents towards these 
changes. While this may at first seem at odds with the abovementioned political-economic 
perspectives, this book will make the argument that if flagships – global representations of 
neoliberalism and urban entrepreneurialism – are to become spaces not of social and spatial 
divisions and conflicts, but places of inclusion, they must be accepted by the local population. 
This comes not only from building iconic and high-profile developments with the use of 
‘starchitects’ but also through providing elements of quality-of-life improvements which all 
residents can enjoy. In this sense, the answer to who benefits from these developments is spread 
more widely across the urban society. In other words, we cannot understand the full impact of 
flagships and gentrification on cities and neighbourhoods until we understand how they are 
viewed and impacted upon by those who are not the target audience of their goals. 

As this book will show, the political-economic perspective of the cities and countries where 
flagships can be found is important in understanding the positions ascribed to the various actors 
in the regeneration process. Grasping these different roles is essential in order to comprehend 

Table 1.1 Strategies of urban entrepreneurialism

Strategy Role of flagships, gentrification Examples

1. Creation or exploitation of 
particular advantages for 
the production of goods and 
services

- offices aimed at high-end business services
- infrastructure (airports, convention centres 

etc)

London Docklands
Amsterdam Zuidas
ICC Birmingham

2. Improve competitive position 
with regards to spatial division 
on consumption

- quality-of-life
- create housing for affluent residents
- retail, leisure, tourism
- make city ‘exciting’ place to live and visit

Glasgow Harbour, CityPlace 
Toronto, gentrified 
neighbourhoods, Baltimore 
Inner Harbor, Guggenheim 
Bilbao, city centre shopping 
districts

3. Control over key command 
functions in the city

- build facilities (offices and milieu) for 
attraction of finance, insurance, real estate, 
media, culture

- try to bring city higher on urban hierarchy 
for these activities

Canary Wharf in London 
Docklands
Kop van Zuid, Rotterdam

4. Competitive edge with 
respect to redistribution of 
surpluses through central 
governments

- attracting funding from higher levels of 
government for flagships

Erasmus Bridge, Kop van 
Zuid

Source: Harvey, 1989a
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the goals which get formulated for each project. In turn, these goals are reflected in the end 
product of the flagship, and, as the case will be made, the way in which the developments and 
changes are perceived by local residents. In some cases, the goals are similar in different contexts 
(chapter four focuses on the goal of gentrification in two very different political-economic 
systems); however other goals vary widely depending on their contexts.

These are the theoretical starting point and the main ideas which will guide this book. 
Certain chapters focus more heavily on different themes, but combined it is hoped that this 
book will offer a new perspective on flagships by combining both the works of scholars such as 
Harvey and Smith, with the viewpoint that the perceptions and experiences of local residents 
matter in our understanding of the so-called winners and losers of urban entrepreneurialism. The 
link between the political-economic perspectives and the views of ordinary residents will become 
clearer as the chapters progress; the aim is to show that we can understand resident perceptions 
based on what flagships offer to the urban population, and that this is determined by the goals 
and roles of actors.

1.3 Seven goals of flagships

Understanding what drives the development of flagships, and the goals which get formulated 
because of this, is a central theme of this book. The first section introduced the themes of 
tourism, investment procurement and high-end residents, which are the major elements which 

Visitors of Actors

Goals for Flagships

Political Economic 
Context

Positions of Actors

Resident 
Perceptions

End Product – Flagship

- built environment users
- social benefits
- users

- functions
- appereance
- connectivity

Figure 1.1 Conceptual model
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flagships pursue. These themes lead then to seven goals which can be found in flagship projects. 
They are: image enhancement, catalyst for further investment, tourism, gentrification, climbing 
the urban hierarchy, trickle-down benefits and direct social aims. Before examining the seven 
goals in more detail, it is worth noting how the aims of large municipal projects have changed 
with the emergence of growth-oriented flagships.

Large-scale urban development projects have been around far longer than flagship projects. 
In places such as the Netherlands, the UK or Scandinavia, during the Fordist regime, when the 
Welfare State was at the peak of its ambition, the goals were primarily focused towards wealth 
distribution (Eisinger, 2000; Harvey, 1989a). Under this form of governance, local governments 
acted as managers of the city, redistributing wealth from higher levels of governments, and 
ensuring adequate welfare provision for urban inhabitants. Common public megaprojects 
focused on areas such as housing for the local population; the large-scale housing estates of 
the 1945-1970 period are examples of this urban managerialism and its aim to provide a better 
quality-of-life. Other examples, dating as far back as Victorian and Edwardian times include 
water and sewage projects, as well as urban parks, education and transport (see Bagwell and 
Lyth, 2002; Brenner, 2004a; Eisinger, 2000; Hunt, 2006 for a more thorough review of this 
period). The main aim of this period was squarely focused on redistribution or service provision.

With the crisis of Fordism and the beginnings of the retreat of the Welfare State beginning 
in the 1970s, this system of “transition belts for centrally determined policy regimes” (Brenner, 
2004a p. 459) came under fire. Combined with this was a massive decline in industries which 
built many of the modern cities as noted earlier. 

So the retreat of the welfare state, deindustrialisation and the need to be more active in 
attracting funds left cities with economic voids and a negative, industrial image which both 
needed to be reversed.  Therefore, creating places which were attractive to live, work, invest 
and visit became a goal in and of itself. As a result, those behind flagship projects have come 
to focus on both wealth creation and the promotion of place through the built environment. 
While beginning with more business-oriented strategies, more recent projects have focused on 
residential developments (Rousseau, 2009). The aims, however, of the different forms of flagships 
have remained relatively constant in that they pursue growth and development.

Each of the seven goals will now be discussed in more detail. It should also be noted, that 
when the private sector is involved, profit is naturally a major element of the equation. The 
goals have been broken down into two categories (which, based on their total number, is also a 
representation of their relative importance): the first five are concerned with wealth creation and 
image improvements under the guise of inter-urban competition. The last two are focused more 
on social aims.

1. Image	 enhancement. One of the key aims of flagships is the enhancement of an urban 
image, or the creation of an entirely new, post-industrial, consumption- or leisure-oriented 
one (Boyle and Hughes, 1994; Cook, 2004; Law, 1992a; Loftman and Nevin, 2003; MacLeod, 
2002; Paddison, 1993; Seo, 2002; Spaans, 2004). While this can be true in all cities, it is 
particularly apt for older industrial cities, which have suffered from a poor image, largely as 
a result of deindustrialisation. The resulting image of a rusting, decaying and economically 
and socially-problematic city was one which was viewed as not being conducive to attracting 
inward investment. Through the manipulation of the built environment, flagships aim, 
therefore, to become the new icons or images of the city. It was then hoped that this would 
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provide the right context and setting to attract investment, tourists and potential residents by 
presenting a place which was dynamic, vibrant, safe, and prosperous. Therefore: “the flagship 
projects were needed to ‘raise the image of the city,’ ‘build confidence,’ ‘boost civic pride,’ 
‘promote the city,’ and ‘gain prime-time television exposure’” (Goodwin, p. 155, from Price, 
1990). 
Harvey (1989a, p. 7-8) summarises why this goal is seen as important by city boosters: 
“the upgrading of the image of a city like Baltimore, Liverpool, Glasgow or Halifax, 
through the construction of cultural, retail, entertainment and office centres can cast a 
seemingly beneficial shadow over the whole region.” As a result, the aesthetic and iconic 
quality of the built environment becomes important and can have a spatial reach beyond 
that of the flagship’s boundaries. However, one problem, as will be discussed in more 
detail in the next chapter, is that the image being presented to an outside audience does 
not always reflect the one seen by local residents themselves. This can lead to conflicting 
visions of the city, and an image-reality gap (MacLeod, 2002; Loftman and Nevin, 2003; 
Woodward, 1993).

2. Catalyst	for	growth	and	investment. Flagships also serve as a catalyst for further growth; the 
initial investment, often by governments, is hoped to see a return in the form of additional 
private-sector investment (Bianchini et al., 1992; Cook, 2004; O’Toole and Usher, 1992). 
Flagships are, therefore, intended to provide a safe haven for investment. Some flagships 
operate as ‘loss leaders,’ with the aim that they will spur further private-sector development. 
This is particularly true with projects spearheaded by municipal governments aiming to 
attract inward investment. The same argument is also made for the hosting of events such 
as the Olympics. This initial investment does not always pay off, and there have been several 
well-documented attempts by cities to invest in flagships, with either the private sector 
failing to take over, or the project never making money in the end. An example of where this 
did not work is Autoworld in Flint, Michigan (see Judd, 1999; Moore, 1989). The city hoped 
to create a tourist attraction for the city, in an attempt to reposition Flint’s economy away 
from auto production; however the project failed and closed within a year. 

3. The	 creation	 or	 promotion	 of	 a	 tourist	 attraction	 or	 tourist	 industry. The attraction of 
tourists and the creation or expansion of a tourist industry is a key goal of many flagships 
(Cook, 2004; Eisinger, 2000; Holcomb, 1999; Law, 1992b; Loftman and Nevin, 2003; Miles, 
2005; Philo and Kearns, 1993; Swyngedouw, 2002; van Aalst and Boogaarts, 2002). Some of 
the earliest projects from the 1980s had tourism at their core (for example: Baltimore’s Inner 
Harbor, New York’s South Street Seaport). While these forms of development seem rather 
old fashioned today, the same goal is present in the use of cultural flagships which are part of 
wider city marketing programs. 

 Bilbao is an example of a city which, though the creation of the Guggenheim Museum, has 
become a tourist destination (Gomez, 1998; Rodríguez, 2001; Vicario et al., 2003). The idea 
is to make tourists feel safe and secure and sanitised, with attractions, hotels, convention 
centres and shopping malls within close proximity (Fainstein and Gladstone, 1999; Fainstein 
and Judd, 1999). Just as with attracting inward investment, it is hoped to provide a safe area 
for this type of activity. The creation of tourist spaces as a goal has been heavily criticised 
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in the academic literature; Judd (1999) calls these types of spaces ‘tourist bubbles’: isolated 
tourist enclaves where visitors do not see the other parts of the city. 

4. Gentrification. The process of neighbourhood upgrading and the creation of affluent space 
is another important, and more recent, element of flagships. This is particularly true in older 
industrial cities which have suffered a population decline, but can also be seen in city centres, 
particularly in British cities, where luxury flats target the ‘young professional’ market. This 
sector is seen as important: by spurring development of high end housing, it is hoped that 
gentrifiers, or yuppies with high incomes will follow suit.

 There are two ways in which gentrification as a goal can be achieved. The first is through the 
creation of new housing for affluent households in the flagships themselves. Thus, the new 
developments are the end in and of themselves. The second way is where flagships help to 
spur gentrification in adjacent areas. Flagships are a means to an end, and part of a wider 
remake of the urban landscape (Davidson and Lees, 2005; Harvey, 1989a; 1989b; Lees and 
Ley, 2008; Murphy, 2008; Smith, 1996; 2002; Vicario and Monje, 2003; Visser and Kotze, 
2008). As a result of these goals and other local circumstances, flagships can either act as 
a catalyst for gentrification of a wider area, and serve as a focal point for the affluent city, 
or they can be ‘affluent islands’ surrounded by impoverished neighbourhoods. In either case 
however, the creation of affluent space is the goal.

5. Climbing	the	urban	hierarchy. As cities are competing for all of the abovementioned factors 
(tourists, residents, investment) another goal for flagships is increasing their city’s position in 
the global urban hierarchy. This aim is summarised by Lehrer and Laidley (2008, p. 798): 

the primary argument…is that through an array of massive, concentrated and concerted 
building activities, cities will be integrated into the international property and financial 
market and/or global socio-cultural networks. Hence, by using the tool of a mega-project, cities 
can actively reposition themselves within the global economy. 

 Cities are competing for the residents, investment and tourists mentioned earlier, and those 
cities which can make their built environment, and social and cultural amenities more 
attractive to these elements can stand to improve their image, and external position on the 
global hierarchy. Therefore, there is often much talk by boosters of flagships of giving their 
cities ‘world’ or ‘European’ status with an icon, museum or other project.

 There are however, some goals which are not directly targeted towards wealth creation and 
are aimed more at the local population. Goal 6 is the more dominant view (particularly in 
early flagships), while goal 7 is not often found in megaprojects.

6. Trickle-down	 theory. The idea that residents will benefit from the increased jobs and 
opportunities through a trickling down of the profits to all sectors of society is an idea 
which in some ways seems outdated. However, this was the social rationale for obtaining 
funding for flagships, particularly during the 1980s and 1990s. Even today, however, the 
promise of jobs, particularly in construction, is one of the key factors which proponents cite. 
The discourse on flagships and other growth-led strategies such as attracting the Olympics, 
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focuses on the benefits in terms of jobs, built environment, and amenities which can impact 
local people. 

 Because they are aimed at investors, tourists and affluent residents, flagships do not target 
directly the types of services which are aimed at local, low-income groups: schools, affordable 
housing, or employment with real growth. Where there is talk of benefits for the community, 
it is more often concerned with the jobs which get created through the flagship, or the added 
wealth which will come to the city as a result of its development (see Cook, 2004). Therefore, 
these benefits come from indirect means. There is a significant amount of academic literature 
questioning these ‘trickle down’ claims (Bianchini et al., 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; 
McCarthy and Pollock, 1997; Raco et al., 2008); however they still play a role in gaining 
political and popular support for flagships.

7. Direct	social	aims. There are some flagships which, in addition to the economic and growth-
oriented goals, have some aspect of social gain as their aim. This can come in several forms: a 
mix of uses and functions, such as having mixed-tenure housing, new amenities and facilities 
which are aimed at a wider population and not simply a ‘tourist bubble,’ or improvements to 
the urban infrastructure which help to improve the quality-of-life for inhabitants. An iconic 
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bridge is an example of a flagship which serves both aims: on the one hand, it can become 
a new symbol of the city, link new developments with existing parts of the city, and be a 
catalyst for further investment while at the same time giving improved transport links to 
residents of the city. 

Of course not every goal is present in each flagship. Some projects are aimed more at tourism, 
while others focus on office developments and climbing the urban hierarchy. Over time, the 
changing emphasis from business to residential uses can also be observed. However, these are the 
main goals which can be found in large-scale property-based projects in the entrepreneurial city. 

The balance between economic and social goals depends on a variety of factors. Most 
flagships focus on economic gains; any social improvements come from trickle-down measures. 
They also have a high-end target audience and are driven by profit. There are some notable 
exceptions, which will be discussed over the course of the book. Of particular importance is the 
way in which the political-economic context of a city or country ascribes different positions to 
the various actors in the project, and the associated mandates which they have to deliver services 
and achieve goals. So the local context matters; sites with the same histories and transformations 
in different countries can take on radically different goals and objectives because of the power 
relations within them. Understanding these differences and nuances – particularly with attention 
towards the goals of these projects – was one of the major factors in favouring an international 
comparison, with projects chosen in the Netherlands and Scotland. The next section will outline 
the reasons for this selection.

1.4  Why the Netherlands and Scotland? 

Flagships can be seen the world over; with so many to choose from, how have these two case 
studies been selected? This section will both outline the choice of cities, and provide a brief 
introduction to them and the two projects selected. Further information about each city will 
be found throughout the following chapters. The two projects selected are the Kop van Zuid 
(translated as: the Head of the South) in Rotterdam, and Glasgow Harbour. They are both 
considered as flagship regeneration projects and are both found on prime waterfront locations 
within their respective cities. Chapter six deals with the Leith neighbourhood in Edinburgh; 
while the field work conducted for this chapter was carried out before this project started, the 
main aims of the research fit squarely within the parameters of this book. 

The first criterion for selecting the two cities with flagships was that they should be 
older industrial cities, which have used not only flagships, but other examples of Harvey’s 
urban entrepreneurialism to help transform their economies away from production towards 
consumption, thus showing a prevalence for these ideas and principles. In the Netherlands, this 
made Rotterdam the most natural choice; while Amsterdam has large regeneration projects, it is 
a post-industrial city (Ley, 1996). Rotterdam, on the other hand, is a city struggling to come to 
terms with deindustrialisation. 

The Kop van Zuid, Rotterdam
The Kop van Zuid is the largest, but not the only waterfront development or example of urban 
entrepreneurialism which can be found in Rotterdam (Meyer, 1999; Romein, 2005). The city has 



26

been active in promoting itself through culture and sport, through events such as hosting the 
European Capital of Culture, and attempting to win the right to host the start of the Tour de 
France. Making the city a more culturally-oriented one is also part of the city’s official strategy 
(Gemeente Rotterdam, 2007a).

Another strategy is trying to attract middle- and higher-income households to the city, a 
process which has been ongoing for more than fifteen years. Many more successful residents 
left the city beginning in the 1970s, and continuing through the intervening decades (Karsten et 
al., 2006). Creating the type of housing environment which is attractive to these groups is part 
of the city’s current policy, as evident in the Urban Vision guiding spatial development through 
2030, released in 2007. As this urban vision states: 

to keep playing a significant role in the international competition among urban regions, 
Rotterdam will have to employ a strategy that not only aims at developments of the knowledge 
and service economies but can also guarantee an appealing residential and social climate capable 
of attracting more graduates and creative workers. (from van Kempen, 2009, see also Gemeente 
Rotterdam, 2007b) 

There are three types of attractive urban environments which the city hopes to create and foster: 
metropolitan, quiet metropolitan and suburban. The first two environments can be found in the 
Kop van Zuid; the Wilhelmina Pier is a busy, urbane location, while further away from the river, 
areas such as Stadstuinen offer a more relaxed, family-oriented environment. The creation of these 
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types of environments is done to prevent the type of population loss experienced in previous 
decades so that the city can: “appeal to residents who can choose freely from a range of alternatives 
on the housing market” (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2007a, p. 63). So Rotterdam, therefore, is a suitable 
city to see elements of Harvey’s (1989a) urban entrepreneurialism in the Dutch context.

Rotterdam is situated on the River Nieuwe Maas, towards the southern end of the Randstad 
Region, the most densely populated section of the Netherlands. It is the second largest city in 
the country, with a population of 583,000 (Centrum voor Onderzoek en Statistiek, 2007). The 
historic and current centre of the city lies on the north side of the river. In the late 19th century, 
the area opposite the centre was developed and harbours dug for port activities. The current 
Maashaven and Rijnhaven were dug at this point, and the Wilhelmina Pier and Katendrecht 
created in between them. Housing in Rotterdam south was primarily for dockworkers, many of 
whom came from the farming regions of the south of the Netherlands. 

Figure 1.4 Map of the Kop van Zuid
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One of the most influential moments in the city’s history was on 14 May, 1940, when the German 
air force bombed the city. Rotterdam centre was almost totally levelled and the bombardment 
left the city with the task of rebuilding after the war ended. As a result, the city has a modernist 
appearance, in stark contrast to many other Dutch centres.

Throughout the 20th century, the port continued to expand westward towards the North Sea 
(van de Laar and van Jaarsveld, 2006), and containerisation led to the need for larger harbours. 
The Oude Haven (Old Harbour) on the north side was developed into housing in the 1970s 
and 80s (Gastill, 2002). The area would also include a maritime museum, and the famous Cube 
Houses, designed by Piet Blom. 

By the middle of that decade, the area which would become the Kop van Zuid was becoming 
devoid of industrial activity and losing its function as a harbour. At this point, discussions were 
made as to what to do with this vacant and under-used land. At this time, the city was still 
focusing on urban renewal, and the initial plans for the site were to be an overspill area for those 
residents of social housing temporarily displaced by renovation and redevelopment of their own 
housing (Working for the City, 2005). At the same time, the city was developing its plans for the 
city, the Waterstad Plan (1986). It called for a mix of activities along the waterfront, which since 
World War II, had lost its function as the heart of the city. The aim was to make the river once 
again the focal point of the centre and the entire city. In this, the Kop van Zuid would play a 
leading role.

The task of regenerating the area which would become the Kop van Zuid flagship 
development was given to Riek Bakker, who in 1986 became the director of urban development 
for the city of Rotterdam. Because of its location, both on the water and across the river from the 
city centre, she quickly concluded that the site could be put to a higher use than social housing. 
The plans for the Kop van Zuid developed with the notion of maximising the potential of this 
underutilised space. In earlier interviews (see Ouwekerk, 2007; also Bakker, 1994; Kop van Zuid, 
1995; 1999), she explained that at that time, most people in the council did not want to invest 
in the south, because it was not seen as a full part of Rotterdam. She saw her role as trying to 
change that mentality by bringing city centre functions to the Kop van Zuid and the south side 
of Rotterdam. This was done, as will be explained in more detail later, by realising a vision and 
creating concrete goals – both social and economic – based on this vision.

The Kop van Zuid is a project which has been ongoing for close to twenty years (Stad van 
Zaken, 2007). As of 2007 there were 3,871 residential units in the development, out of an eventual 
total of 4,619. The remaining units to be constructed are mostly on the Wilhelmina Pier, and are 
in a high-price category. Of the current units, 32% are in the social-rented sector, and 68% are 
within the private market (Stad van Zaken, 2006, 2007); though it should be noted that not all 
the social-rented units are in a low-price category (see Vesteda, no year).
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Figure 1.5 The Wilhelmina Pier

Figure 1.6 Hotel New York
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Figure 1.7 The Erasmus Bridge and the River Nieuwe Maas

Figure 1.8 Tram crossing the Erasmus Bridge en route to Rotterdam South
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Figure 1.9 The Court House at the Wilhelmina Plein

Figure 1.10 The Luxor Theatre and the Wilhelmina Plein
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Figure 1.11 The Entrepot building. A former 
warehouse now converted to shops and luxury 
apartments

Figure 1.12 The Maas tower (Maastoren) 
under construction, Wilhelmina Plein



33

Figure 1.13 Spoorhaven (Railway Harbour). Mix of housing and offices

Figure 1.14 Landtong development along the Spoorhaven
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Figures 1.15 and 1.16 Single-family housing in the Stadstuinen section of Kop van Zuid
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Glasgow Harbour, Glasgow
Glasgow shares many characteristics with Rotterdam. There are many UK examples of old 
industrial cities trying to reinvent themselves in a consumption-based age, but Glasgow is the 
most suitable comparison. Both cities have a strong maritime history and are situated on a 
river, which divides each city quite noticeably. Both cities were industrial powerhouses of their 
respective countries, and the main port and shipping centres of the Netherlands and Scotland. 
Like Rotterdam, Glasgow experienced strong negative effects of deindustrialisation, as the 
shipyards and other industries which built the city in the 19th and early 20th centuries closed. And 
they have both used urban entrepreneurial strategies which predate the flagships studied in this 
book; both were European Capitals of Culture, and Rotterdam, like other old industrial cities, 
looked to Glasgow as a source of inspiration in enhancing its image through the event.

While an industrial powerhouse and the ‘second city of the British Empire’ in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries, Glasgow was on a long period of economic decline throughout much of 
the 20th century (Keating, 1988). From a peak population of more than one million after World 
War II, the city’s population now stands at 580,690 (Glasgow Council, 2008). The city grew 
rapidly in the industrial era as a port and shipbuilding centre, and later as a major railway city.  
Many of the towns and cities in the region, such as Paisley, Clydebank and Motherwell also 
developed as industrial centres. Shipbuilding, however, was the city’s main industry; on the eve 
of the First World War, shipyards employed 60,000 men and accounted for a fifth of the world’s 
ship production (Keating, 1988). Militant strikes in 1919 gave rise to the myth of ‘Red Clydeside’ 
and the city was a Labour stronghold for much of the 20th century. However, even during this 
time, the city’s industrial decline was apparent, given a reprieve only during wartime demand. 
Much of the 20th century industrial story of Glasgow is one of stagnation, decline and inability 
to innovate (Keating, 1988).
Particularly in the post-war years, the ideology of the Labour party which dominated Glasgow 
council was ‘municipal labourism’ (Keating, 1988). Councillors were concerned with local issues 
for their constituents, such as housing, but paid little attention to wider issues. Municipal 
ownership was an end in itself. In this era, the governance of Glasgow could best be described as 
fitting Harvey’s (1989a) definition of managerialism.

The traditional style of housing in Glasgow was the tenement, and was common throughout 
most social classes (Wordsall, 1979). However many quickly became overcrowded and city 
planners sought ways to reduce overcrowding and build a modern city. A report published 
after World War II recommended redeveloping the city centre, demolishing many of the old 
tenements and pushing the poor inhabitants into large council estates on the periphery. This 
policy of urban renewal also stretched to other neighbourhoods within the city, as tenements 
were replaced with high-rise tower blocks owned by the council (Keating, 1988). One of the more 
famous of these redevelopments from the 1950s was the Gorbals, on the south side of the city. It 
is many of the projects from this era, particularly the four peripheral estates, which have been 
plagued with economic, social, and health problems. Some of these problems led to a turn away 
from a preference towards high-rise flats, a trend which Glasgow Harbour is reversing (Gordon, 
2005). Housing stock in the city, through the 1980s, remained overwhelmingly council-owned. 
By the 1970s, housing strategies switched away from slum clearance towards rehabilitation and 
regeneration. 

Harvey’s notion of a switch from managerialism towards urban entrepreneurialism is very 
evident in Glasgow. It was one of the first cities in Europe to focus on direct place promotion 
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and city marketing with its ‘Glasgow’s Miles Better’ campaign 1983, which used the image of 
Mr. Happy to portray the city in a positive light, largely to people in England (see: Boyle and 
Hughes, 1994; Laurier, 1993; MacLeod, 2002; Paddison, 1993; Struthers, 1986). Other early 
examples of this strategy were the Garden Festival of 1988 and the winning of the European 
Capital of Culture in 1990; the apparent success of Glasgow, particularly in its ability to project a 
post-industrial image, has been copied by many other cities bidding for such events.

Towards the end of the 1990s, the city also took a decidedly developer-friendly approach 
(Tiesdell, 2009). This was led by the head of the council, Charlie Gordon (1999-2005), who was 
keen to develop the numerous brownfield and vacant lands located throughout the city. Many 
of these were former industrial sites which had lost their initial use. There was a sense that 
developments had to be done quickly, to capitalise on an investment wave which could be seen 
throughout the UK.

Redevelopment of the city centre focused on three themes, common features of post-
industrial projects and reminiscent of the themes outlined in the first section of this chapter: 
consumption (local and tourist), business services and residential uses (Tiesdell, 2009). While 
there have been many private-sector, and partnership initiatives, one of the biggest challenges 
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for the city has been the regeneration of the waterfront. As Tiesdell (2009) states: “the Clyde 
had regressed from being Europe’s most industrialised and exploited waterfront to possibly its 
most neglected.” The task of coordinating the regeneration of the Clyde was given to the Clyde 
Waterfront Regeneration, which was created in 2002 as a strategic partnership between the 
Scottish Government, Scottish Enterprise, Glasgow City, Renfrew and West Dunbartonshire 
Councils (CWG, 2005). It has created master plans for several key areas along its roughly 20km 
section of the river. While these master plans exist, the developments along the Clyde, including 
the Scottish Exhibition and Convention Centre, and Pacific Quay, are sporadic and mono-use 
developments, largely isolated from the adjacent communities. The aim, however, is to turn the 
river from a derelict and industrial site, into a place where people can live, work and visit (CWG, 
2005; Babalis, 2006). The goals for the transformation for the river are also in line with the 
development strategies for the wider city and region (GCVSPJC, 2008)

The largest development along the river thus far is Glasgow Harbour. It is located on the 
site of a former grainery downriver from the city centre and on the river’s north bank, adjacent 
to Partick and near the prestigious West End. The site itself is nearly two kilometres long and 
is flanked on the north side by railway lines and the Clydeside Expressway. Where the smaller 
River Kelvin meets the Clyde is also part of the site. The site is divided into several subsections, 
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which will eventually feature different uses. Housing plays a large role in the project; phase one, 
now complete, features 649 apartments by four different house builders. Phase two, currently 
partially completed, will add a further 770 units, all built by one company, Dandara (Alexander, 
2007; Babalis, 2006). With an investment of approximately one billion pounds, this represents 
one of the largest private sector housing developments in Scotland.

The launch of Glasgow Harbour was met with rapid sales and significant media attention 
focusing on the renaissance along the river. It was seen as a catalyst for further regeneration and 
represented a vision of opening up the waterfront for public use (Abrahams, 2003; Alexander, 
2007; Greenwood, 2003; Lundy, 2008; Penman, 2006). However, at the same time, there were 
also concerns in the local press questioning this development strategy, and cautioning about 
the gentrification of adjacent areas (Braiden, 2007; Briggs, 2005; Thomson, 2004). Glasgow 
Harbour was also recently criticised as being “one of the best examples of atrocious late 20th 
century developer-led nonsense,” and was nominated for a Carbuncle Award for worst planning 
decision in Scotland (BBC, 2009a, 2009b; Paterson, 2009). The recent credit crunch has taken 
its toll on both Glasgow Harbour – with delayed construction and flatter sales – and the wider 
regeneration projects along the Clyde, with several high-profile proposals being put on hold or 
cancelled (Henderson, 2009; Penman, 2008).

Glasgow Harbour is still under construction, and with the current economic climate, it will 
take longer for the full plans, which include a mixed-use of residential, offices, leisure, tourism 
and shopping, to be realised. It has been controversial, yet it has, notwithstanding the credit 
crunch, also sold out. It is a project which evokes a lot of emotions from different residents 
and actors. Projects such as Glasgow Harbour and the Kop van Zuid represent the literal 
transformation of a piece of land – in this case waterfront space – from factories and industrial 
uses, to flagships and megaprojects.  

Figure 1.19 Ariel view of Glasgow Harbour
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Figure 1.20 Glasgow Harbour development

Figure 1.21 Glasgow Harbour from Castlebank Street
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Figure 1.22 Glasgow Harbour Phase One

Figure 1.23 Glasgow Harbour Phase One
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Figure 1.24 Glasgow Harbour Phase Two

Figure 1.25 Glasgow Harbour Phase Two
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Figure 1.26 Clydeside Expressway (northern boundary of Glasgow Harbour).

Figure 1.27 Underpass through Clydeside Expressway
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Figure 1.28 Pedestrian bridge over the Clydeside Expressway
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Figure 1.29 Ariel view, artist’s rendering of the new Transport Museum

Figure 1.30 Ariel view, artist’s rendering of the new Transport Museum

Figure 1.31 Ariel view of the new Transport Museum (under construction)
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Leith, Edinburgh
Chapter six deals with Leith, Edinburgh, which is a rapidly gentrifying neighbourhood in 
Scotland’s capital city. It features both the traditional forms of gentrification, found in the old 
working-class tenements, as well as new-build projects and a flagship shopping centre situated in 
the former port areas. While Edinburgh is more of a post-industrial city (Ley, 1996) than either 
Rotterdam or Glasgow, Leith, being traditionally an industrial- and harbour-based community, 
exhibits many of the characteristics found in former industrial cities. As chapter six will explain 
in more detail, it has also experienced many of the economic and social problems associated with 
deindustrialisation. 

Concomitant to the gentrification of the housing stock has been a improvement in 
the neighbourhood’s image and reputation, largely because of the changes to the retail and 
entertainment amenities in the area. Roads such as The Shore, situated along the Water of 
Leith, were once home to pubs catering to dock workers; now, they are trendy and expensive 
cafés, wine bars and restaurants. The waterfront has also seen the arrival of a flagship shopping 
centre, Ocean Terminal, and a tourist attraction, The Royal Yacht Britannia. These factors have 
combined to make Leith a destination for both locals and visitors. This is in stark contrast to the 
1970s and 1980s when outmigration of the middle-class population and economic deprivation 
were the prevailing trends.

For the purposes of this research, Leith has served as a suitable case study. The aim was 
to gain insight into the experiences of those living through gentrification who are neither 
the incoming gentrifiers, nor the displaced. With still a mixed population, partly because of 
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the strong social-rented housing presence (insulating residents from market forces), such a 
target group could be easily found. And as this thesis deals with the combination of flagship 
regeneration and gentrification, Leith also proved to be a useful case study in this regard.
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Figure 1.34 Traditional tenement housing in Leith

Figure 1.35 Social housing in Leith (Kirkgate)
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Figure 1.36 Newbuild flats along the waterfront

Figure 1.37 ‘Love Leith’ development under construction (2006)
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Figure 1.38 Scottish Executive offices

Figure 1.39 Ocean Terminal Shopping Centre



50

Figure 1.40 The Royal Yacht Britannia 

Figure 1.41 The Shore
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Figure 1.42 Great Junction Street

Figure 1.43 New Kirkgate Shopping Centre
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1.5  Goal and main research questions

Flagships are often perceived to be the type of spaces which only benefit a select few including 
global elites, gentrifiers and investors. As this book is examining not only the goals of such 
projects, but the view from the ground up, the main aim is: to gain more insight into who 
profits from flagship developments. As chapter six deals with a more traditional gentrification 
neighbourhood, this goal can also partially be extended to understanding gentrification’s impact 
on the local population. This aim combines both a political-economic perspective, examining the 
goals and roles which different actors play, with a perspective from local residents living through 
these processes of urban entrepreneurialism. 

One of the central elements of this book is an examination of the goals which flagships hope 
to achieve. This leads to the first main research question: 

1. To what extent are the goals of flagships dependent on the positions which different actors play in 
the process? 

This question will be answered in two chapters, outlined below, using qualitative interviews with 
key actors from both the Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour. It is not only the goals themselves 
which are important, but the relationship between the visions and objectives formulated and the 
roles which the different actors play (public, private, and social) in determining the outcomes 
of the flagships. Section 1.3 outlined the major goals which exist in flagships worldwide; this 
research question will examine to what extent these seven goals are present in the two case 
studies.

The second major research question is focused not on the positions which major actors 
play, but rather how these examples of urban entrepreneurialism are viewed by local residents. 
Therefore the question is framed as follows:

2. What are the major perceptions of residents living through these changes in their city and 
neighbourhood?

 a. What are their perceptions towards a large flagship in their city?
 b.  What are the perceptions towards housing, amenities and social interactions of local non-

gentrifying residents living through gentrification in their neighbourhood?

This will be answered in two chapters, through a combination of a survey of residents’ 
perceptions of the Kop van Zuid project, and in-depth interviews with local, non-gentrifying 
residents in Leith, Edinburgh. This is an under-researched part of our understanding of flagships 
and gentrification. Much of the academic literature assumes negative reactions from local 
residents, producing conflicts and tensions. However, what is often missing, particularly in the 
case of flagships, is empirical evidence to either confirm or refute this. This book begins with the 
position that while there are many negatives associated with both gentrification and flagships for 
the local population, we must examine perceptions from a more nuanced perspective. 

This goal of examining who profits from flagships, and the two main questions of the 
relationship between goals and positions of actors, and the local resident perceptions, are the 
central themes of this book, and will guide the remaining chapters. The next section will outline 
each chapter in more detail, with its relation towards these main themes.
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1.6  Outline and research methods 

This book consists of seven chapters. Chapter two is entitled ‘Global flagships, local impacts,’ 
and is primarily a review of the existing academic literature. The main aims of this chapter are 
twofold; first: to outline how the goals of flagships have, in some ways, evolved over the past thirty 
years, and, in other ways, remained constant, despite changing attitudes towards more socially-inclusive 
regeneration. Second: to provide an overview of the major criticisms of flagships, paying particular 
attention as to how they impact local residents. Criticisms, such as their contribution to increased 
socio-economic and spatial divisions within the city, and conflicting visions over the space 
and the city as a whole are some of the main critiques, which, in this chapter, are examined 
through the lens of local residents. This chapter relies on literature both on flagships, and more 
community-based regeneration to show that while city-centre based regeneration is still focused 
on wealth creation and place promotion, in other more deprived parts of the city, the focus has 
switched towards social inclusion.

In chapter three, ‘Variations of the entrepreneurial city: Goals, roles and visions in 
Rotterdam’s Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour Megaprojects,’ we begin the empirical 
chapters of the book. The main aim of this chapter is: to suggest that these megaprojects can be 
better understood by examining who the main actors are in the projects, the roles which they play, and 
the subsequent goals and visions which guide them. The chapter will go into detail regarding the 
different goals which have been formulated for each project, and how these are both a product of 
the roles which different actors play, and the visions which exist. In Rotterdam, the city was in a 
position to take a leading role in the project. Under the leadership of Ms. Bakker, specific goals 
for the development were established – both economic and social – which the Kop van Zuid 
has been working towards for almost twenty years. In Glasgow, on the other hand, the task of 
regenerating this land was given to a private company, Clydeport, as they were owners of much 
of the site. The city took a lesser role, which has influenced the types of goals that were set. Profit 
is a major motivator, and Glasgow Harbour plays a smaller role in the unification of the city 
than the Kop van Zuid does in Rotterdam. These differences are, therefore, a reflection of the 
ways in which different political-economic systems, within the broad context of the European 
welfare state, can influence flagship projects and urban development more broadly.

Chapter four, ‘We’re a rich city with poor people: state strategies of new-build gentrification 
in Rotterdam and Glasgow,’ examines the goal of creating gentrified, affluent space in more 
detail. There are two specific questions upon which this chapter will attempt to shed light. 
The first is: why cities (in this case former industrial ones) are pursuing the strategy of creation of 
affluent housing? The second question is: how this goal of creating gentrified spaces becomes realised 
in different political-economic contexts, where the key stakeholders assume different roles in the process? 
The chapter beings with the starting point that gentrification is more than just upgrading of 
old working-class housing, and represents a larger class transformation of the urban landscape. 
Building on the differences found in the positions of actors from chapter three, chapter four 
examines the presence of this goal in both cases. In Rotterdam, this is an explicit aim of the 
project, which is uncovered in documents and interviews with key actors from all sectors; this 
is somewhat surprising in that other elements of the Kop van Zuid have been more socially-
oriented. In Glasgow, again the roles of actors are important. Gentrification is a more implicit 
goal from the perspective of the city; it has little direct say apart from planning regulations, 
where it tries to make the process as straight forward as possible. The main reason for this goal is 
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that policy makers in these cities believe that one of their greatest challenges is that they suffer 
from a lack of middle- and high-income residents, and that by building this type of housing, 
these classes will be attracted to their cities.

These two chapters will answer research question one and rely mostly on in-depth interviews 
conducted with key actors involved in both Glasgow Harbour and the Kop van Zuid. This 
includes Euan Jamieson and Riek Bakker, the respective heads of and visionaries behind each 
project, as well as planners and other relevant municipal employees, local politicians, developers, 
housing association employees, urban designers, and other experts in the projects. Eighteen 
interviews were conducted in Rotterdam and thirteen in Glasgow over the period of January 
2008 to February 2009. Two separate visits were made to Glasgow in the fall of 2008 and the 
winter of 2009. A snowballing method was used, combined with contacting names uncovered 
during the desk research. The only groups who refused to participate in an interview were 
two residents associations in adjacent neighbourhoods in Rotterdam. In both Rotterdam and 
Glasgow, being somewhat of an outsider was seen as an advantage in obtaining an interview, 
and several respondents noted this during the discussion. The average length of interviews was 
seventy minutes; all the Rotterdam interviews were conducted in Dutch except for one, and 
all the interviews in both cities were conducted by the author. With the help of students, the 
interviews were transcribed word-for-word; many of the direct quotations appear throughout 
the book. A total list of respondents can be found in the appendix. 

Chapters five and six will answer research question two and mark a turn in the book 
away from examining the goals of flagships towards how these spaces are perceived by local 
inhabitants. Chapter five, ‘Resident perceptions of large flagship regeneration: the case of the 
Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam’ examines the results of a survey of the city’s residents as to their 
perceptions towards this development. The main aim is to: gain a better understanding of the 
viewpoints and perceptions of ordinary residents towards a large flagship waterfront project in their 
city. Our basic understand of flagships is that they have a negative impact on local residents 
and local communities for a variety of reasons (see chapter 2). However, testing the reactions, 
perceptions, and ideas of ordinary residents who may not have day-to-day contact with these 
projects (though they nonetheless remain a visible part of their city) is an under-researched 
element of the flagship debate, often ignored by those purely looking at these projects from 
a political-economic perspective. What was uncovered was a surprising level of support, 
considering the negative assessments of flagships in general in the academic literature, and that 
this was also seen in some deprived areas adjacent to the Kop van Zuid. As will be argued in 
more detail in the chapter, part of the reason for this support is the unique character of the Kop 
van Zuid, which makes it different from other flagships which focus solely on economic goals. 
This can offer us useful lessons in how to make these spaces more inclusive and beneficial in the 
future. 

The research for chapter five is based on a survey conducted in four neighbourhoods 
in Rotterdam in May and June 2008. There were 364 responses in total, and the four 
neighbourhoods were spread throughout the city. They included both an affluent neighbourhood 
close to and further away from the Kop van Zuid, and two poorer neighbourhoods with similar 
spatial proximities. By selecting such a variety of neighbourhoods, the aim was to examine 
the ideas of whether proximity and neighbourhood status were relevant to one’s perception 
towards a flagship, in addition to other major socioeconomic and demographic factors. The most 
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interesting of these four types, a poor area adjacent to the flagship, will be examined in more 
detail.

Chapter six also examines resident perceptions, but in this case it is non-gentrifiers 
in Edinburgh, and is conducted through interviews. While not an industrial city, the 
neighbourhood of Leith, near the city’s harbour is undergoing gentrification and much of the 
old industrial land has been turned over to consumption-oriented or luxury residential space. 
This qualitative chapter, ‘Living through gentrification: subjective experiences of local, non-
gentrifying residents in Leith, Edinburgh’ again tries to shed light on an under-researched 
element of the gentrification debate, which often portrays residents as either ‘winners’ or ‘losers.’ 
The main question for this chapter is: what are the subjective experiences of local residents living 
through gentrification with regards to three areas: housing, shops and amenities and social interactions? 
The forty-two residents who were interviewed for this chapter, in January and February 2006, 
were neither gentrifiers nor the displaced, and were, therefore, in a particularly insightful 
position to comment on the changes they witnessed in their community. While there were 
many elements – more shops and services, a better image for the neighbourhood, and a safer 
environment – which were welcomed by inhabitants, other aspects, such as the cost of housing, 
and some of the social divisions, were less welcome, though not to the point of major resistance. 
There was, however, an underlying sentiment that while the changes were nice, they were ‘not for 
us.’ This was also echoed by some of the key persons interviewed for this research as well. 

Chapter seven returns to the central theme of who profits from flagships. There is a balance 
that needs to be struck in all large urban development projects between creating the type of 
environment which is attractive to the three factors mentioned at the start of this chapter: 
investment, tourists and high-income residents on the one hand, and elements which bring 
real quality-of-life improvements to ordinary citizens on the other. Flagships and new-build 
developments are having a profound impact on our cities and on who uses them and who they 
are being built for; this debate will be placed in a wider context. While there is much talk from 
policy makers and developers about maximising a site’s economic potential and maximising its 
impact on the image and prestige for the city, this chapter will also introduce another type of 
maximisation, which focuses more on quality-of-life and improving opportunities for all urban 
residents. It will conclude with a vision of how to make these spaces more socially inclusive 
places which aim to reduce, rather than reinforce the social, spatial and economic divisions 
within the city.
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Abstract
Over the past three decades, the use of site-specific, iconic flagship regeneration projects has 
become a popular tool for urban development. This is particularly true in former industrial cities 
that have suffered from both economic decline and poor image. Such projects are intended to act 
as catalysts for further development, to attract inward investment and help produce a new icon 
or image for the city and, as such, they are often geared to outside audiences of tourists, investors 
or potential residents. With their high profile and external audience, they strive to become global 
spaces. However, because they are built into an existing urban fabric, they have a strong local 
impact. This paper reviews the development and evolution of flagship regeneration over the 
past three decades, particularly with reference to how it contrasts with other forms of urban 
regeneration. It will also review the major criticisms of flagship projects during this time, paying 
particular attention to their impact on local residents.

Keywords: social impact, urban regeneration

2.1 Introduction

Virtually every city strives for iconic, prestigious, luxury and consumption-oriented 
developments. They are important in image reconstruction and place promotion, the attraction 
and retention of high-income residents, the procurement of further capital, and tourism. As a 
result, property-based, site-specific regeneration is common in most cities. Early examples of 
this type of regeneration include Boston’s Faneuil Hall, Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, London’s 
Canary Wharf and countless convention centres. More recent examples are the Kop van 
Zuid in Rotterdam, Ocean Terminal in Leith (Edinburgh), Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, 
Newcastle’s Waterfront, Dublin’s Docklands and the Salford Quays in Manchester. These types 
of redevelopment projects, which now span close to three decades, come under the umbrella 
of flagship regeneration. Flagships are defined as being self-contained, consumption-oriented, 
mixed- use, iconic, large-scale regeneration projects involving both private and public sectors, 
which aim to become catalysts for further economic regeneration (Bianchini, et al., 1992).

These spaces represent a confluence of the global and the local. They are global because 
they are oriented to an outside population of tourists and investors, make use of international 
architecture, often are designed by renowned ‘starchitects’ and strive to become the new 
international symbols or icons of their respective cities, thereby hoping to place them higher on 
the competitive urban hierarchy. At the same time, they are also local spaces; they exist within 
a very specific urban fabric and built environment, and are surrounded by a local population. 
Considerable attention in the academic literature has focused on the role of flagships as a tool 
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for economic regeneration (Bianchini, et al., 1992; Lloyd and Black, 1993; Loftman and Nevin, 
1995; Plaza, 2000; 2006), their use as a tool for re-branding and re-imaging cities (Boyle and 
Hughes, 1994; Evans, 2003; Seo, 2002; Smith, 2005; Smyth, 2005), as well as their role in 
furthering urban inequalities and social exclusion (Eisinger, 2000; MacLeod, 2002; Moulaert, et 
al., 2003; Swyngedouw, et al., 2002). 

This paper has two main objectives. The first is to review the academic literature on flagships 
and to illustrate that, despite originating in the 1980s and 1990s, such development-led, 
consumption-based, growth-oriented and image-building regeneration is still the focal point of 
city-centre regeneration today. The second is to provide an overview of the major criticisms of 
this type of urban regeneration, paying particular attention to how they impact on local residents. 
Section 2 provides the historical context of the emergence of flagships and outlines the factors 
leading to their widespread proliferation as a tool for urban regeneration. Section 3 focuses on 
present trends in regeneration, showing how the flagship project has evolved as different forms 
of urban regeneration emerged. The major critiques of this type of regeneration are reviewed 
and analysed in Section 4. Finally, Section 5 offers some conclusions and suggestions to make 
flagships more socially and spatially inclusive spaces.

While large-scale, iconic, flagship-based regeneration is evident throughout Western 
(and, increasingly, also formerly Communist) Europe and North America, this paper will 
primarily concern itself with the UK context, particularly with reference to the politics of urban 
regeneration.

2.2 Creating the wealth: the ideology and context of flagships in the 1980s 
and 1990s

Flagship regeneration emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, beginning first in American cities, though 
quickly spreading to Britain and, eventually, continental Europe. It was a response to both the 
cataclysmic shifts in cities brought about because of de-industrialisation and as an example of 
neoliberal strategies being developed and implemented at this time.

Some of the cities that were quickest to use property-based flagship regeneration schemes 
as a centrepiece of their regeneration strategies were those that suffered the strongest effects 
of de-industrialisation (e.g. Baltimore, Newcastle, Bilbao) and its associated problems of high 
unemployment, declining public revenues and poor image. MacLeod (2002, p. 603-604) notes 
that “as city after city endured catastrophic de-industrialisation and witnessed the suburban 
‘flight’ of high-income earners and an associated concentration of impoverished residents 
in their inner areas, enormous stress was placed on urban government administrations”. 
De-industrialisation left a social and economic void, which, despite the advent of large-scale 
regeneration projects, has gone unfilled in many cases (see Harvey, 2000, for a vivid description 
of Baltimore). The creation of iconic flagships was seen as a way of redressing these issues, and 
key to the retention and attraction of affluent residents to cities.

The large-scale flagships of the 1980s and 1990s were a manifestation of neoliberal beliefs 
held by both government and business leaders. Before this time, urban governments functioned 
as managers of the city, providing essential public services for health, safety and public education 
(Eisinger, 2000). All levels of government pursued, to varying degrees, redistributive policies 
aimed at full employment and a basic national minimum (Cook, 2004). This was reflected in the 
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type of municipal projects being built, which focused on developments that benefited a wider 
citizenry, such as large social housing projects (MacLeod, 2002).

As neoliberal ideas took hold in the 1980s, flagship regeneration became a hallmark of an 
ideology that embraced ‘trickle-down’ economics (see Section 4.3), growth-oriented policies and 
the promotion of place. For cities, this has represented a transition from urban managerialism, 
noted above, to urban entrepreneurialism (MacLeod, 2002; Harvey, 1989a). Front and centre in 
this has been the increasing inter-city competition for investment, jobs and tourists. This is done 
“by encouraging the development of speculative forms of accumulation through the promotion 
of place” ( Jones and Ward, 2002). The latter point is realised through the construction of flagship 
projects. In other words, the goal was to create more wealth.

Harvey and others have outlined three characteristics of urban entrepreneurialism. First is the 
use of a variety of actors involved in decision making, primarily those from business or other pro-
growth sectors, and often unelected and unaccountable (Harvey, 1989b; Jessop, 2002; MacLeod, 
2002; Raco, 2005). Public-private partnerships, development agencies and other such groups are 
examples of these. A second characteristic is the drive towards attracting inward investment and 
away from redistributive measures (Boyle and Hughes, 1994; Harvey 1989a; MacLeod, 2002). This 
is also linked to the idea of city competitiveness and place promotion. This strategy focuses on 
wealth creation, rather than wealth distribution (Loftman and Nevin, 1995). A third characteristic 
is that much of this promotion is geared to outsiders – tourists, investors, potential high-income 
residents – rather than local residents (Harvey, 1989b; 1989c; MacLeod, 2002). The use of iconic 
museums aimed at tourists is evidence of this, with much attention in recent years focusing on 
Bilbao’s Guggenheim Museum (Rodriguez, et al., 2001; Plaza, 2000; 2006). While the city is now 
firmly on the tourist map with its Frank Gehry-designed iconic museum, questions have begun to 
be raised as to what the effect has been for the local population. As Hubbard (1996, p. 1441) notes: 
“Focus of much urban governmental activity is no longer the provision of services for city residents, 
but a concern with the prosperity of the city and its ability to attract jobs and investments”. The 
intention behind flagship developments is to create a showcase attraction or location.

Subsequent to this has been the rise of the importance of service- and knowledge-based 
industries. The growing role of sectors such as leisure, tourism, business and professional services 
and retail has given an important role to the aesthetic appearance of the built environment, as 
well as quality-of-life factors as determinants of economic growth (Hall, 1993; Healey, et al., 
1992; Florida, 2002). These are the factors that now determine a city’s prosperity, rather than 
access to raw materials or labour, as was characteristic of the industrial age. In this regard, cities 
have become centres of consumption rather than centres of production (Fainstein and Judd, 
1999). This transition has been more tenuous in cities that had large industrial bases rather than 
those that historically had more diversified economies (Hall, 1993; Loftman and Nevin, 1996; 
Murie and Musterd, 2004). A poor urban image, largely stemming from industrial decline, also 
proved to be a hindrance to investment and growth.

The role of iconic flagships in re-shaping a city’s image has been, and still is, a central reason 
for their development. This transformation is summarised by Healey et al. (1992, p. 278): 

Flagship development projects and promotional imagery were used vigorously to supplant the 
imagery of rustbelt cities and clothcap citizens which, it was assumed, would inhibit inward 
investment by the private sector, with the lifestyle imagery of a globalised ‘yuppified’ middle 
class.
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Successful flagships become icons that are instantly recognisable by outside audiences as the new 
symbol of the city, such as Liverpool’s Waterfront, the Guggenheim in Bilbao or Rotterdam’s 
Erasmus Bridge. They serve as advertising billboards for their cities (Smyth, 1994). With inter-
urban competition for investment high, presenting a post-industrial (or sanitised industrial 
heritage), prosperous, creative or culture-based image is seen by local elites and politicians as 
paramount to securing further investment, tourists and potential high-income residents, all 
of whom are attracted to these ideas (Kong, 2000; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; Paddison, 1993). 
Again, the intentions are to create a high-end consumption-oriented space.

Despite being seen as highly speculative ventures, many urban leaders have come to believe 
that their investments are secure and their benefits will be enjoyed by a wide spectrum of the 
population. For example, Loftman and Nevin (2003) illustrate the case of regeneration projects 
in Birmingham that were predicated on three assumptions: they would directly and indirectly 
produce substantial benefits to the whole city, all residents would benefit from the developments 
and public-sector costs would be minimised. In Britain, the belief amongst politicians that 
flagships would work to solve the economic and social problems of cities was best represented 
by the former Conservative secretary of state for the environment, Nicholas Ridley, who stated 
that “if you regenerate the land, automatically it will solve the problems of unemployment” (in 
Loftman and Nevin, 1995).

The emergence of large flagships was borne out of this context. Economically, it emerged out 
of a need for inward investment due to de-industrialisation. Politically, it became a manifestation 
of neoliberal ideas and urban entrepreneurialism. It was also seen as an answer to an increasingly 
competitive inter-city market place, where cities had to ‘sell’ themselves, particularly places seen 
to have a poor image (often associated with the negative effects of de-industrialisation). The 
goals of such projects were, and remain, squarely focused on creating more wealth rather than 
directly confronting any social or poverty concerns, which are either ignored or addressed under 
the mantra of ‘trickle-down’.

2.3 Urban regeneration evolves: new flagships and approaches since 1997

Since the emergence of flagships, other more socially based forms of urban regeneration have 
evolved. Ridley’s viewpoint (as quoted in Section 2) seems outdated when contrasted with new 
forms of regeneration that focus on people, deprived areas and social capital. In Britain, since 
New Labour came to office in 1997, these types of regeneration have taken a more prominent role 
than under the Conservative party. The same is also true in other European and North American 
countries (Raco, 2005). One of the major turns was away from purely physical regeneration 
towards a more holistic idea that put people at the centre. Cochrane (2003, p. 227) sums up this 
transition, stating “Instead of believing that growth will solve problems, the understanding is 
that the process of social exclusion and community breakdown may themselves get in the way of 
growth”. In 1998, the social exclusion unit reported that too much emphasis had been placed on 
physical renewal instead of better opportunities for people (Cochrane, 2003). This was followed 
by the 2000 urban white paper, which also favoured a more people-based approach (although it 
should also be noted that other reports at the time favoured physical regeneration). Much of the 
physical regeneration was to focus on urban infrastructure designed to enhance the quality-of-
life and employment prospects of a wide range of social groups, while, at the same time, boosting 
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urban economies and property markets (Raco, 2005). It is the former of the two goals that was 
largely absent from earlier urban regeneration models that focused on trickle-down approaches – 
a  formula that now appears to be both out of date and out of fashion.

One reason for this shift was the different areas targeted by urban regeneration over the past 
decade. As traditional flagships are predicated on their ability to become catalysts for further 
growth, they exist in locations within a city where they are the most profitable. This tends to be 
city centre or other prominent locations such as waterfronts in places like Liverpool, London 
or Hamburg. As they are based on creating affluent space, they tend not to be located in a city’s 
poorest areas. However, if they are located in poor areas, they quickly become affluent space. 
London’s Docklands and countless other flagships were built in poorer parts of the city, only to 
see them become exclusive areas in a very short space of time.

Over the last ten years, some of the most deprived estates, neighbourhoods and localities 
have received more attention that has been aimed at improving the lives and opportunities 
of their inhabitants (Pearce and Mason, 2003). One of New Labour’s key goals when taking 
office in the UK was to focus on development in deprived areas, particularly in the country’s 
worst housing estates (Kearns, 2003; Raco, 2005). Again, it is not only the attention towards 
physical regeneration, but also an understanding that, by focusing on marginalised areas, the 
government ultimately must deal with helping people out of poverty. As Atkinson (2003, p. 
106) notes “urban regeneration’s turn to the community represents at least in part an attempt to 
reconstitute socially excluded communities, the spaces within which they live and how they live 
their lives”. The same emphasis towards focusing urban regeneration attention towards deprived 
communities can be seen in other European countries such as the Netherlands and Spain (van 
Boxmeer and van Beekhoven, 2005).

Another major change in urban regeneration practise has been the use of local community 
input and participation. This represents a major shift from previous flagship and property-based 
methods, which were highly criticised for their lack of community involvement and detachment 
from the local citizenry. New methods of urban governance could have the potential to enable 
local residents to become genuine participants in the planning and management of their 
communities (Kearns, 2003; Taylor, 2003). The UK government has stated that “real, sustainable 
change will not be achieved unless local people are in the driving seat from the start” (DETR, 
2000).

Community-based, sustainable development that is oriented towards the needs of deprived 
communities represents a genuine change from the old methods of flagship and waterfront-
based, growth-oriented regeneration. Such projects have had a major impact in reducing poverty 
and inequalities, but it would be a fallacy to suggest that the 1980s and 1990s flagship project 
has disappeared entirely from the scene. While the former have emerged in many deprived 
and peripheral areas, much city-centre regeneration is still predicated on iconic, consumption-
led projects that are aimed at a higher-income or visitor audience. And several authors ( Jones 
and Ward, 2002; Kearns and Turok, 2000) have argued that New Labour has continued the 
neoliberal, winner-take-all approach to regeneration inherited from its predecessors.

City-centre regeneration has continued to rely on iconic and catalytic forms of regeneration 
that fit within Bianchini et al.’s (1992) definition of flagships stated more than 15 years ago. 
Projects such as Glasgow Harbour, the Newcastle–Gateshead Waterfront (Miles, 2005), 
Gunwharf Quay in Portsmouth (Cook, 2004) and other European projects such as Euralille in 
France and Dublin’s Docklands (see in particular Bartley and Treadwell Shine, 2003; Moulaert, 
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et al., 2003; Swyngedouw, et al., 2002; Rodriguez, et al., 2003) are still being built along the lines 
of traditional flagships. There has been a stronger emphasis on selling a chic urban lifestyle, and 
luxury apartments are at the heart of many of today’s city-centre or waterfront regeneration 
plans (both Leeds and Edinburgh serve as notable examples).

The forms may have evolved, but their goals of attracting inward investment and people, 
creating salubrious spaces and the development of marketable icons to help raise the city’s profile 
in the inter-urban marketplace remain a relative constant in city-centre regeneration. Indeed, 
city-centre regeneration projects appear miles away (literally and figuratively) from community-
based regeneration and show little signs of abating. Their critiques also remain similar to those 
first raised when projects such as Baltimore’s Inner Harbor (Harvey, 2000) and London’s 
Docklands (Raco, 2005) were first built. The remainder of this paper will examine the major 
criticisms of flagship-based regeneration, with an emphasis on the impact on local residents.

2.4 Critiques of flagships

Most flagships follow patterns that replicate previous developments that are seen to have been 
successful. This leads to what have been referred to as ‘clone cities’ (see Loftman and Nevin, 
1995). However, the replication of flagships has had an impact on their potential for continuing 
success. This cookie-cutter effect leads to diminishing returns for each, and creates a paradox 
in which places that were designed to be original and innovative help to create a landscape of 
homogeneity in both place and products (Coles, 2003).

With so many cities vying for major international flagships or icons, it is simply not feasible 
for all of them to have one (Evans, 2005): there are simply too many places competing for too 
few visitors, high-end residents and capital. This can sometimes lead to spectacular failures. For 
example, Flint, Michigan tried to re-invent itself as a tourist destination with the decline of the 
auto industry. The city opened AutoWorld in 1984, as well as a major hotel, both of which closed 
within two years ( Judd, 1999). The City Museum in Washington, DC, which opened in 2003 and 
subsequently closed, is another example of a failed attraction (Plaza, 2000). As Harvey (1989a, p. 
12) notes “how many successful convention centres, sports stadia, Disney-worlds, harbour places 
and spectacular shopping malls can there be?”

2.4.1 Conflicting visions of the city
As stated earlier, one of the goals of flagships is to create a new symbol for a city – both Bilbao’s 
Guggenheim and Rotterdam’s Erasmus Bridge serve as Continental examples of this. However, 
the image being presented may not reflect the reality of the city or the views that urban residents 
themselves hold. This image-versus-reality gap has the potential to be both divisive and 
confrontational.

This raises an important question: for whom are these projects designed, the local population 
or outsiders? The answer to this question will not only influence the design and uses of flagships, 
but also their reception and acceptance by the local population. Swyngedouw et al. (2002, p. 545-
6) critically note that:

Repositioning the city on the map of the competitive landscape meant re-imagining and 
recreating urban space, not just in the eyes of master planners and city fathers and mothers, but 
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primarily for the outsider, the investor, developer, businesswoman or man, or the money-packed 
tourist.

A key battleground for this confrontation has often revolved around culture and local history: 
urban boosters create a marketable and sanitised image that can be packaged and sold, while 
many local residents try to preserve their own identities that may not fit into this vision. In order 
for a development to be seen as successful from a local perspective, it must fit into the identity of 
the place concerned, rather than being forced upon it (Miles, 2005). According to the literature, 
however, this has rarely been the case. Philo and Kearns (1993, p. 25) observe that:

Conflicts do frequently arise because the manipulation of culture and history by the place 
marketers runs against the understandings of local culture and history built into the daily 
encounters with city spaces of the city’s ‘other peoples.’ (Underline in original)

Part of this conflict emerges because flagships rarely involve local community input – they are 
conceived by development corporations or public–private partnerships and their target audience 
is outside the immediate area (tourists, investors and the like). The goals tend to have little to 
do with local residents, particularly lower-income groups, and several studies have highlighted 
this conflict between large flagships and local residents (Loftman and Nevin, 2003; MacLeod, 
2002; Woodward, 1993). MacLeod (2002, p. 605) questions the benefits of such projects for 
the local population, particularly the low-income or marginalised groups targeted under more 
community-based regeneration practices, stating:

if the renaissance of these tenderly manicured landscapes alongside the active introduction of 
business improvement districts has done much to recover the exchange and sign value of many 
city centres, questions remain about the legitimate use-value of such spaces for a wider citizenry.

The image presented and the views held by local residents towards their own city may, therefore, 
be very different.

2.4.2 Flagships as a diversion for the masses: bread versus circuses
Grand regeneration projects have been criticised because they only serve to act as a diversion 
for residents from the greater problems that their city is facing. Geographer David Harvey has 
been at the forefront of this argument. On the surface, the city may appear prosperous, dynamic 
and ready to accommodate outside capital, yet this only serves to mask increasing poverty and 
deterioration (Harvey, 1989a; 1989b). This strategy is not new; Harvey and others (Eisinger, 2000; 
Philo and Kearns, 1993; Waitt, 2001) have cited the classic Roman formula of bread and circuses. 
The idea is that by giving citizens a base level of sustenance and occasionally providing large 
spectacles, they will be caught up in the moment of the event and ignore the real problems. 
Eisinger (2000, p. 316) quotes former Philadelphia mayor Edward Rendell on the opening of 
the city’s new convention centre in 1993: “I feel like a Roman emperor. I can’t give decent city 
services, I want to close [city] health centres, and I want to cut back on library hours and here I 
am giving bread and circuses to the people.”

Launching a new flagship can generate feelings of success and urban pride amongst the local 
population. However, according to the bread and circuses argument, it is a simply a facade and a 
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means of social control. As noted by Harvey (1989c, p. 21), “if it brightens the urban scene then it 
does so in the vein of a carnival mask that diverts and entertains, leaving the social problems that 
lie behind the mask unseen and uncared for.” The Marxist political economy perspective states 
that such spectacles are one mechanism that local business and political elites can use to prevent 
social unrest between high- and low-income residents (Waitt, 2001).

This criticism is in stark conflict with the idea that flagships can enhance civic pride because 
it suggests that, if they do, it is under a shadowy veil of deception and disguise. But will local 
residents be aware of this? Do they get caught up in the euphoria or are they able to see beyond 
the spectacle to the faded and decaying city around them?

2.4.3 Greater socio-economic polarisation
An extensive amount of literature has argued that flagship projects lead to greater socio-economic 
divisions within cities (Coles, 2003; Cook, 2004, Deffner and Labrianidis, 2005; Moulaert, et al., 
2003; Swyngedouw, et al., 2002). Some authors have also noted that urban regeneration projects 
of this type lead to greater social exclusion of lower-income residents because of the high 
costs of their shops, restaurants and attractions, high or elitist cultural forms, and their alien or 
unwelcoming atmosphere (Bianchini et al., 1992; Cook, 2004; Evans, 2005; Lees, 2003).

Flagships focus on wealth creation rather than wealth distribution (Loftman and Nevin, 
1995). As a result, they do not address issues concerning poverty and social equity. Harvey (1989a) 
criticises this type of development because it focuses on the speculative construction of place 
rather than ameliorating the socio-economic conditions in an area. The profit motive is a key 
factor is this, which can limit or exclude certain types of development that may be more socially 
or community orientated (Law, 1992).

Proponents frequently cite trickle-down theory – whereby flagships generate wealth and this 
increased prosperity is supposed to then filter down to lower strata of society – as key to their 
success. However, this claim, particularly with reference to job creation, is a highly contentious 
one and has been strongly refuted by the academic community (Bianchini, et al., 1992; Edwards, 
1997; Healey, et al., 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; McCarthy and Pollock, 1997; O’Toole and 
Usher, 1992). One of the heaviest criticisms in this regard has concerned the ability of flagships 
to provide permanent jobs, particularly for the segments of society with the greatest need for 
employment. While flagships do provide employment, the types of low-paid, low-skill jobs they 
produce – cleaners, food service workers, low-level retail and tourism – offer little in the way of 
social advancement (Cook, 2004; Loftman and Nevin, 1996; O’Toole and Usher, 1992). In most 
cases, the jobs created have not replaced jobs lost due to de-industrialisation (Harvey, 2000; 
MacLeod, 2002; Smyth, 1994).

These criticisms are pertinent precisely because many flagships rely on a high degree of 
public funding for their construction and operation. Many studies, in fact, have focused on how 
this type of site-specific regeneration serves to divert much needed municipal funds away from 
the provision of basic services such as housing (Bianchini, et al., 1992; Harvey, 1989a; Hubbard, 
1996; Loftman and Nevin, 1996; 2003; Smith, 1996; Vicario and Martinez Monje, 2003). This 
raises the question of whether or not it is appropriate to use scarce public funds to finance highly 
speculative flagships. Indeed, some scholars have equated such investments with a subsidy for 
affluent consumers and corporations at the expense of the working-class and the poor (Harvey, 
1989a, 2000). From the perspective of local residents, it has been noted that such subsidies, 
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particularly ones designed to attract outsiders, can lead to cynicism and mistrust (Eisinger, 
2000).

2.4.4 Greater spatial polarisation
This socio-economic impact also has a spatial form. One of the major criticisms of flagship 
developments is that site-specific regeneration creates “two speed revitalisation” (Rodriguez, et 
al., 2001), whereby downtown areas become revitalised while peripheral areas remain blighted. As 
MacLeod (2002, p. 605) states, “the new urban glamour zones conceal a brutalising demarcation 
of winners and losers, included and excluded”. As noted earlier, these tend to be in city-centre 
or prominent waterfront locations, leading to a greater spatial differentiation between ‘have’ and 
‘have not’ parts of a city (Healey, et al., 1992).

The experience of Baltimore, a city that has actively used flagship regeneration, serves to 
illustrate this point. Baltimore’s Inner Harbor regeneration was one of the first flagship projects 
anywhere, providing a model that other cities have emulated. Yet, rather than creating a better 
quality-of-life for all residents of the city, it has created two Baltimores: the business, cultural 
and tourist centre, and the adjacent poor neighbourhoods (Eisinger, 2000; Harvey, 2000; Seo, 
2002). However, tourists and affluent residents do not see this ‘other Baltimore’ because the 
regenerated places where most tourists visit and the deprived neighbourhoods where most of 
the population lives are spatially separated ( Judd, 1999). The regenerated Baltimore also failed 
to stimulate further regeneration in adjacent low-income neighbourhoods; moreover there was 
insufficient revenue generated from the flagship to permit subsequent investment in the deprived 
parts of the city (Eisinger, 2000). Costs kept rising as more investment was needed to make 
previous developments economically viable. Harvey (2000, p. 141) has called this “feeding the 
downtown monster”.

However, the reverse has also been shown to be true. Rather than existing as islands (as in 
Baltimore), flagships can act as a catalyst for the gentrification of adjacent areas and subsequent 
displacement of their populations. The link between the two is well established in the literature 
(Miles, 2005; Seo, 2002; Vicario and Martinez Monje, 2003). If flagship projects work as their 
promoters intend, adjacent areas witness increasing property prices, which can lead to further 
spatial segregation of the population because of displacement (Evans, 2003; O’Toole and Usher, 
1992; Seo, 2002; Smith, 2005). There is often fear among residents about this type of change, 
with frequent concerns that property price increases will force them to become displaced (Searle, 
2002). The transformation of much of London’s East End from a working-class community 
to a global finance centre after the Docklands development is testament to the power flagship 
projects can have over adjacent areas – and the disruption and upheaval they can cause to lower-
income residents living nearby.

Current UK policies and practises for city-centre regeneration focus on the ideas of 
gentrification and the attraction of high- income residents to live, work and play there (Lees, 
2003). Luxury residential developments built for affluent residents are lauded as symbols of 
success and an urban renaissance (Lees, 2003). In this way, the ‘target audience’ for much city-
centre regeneration is still aimed at a high-income clientele and, in this way, must be regarded 
as a continuation of earlier rounds of flagship regeneration. The creation of luxury spaces – 
regardless of whether they are oriented towards consumption, leisure, tourism, residential space 
or offices – remains the aim.
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2.5 Conclusions

Practices of urban regeneration have evolved and the past ten years have seen a rise in the 
number of community-based regeneration schemes aimed directly at addressing problems of 
poverty and social exclusion, something with which flagship proponents originally dealt under 
the ideology of trickledown theory. Armed with these new approaches, the idea of trickledown 
appears, for many observers, to be an outdated mode of urban regeneration, especially with 
regards to its ability to reduce social and spatial inequalities throughout a city. 

Yet the goals and intentions behind the flagships of the 1980s and 1990s – the logic that 
argued that cities needed to reposition themselves in the urban marketplace by creating 
marketable and saleable locations – are still present in city centres and waterfronts throughout 
the UK, Western Europe and North America. While the spaces created have evolved with the 
times, the high- end, consumption-oriented, iconic spaces that are driven by market forces and 
meant to be catalysts for further development are still being built and planned. Convention 
centres, aquariums and themed tourist malls are now a bit passé, but the luxury apartments, 
warehouse conversions, museums and iconic architecture all share similar values: the creation of 
wealth, the attraction of affluent residents and the pursuit of profit.

For these city-centre spaces to be more inclusive will require a rethink of their goals from 
all the key actors involved: governments, local authorities, development corporations and the 
private sector. Purely focusing on creating wealth or attracting affluent tourists or residents will 
create prosperous islands, but do little for the wider population. To be successful, they will need 
to incorporate many of the goals and intentions seen in community-based regeneration.

One of the major criticisms of flagships is their lack of community involvement. By taking 
lessons from other forms of regeneration, future projects can be more locally oriented spaces 
that incorporate a more holistic sense of place and identity. If a city is to embark on creating a 
new iconic project, it would be more likely to be embraced and valued by citizens if it genuinely 
incorporated their views. However, this will prove to be a challenging issue. As Eisinger (2000, 
p. 317) cogently notes: “Building a city as an entertainment venue is a very different undertaking 
than building a city to accommodate residential interests.”

Herein lies the challenge: while more community-based regeneration has, at its heart, 
the goal of improving the lives and opportunities of local residents, flagships are much more 
about image reconstruction, prestige and profit. Until these goals are repositioned to be more 
economically and socially inclusive, global flagships will remain the haunts of an elite gentry, 
not of the wider local urban citizenry. If these issues are not addressed, they will continue to 
reinforce social, economic, cultural and spatial divisions within the city.
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3 Variations of the entrepreneurial city: 
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Abstract
Both Rotterdam’s Kop van Zuid and the Glasgow Harbour megaprojects are examples of the 
neoliberal, entrepreneurial city. However, within this broad context, there are many national 
and local differences, such as the level of acceptance of these policies, the changing role of 
the welfare state, and the positions which different actors play in urban regeneration and the 
creation of flagship megaprojects. These variations have resulted in the formulation of different 
goals and visions for what these projects are meant to achieve. This paper argues that different 
spaces created by megaprojects can be understood within the context of these visions, the goals 
formulated, and an understanding of the positions taken by the various actors. These goals, roles 
and visions can, in turn, be understood by focusing on the different levels of transition from 
managerial to entrepreneurial forms of governance which exist within the European context. 

Keywords: urban governance, neoliberalism, urban regeneration, Entrepreneurial city, 
megaprojects, Rotterdam, Glasgow

3.1  Introduction

Today’s megaprojects are physical manifestations of neoliberal urban policies oriented towards 
attracting inward investment and pursuing economic growth in the face of increased interurban 
competition (Harvey, 1989a; Lehrer and Laidley, 2008). They are concerned with the construction 
of a new post-industrial image, the procurement of further capital, and a way of climbing up 
the urban hierarchy (Crilley, 1993; MacLeod, 2002; Swyngedouw et al., 2002). Megaprojects 
represent how globalisation becomes urbanised (Moulaert et al., 2003). There is often assumed 
to be a universal pattern or formula which they follow, a sort of recipe, which Harvey (1989b) 
described in a cookbook-like fashion. Indeed, much of the academic literature focuses on a 
universal set of goals: wealth creation, procurement of capital and the creation of affluent space 
are ubiquitous elements of the megaproject, or flagship regeneration process. This would tend 
to suggest that place does not matter: local contexts, local actors, and their visions would be 
irrelevant because the goals of creating wealth, and the creation of affluent space as well as the 
landscapes constructed are similar in megaprojects the world over.
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A recent issue of the International Journal of Urban and Regional Research focused on this type 
of megaproject. The major contributions to the academic literature include how they became 
commonplace and legitimised forms of urban regeneration (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein, 2008), 
how they have become more flexible and diverse in their uses (Lehrer and Laidley, 2008), the 
role of property rights and contracts (Haila, 2008), waterfront regeneration where planning and 
public opposition play minimal roles (Bezmez, 2008) and the notion that despite their similarity 
in appearance, they, and differences in partnerships can lead to different impacts between 
Europe and American examples (Fainstein, 2008). While the symposium’s organisers realise that 
“the state’s role is so different from one case to another that to ascribe a fixed nature to it is 
problematic,” (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein, 2008, p. 761) they go on to add that “it seems clear 
that the recent planning agenda is oriented towards growth and competition rather than the 
removal of slums and blight and the commodification of culture has been a fundamental factor 
of urban appeal for the construction of an identity that can be marketed” (ibid., p. 761). The 
symposium concluded that there is a growing convergence in North American and European 
projects with regards to the physical form, financing and the neoliberal role played by the state. 
While this trans-Atlantic convergence is not contested here, this paper argues that while there 
may be convergence between projects in the two continents, there are still strong differences 
within the European context. And that these differences stem largely from the different roles of 
the state and other key actors in urban regeneration. 

The main aim of this paper is to suggest that these megaprojects can be better understood by 
examining who the main actors are in the projects, the roles which they play, and the subsequent 
goals and visions which guide them. By examining the power relations and power divisions 
within a megaproject, we can better understand their uses, intentions, and the overall built 
environment.

However, these goals, roles and visions are a product of the political-economic context 
which differs greatly from country to county. This paper will show how the different welfare 
states found in two European countries affect the outcomes of these megaprojects by ascribing 
different positions to the various actors. This, in turn, allows different goals to be set, and visions 
to be realised. While most European countries (the UK included) have stronger ambitions for 
welfare and redistribution policies than the United States, it is the variations between countries 
– namely their relative adoptions of neoliberal and entrepreneurial policies, attention to social 
distribution and relative roles for government and private actors – which create different 
positions for actors. This will be done by examining two case studies of recent waterfront 
regeneration: the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, and Glasgow Harbour, in 
Scotland. By situating these examples in contexts with different degrees of the ‘European 
Welfare State,’ we can examine the nuances and major differences which exist within European 
megaprojects.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section two outlines the political-
economy which creates the conditions affecting governance and regulations, which in turn 
influences which roles and positions various stakeholders can have. Section three looks at the 
case of the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam, an example of municipally-managed neoliberalism. 
Section four turns to Glasgow Harbour, where the local government has taken a back-seat 
approach to developing this project, leaving much of the risk and responsibility to the private-
sector. Finally, section five brings these two cases together to further our understanding of 
European megaprojects.
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3.2 The political-economic context: neoliberalism and the entrepreneurial city

Site-specific, property-led flagship megaprojects first developed in the 1980s, originally in the 
United States, and subsequently in Britain and mainland Europe. Projects such as Baltimore’s 
Inner Harbor, or London’s Canary Wharf became models of economic regeneration and 
growth and were therefore emulated throughout the Western World. The economic recession 
of the early 1990s led to a decline in their construction; however, the last decade has witnessed a 
resurgence of this type of high-profile regeneration (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein, 2008; Fainstein, 
2008). While prevalent in all types of cities, they are particularly common in cities which have 
suffered the most at the hands of deindustrialisation (MacLeod, 2002). 

Bianchini et al. (1992, p. 245) define flagship projects as “significant, high-profile and 
prestigious land and property developments which play an influential and catalytic role in 
urban regeneration.” They also serve as advertising billboards for their cities and help to put 
them on the map (Rodriguez et al., 2001; Smyth, 1994). The new evolution of the megaproject 
is illustrated in the definition by Lehrer and Laidley (2008, p. 787): “[they] are the ultimate in 
mixed-use, including housing with various forms of tenure and size, integrated with retail and 
office space, surrounded by publically accessible parkland and natural amenities and supported 
by community and cultural facilities.” Further to this, they are a part of the evolution of 
gentrification, fitting into Neil Smith’s definition of the process as part of “the class remake of 
the central urban landscape.” (1996, p. 39) 

Megaprojects of today are a product of new regimes and forms of urban governance which 
have emerged out of the shift away from the Fordist-Keynesian modes of regulation. The 
developments which characterised this era (roughly from 1945-1970) were large projects aimed at 
capital circulation and social reproduction by creating standardised provision of welfare services 
within national boundaries to reduce the uneven geographies of capital (Eisinger, 2000; Brenner, 
2004a). Local government became: “transmission belts for centrally determined policy regimes” 
(Brenner, 2004a, p. 459). Megaprojects of this era were typified by the large house estates built 
to provide better quality housing for lower- and middle-income inhabitants of the city. Their 
aim was geared to a target audience of local residents, with the goal and vision of improving the 
quality-of-life for the urban masses.

The neoliberal regime shift, which began in the late 1970s in Britain and the United States, 
led to a fundamental shift in the goals and expectations of large urban regeneration projects. 
Neoliberalism calls for liberalising and deregulating economic exchanges, an attack on organised 
labour, privatising of state-owned assets, with increasing use of the market in the state-owned 
functions that exist (Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Jessop, 2002; MacLeod, 2002). Jessop 
(2002) outlines several characteristics of neoliberal practices: the combined roll back of state 
interventionist policies aimed at supporting the welfare state concomitant to the increase in state 
intervention towards policies towards market-driven forms of governance, power transferred 
upward, downward or sideways away from the national governments (see also Brenner 2004b), 
and a broad shift away from governments towards market forces, and partnership-based 
governance.

This neoliberal shift created a different role for urban governments. No longer seen as 
managers of growth, and redistributors of capital and welfare, local and regional governments 
increasingly began to operate more like businesses, actively seeking inward investment. This type 
of neoliberal governance is referred to as the entrepreneurial city. Harvey’s seminal article (1989a) 
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on this shift from managerialism to entrepreneurialism outlines the options available for local 
governments to employ. They include the creation of a new built environment which aims to 
either enhance a city’s position for attracting command and control functions, or improving its 
position with regards to the spatial division of consumption. London’s Docklands development, 
with the aim of making the city the European city of finance is an example of the former, while 
projects aimed at tourists and leisure, such as Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, or Bilbao’s Guggenheim 
Museum, are examples of the latter. 

The shift from a managerial form of urban government towards entrepreneurial governance 
models represents a new set of goals and expectations for urban megaprojects. This is manifested 
by a turn away from social aims geared towards redistributing capital’s uneven flows in a more 
equalising way, towards more economic pursuits, the encouragement of inwards investment, and 
place promotion where different cities are in direct competition with each other in this regard 
(Eisinger, 2000; Harvey, 1989a; Sairinen and Kumpulainen, 2006). Lehrer and Laidley (2008, p. 
799) summarise this transition: “[i]n contrast to the modernist projects of ‘progress,’ where the 
public benefit was celebrated as an expression of democratic objectives, it now has moved toward 
a much more competitive environment where public benefits are provided in order to attract 
those who are most desired.” 

The primary difference in their goals is that today’s megaprojects are more concerned 
with wealth creation, rather than wealth distribution (Loftman and Nevin, 1995). While many 
promoters touted the benefits that would eventually filter down to the general population, 
this proved to be neither the raison d’être for these investments nor did ‘trickle down’ actually 
materialise in its predicted form (see Bianchini et al., 1992; Doucet, 2009; Healey et al., 1992; 
Kearns and Turok, 2000; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; MacLeod, 2002; Moulaert, 2000; Raco et al., 
2008). 

Entrepreneurial forms of governance can manifest themselves in many ways. Frequently, the 
public sector has taken on the mannerisms of the private sector: risk taking, profit-driven, the 
speculative construction of place, investing in property aiming to serve as a catalyst for further 
growth, and working in partnership with various types of stakeholders. Urban redevelopment 
strategies focusing on these ambitions have become commonplace over the past few decades 
(Harvey, 2000). The specifics of them vary, though there are many oft-repeated concepts, such 
as: convention centres, tourist attractions (Fainstein and Judd, 1999; Holcomb, 1999), themed 
shopping areas, stadiums, and museums (Shoval and Strom, 2009). Other examples include 
the use of mega-events such as Olympic Games, or European Capitals of Culture (Hiller, 
2000; Laurier, 1993; Tretter, 2008; Waitt, 2001), or the active promotion of gentrification as a 
government strategy (Smith, 2002). These strategies, in their various guises, have become so 
commonplace, that: “[t]here is little or no consideration of options that do not follow the rules 
of capitalism guided by profit maximisation through exchange value” (Lehrer and Laidley, 2000, 
p. 800).

A central element of the governance of megaprojects has been the adoption of public 
private partnerships (PPPs). Such governance models have been used for carrying out new 
roles (such as attracting inward investment), as well as more traditional ones (such as delivering 
welfare provision) (see Cook, 2004; Chapin, 2002; Kokx and van Kempen, 2009; Seo, 2002). 
Local partnerships, in the form of urban development agencies or growth coalitions, take the 
lead in many older industrial areas, which are turned into destinations suitable for high-end 
consumption and further investment (MacLeod, 2002). The aims of such partnerships reflect 
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those of the entrepreneurial city more generally, and focus on the creation of affluent space, or 
the projection of a new image towards outsiders. The state’s role in such arrangements is often 
reduced to a facilitator of business and private interests, rather than using direct control of the 
formulation and implementation of social and economic power (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein, 
2008; McCann, 2003). The way in which this power is divided is both a product of the political 
economic system of the different countries, and a determinant of the type of megaproject which 
will be created.

Much of the literature on the entrepreneurial city and neoliberal urban policies focuses 
on the similarities and the converging ideas and products between countries and continents 
(within a Western framework). Indeed, a large amount of literature shows that across national 
boundaries, these projects are becoming more and more alike (see in particular Moulaert et al., 
2003). However, the differences between countries, particularly with their changing roles of the 
welfare state, path dependencies, land distribution and control, are significant in understanding 
the outcomes of megaprojects. These differences will be because of different power relations 
within governance models, a product of the political economy of each country, and will influence 
to what extent the goals are economically, or socially aimed. In this regard, the differences 
between European countries with regards to both the processes and products, becomes important 
to understand.

While there are many studies which focus on megaprojects in different countries, there 
are too few which use direct international comparisons to examine why they are created and 
the role which the national and local contexts play in framing the governance of partnerships 
of the projects. A notable exception to this is a recent edition of the International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research, which featured Susan Fainstein’s (2008) study of megaprojects in 
New York, Amsterdam and London. It illustrates that the political-economic frameworks of 
the three countries created different social outcomes and planning processes. She concluded 
that while there were convergences in the physical outcomes of these projects, they differed in 
social regards based on their host location’s commitment to social equity. This led to the UK 
and Dutch examples showing a stronger social-democratic ethos than existed in the American 
example; consequently there was a larger social investment from developers in the former 
examples. She argued that “the European schemes, while incorporating a neoliberal concern 
with competitiveness, manifest greater governmental direction and commitment to egalitarian 
goals” (p. 782). Fainstein is correct when she argues that this sets European countries apart from 
the United States. However, the broad umbrella of ‘the European Welfare State’ employed by 
many authors, cannot encapsulate the large and very significant differences within Europe. 

It is from this point which the paper now turns to the two case studies selected. 
Neoliberal regimes and entrepreneurial growth policies have led to a reformulation of the 
goals and objectives of megaprojects as new partnerships develop and new strategies for urban 
development are employed. However, it is the differences in which these strategies have been 
employed, and the way in which that creates different positions for actors and different end 
products which is the central theme of this research. 

This will be done by examining two case studies: the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam, the 
Netherlands, and Glasgow Harbour in Scotland. These two cases were selected because they 
both have similar starting points: located in two old industrial and maritime cities which have 
suffered from deindustrialisation and social problems. Both cities have utilised entrepreneurial 
forms of city governance: Glasgow and Rotterdam were European Capital’s of Culture, with 
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the former being the first to actively use it as part of a regeneration strategy (Tretter, 2008). But 
while this trajectory is similar, the political economic context, and the positions it ascribes for the 
public, private and voluntary sectors, are very different. 

The research was conducted between January 2008 and February 2009, and involved semi-
structured interviews with a total of thirty-one key actors, averaging approximately seventy 
minutes each. As the Kop van Zuid was largely a municipal project, many of the interviewees 
came from the city of Rotterdam, including planners, project directors, and neighbourhood 
workers. The three main municipal departments where the respondents worked were: housing 
and urban development (dienst Stedenbouw en Volkshuisvesting), Rotterdam Development 
Corporation (Ontwikkelingsbedrijf Rotterdam) and the local sub-municipality (Deelgemeente 
Feijenoord). Other respondents came from the private-sector including developers involved with 
the project. With Glasgow Harbour, a private-sector-led project, many of the respondents were 
developers, including individuals from the company behind the project, Clydeport. From the 
municipality (Glasgow council), planners and local councillors were spoken to. The remainder of 
this paper will examine these cases in more detail, examining the goals, roles and visions for each 
megaproject.  

3.3 Rotterdam’s Kop van Zuid: municipally-led waterfront regeneration

The Kop van Zuid (Head of the South) is a large redevelopment project in Rotterdam. It is 
located on the opposite side of the River Nieuwe Maas from Rotterdam City Centre. This 
land formed part of the old harbours of Rotterdam, which as the port activities shifted to more 
spacious sites further downstream, became vacant and derelict. By the mid 1980s, much of this 
land was devoid of its industrial activity. 

The initial plans for the redevelopment of the site called for social-rented housing. 
However, many politicians argued that the city had too much low-income housing, and not 
enough housing for middle- and high-income households. At this time, Rotterdam South was 
approximately 90% social-rented housing. Rotterdam, like many other old industrial cities, was 
suffering a severe population loss, both in absolute numbers and affluent residents, as well as a 
poor city image. By creating an attractive urban environment, it was hoped to change this. The 
city also had a very strong economic, social, psychological as well as physical division between 
population living on the more prosperous northern side of the river, and the southern side, which 
was traditionally more working-class. It is in this context that the Kop van Zuid project was 
born. 

3.3.1 Vision for the Kop van Zuid
In the late 1980s, the vision for the Kop van Zuid quickly changed away from social housing 
towards something more dramatic and market-oriented. Central to this transition was Riek 
Bakker, the recently appointed head of urban development for the city of Rotterdam and the 
head of the Kop van Zuid project. The vision was to make the Kop van Zuid a new centre of the 
city, rather than only an overspill area for low-income housing: 

Because I noticed that they only wanted to build social housing here. And if I spoke with people 
here, they did not improve from it. So the stores and schools got worse. Everything got worse. 
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She went on to describe why turning this land into something more valuable was central to the 
vision:

There are few spin-offs [with social housing]. With all due respect for those people but that 
doesn’t work; it doesn’t give enough amenities there. Those people do not have enough money to 
spend. Therefore you must take care that you get other things to come here to get more value and 
more money. 

This vision was partly borne out of a realisation that one of the largest challenges for the city was 
the fact that there were strong divisions between north and south. These were physical (with the 
river serving as a natural barrier), economic (with the city centre functions located on the north 
side), social (much of the lower income population living on the south), as well as psychological 
(the idea that Rotterdam South was not really part of the city). These divisions were amongst the 
largest challenges for the city, and something which the Kop van Zuid, through its infrastructure, 
had to work towards reducing, because as Ms. Bakker explained: “mentally, the division between 
north and south is so heavy.” It was therefore clear that the vision which Ms. Bakker was creating 
for the development was one in which economic and social objectives would play a central role. 

3.3.2  Goals of the Kop van Zuid
Spearheaded by the vision of Ms. Bakker, several key objectives would be formulated for what 
the Kop van Zuid was intended to achieve. This vision would create two types of goals: economic 
aims, which, as much of the literature on megaprojects alludes to, are about wealth creation, 
inter-city competition, and place promotion (Loftman and Nevin, 1995) and social aims, directed 
at wealth redistribution, in this case, reducing the barriers between the north and south sides 
of Rotterdam. And bringing some of the benefits of the Kop van Zuid to other, more deprived 
parts of the city. There are four main goals for the project which will be briefly outlined in turn 
(see also: Kop van Zuid 1995; 1999).

1.	 Help	to	unify	the	north	and	south	parts	of	the	city. As was previously mentioned, the river 
formed a strong barrier within the city. The solution was the construction of a new bridge, 
the Erasmus Bridge, which would serve several functions. It would become an important 
link for public transport, particularly the tram network, allowing for a one-seat ride from 
north to south, whereas previously many residents had to transfer from a bus or tram to the 
metro for the trip across the river.
The bridge also was a means to an end; it linked Kop van Zuid to Rotterdam Centre, 
which was a key factor in the inflow of private investment into the area. One developer 
noted that by extending the centre of Rotterdam to the south side of the river, it would 
serve to make the Nieuwe Maas the central element of the city:

By involving the Wilhelmina Pier section with the northern part of the city centre, you create 
the river as the heart of the city, heart of the centre, and I think that is one of the goals which 
the cities, this city and many other cities around the world are trying to achieve.

 This view from the developer is in sync with Riek Bakker’s vision of bringing both social and 
economic benefits to Rotterdam South:
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My vision is that you to need the centre with the river; you need to have the centre in the two 
parts of the city. For the south a centre is just as important as for the north…We have here…
on one side 350,000 inhabitants, and also on the other side 350,000 inhabitants. Should these 
350,000 not have a centre? Maybe we should also have something here [in the south]. 

 Infrastructure was to play a very significant role in the project from the outset; in addition 
to the bridge, a new metro stop was constructed, as well as better road access. This, and 
the re-establishment of the river as the real centre of the city, were major objectives of the 
project. 

2.	 Create	new	housing	for	the	middle	class. Many of the key actors from the city interviewed 
for this project argued that one of the city’s most pressing problems was the lack of middle- 
and high-income households, the notion that Rotterdam is “a rich city with poor people.” 
Rich in the sense that Rotterdam was a major international port, with a rich in history and 
culture, though with a poor population. In this regard, the Kop van Zuid was part of an 
explicit strategy to create housing for the more affluent segment of the market (see chapter 
four). It fits within the framework of state-led, new-build gentrification (Davidson and Lees, 
2005). Housing differentiation was a major objective: a turn away from social-rented housing 
which had dominated much of Rotterdam South, towards higher-income dwellings. As one 
of the key leaders from the city stated: “next to the economic goals was a strengthening of 
the housing supply. Qualitative, good housing with a nice garden, or good apartments with a 
decent size were the second goal.”

 
3.	 Create	 a	 new	 business	 centre	 and	 a	 competitive	 business	 environment. One of the initial 

goals of the Kop van Zuid was to create an international business centre, aimed at attracting 
managerial command and control functions, as outlined by Harvey (1989a). The ambitions 
in this regard were on a European, or even global level. The central government also labelled 
the Kop van Zuid a ‘key project’ (sleutelproject) with importance for national spatial planning 
and the promotion of the national economy. But at the same time as the Kop van Zuid was 
being developed, private developers were concentrating their efforts near Rotterdam’s main 
railway station (situated on the north side of the river) and Amsterdam was regenerating a 
similar type of space known as the Zuidas (South Axis), with the intention that it was to 
become the key financial hub of the Netherlands. This inter-city competition is one of the 
reasons why this plan was abandoned. Amsterdam is seen as a more prominent location for 
office-based activity, a notion underscored by one official from the local government: “For 
many businesses, it is better to have Amsterdam on your business card than Rotterdam.” As 
a result, the plans were modified to include more housing elements; the Wilhelmina Pier 
now features significantly more residential units than initially planned. 

4.	 Social	Objectives. As was already stated, the vision for the Kop van Zuid was one with both 
economic and social objectives. Riek Bakker was always very clear about the role which 
social benefits would play in the project. As Rotterdam South contains some of the poorest 
neighbourhoods, not only in the city, but in the Netherlands, the leaders of the project from 
the municipality thought it paramount to bring some level of benefit to these communities.
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 One of the concrete attempts to bring benefit to these areas was a program called 
‘Wederzijds profijt’ (social return), which involved different actors involved with the Kop van 
Zuid, both public and private, contributing to job training schemes and other programs for 
residents in the adjacent areas. Several training centres were established in the adjacent areas 
and all the major parties involved in the Kop van Zuid project took part in the scheme.

 The idea of social return and the direct implementation of such policies is a rather unique 
element of megaprojects. Another new program, aimed at the social and cultural divisions 
which exist between the Kop van Zuid and the adjacent areas, is idea of ‘eat and meet,’ which 
is aimed at increasing interaction between residents, through restaurants and cafes situated 
on the borders of the neighbourhoods. One official from the city, who has been involved in 
the program, sees ‘eat and meet’ as a “sort of melting pot where various cultures can come 
together.” The social return project, and other such programs have shown a commitment 
from the city towards elements of redistribution. There are still strong divisions, but a sense 
that the Kop van Zuid helps to reduce some of these barriers.

3.3.3 Roles of actors
How was it possible for the city to realise these aims? Quite simply, the city was in charge of the 
project. From the very start, this was a publicly-led, municipal project, as one of the key actors 
from the city explained:

Well the Kop van Zuid is a typical municipal project. It started from the municipal side. That 
is because the land was owned by the city; it is a former port area and most of the port areas are 
owned and managed by the city. 

The initial idea was to get private businesses to develop the site, as is common in many other 
waterfront projects. However, from the outset, there were too few interested parties. One of the 
main reasons why there were few private businesses ready to invest in the Kop van Zuid was 
explained by a planner from the city: “Investors and developers all said “no, that is the wrong 
side of the river…the bad side’”. As was already mentioned, at this time, private developers were 
concentrating their efforts near the Centraal Station, and had little interest in crossing the river; 
therefore the task was left to the public sector to develop the Kop van Zuid site. 

But it was not only because the private-sector showed little interest; as Ms. Bakker explained, 
the city also had a desire to build a development beyond the realm or interest of private parties: 

In Rotterdam we have said that if we want it to go well with the city then we must develop 
that area. Because if we leave it alone and let the market do it itself, it won’t happen…Because 
no one else will do it. Therefore, it has been a very conscious choice that the local government 
has said: we can do that by ourselves as if we are a market group. But with social goals. We’ll 
do it with social economic goals because otherwise it won’t happen. A market group will be less 
willing to develop a large area. They go for a nice building, and then maybe I have one nice 
building, or one nice business or one nice office, but for the rest I have nothing. Therefore if you 
don’t turn that [private sector mentality] around, cluster that and come to a critical mass, then 
you have to intervene as government…And of course at some point the market has to take over, 
but in the beginning they don’t do it. And if they don’t do it, then we will. That is the strategy.
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While there are now private sector groups involved, what is clear from the above quotation is 
that the city believed that in order to achieve its vision and objectives, it would have to take 
the leading role. And it was the division of power in Dutch planning which enabled them to 
spearhead the project.

3.3.4 Conflicting ideas and visions
A major characteristic of the Kop van Zuid is its lack of opposition to the project. In the 
beginning, there were some groups opposed to the yuppification of the space, but this overt 
criticism has largely disappeared amongst the local population (see chapter five). The Erasmus 
Bridge has become the icon of the city, and it is generally seen to bring benefit to Rotterdam. As 
one city official stated:

That there is consensus for this project; political consensus that is very important. If you have 
another city government each four years you can have problems. Projects can tear up or just stop. 
But there is a sort of commitment to end this project, to finish it.

This is not to say that all parties involved with the project are happy with the direction it is 
going. One developer noted that the move towards more housing, particularly at the middle, 
rather than higher segment, of the market, was a missed opportunity to develop the land to its 
highest use:

I’m disappointed that the offices are for the most part used by civil servants, and that proportion 
of the housing is rental and for students. I think that’s not what we all had expected.

While city officials cited the Docklands as an example of how not to build projects, this 
developer commented that because the private sector there waited until the market picked up, 
rather than switching from office to residential functions (as in Rotterdam), the end result was 
a higher-value place in London. This was therefore an opportunity missed to create something 
even more valuable, and a missed opportunity. 

These dissention views, however, are unable to be manifested into action because while 
private developers have some say in what gets built, and how they build their own projects, the 
overarching plans rest, and have rested, firmly under municipal control. 

3.4 Glasgow Harbour: developer-led waterfront regeneration

The Glasgow Harbour project began in 1999. It is situated in the west end of Glasgow, along 
the north bank of the river Clyde. The site was the location of a former grainery, and other light 
industrial uses, similar to much of the waterfront along that stretch of the river. To the north is 
the Partick neighbourhood, a mix of gentrified and working-class housing. Also in the vicinity is 
the West End, with Glasgow University, which is one of the city’s most desirable and expensive 
neighbourhoods. This proximity makes the Glasgow Harbour site particularly attractive to 
develop, as it can tap into this wider location. Across the river on the south side, is Govan, a 
deprived area of old ship yards and lower-income housing. At present, the only link between the 
north and south side of the Clyde at this point is the Glasgow Subway.
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3.4.1 Goals and visions of Glasgow Harbour
The major difference between Glasgow Harbour and the Kop van Zuid is that while the latter 
is a municipal project, Glasgow Harbour is a development, led by a profit-driven development 
company, in this case Clydeport. As such, the goal of making a profit on the development is 
paramount to the key players, as was explained by Clydeport’s director for the project: “I’m 
obviously commercially motivated, and we’re doing this to make a profit.” This goal was also 
endorsed by one of the four house builders on the site: “well we want to sell all the units that 
we’re developing, we want to make a profit out of them, we want to establish and develop the 
company’s reputation in the area, and we want to have a product that we’re proud of.”  

While not as active a player in the project, Glasgow Council also had some goals of its own. 
Like Clydeport, it too wanted the creation of a high-profile project along the waterfront. The 
fact that it could get this done for free, with the developers paying for the bulk of the project, 
was an added bonus. As the West End, and the waterfront in particular, was not a deprived area, 
it was not a high priority for the city to invest its scarce resources, particularly when there were 
private interests ready to develop the site. When it comes to its vision, however, the city is less 
sure of what it wants to achieve, as was noted by an opposition councillor for the area: 

I think the whole problem with the Glasgow Harbour is they [the council] haven’t come in 
with these kinds of conditions, they haven’t said this is what we want. The company, Glasgow 
Harbour Ltd., was set up to drive the regeneration there, and it’s been driven by the private 
developers, to what they want, and how they see best to maximize the opportunities there.
 

As with Rotterdam however, there was a notion that the city wished to retain or attract higher-
income residents, and that Glasgow Harbour helped to further this goal. Glasgow suffered 
population loss more severe than Rotterdam, and by creating a large new development this could 
both bring back population in absolute numbers, and attract higher socioeconomic groups. 

These objectives of the city were not lost on the developers of Glasgow Harbour. As the 
planning consultant stated: 

So you’ve got to look at the City Council the size of Glasgow, there are lots of priorities. We 
can say that’s a problem that we can remove by giving it Glasgow Harbour. We can then 
concentrate our resources on one of the more needy parts of the city; we don’t need to spend 
public money there. There’s no public money required here, remember. So they can then move the 
priority somewhere else. 

The vision and subsequent goals of Glasgow Harbour are commercially motivated. Unlike in the 
Rotterdam case, there was no direct formulation of these goals, nor a clear vision from the city as 
to what how this space would be developed, and who would use it. 

3.4.2 Roles of actors
Glasgow Harbour is a private sector development, controlled by Clydeport, which is a division 
of Peel Holdings. Clydeport was the former port authority for the Clyde Estuary, which has seen 
its role change from that of handling cargo, to being more focused towards development and 
regeneration. From the outset, the city never played a major role, as illustrated by someone from 
the company: “they [the council] wanted the private sector to take all of the risk, and all of the 
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pain.” As one observer from a local housing association noted: “the delivery of the whole thing 
has been left entirely to the market. And as a result, what you have are market-driven responses.” 
This naturally reflects what has been built.

But had the city wished to take a more active role, it would have been very difficult due to 
the history of land ownership on the site. Glasgow Harbour, which stretches from where the 
River Kelvin empties into the Clyde, up to the Clyde Tunnel, was selected not only because of 
its proximity to the West End, but because Clydeport already had ownership of approximately 
60% of the land at the outset, and then was able to buy up the remaining parcels, including some 
small tracts owned by the city. This is, of course, in stark contrast from the Rotterdam example, 
where the city owned the land for the Kop van Zuid.

In the relationship between stakeholders, Glasgow Council played a minor role, as one 
official from the city stated: “the Council in general hasn’t had a great deal to do with them. 
It’s just been a case of saying yes or no to the developers, and almost always yes.” The role of the 
city is one of planning approval. However, as one planner related, the main criteria on the city’s 
part was infrastructure capacity: “townscape hasn’t dictated the density; it’s been the capacity of 
infrastructure, and the land, in this particular case.” This shows that many of the specifics of the 
project were left to market forces. The same planner went on to explain the relative restrictions 
the city enforced and relative power which it had: “but, you know, the Clyde waterfront area was 
so derelict, from lack of investment. But as you can see, we don’t have a huge control over that 
investment. All we can do is welcome it, and where we can, make it easy for them to invest.”  

The last point illustrates that the city’s ability to say no to developers has been rather limited. 
Glasgow has only recently experienced a large development boom, after decades of stagnation 
and decline. Therefore there was a notion among many, that the city could not really say no to 
developments. It also left the details of what type of people would occupy the buildings, how 
much they would charge and what percentage would be buy-to-let investors to market forces.

As a planning condition, Glasgow Harbour developed the infrastructure in and around 
the site. This included lowering an expressway to allow for easier access to the development, as 
well as new bridges and under passes linking Glasgow Harbour and Partick. In addition, the 
public space, as well as the water, sewage and other infrastructure to the site, were paid for by the 
developers, totalling roughly 60 million pounds. From the city’s perspective, these improvements 
in the public realm were gained for free. From the perspective of Clydeport, there was some 
resentment about having to spend so much money on infrastructure.

The public realm has often been criticised amongst the local population, media and local 
politicians. It was felt that more could have been made with the site. Some criticised the lack 
of planning gain, such as the poor quality of the public space, or the lack of a bridge linking the 
development to Govan, on the south side of the river. As there was no commercial incentive to 
link with this deprived part of the city, there is no bridge. It did not fit within the visions, goals 
and positions of actors in this project.1 

3.4.3  Conflicting visions and criticisms of Glasgow Harbour
Unlike the Kop van Zuid, Glasgow Harbour has been much more heavily criticised. It was 
controversially nominated for the Carbuncle Award, under the worst planning category, being 
described as “one of the best examples of atrocious late 20th century developer-led nonsense”.2 
It has also been criticised in academic articles as being too car dependent, single-use and not 
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connected with the rest of the city (Tiesdell, 2009). The isolation of the project was noted by a 
development manager from a nearby housing association:

I think what has happened is they have ended up creating a complete island, and an enclave, 
which has very few connections to the rest of Partick, which is a bit of a disappointment, you 
know. 

These connections were physical, with the expressway and physical isolation still serving as a 
major barrier between Glasgow Harbour and Partick, as well as social, with different types of 
people living in the two areas, with Glasgow Harbour being exclusively owner-occupied or buy-
to-let tenure. This division was underscored by another criticism of the project: that there was 
very little community involvement; because the land and the development was controlled by one 
company, there was little room for either the city as a whole, or the residents or community 
associations of the adjacent areas to influence the process.

There is a general sense that there have been opportunities missed when building Glasgow 
Harbour: a notion that it could have been better, and more cohesive, in every sense of the word. 
This viewpoint is summed up by a local councillor:

I think there’s a general feeling that we’re missing opportunities left right and centre with these 
things...I mean, it’s just ridiculous when, in Glasgow, when you build a new building, when 
you build a new development, there’s no, you know, no-one’s telling you a developer should put 
in social housing somewhere within that development. Now, within Edinburgh, they have 
started doing it. They say, you know, you must have 25% of this building as social housing. 
There’s nothing like that in Glasgow, and I find this pretty shocking. 

Social housing is a contentious issue with the project, given its history and importance within 
Glasgow. Unlike Rotterdam, there is no social housing in this project. According to Glasgow 
Harbour, there was no interest from social housing agencies because of the extra costs associated 
with a new waterfront site. However there has been a lot of criticism towards the project, a point 
which the developers feel is detrimental to its overall image: 

So there’s a poison amongst us.  Like, newspapers can create a crisis when there isn’t a crisis. 
They’ve done the same for Glasgow Harbour; totally and utterly, irrationally, and unfairly. You 
get them, people over, they go oh we would love to live down by the river. That’s crazy, why is 
there no social housing? There’s no social housing because the people can’t afford it. They’re over 
here getting subsidized in terms of their rent, but they’re not going to be subsidized with their 
maintenance requirements. So they can’t afford it. Ok, bring in your social housing, there’s the 
terms. Oh well we don’t want those terms. That’s part and parcel of the debate. 

This strong response from Glasgow Harbour shows the emotions and critical viewpoints which 
the development incites. From the council’s perspective, it appeared as if no one was “pushing 
for [social housing].” This also relates back to the position in which the city found itself with 
regards to regulating developments: too many restrictions regarding affordable housing, as 
seen in Edinburgh, may not have been possible due to the comparative lack of inward private 
investment in Glasgow.
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However, the local Partick Housing Association has a different take on the debate. Rather 
than the idea that Glasgow has too much social housing, they see a distinct need for affordable 
housing within the West End, as many low income residents cannot afford to keep living in 
the area as prices rise. Their vision would have been to have a more mixed tenure development, 
and one which was more economically, physically and socially linked with the adjacent Partick 
neighbourhood; one where the distinctions between Partick and Glasgow Harbour were 
virtually non-existent. However, as has been noted, the realisation of alternative visions for the 
space has been limited.

To many, Glasgow Harbour is an easy target. It is criticised because of its lack of integration, 
lack of social housing, and mono-use, high-end housing. While there are no studies which 
have actually asked residents what they think of Glasgow Harbour (either from inside the 
development or adjacent areas), a manager from a local housing association explained that:

I haven’t heard anybody that really likes the buildings that have gone up there, you know? And 
that’s a real shame, because I think that is probably the biggest barrier, really, is people just don’t 
like the look of what the developers have put up there…It has an impression of privatised space 
about it.

The project has been heavily criticised by many parties who have alternative visions of what this 
land should be and who should use it. However, the power relations within the project have not 
allowed for visions focusing on community development, connectivity or better public space to 
be realised. Glasgow Harbour is a private sector development aimed at making a profit; neither 
the city, nor other parties have been able to turn their visions into reality. 

3.5 Conclusions

The goal of this paper has been to show that differences within megaprojects which fall under 
the umbrella of the entrepreneurial city can be accounted for with a detailed examination of 
the visions, goals and roles which exist within them. The different governance structures and 
political-economic constructs affect how power is divided and how land is allocated. This, in 
turn, affects what types of goals get formulated and eventually, what type of project is built. This 
paper has both aimed to build on a recent symposium featured in the International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research, and show that there are many important differences within Europe, 
which often get grouped together.

Both the Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour are products of their visions, goals and roles 
of actors. In Rotterdam, the combination of the city owning the land, reluctance from the private 
sector, and a municipal vision for a grand project created the context for the type of project 
we now see. The city had both the power to take control, and the goal of creating something 
beyond the realm of what the private sector could deliver. As Ms. Bakker stated: “one office and 
one house never organises your infrastructure.” That the project took on national importance in 
spatial planning also ensured its size and outcomes. 

In contrast, Glasgow Harbour’s context gave much of the land to the private developer, 
Clydeport. The city’s power was limited and its vision (or where its priorities lay) was in other parts 
of the city; there was very little interest in developing that site from the perspective of the council. 
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Glasgow was in need of development, and therefore was not in a position to ask private investors 
to make more concessions with regards to social inclusion or connectivity. As a result, Clydeport 
was able to realise its vision of a high-end, high-density, profit-driven waterfront development.

By examining projects such as this through these perspectives, the end product of what gets 
built, who uses them and what is, or is not there, makes sense. An understanding of the visions, 
goals and roles of actors means we can better comprehend the differences that exist between 
projects which fall under the broad umbrella of ‘waterfront regeneration,’ ‘megaprojects,’ or the 
‘entrepreneurial city.’ It is these differences which often get ignored in the academic literature.

However, these visions, goals and roles could not exist without the political-economic 
context which has created them. They are a product of a much larger process which includes 
the neoliberal shift, power relations, changes in governance, and urban regime structures. 
What is important here is that these elements are not the same in each country, even those 
within Europe. In the Netherlands, this context has created a situation where the state 
(local and national) still plays a very large role in the running of the economy, and in urban 
redevelopment (large redevelopment projects without some social aims in this context would be 
almost unthinkable). The city, in this case, Rotterdam, has become a risk-taking developer, albeit 
one with both economic and social aims. In Scotland, the role of the state has been drastically 
reduced; in this case, it is merely a facilitator, or ‘rubber stamp’ for the developers. The context is 
one where private companies have much more control over land and a much wider say in what 
they build on sites they control. Just as the built environment cannot be understood without an 
evaluation of visions, goals and roles, so too such landscapes can not be fully understood without 
a comprehensive understanding of the political-economic differences which exist. Would Riek 
Bakker’s vision be able to be made manifest in Glasgow? Perhaps not as it could only operate 
within a political-economic context which gave her so much control. 

Both Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour are examples of flagship megaprojects which 
are products of their political economy framework: either by turning the state into an urban 
developer, or by creating a context where the private sector has the power to redevelop large plots 
of vacant land to their own desires. These variations of urban entrepreneurialism allow different 
visions to become realised, set out different goals, and produce different positions for actors. That 
means that if such megaprojects are truly to be places of social inclusion, and redistribution, 
rather than simply wealth creation, it will require a rethink, not only of the goals and visions 
involved, but of way in which power is divided within society.

Notes
1  This is of course in great contrast to the Kop van Zuid where the bridge served as a powerful statement that 

the city and the national government believed in the project and that it would be a safe place to invest in. In 
this regard, having an iconic bridge makes sense through the perspective of goals, roles and visions.

2  Source: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/7854544.stm
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Abstract
Gentrification – the creation of affluent space – is no longer a sporadic and spontaneous process 
focusing on individual households. Rather, it has become a municipal goal in and of itself, either 
in existing neighbourhoods, or in new-build developments. For local governments, the attraction 
or retention of middle- and upper-income households through the manipulation of the built 
environment has become an explicit or implicit urban policy aim, made manifest through 
the direct creation or support of new-build projects. This article examines how and why this 
strategy was implemented in two cities: Rotterdam and Glasgow. It will examine the role in 
which two new-build flagship projects, the Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour, have furthered 
these gentrification ambitions. It will show that a positive discourse exists amongst urban policy 
makers which actively encourages the creation of middle-class neighbourhoods. Finally, it will 
introduce a new argument as to why this type of development should be considered part of the 
current forms of gentrification: new-build projects are part of municipal goals to create gentrified 
spaces and attract the gentrifying classes. 

Keywords: gentrification, flagship regeneration, new-build, urban policy, stakeholder interviews, 
Rotterdam, Glasgow

4.1 Introduction

Gentrification is now seen to have moved beyond its original definition of the effects of 
individual households as first coined by Ruth Glass (1964) to be a much larger class remake of the 
inner-city and part of a wider strategy for urban redevelopment and regeneration. As such, the 
process includes not only the upgrading of existing housing, but also increasingly developments 
such as new-build housing (Davidson and Lees, 2005), and flagship or megaprojects, as they 
represent an upward class transformation and the creation of affluent space. Flagships, first 
defined by Bianchini et al. (1992, p. 245) as “significant, high-profile and prestigious land and 
property developments which play an influential and catalytic role in urban regeneration,” are 
a major tool used by cities for urban redevelopment throughout the world (Diaz Orueta and 
Fainstein, 2008; Fainstein, 2008; Haila, 2008; Lehrer and Laidley, 2008; Moulaert et al., 2003). 
They have also been increasingly seen as part of the gentrification process, based not only upon 
upgrading of residential property, but also concerned with the class transformation of urban 
space (see Davidson, 2007; Davidson and Lees, 2005; Lees and Ley, 2008; Murphy, 2008; Smith, 
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1996; 2002; Vicario and Monje, 2003; Visser and Kotze, 2008). David Harvey made the link 
between the two twenty years ago (1989a; 1989b). As such, gentrification has evolved from what 
was once seen to be a spontaneous process involving a small group of middle-class households, 
to a much larger global strategy for urban regeneration and development, encompassing a variety 
of forms and actors.

An important element of this transformation is the increasing relationship with public 
policy. There is a growing amount of evidence to suggest that gentrification is now part of a 
global urban strategy. (Badcock, 2001; Davidson, 2007; Glynn, 2008; Hackworth and Smith, 
2001; Lees, 2003b; Lees and Ley, 2008; Ley and Dobson, 2008; Loopmans, 2008; Moulaert et 
al., 2003; Slater, 2004; Smith, 2002; Tallon and Bromley, 2004; Uitermark et al., 2007), and the 
promotion of gentrification by local governments is used to further urban policy objectives. It is 
inextricably linked to urban entrepreneurialism approaches seen in cities throughout the world 
(Davidson, 2007; Harvey, 1989a). However, there are still significant gaps in our understanding 
of this relationship, specifically: how and why the strategy of gentrification is embraced in cities 
today.

Therefore, the main aim of this paper is to show that urban policy makers use gentrification 
as a tool which they believe will improve cities; gentrification is a deliberate strategy of public 
and private sector stakeholders, done with the goal of making their cities more attractive for 
affluent classes, redressing outward migration and enhancing urban economic competitiveness. 
There is a positive discourse amongst policy makers and politicians that gentrification will solve 
many economic and social problems of the city. Within this, two topics will be discussed in detail 
using two case studies. The first question is why are cities pursuing this strategy? While this may 
seem a very simple question based on the ideas of urban competitiveness, neo-liberal policies and 
urban entrepreneurialism, such broad explanations do little to give insight into specific reasons. 
What is needed is a more detailed analysis of urban policy and research into the motives behind 
the actors guiding this strategy, particularly in non-global cities. 

The second question is how this goal of creating gentrified spaces becomes realised in 
different political-economic contexts, where the key stakeholders assume different roles in the 
process (such as government led, or developer led)? For this reason, a comparative approach, 
using large flagship redevelopment projects in Rotterdam and Glasgow, has been selected. Both 
cities have experienced significant deindustrialisation and the associated economic and social 
problems, and have been active users of urban entrepreneurialism over the past few decades 
(Keating, 1988; McCarthy, 1996; 1998; Romein, 2005; Tiesdell, 2009). Both cities seek – either 
explicitly or implicitly – to create affluent neighbourhoods and attract and bind higher-income 
residents to them.

While most studies of flagship regeneration or gentrification focus on one city or country, 
there are still too few which use direct comparisons between states (for comparative studies 
see Fainstein, 2008; Gomez, 1998; Harris, 2008; Shoval and Strom, 2009; Tasan-Kok, 2004; 
2009; van Criekingen and Decroly, 2003, for edited books drawing upon international cases, 
see Atkinson and Bridge, 2005; Moulaert et al., 2003). There are certain advantages to using a 
comparative approach; Harris (2008), in his study of gentrification in London and Mumbai, 
argues that this method is important for understanding the global spread of the process, while 
being sensitive to the different geographic and historic effects. 

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. Section two reviews the arguments for 
and against considering new-builds and flagship projects as gentrification, and will suggest a 
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new reason why they should be considered as such. It will then focus on gentrification as an 
urban policy and strategy. Section three outlines the methodology. Section four will concentrate 
on Rotterdam council’s vision of creating affluent housing on a former harbour site. Section five 
will turn to Glasgow with the leading role of the private sector, and the supporting role of the 
local government. In both empirical sections, the projects will be introduced, the reasons behind 
the wider urban strategy will be outlined, and the specific projects will be analysed as to how 
they fit into this policy. Finally, section six will offer some conclusions and place each case study 
within the wider context of gentrification and urban entrepreneurialism.

4.2 On the changing forms of gentrification 

One of the ways in which gentrification has evolved from a sporadic and spontaneous 
process of individual households towards a much larger urban strategy is through using new-
build and flagship developments. Davidson and Lees (2005) first examined this link in detail 
when studying riverfront developments in London. While housing often receives the most 
attention in the gentrification literature, such projects can take on other forms such as high-
end leisure, cultural, shopping or entertainment facilities, which are all part of the upward class 
transformation of urban space (Bianchini et al., 1992; Harvey, 1989a; Smith, 1996). The next 
section will review the arguments for and against considering these developments as part of the 
gentrification process, and closes with a new argument in favour.

4.2.1 Arguments for and against new-build gentrification
There are some scholars who argue that under its current guise, a gentrification definition which 
takes into account transformations such as new-build projects is either too broad or cumbersome 
to retain any analytical use or meaning. The main opponent of considering new-build projects 
as gentrification is Boddy. He argues that: “gentrification is almost too quaint and small scale 
a concept to capture the process at work” (2007, p. 103). Some authors prefer to use the term 
‘reurbanisation’ instead (see Buzar et al., 2007). 

Despite being a minority view in the gentrification literature, there are several main 
arguments against new-build. First, there is no room for the aesthetic of authentic historic 
buildings and features which was one of the original observations of Ruth Glass (see also Jager, 
1986). Second, there are different urban visions which exist between those upgrading and living 
in historic properties, and those inhabiting new-build projects (see Davidson and Lees, 2005; 
Lambert and Boddy, 2002). A third argument, one often overlooked in the literature, is that 
describing new-build projects in this way is largely political in nature (Boddy, 2007). Many 
of the proponents of considering these developments as part of gentrification come from 
a critical perspective, and built their work focusing on the class struggles and social injustices 
of the process. Boddy argues that by describing new-builds in this way, they can tap into the 
opposition and critical history of gentrification research, attempting to keep a critical perspective 
on current aspects of urban development. The fourth, and perhaps most compelling, argument 
is that no direct displacement exists; Boddy (2007) argues that it is erroneous to refer simply 
to price exclusion (expensive housing costs in new-build developments) as a form of indirect 
displacement. 
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There are many arguments for considering new-build projects as part of gentrification; this 
case is made most emphatically by Davidson and Lees (2005). They see such projects as “one 
of the mutations” of gentrification (p. 1166). Again, there are several arguments. First, the 
supply side theorists believe that gentrification is caused by movements of capital flows and 
the closure of the ‘rent gap’ (Smith, 1979, 1996; see also Lees et al., 2008); new-build projects fit 
within these parameters because they bring investment into blighted and under-utilised parts 
of the city. A second argument is that there is indeed displacement, though through indirect 
or socio-cultural means (Davidson, 2008; Davidson and Lees, 2005; Marcuse, 1986). Indirect 
displacement refers to the gentrification of the adjacent neighbourhoods, thereby causing the 
area to become a property hotspot, forcing lower-income residents out indirectly (Davidson, 
2008). Socio-cultural displacement refers to the differing values and norms which different 
classes have. Third, notwithstanding modifications to the built environment, the landscapes of 
gentrification which get produced and sold by architects, developers and estate agents are also 
similar to earlier forms (Davidson and Lees, 2005; Mills, 1988). And fourth, the inhabitants who 
settle in new-build projects also come from similar middle- and upper-income backgrounds 
(Davidson, 2007). These are the so-called ‘urban seeking’ group (Butler, 1997). This is related to 
the idea of class transformation being inherent to the gentrification process, a point illustrated 
by Slater et al. (2004, p. 1144): “whether gentrification is urban, suburban, or rural, new-build 
or the renovation of existing stock, it refers, as its gentri-suffixes attest, to nothing more or less 
than the class dimension of neighbourhood change” (italics in original). This perspective is echoed in 
the theoretical framework of Harvey (1989a) and can be seen in empirical cases by others (e.g., 
Davidson, 2007; Murphy, 2008; Visser and Kotze, 2008). 

This paper now introduces an additional argument as to why new-build projects should 
be considered part of the current phase, or third wave (Hackworth and Smith, 2001), of 
gentrification. This relates to the idea that gentrification – the creation of affluent space – is a 
municipal policy goal and part of a wider urban strategy for redeveloping brownfield sites. The 
attraction or retention of middle- and upper-income households becomes the explicit or implicit 
policy aim, made manifest through the direct creation or support of new-build projects. These 
projects then serve the wider urban goals of economic restructuring. Therefore, they must be seen 
as part of the continued evolution of gentrification. Before we examine this idea in more detail, 
the next section will provide a theoretical framework for the role of policy in the gentrification 
debate.

4.2.2 Gentrification as an urban strategy
During the fifteen years since van Weesep (1994) called for the gentrification debate to be put 
into the policy perspective, there have been studies which have focused on the policy side of 
the topic, or gentrification as an urban strategy (Badcock, 2001; Clark, 2005; Hackworth and 
Smith, 2001; Lees, 2003b; Lees and Ley, 2008; Ley and Dobson, 2008; Loopmans, 2008; Slater, 
2004; Smith, 2002; Tallon and Bromley, 2004; Uitermark et al., 2007). However, despite these 
studies, further research is still needed on the role of gentrification in urban policy. Specifically, 
our understanding of how and why this policy is implemented remains limited. 

Gentrification has been supported through state mechanisms in one way or another almost 
since its inception, through instruments such as improvement grants and heritage designations 
(Hackworth and Smith, 2001; Lees and Ley, 2008; Walks and August, 2008). However in 
recent years it has become part of larger neoliberal goals (Glynn, 2008; Harris, 2008; Moulaert 
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et al., 2003; Murphy, 2008; Smith, 2002). This can be particularly seen in the UK, where the 
division between gentrification and urban regeneration is often blurred (DETR, 2000; Lambert 
and Boddy, 2002; Lees, 2000; 2003a; 2003b; 2008; Tallon and Bromley, 2004). As Lees (2000, 
p. 404) notes: “they (UK and US government housing reports) subtly and not so subtly 
promote gentrification as a blueprint for a civilised city life.” The support or direct building of 
new housing on brownfield sites which caters to middle-class households clearly fits into this 
blueprint.

As a result of this more concerted government emphasis on fostering gentrification, it has 
undergone something of an image makeover in recent years (Davidson, 2008), so much so that 
many cities actively and officially seek to cultivate and promote these types of neighbourhoods. 
Under a framework in which cities promote themselves as exciting and dynamic places to live, 
invest and play, gentrified spaces are actively promoted and even celebrated amongst policy 
makers and urban boosters. Ideas such as Richard Florida’s (2002) ‘creative class’ become a holy 
grail to improve cities; creating exciting and dynamic neighbourhoods is viewed as a way to 
attract such residents. Lees and Ley (2008) note that over the past thirty years, gentrification has 
changed from a problem for urban policy, to a solution. It is seen by many policy makers as way 
of creating more socially inclusive, liveable and sustainable communities (Lees, 2008), and is also 
a major element in social mixing policies (Davidson, 2008; Gutzon Larsen and Lund Hansen, 
2008; Lees, 2008; Uitermark, 2003; Uitermark et al., 2007). The belief that these ideas further 
the common good goes largely unchallenged amongst policy makers (Glynn, 2008). Outside 
of a segment of the academic community and local activists, the negatives associated with 
gentrification (displacement, conflict, lack of equity) are either ignored or marginalised, so that 
a positive discourse has emerged which celebrates the process as part of an urban renaissance. 
Even amongst academics, the critical perspective, so dominant and mainstream in 1980s 
gentrification research, has been significantly reduced among many of today’s scholars (Slater, 
2006; see also Allen, 2008; Shaw, 2008; Smith, 2008; Wacquant, 2008; for counter argument see 
Freeman, 2008).

Within policy circles, part of this newfound enthusiasm for gentrification stems from an 
adherence to urban entrepreneurial governance approaches, which focus on wealth creation 
and risk-taking ventures. In this sense, housing policy has evolved from that which caters to 
the urban masses, as exemplified by the large European post-war housing schemes (Brenner, 
2004; Eisinger 2000; MacLeod, 2002), to one where cities are actively pursuing wealth through 
housing. This wealth creation is hoped to come from an influx of affluent households who are 
drawn to this new housing, as well as the economic returns based on the creation of amenities 
and environments which appeal to affluent segments of the population. In their study of housing 
policy in Copenhagen, Gutzon Larsen and Lund Hansen (2008) showed that the municipality 
believed it had to improve the city’s housing stock in order to remain competitive and 
economically sustainable within the wider region. This is an example of gentrification as a state 
strategy in action. Local governments, rather than ensuring an adequate supply of affordable 
and good quality housing, are drawn into the role of developer (either directly or indirectly), risk 
taker and investor under the guise of economic development and urban competitiveness. 

While urban entrepreneurial approaches using gentrification and flagship projects can be 
seen in many types of cities, there are important differences, particularly in cities lower down 
the urban hierarchy. While gentrification can now be seen in more provincial cities (see Bridge 
2003; Dutton, 2003; Tallon and Bromley, 2004), academic attention is still largely focused on 
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large cities such as New York, London or Toronto. On the other hand, flagship regeneration 
first emerged in older industrial cities further down the urban hierarchy in the 1980s and there 
are numerous studies which focus on these types of cities; two of the most studied flagships 
are Baltimore’s Inner Harbour (Bianchini et al., 1992; Harvey, 1989c; 2000; Judd, 1999; Seo, 
2002) and Bilbao’s Guggenheim (Gomez, 1998; Plaza, 2000; 2006; Rodríguez, 2001; Vicario 
and Monje, 2003). Vicario and Monje (2003) make the case that the development in Bilbao 
further accentuated the social and spatial divisions within the city, which is also a criticism of 
gentrification in general. 

Therefore, there is a need to examine how the forces of gentrification and flagship 
redevelopment interact in cities lower down the urban hierarchy. McIntyre (2008) states that 
the biggest challenge regarding gentrification for these cities is trying to bring employment 
and population back to the city. This is a very different rationale than in London or New York, 
where middle-class households are naturally drawn to these global cities. How this challenge is 
answered in urban policy will be examined in more detail later in this paper. 

At this point, we return to the two central questions of this article: Why are these cities 
pursuing gentrification as a goal? And how is this goal implemented under different political-
economic contexts? Two cities have been selected, Rotterdam and Glasgow. In both projects, 
we see a convergence of flagship regeneration, state-sponsored gentrification and urban 
entrepreneurialism.

4.3 Methodology

Information gathered for this research was carried out primarily by interviewing key 
stakeholders involved in two flagship projects, the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam, and Glasgow 
Harbour in Scotland. These cities were chosen because they have similar trajectories as former 
industrial and maritime-based cities. They have both experienced severe deindustrialisation and 
economic restructuring. However, the power relations in urban governance are very different, 
with the public sector taking the leading role in urban regeneration in Rotterdam, and private 
sector developers comprising the main stakeholders in waterfront projects in Glasgow (see 
chapter three). By selecting cities in different contexts, we can gain better understanding of how 
these power relations impact urban strategies and the goal of gentrification. 

After long periods of economic stagnation, both Glasgow and Rotterdam have been 
undergoing somewhat of a renaissance over the past few decades. They were also early to pursue 
strategies of urban entrepreneurialism, focusing on city marketing, festivals and flagships. The 
new-build flagships were chosen because of their size, the different compositions of actors in 
each one and their strong emphasis on housing. An international comparison was selected to 
show the global spread of these patterns while paying attention to the nuances and local contexts 
which may affect the outcomes (see Harris, 2008).

In total, thirty-one semi-structured interviews with stakeholders were conducted. They 
averaged seventy minutes in length and were conducted between January 2008 and February 
2009. Interviewees included planners, policy makers, local councillors, urban designers, 
developers and local politicians. In both projects, the main actors, or visionaries behind the 
project also were interviewed. All interviews were conducted in the mother tongues of the 
respondents. In addition, a document analysis of the most recent urban strategies was conducted. 
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This includes the City Plan and City Plan 2 in Glasgow, and the Stadsvisie (Urban Vision) in 
Rotterdam.

4.4 Municipality-led waterfront regeneration in Rotterdam

The paper now turns to the first case study, Rotterdam, and its Kop van Zuid development. Lees 
and Ley (2008, p. 2381) argue that: “disguised within a complex and persuasive rhetoric about 
urban renaissance, arts, culture and leisure precincts and programming and city competitiveness, 
gentrification is now central to government policy in cities world-wide;” the empirical sections 
of this paper now turn to why this strategy has been adopted and how the different compositions 
of actors lead to its realisation in different contexts.  

4.4.1 Rotterdam and the Kop van Zuid
Rotterdam is the second largest city in the Netherlands, and being one of the largest ports in the 
world, has suffered the effects of the restructuring of the transportation industry. To deal with 
these, the city has actively embraced urban entrepreneurialism. The city’s major flagship project 
is the Kop van Zuid; a municipally-led waterfront project situated on the south side of the 
River Nieuwe Maas, directly opposite the city centre. Planning for the project began in the late 
1980s; the development progressed rapidly after the completion of the iconic Erasmus Bridge 
in 1996, linking the development with the city centre on the north side of the river. The Kop 
van Zuid is a mixed-use project, with luxury apartments, offices, cultural and leisure amenities, 
as well as some mixed-income and tenure housing. The major municipal bodies associated with 
the development are the Rotterdam Development Corporation (OBR), and the department of 
Housing and Urban Development (DS+V).

The Kop van Zuid is a flagship which features both economic and social goals. The strong 
nature of the latter, led by a vision from the project leader, makes it rather unique amongst 
flagship waterfront projects. The social ambitions include making the project an economic, 
physical, social and psychological unifier for the entire city. Rotterdam, like many cities on 
rivers, has strong divisions based on its geography. Another social aim has been to bring 
benefits, in the form of jobs, training and opportunities, to residents of the adjacent low-income 
neighbourhoods.

The economically-oriented goals of the Kop van Zuid are, however, representative of other 
waterfront projects (Eisinger, 2000; Harvey, 1989a). They include improving the city’s economic 
position, and creating a new and high-quality business centre. The goal of trying to attract 
international command and control office-based functions has largely switched to more housing-
focused developments as Amsterdam has acquired the lion’s share of the high-end office-based 
investment in the Netherlands. In addition, within Rotterdam, private businesses have often 
chosen sites closer to the city’s main railway station. As a result, the goal of creating new housing 
for the middle-class has been strengthened. It is this goal which the remainder of this section 
will focus upon, first by examining why this goal was seen to be necessary by the city, and then 
how it was made manifest in the Kop van Zuid (for a more detailed evaluation and explanation 
of the goals of the project, see Doucet, 2009; Kop van Zuid, 1995; 1999)
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4.4.2 Attracting high-income residents: an explicit municipal goal
It is clear after analysing policy documents and speaking with key actors that there is a belief in 
Rotterdam that the city suffers from a lack of high-income residents. This section will explore the 
reasons for this discourse. Throughout much of the 20th century, social rented housing dominated 
the market in Rotterdam, particularly the provision of housing through new construction and 
urban renewal policies.  

Parallel to nationwide trends, the 1980s marked a change in this discourse away from the 
provision of social housing, towards either higher-end housing, or more mixed neighbourhoods. 
In Rotterdam, having such a high-percentage of low-quality, and low-cost dwellings came to be 
seen as a negative. As one observer working for the city noted: “they said that all this attention to 
social housing had to change. Then they said that Rotterdam was a city lacking in a vast number 
of middle class people as you have in The Hague or Amsterdam.” This was seen as adversely 
affecting the city’s national and international competitiveness. In 2000, the city decided 
to stop the promotion of social housing construction in order to encourage differentiated 
neighbourhoods (Uitermark and Duyvendak, 2008). 

The focus away from social-rented housing towards housing for more affluent groups can be 
seen in the city’s official Urban Vision, released in 2007 (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2007). It focuses 
to a great extent on housing quality and differentiation, creating the type of neighbourhoods 
aimed at attracting the types of residents mentioned above. It makes direct reference to footloose 
residents: 

One of the main aims of our development strategy is a balanced composition of the population. 
This can be most effectively achieved by counteracting selective migration. The city should 
be so attractive, that Rotterdammers would not tend to leave … The city must appeal to 
residents who can choose freely from a range of alternatives on the housing market. (Gemeente 
Rotterdam, 2007, p. 63, underline in original)

While many official policy documents in other cities shy away from using the term 
gentrification, in this case, “stimulating the process of gentrification in the districts adjoining 
the city centre” (p. 70) is a direct policy to counteract the outmigration of mobile and affluent 
households. The Urban Vision outlines this strategy: 

Due to their [neighbourhoods adjacent to the city centre] central position, their historic character 
and the mix of housing, retail, cafés, restaurants and cultural institutions, these districts are 
increasingly popular among (former) students and those active in creative industries; these are 
exactly the groups Rotterdam wants to attract. In social, cultural and economic terms, these 
districts have the features necessary for an autonomous gentrification process … The municipal 
authorities support this process with appropriate measures. (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2007, p. 70)

Why has this policy changed to one which encourages both new-build and more traditional 
forms of gentrification? This can be gleaned from interviews with key stakeholders of the 
Kop van Zuid project. First, Rotterdam was a city with a high percentage of lower-income 
households and relatively few affluent ones. This stems from the city’s economic history based on 
industry and maritime activities. This lack of high-skilled and high-income residents was noted 
as a major policy challenge: 
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We had the harbours with many workers, which meant there were many minimal incomes. 
And now the harbours have moved further away ... What was left over was a lot of [people on] 
benefits ... the unemployed, people with low levels of education; the job opportunities left because 
the harbour moved further away. Other businesses left. Therefore what we need to have are 
knowledge workers ... We need to ensure that we keep knowledge workers ... Maybe we want 
new people with higher incomes and more knowledge so that we can also attract businesses and 
build a new segment of Rotterdam. 

The second reason had to do with a lack of housing supply. The city had a distinct lack of owner-
occupied housing stock; with such a high percentage of the city’s housing stock comprised 
of social-rented units, there were fewer opportunities for homeownership and, therefore, 
equity accumulation. Those who achieved success then left the city for the more spacious and 
comfortable single-family houses in one of the many satellite towns around Rotterdam. This 
lack of supply also made the city less attractive to potential residents choosing where to live. 
So urban policy concentrated on keeping those upwardly mobile residents within their city or 
neighbourhood (and attracting new ones), by focusing on the supply side. As one informant 
noted: 

You want to keep the people here who were brought up [in Rotterdam], studied here, and have 
a job here. What happens now is that these people move to the suburbs ... They all leave now. 
And we do not want that. We want to keep them here. 

Therefore, the combined factors of an historically working-class city, a lack of owner-occupied 
housing supply and an upwardly mobile population seeking better living in the suburbs all 
served to reduce the attractiveness of Rotterdam to middle-income groups. Even the city’s 
student population largely left after their studies, for many of the abovementioned reasons. The 
link between students and gentrification can be found in the academic literature (see D. Smith, 
2008; D. Smith and Holt, 2007), and keeping graduates in Rotterdam was another strategy 
employed by the council. The lack of middle-class residents led several interviewees to conclude 
that one of the biggest problems with the city is that “Rotterdam is a rich city with poor people.” 
In other words, while the city is rich in potential much of its population is poor; realising this 
potential is one of the major policy objectives.

In Rotterdam then, gentrification is a municipal goal, and is openly promoted as such. This 
runs counter to Lees’ (2008) view that the process is often referred to under more class neutral 
terms such as urban renaissance or urban sustainability; in Rotterdam this strategy is explicitly 
called gentrification.1 When examining the changing housing policy of the city, we can see a 
direct transition from Harvey’s (1989a) managerialism to urban entrepreneurialism. In this case, 
up until the 1980s, the city’s role in housing was to ensure an adequate supply of affordable 
housing for its inhabitants. This policy has given way to supporting developments which create 
a diversification of housing. Gentrification as an urban policy in Rotterdam is one which is 
geared to keeping and attracting middle-income households to a city which was traditionally 
unattractive to these groups and offered little housing supply to them. This approach would also 
guide the development of the city’s largest flagship project. 
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4.4.3 Attracting high-income residents: the role of the Kop van Zuid
If the shift outlined by Harvey can be seen in the city of Rotterdam, then an examination of 
the goals of the Kop van Zuid itself is another manifestation of this transition to pro-growth, 
entrepreneurial strategies. Throughout its history, the plans for the Kop van Zuid have changed 
from the provision of social housing to international office space, finally to high-end housing 
and new-build gentrification. The initial plans, developed in the 1980s, were to make the space 
used as an overspill area for residents temporarily displaced during urban restructuring. It would, 
therefore, be another neighbourhood of largely social housing. However, as previously noted, 
there was a turn away from social housing in the city at this time.

Much of this change in vision can be attributed to Ms. Riek Bakker. As project coordinator 
and head of urban development for the city of Rotterdam, she was influential in rejecting 
the idea of using the land exclusively for social housing. As she stated during an interview: 
“[Rotterdam] South was 90% social housing … We said you have to build something else. 
You must build more expensive housing there, not only social housing, but also for wealthier 
inhabitants.” Her vision, thus, centred on maximising the economic potential for the land, while 
at the same time focusing on social improvements, and would guide the project over its various 
stages.

As a municipally-led project, the city could realise the vision set out by Ms. Bakker. This was 
influential in setting goals for the project; one of which was upgrading the housing environment 
of the city (Kop van Zuid, 1995). As one of the leaders of the Kop van Zuid project noted: “next 
to the economic goals was a strengthening of the housing supply. Qualitative, good housing with 
a nice garden or a good apartment was the second goal [of the project.].” Differentiation of the 
housing stock – a turn away from low-income housing towards more diversity of the supply of 
housing – was the main intention.

This desire on the part of the city for higher income households was noted by some of the 
major private-sector developers involved in the project. One such actor, involved in building 
high-end rental housing noted that: 

Develop project with 
private developpers

Result: State-led 
new-build gentrification

Rotterdam Council

Goal of 
Gentrification

Figure 4.1 Development of gentrification in the Kop van Zuid
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what the municipality is especially going for is higher-income categories. Our projects consist 
of more expensive rental units, therefore by definition, you can only come here if you have a 
good income. It is all people with money ... Therefore, it also has a function in the attraction of 
higher incomes ... The housing that you build is for higher incomes and you also create an urban 
environment which hopefully makes Rotterdam more attractive. 

This was clearly a goal which private parties were happy to take on board, as there was more 
profit in building high-income housing. That the city was firmly in charge of its vision is evident 
in a relatively straightforward explanation of how the goal of gentrification was achieved (figure 
1). The Kop van Zuid uses a top-down approach. It is a state-led new-build gentrification project, 
where other parties follow the intentions and ambitions of the city. It is a product of its political-
economic system, which, in the Netherlands, gives the largest task of urban regeneration to the 
public sector.

When asked whether or not everyone can live in the Kop van Zuid, one of the project’s 
leaders responded:

No, you have to have a good job if you want to live here. The houses are new, new houses are 
always expensive, and these houses are relatively big, therefore they are extra expensive … 
People without a job, or with a bad job, or a relatively low salary, they cannot live on the 
Wilhelmina Pier, no. But they also can’t live in Hollywood.

Therefore, the creation of affluent space is not seen as a negative, even if it does create 
exclusionary space. This goes to underscore the belief in these types of growth-oriented policies 
which are prevalent within the city hierarchy; beliefs which can also be found in other cities (see 
Glynn, 2008).

One of the major goals of the Kop van Zuid is the creation of middle-class housing. This 
is an explicit aim. As such, this new-build flagship development must be seen as part of the 
gentrification process. This form of gentrification is one where urban policy plays a central 
role; the challenge of being a rich city with poor people is addressed by the creation of a new 
development aimed at redressing that problem. In the case of Rotterdam, this is realised because 
the city plays a spearheading role as developer and visionary for the space; it is a municipal 
project. The next section will examine another flagship new-build gentrification project, where 
the context is similar, but the positions of actors are very different.

4.5 Developer-led new-build in Glasgow Harbour

4.5.1 Glasgow and its waterfront
While the context of an old industrial city turning part of its waterfront into high-end 
residential and post-industrial space is a story which resonates in both Glasgow and Rotterdam, 
there are some significant differences related to the divisions of power between the two projects. 
Glasgow Harbour is a private-sector led project, where the city plays a supporting role. The 
development is headed by Glasgow Harbour Ltd, which is a subsidiary of Clydeport, now a 
division of Peel Holdings. 



104

Like many waterfronts, the Clyde was heavily industrialised before becoming largely abandoned 
and derelict in recent decades. There have been some significant post-industrial developments 
along the river, including the Scottish Exhibition and Convention Centre (SECC) located on 
the site of former docks, a new headquarters for BBC Scotland as well as a new science museum 
(both situated on the site of a former Garden Festival). Despite these projects, the regeneration 
of the Clyde has yet to take a comprehensive or holistic form, and there are still large plots of 
prime land lying vacant. 

Glasgow Harbour represents the largest waterfront investment in the city to date. The 
site, which was largely owned by Clydeport, is 130 acres and stretches along the north bank of 
the river a few kilometres from the city centre. Being a brownfield site, it fits in with the UK 
government’s vision for urban regeneration (see Davidson, 2008; Lees, 2008; DETR, 2000). 
The development is close to the prestigious West End, which includes Glasgow University as 
well as some of the city’s most expensive housing. Its immediate neighbour to the north is the 
area of Partick, which is a mix of working-class and gentrified homes. Between the two sits 
an expressway, which has been lowered to allow for easier access to the development. This and 
other infrastructure, paid for by the private developers, combined with the investment in the 
development itself will bring to approximately 1 billion pounds, the total investment in Glasgow 
Harbour. Currently the project consists only of residential units of one or two bedrooms, located 
in apartment blocks; later phases will include retail and leisure facilities as well as the new home 
of the city’s Transport Museum. However, in a similar vein to other developer-led projects, there 
is little provision for community facilities such as schools, health or welfare provisions (Boddy, 
2007).

4.5.2 The need for residents: Glasgow’s (high-end) housing needs
Glasgow shares many of the same problems with Rotterdam. One of these is lack of high-
income residents when compared to other cities in the region. Part of this stems from 
trends of the post-war years, when upwardly mobile residents were encouraged to leave the 
densely populated city, and settle in the new towns being built at that time on the periphery. 
Decentralisation became the main aim, partly because of the terrible overcrowding in the city’s 
older neighbourhoods (Keating, 1988). This era was characterised by urban managerialism; the 
aim was a provision of better quality housing for the masses. More than half the city’s population 
lived in social housing, and the large housing projects of the post-war era consisted of four 
major peripheral housing estates. While they quickly became problematic areas because of their 
isolation and related economic and social problems (Keating, 1988; McIntyre, 2008), they began 
with the aim of providing a better quality-of-life away from the urban slums.

The official strategies guiding Glasgow, outlined in the City Plan, and updated in the City 
Plan 2 (GCC, 2003; 2008), focus on a two-pronged housing approach. In the first instance, it 
wished to stem the tide of outmigration from the city by supporting the development of middle-
class housing aimed at professionals. This is also part of a wider strategy to attract creative 
industries, foster tourism and encourage inward investment. Fitting with urban entrepreneurial 
strategies, the aim is to make the city an exciting and dynamic place to live, work and invest. 
Glasgow has been active in promoting itself as a short-break holiday destination, a shopping 
city and a good place to do business. Ensuring that there is an adequate supply of high-quality 
dwellings is part of this strategy. The spatial focus of this strategy has concentrated on the city 
centre, and much of the Clyde waterfront. This approach is balanced by the second strategy: 
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ensuring that there is sufficient good-quality affordable housing. Here the focus is on more 
peripheral locations, such as the East End, and the major post-war housing estates.

In the city centre and the West End, the riverfront is envisioned in terms of maximising its 
economic and social potential (Clyde Waterfront Regeneration, 2005). Prestigious developments 
such as Custom House Quay and Broomielaw in the city centre have created a business services 
and high-end residential cluster. Further downriver, Lancefield Quay and Finnieston have also 
been regenerated under similar strategies.

Again, as with Rotterdam, the population loss experienced was both a net, and a 
socioeconomic one. In Glasgow, however, these declines were more extreme, as were the 
economic and social problems of the city. This has resulted in a housing policy aimed more at 
absolute population growth, rather than specifically targeting only higher-income groups. As one 
council official stated: 

Glasgow’s attitude really has been that we need to get any population we can ... the city’s halved 
in population over the last fifty years … There’s been much less of a debate in Glasgow, really, 
about the kind of housing, kind of market, than there would be probably in most places. Because, 
the attitude has been if anybody wants to come and live by the riverside, we’ll facilitate it. 

While not only confined to attracting higher-income groups to the city, this policy also included 
settling asylum seekers under the Home Office dispersal program. As the same interviewee 
noted: “Glasgow’s concern was less specifically about getting better-off people.” In Rotterdam, 
previous councils had policies which tried to limit the arrival of lower-income residents to the 
city (see Uitermark and Duyvendak, 2008).

However, like Rotterdam, there was also the belief that too many well-educated and higher-
income households left the city. One local councillor noted that the: 

Department of Regeneration Services have always made it quite clear that the idea is trying to 
keep population, and high earners, within the city boundaries … I don’t know if many people 
would actually admit that, within the Council offices, but certainly from talking to people in 
the community, that’s certainly what a lot of people have a view of. 

Several respondents noted that this was more of an implicit goal, rather than something which 
was either openly discussed, or featured in official policy documents. But the belief that the city 
needed both people and professional people was a viewpoint which all stakeholders agreed upon. 
A local planner, when asked about the goal for the waterfront of bringing inhabitants to the city, 
responded that it was:

to bring people to the city. Because once they’re paying their taxes, that’s money in for the city. 
Because previously, you know, it’s been people leaving the city, for 20 or 30 years … and of 
course, those people [returning], the more wealthy they are, the more spending power they have, 
and the more they’ll spend in the city as well, which is a good thing. That means more people 
employed in the retail and restaurant industries, etc. etc. So, that’s the raison d’être of the whole 
strategy. 
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It is clear that Glasgow Council sees the need to attract population, both in absolute numbers 
and among key demographics, as a central element of its regeneration strategy. Its wider urban 
strategy aims to create, at least in the city centre and other desirable neighbourhoods, the types 
of environments which are popular with middle-class households and consumers. This strategy 
is more implicit than in Rotterdam. However, there is more of a sense of desperation: the city is 
searching for any residents to come and live. Parallels include the goal of supporting the creation 
of affluent spaces to further urban policy objectives related to redressing population imbalances. 
The rationale of a declining and low-income population is the same, and like in Rotterdam, 
fostering new-build gentrification is seen as a safe and viable option to solve this problem.

4.5.3 The need for residents: the role of Glasgow Harbour
What role does the Glasgow Harbour development, thus far the largest new-build waterfront 
project in the city, play in this strategy? And how does the composition of actors influence the 
way this vision is implemented? It is more challenging to argue that Glasgow Harbour’s goal 
of creating gentrified space was a direct result of the city’s vision and plan because Glasgow 
Council has played a minor role in what is a private-sector development. However, if we 
examine the aims of the various stakeholders, including the city, then it becomes clear that the 
development fits within the city’s overall strategic ambitions and that Glasgow Council does 
indeed play a significant role in facilitating this.

Part of the goal of attracting better-off households is related to the challenges outlined in the 
previous section. Glasgow Harbour, according to many stakeholders, was designed to counteract 
the population decline of more affluent households; an answer to the fact that the city had a 
large poor population which needed to be counterbalanced by more middle- and upper-income 
groups. The city’s role, rather than being a direct developer (it did not control the land), was 
to support and facilitate, through planning, private-sector actors wishing to develop the land 
in this way. As a planner noted: “The city’s attitude would be that if the developers want to 
build up-market housing, then we’re very happy for them to do it, because, you know, they see 
a market there.” The city welcomed this type of development, partly because Glasgow had been 
starved of investment until recently and partly because it was fitting in with its vision of urban 
development.

What do those responsible for Glasgow Harbour itself think of the city’s aims with regards 
to its project? This was answered by a key stakeholder within the project. As he noted: 

The City Council, from their perspective, were looking to get private investment, and private 
homes into Glasgow, to increase the population, [and] to widen the socio-economic groupings 
within the city … it was basically to widen the socio-economic base, and bring back more 
professional people … We need people to come in here who are economically active, who are 
upwardly mobile. We need to re-balance. 

One of the approaches for this, he went on to note, was what was happening in places such as 
Glasgow Harbour:

Instead of them going to the suburbs … they [the council] wanted to keep the bigger families, of 
higher economically mobile population, within the city … So the city fathers were keen to try 
and stabilise the loss of upwardly mobile population and higher socio-economic groupings. They 
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wanted to get more balanced rate-payers, or more tax payers into the city, so the city was more 
viable. So there’s a balance. 

While Glasgow Harbour has been heavily criticised by academics, observers and the media, the 
council is behind the project as it fits within its vision for a populated waterfront. This was noted 
by a planner:

We get people to live in here, we’ll collect more rates, so that means we have more money to do 
the things we want to do in the city (roads, lighting, parks, safety) … But as you can see, we 
don’t have a huge control over that investment. All we can do is welcome it, and where we can, 
make it easy for them to invest. 

In the minds of most policy makers and stakeholders, the goals of Glasgow Harbour are seen 
as beneficial for the city, and often seen as the only real alternative for urban development. This 
mirrors other studies which find that these neo-liberal goals are embraced in gentrification and 
new-build projects (Davidson, 2007; Glynn, 2008; Murphy, 2008; Smith, 2002). 

That the city was behind the project, and the ideas of attracting affluent residents to 
brownfield sites more generally, is reflected in the words of a local councillor from the area: 

It’s interesting because one of the kind of – it’s almost a criticism, sometimes it is quite an 
explicit criticism, oh you want to build all these Yuppie flats just to attract rich people to live in 
the city. And I would actually have to say, ‘well, could you kind of explain to me what exactly is 
wrong with that?’ I mean what’s wrong is if at the end it denies other people access to housing, 
but that actually hasn’t been, it isn’t the case with the Harbour development. Because it wasn’t 
the case of a community being displaced so that these flats could be built, it was urban industrial 
land. So whilst I think it’s a vital criticism to say that there should be more socially mixed 
housing, I don’t feel that there was anybody displaced to make way, and as you see yuppie, young 
urban professionals, they just don’t want those type of people to live in the city. 

This quotation gives us good insight into why fostering gentrification through new-build 
projects is so attractive to politicians and policy makers.

Goal of gentrification

Glasgow Council

Planning 
supportClydeport

Build profitable
development

Result: State-sponsered, 
developer-led new-build 

gentrification

Figure 4.2 Development of gentrification in Glasgow Harbour
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Glasgow Harbour fits into the city’s strategy both to populate the banks of the Clyde, and attract 
population, and to create the type of middle-class housing which the city believes is necessary 
because of a lack of affluent households within the city. Because of the positions of stakeholders, 
however, how this goal is achieved is significantly different than what was uncovered in 
Rotterdam (see figure 2). In Glasgow, the power relations of urban governance create a more 
round-about manner in which this goal is realised and implemented. The city plays a supporting 
role, and the project is developer-led, though state-supported.

In Glasgow, the specific goal of attracting the gentrifying classes is not as strong as and more 
implicit than in Rotterdam. However, the interviews for this research have uncovered a discourse 
whereby the city actively supports and encourages the private development of high-end 
projects such as Glasgow Harbour because it furthers its own policy aims regarding population 
and urban development. Pursuing gentrification as a municipal goal can also be achieved in a 
political-economic context where the city does not play a leading role. In this sense, the project 
of Glasgow Harbour and the city’s overall housing policy, are still part of an urban strategy to 
foster gentrification and create affluent spaces. Therefore we should consider Glasgow Harbour 
as part of the gentrification process.

4.6 Conclusions and discussion

Gentrification is no longer a spontaneous process involving individual households in old 
working-class neighbourhoods. It is a far more holistic and comprehensive class transformation 
of urban space. This transformation exists with the helping hand of the state, which, depending 
on local conditions, can come in a variety of forms. At the city level, this means urban policy 
geared to promoting and fostering middle-class interests. At the neighbourhood or project level, 
this leads to local government support for new-build projects which are part of the continuing 
evolution of gentrification. 

This article has sought to contribute to our understanding of the relationship between new-
build gentrification and urban policy in three ways. First, it has shown that there is a new reason 
why these flagship housing developments should be considered as part of the gentrification 
process: they are the end product of municipal goals – either explicit or implicit – which focus 
on the creation of affluent spaces. This has added to the work on new-build projects done by 
Davidson and Lees (2005). Second, it has examined why such strategies are adopted. In the 
case of the two former industrial cities in this research, the major reason is that urban leaders 
believe one of their largest problems is that they are suffering from a lack of middle-income 
households, and the easiest way to remedy this is to build or promote the construction of 
housing for these groups. This relates to the work of McIntyre (2008) who postulated that in 
such cities, gentrification was more about bringing employment and population back to the city. 
Finally, this paper has shown the different ways in which this goal is realised based on the local 
political-economic context; it can be achieved both when the municipality is either the leader of 
the project, as in the case of Rotterdam, or more of a facilitator, as with the example of Glasgow 
Harbour.

What does this tell us about the state of gentrification as a policy goal? State support for the 
creation of new-build gentrified housing, led either by private developers or local governments, 
is an accepted form of urban redevelopment. This discourse is one which embraces the urban 
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renaissance which it brings, and because there is no direct displacement, a point emphasised 
in the last quotation from the Glasgow City Councillor, the negatives usually associated with 
gentrification can be ignored. 

This is a policy which focuses on wealth creation (through the attraction of high-income 
households) rather than wealth distribution (through the provision of affordable housing for 
those who may need it). So new-build gentrification is reminiscent of more traditional flagship 
projects, which base their economic growth on creating wealth (Loftman and Nevin, 1995; 1996), 
an essential part of the strategy of urban entrepreneurialism. By using a comparative approach, it 
is also evident that this goal is able to be implemented in different political-economic contexts, 
even ones where the municipality plays a minor role.

In both Glasgow Harbour and the Kop van Zuid, there has been a coalescence amongst 
policy makers and developers backing this middle-class redevelopment of the city. This 
hegemony echoes the work of Loopmans (2008) in Antwerp. A positive discourse has been 
created where pro-growth, urban entrepreneurial strategies go unchallenged amongst most 
politicians and policy makers; strategies geared to middle-class consumption and housing are 
seen as the strategy for urban regeneration (see also Glynn, 2008). 

Interviews with stakeholders have shown why this strategy is pursued, yet the question 
remains: why is this form of development seen in such a positive light by urban leaders? Again, 
returning to the last quotation from Glasgow, the argument stated by many key actors is: why 
should you oppose this development if it is not causing any direct harm to people and only 
bringing in the type of inhabitants we want in our city, which will thereby increase the tax base 
of the city? There is no direct displacement. This is why it can be so easy to be supportive; the 
negatives, of displacement and class conflict, are less visible than in traditional neighbourhoods 
and the impact appears, on the surface, to negatively affect no one. This is the discourse of 
gentrification which promises to bring wealthy inhabitants to the city, not class conflict; be 
inclusive spaces for local communities, not dividers of them; they promise to do this without 
all the negative ‘baggage’ associated with earlier rounds of gentrification, when cities tried, at 
least publically, to distance themselves from the process. This is why a city such as Rotterdam 
or Glasgow – urban centres with long traditions of socialism, managerialism and affordable 
housing programs – can now pursue gentrification, either explicitly, or implicitly, through new-
build flagship projects.

While this discourse may seem only beneficial in the eyes of policy makers and urban 
boosters, a far less obvious criticism exists, often overlooked when developing these urban 
strategies. This strategy rebuilds the city only for section of the population able to pay to live 
there. If local governments have the aim of providing for all residents of their city, than this is a 
flawed approach. It does nothing to alleviate more pressing urban economic and social problems 
of unemployment, affordable housing or sustainable jobs. In this sense, these projects further, 
rather than reduce the pre-existing social and spatial divisions within the city. This is why we 
must continue to question these strategies as a basis for a socially-inclusive urban renaissance. 
State-supported gentrification is an attempt to deal with major urban problems by indirect 
means; really addressing these issues is a far more challenging prospect, which cannot be done 
through the built environment alone. Therefore, fostering new-build developments aimed 
at creating wealth is seen as a far easier solution than focusing on bringing large sections of 
the population out of poverty. Where this becomes problematic, as has been shown in the two 
cases here, is when this approach forms the hallmark of an urban strategy under the guise of 
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creating a better city for all. Unfortunately, while strong amongst some sections of the academic 
community, the discourse focusing on the consequences of this approach is largely lost amongst 
urban policy makers who continue to see supporting gentrification as the easiest and most 
effective approach.

That is also why it is important to continue to consider these projects as gentrification. As 
Wyly and Hammel (2008, p. 2645) state: “using the term ‘gentrification’ is an analytical and 
political choice that matters, especially when asking questions of policy officials who have made 
the choice to avoid, redefine or suppress an uncomfortable word that so accurately describes the 
geographies being produced in many cities.” The term gentrification carries a lot of negative 
associations with it; by showing that these developments are, indeed, part of this process, 
we can bring more balance to a policy discourse which has, in many circles, strayed towards 
unquestionable support.

In 2002 Neil Smith proclaimed that gentrification is a global urban strategy. This article has 
sought to bring a new element to this debate by focusing on specific reasons why cities pursue 
such a course of action. It has highlighted a discourse which focuses on using new-build flagship 
projects to attempt to redress the population imbalances in former industrial cities. This is 
different than previous work on gentrification and public policy, which has examined the aims 
of creating more socially inclusive, liveable and sustainable communities (see DETR, 2000; Lees, 
2008) social mixing (Davidson, 2008; Gutzon Larsen and Lund Hansen, 2008; Uitermark, 2003), 
and civilising and pacifying the pre-existing population (Uitermark et al., 2007). In the cases 
of these two flagship projects, gentrification centres on the strategy of keeping and attracting 
middle-income residents to the city by creating desirable spaces for them to live.

It is a telling sign that gentrification, neoliberalism and urban entrepreneurialism have 
become so much an ingrained part of our present society that projects such as Glasgow Harbour 
and the Kop van Zuid can receive not only official government endorsement but, as part of 
their strategies for urban competitiveness and place promotion, can proceed to pursue the goal 
of gentrification, with minimal official opposition. While there may be many more pressing 
challenges facing cities, this paper has shown two examples where local leaders believe one of 
their biggest problems is that they are a ‘rich city with poor people.’ The solution which they 
have chosen to redress this is new-build gentrification. However, an important question remains: 
will this approach bring real economic benefits to the city and its inhabitants, or will it merely 
create small pockets of affluence in an otherwise poor city? 

Note
1  Though it should be noted that the Kop van Zuid, as a new-build project, was rarely referred to as such.
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Abstract
Flagships, also referred to as megaprojects, and frequently involving waterfront regeneration, are 
a common form of urban redevelopment. Their goals are often aimed at an outside audience of 
tourists, investors and potential (high-income) residents. While the target may be external, the 
ways in which these spaces are perceived by the local population is an important, and, as yet, 
under-researched, area. Many scholars suggest that flagships have a negative impact on cities, 
but their research stops short of asking local residents what they themselves think. This paper 
attempts to redress this imbalance in the literature by analysing a survey of residents’ perceptions 
towards the Kop van Zuid, a large waterfront regeneration project in Rotterdam. The survey 
included residents in different neighbourhoods across the city to determine the roles played by 
spatial proximity, and socioeconomic and demographic variables. Responses were more positive 
than expected, particularly amongst poorer residents in the vicinity of the flagship. We argue this 
has to do with the quality-of-life enhancements which the Kop van Zuid has brought rather 
than its iconic nature. This can offer some insightful lessons when regenerating brownfield sites 
in the future. 

Keywords: flagship project, waterfront regeneration, resident perception, Rotterdam, survey 

5.1 Introduction

Throughout the Western World, waterfronts and other old industrial sites are being refashioned 
into post-industrial, consumption-oriented and gentrified spaces. The aims are often similar: 
presenting a symbol of success and wealth which is often perceived to be directed towards an 
outside audience of tourists, investors or potential residents. Flagships, defined as “significant, 
high-profile and prestigious land and property developments which play an influential and 
catalytic role in urban regeneration,” (Bianchini et al., 1992) become the new image of the city, 
frequently serving as icons in a global marketplace of inter-city competition. In this regard, 
the Guggenheim has become the symbol of Bilbao. It is also assumed that many of the direct 
beneficiaries will also be either the external audiences, or a small number of local urban elites, 
with indirect benefits trickling down to the rest of the city’s inhabitants and neighbourhoods. 
Flagships represent how globalisation becomes urbanised (Moulaert et al., 2003) and encapsulate 
part of the gentrification-based class remake of the city (Smith, 1996). 
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Yet despite more than twenty years of research, there are still significant gaps in our 
understanding of how flagships impact cities. One such gap is in a clear understanding of 
how ordinary residents perceive these spaces within their city. Flagships may have the goal of 
attracting outside investment, yet residents will form their opinions about them. Understanding 
these viewpoints will give us an important insight into their impact, and a better understanding 
of how they can be made more inclusive and accessible spaces, rather than developments which 
further divide the city. Therefore, the main aim of this paper is to examine these viewpoints and 
show that socioeconomic, demographic and spatial characteristics are part of the variation in 
assessment of flagships among the urban population. 

There are three primary reasons for focusing on this aspect of the discourse. First, this is an 
under-researched topic; while there are many hypotheses as to how flagships will be received 
by residents, this type of systematic study has yet to be done on a major scale. Second, while 
often aimed at an outside audience, there can also be an impact on local residents. Some of 
the purported benefits come in the form of ‘trickle down’ patterns – the new benefits of jobs, 
income and investment will filter down to all levels of the city’s populace (see Bezmez, 2008; 
Cook, 2004; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; Raco et al., 2008) – while others are more explicit goals 
which are aimed at quality-of-life factors for the city. Finally, we aim to shed light on the debate 
as to whether or not these megaprojects become integrated into the existing urban fabric, or 
remain islands isolated from the rest of the city. We believe that an understanding of whether or 
not local residents see these spaces as exclusive enclaves or as properly integrated in the urban 
fabric will give a new insight into our understanding of this debate. Therefore, the two main 
research questions are as follows: To what extent do we see variations in responses based on 
proximity to the flagship? And, to what extent to do we see differences based on socioeconomic 
and demographic characteristics?

The case study selected for this project is the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam. This large, 
municipally-led project across the river from the city centre has used both iconic architecture 
and a mix of functions to create a new part of the city, adding to Rotterdam’s already unique 
skyline. It features both economic goals: attracting of housing and office functions, and social 
goals: infrastructure and social improvements. 

We focused our survey in four different neighbourhoods across the city: a poor 
neighbourhood close to and one poor area far away from the flagship, and two wealthier 
areas, one close to the Kop van Zuid, and one further away. We expect different responses 
not only based on residents’ socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, but also by the 
neighbourhood in which respondents live. This expectation was formed on the basis of two 
key elements: proximity to the development, and the status of the neighbourhood. Particular 
attention will be paid to a poor neighbourhood situated adjacent to the flagship; this type of area 
receive significant attention in the literature on flagship regeneration, but there is little research 
on the perceptions of such residents towards living in the shadow of such a development. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: section two gives a theoretical 
framework of flagships and outlines our current understanding of them with regards to residents’ 
perceptions. Section three introduces the case of Rotterdam and the Kop van Zuid, while section 
four outlines the methodology used. Section five provides the analysis of our survey, based on 
both the neighbourhood level and socioeconomic and demographic variables. Finally section six 
offers some conclusions, discussion points and lessons for future flagship projects. 
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5.2 The impact of flagships on cities and their inhabitants

Property-led flagship regeneration has been a common tool for urban development since the 
1980s. Early examples included London’s Canary Wharf, Baltimore’s Inner Harbor or Boston’s 
Faneuil Hall. More recent examples include Bilbao’s Guggenheim Museum, Hamburg’s Haven 
City, and the Baltic in Newcastle-Gateshead. They can come in many forms: high-end housing, 
museums, luxury shopping, tourist attractions, towers, cultural amenities or hotels. An important 
element of these characteristics is that they tend to be aimed at an outside audience of tourists, 
investors, or potential residents, as Moulaert et al. (2003, p. 2) poignantly state: 

Re-positioning the city on the map of the competitive landscape meant re-imaging and 
re-creating urban space, not just in the eyes of the master planners and city fathers and mothers, 
but primarily for the outsider, the investor, developer businesswoman or –man, the élite culture 
freak, or the money-packed tourist.

Like many other urban regeneration projects, the starting points for flagships are the global and 
local changes which have influenced the roles of cities. The decline of national Keynesian welfare 
redistribution, which provided for a more-or-less even playing field for cities, combined with 
the loss of employment and income experienced as a result of deindustrialisation required cities 
and regions to become more proactive and creative in attracting inward investment and creating 
jobs. One of the responses to these challenges has been the megaproject, or flagship (Harvey, 
1989a; Law, 1992; Judd, 1999; MacLeod, 2002; Miles, 2005; Moulaert et al., 2001). These are part 
of wider urban entrepreneurial strategies which cities employ to attract investment and bolster 
their incomes.

Flagships, tourist bubbles and property-led regeneration are part of a more fundamental 
class remake of the inner city (Smith, 1996; 2002). As such, they cannot be seen in isolation, and 
must be understood within a wider context of the gentrification, and professionalisation of the 
population of the inner-city, combined with the embracing of a neoliberal ideology for urban 
regeneration. New-build developments are increasingly seen as part of the gentrification process 
(Davidson and Lees, 2005; Murphy, 2008; Slater, et al., 2004; Visser and Kotze, 2008). It is often 
difficult to distinguish gentrification from wider forms of urban redevelopment, particularly in 
countries such as the UK, where the boundaries between the two have been blurred (see Evans, 
2003; Lees, 2003; 2000; Tallon and Bromley, 2004). One characteristic of the current wave of 
gentrification, as outlined by Hackworth and Smith (2001), is a lack of vocal opposition to the 
process, a trend more visible in earlier stages, notably in the 1980s. Developments, such as iconic 
flagships and state-led gentrification, have become commonplace and accepted as part of urban 
regeneration strategies and as a result, they are rarely challenged in mainstream society.  

5.2.1  Goals of flagships
Whereas earlier, large-scale urban redevelopment projects were aimed at wealth redistribution 
through the provision of services, such as affordable housing, transport, water or educational 
facilities, flagships are aimed squarely at wealth creation (Eisinger, 2000; Loftman and Nevin, 
1995). With that in mind, we have outlined seven major goals which flagships hope to achieve. 
This section will discuss each of these briefly. 
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The first goal is image enhancement. This is seen as particularly important in former industrial 
cities, which want to re-launch themselves as leisure, culture, creative or consumption-based 
cities (Boyle and Hughes, 1994; Cook, 2004; MacLeod, 2002; Law, 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 
2003; Paddison, 1993; Spaans, 2004; Seo, 2002). A second goal is for a flagship to act as a catalyst 
for further investment and growth. It is hoped that the initial public sector investment will be 
supplanted by the private sector (Bianchini et al., 1992; Cook, 2004; O’Toole and Usher, 1992). 
The attraction of tourists or the creation or expansion of the tourist industry is goal number 
three (Cook, 2004; Coles, 2003; Eisinger, 2000; Holcomb, 1999; Law, 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 
2003; Miles, 2005; Philo and Kearns, 1993; Swyngedouw, 2002; van Aalst and Boogaarts, 2002). 
The idea is to make tourists feel safe and secure in a sanitised and appealing location, with 
attractions, hotels, convention centres and shopping malls all within close proximity (Fainstein 
and Gladstone, 1999; Fainstein and Judd, 1999). 

The fourth goal is gentrification (see Davidson and Lees, 2005; Smith, 2002). This is 
particularly true in older industrial cities which have suffered a population decline, but can 
also be seen in city centres, particularly in British cities, where luxury flats target the ‘young 
professional’ market. All these goals relate to the fifth: climbing the urban hierarchy. This point is 
summed up by Lehrer and Laidley (2008, p. 798): 

the primary argument…is that through an array of massive, concentrated and concerted 
building activities, cities will be integrated into the international property and financial 
market and/or global socio-cultural networks. Hence, by using the tool of a mega-project, cities 
can actively reposition themselves within the global economy.

There are however, some goals which are aimed more at the local population, rather than at 
wealth creation or an external audience of tourists, investors and high-income residents. The 
sixth goal focuses on trickling down the profits to all sectors of society. Despite significant 
criticisms questioning these claims (Bianchini et al., 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; McCarthy 
and Pollock, 1997; Raco et al., 2008), the idea that all sectors of society will profit from the 
increased jobs, investment and exposure of a high-end flagship often has been cited as one of 
their major justifications. A final goal, which is by no means present in all flagships, is direct 
social benefits. These can include some types of infrastructure and transport improvements, 
affordable housing, community facilities and social programs which form part of the overall 
project. 

5.2.2 Resident responses to flagships
While there are no studies which systematically analyse residents’ perceptions and viewpoints 
towards waterfront and flagship projects, there are different arguments on both sides which 
suggest that residents could either be supportive or negative towards them. On the positive side, 
there are several ideas. First, by taking a derelict part of the city and turning it into something 
dramatic, many residents would feel that this represents something better than what was there 
before. This can be particularly true if the new development is iconic; there can be a sense that 
this represents something new and exciting for the city. Second, such buildings have the power 
to evoke feelings of pride, even if their audience is more external (such as tourists); this pride 
could also be felt by local residents (Law, 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 1995; Miles, 2005; Waitt, 
2001). Iconic spaces have the potential to become a new symbol of a city, and a unifier across 
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social and spatial boundaries. However, even in less dramatic circumstances, an enhancement 
of the urban environment can have some positive sentiments, particularly if this supplants an 
image of blight and decay. Third, there can be tangible quality-of-life improvements which can 
be enjoyed by all residents. What these three ideas have in common is that they bring some real 
benefits, and the spaces are therefore not seen as alien and unwelcoming; under these conditions, 
flagships have the potential to be embraced and accepted by residents from all backgrounds (see 
Law, 1992; Loftman and Nevin, 1995).

A fourth reason why we might expect positive reactions is that in today’s neoliberal 
environment, there is little discussion of alternatives to flagships, or pro-growth strategies. A 
city without a flagship is seen as being left behind, and not maximising the economic potential 
of the land is not a valid option for urban regeneration. Alternative visions, which call for more 
social uses of the space, go unanswered. This forms the basis for an interurban game of ‘keeping 
up with the Joneses:’ if some cities are investing in iconic architecture, convention centres, tourist 
zones and so on, other cities have little choice to invest, or risk getting left behind. 

A final reason is related to the Roman formula of ‘bread and circuses’ (Eisinger, 2000; 
Harvey, 1989b; Philo and Kearns, 1993; Waitt, 2001). In ancient Rome, glamorous spectacles were 
organised; the circus served to cover up the problems and hardships of most inhabitants. For 
our purposes, this concept could also explain why the population may be more positive to such a 
place, because of its spectacle, or circus-like qualities. 

However, there are several major factors which could account for a negative perception 
towards new flagships. First, as many such projects are spearheaded by government, this can be 
seen as wasting or diverting funds from other municipal services. This can lead to both cynicism 
and mistrust on the part of local residents (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein, 2008; Eisinger, 2000). 
A second factor has to do with the content. Places that are aimed at a different socioeconomic 
group than the local population are less likely to be accepted by that group. High culture, luxury 
shopping, enclosed spaces, security and even foreign architecture all have the potential to form 
an alien and unwelcoming environment. While this may not be the case for all residents of the 
city, it can be particularly felt when there are strong social divisions between who is intended to 
use the space, and who is not (Bianchini et al., 1992). Third, the design of the space can appear 
alien, private or unwelcoming. Even if it is considered public space, the design can give an 
unwelcome feeling to those who do not have a purpose to go there. Additionally, barriers (either 
pre-existing or newly built) can lead to a sense that this is not a space open to all. 

A fourth reason is related to one of the major goals of flagships: to change the image of a 
city. While they can be successful in presenting a new image or icon to the world, this may not be 
the one embraced by local residents. Glasgow provides two examples of how this image-reality 
gap exists within the framework of urban entrepreneurial strategies. The first is in conjunction 
with the Capital of Culture festivities in 1990; critics accused the organisers of sanitising the 
city’s proud industrial and working class socialist heritage in favour of a more marketable 
history focusing on architecture and high-culture. A second example is the city’s Glasgow’s 
Miles Better marketing campaign from the 1980s, which was successful in turning around the 
city’s downtrodden image, particularly in England. While part of a strategy which brought new 
investment and tourists to Glasgow, the campaign’s own creator stated, that: “I’ve always said 
‘Glasgow’s Miles Better’ only referred to the centre of the city. It was a sick joke for people living 
in the damp houses in Easterhouse [a marginalised housing estate]” (from Paddison, 1993). These 
are examples of where those ‘selling’ this city, have very different ideas about that city than many 
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of the residents who live there. As such, there is not only what Paddison refers to as an ‘image-
reality gap’, but also a sense of resentment amongst the local population.

The fact that there is little existing empirical evidence to test these ideas only serves to 
underscore the complexity and nuanced nature of residents’ perceptions. Some of the different 
viewpoints and perspectives are noted by Diaz Orueta and Fainstein (2008, p. 761): 

… it is essential to have widespread social and political support, or at least indifference, for 
these grand schemes to prosper. Their magnitude and consequent effect on large areas of the 
city, their enormous economic cost and their massive environmental impact could create civic 
mistrust. Nevertheless … movements against these kinds of operations, although not wholly 
absent, are not as intense as those of decades ago. In many cases the project is successfully 
marketed as promoting economic development from which all will benefit. The extent to which 
public funds are diverted from schemes that might more greatly benefit most people is obscured, 
and since relatively few people are directly injured, it is difficult to mobilise opposition.

As this above quotation illustrates, there are many types of responses which could be expected 
towards a large flagship, and it is by no means a black-and-white issue. The next section outlines 
some of these factors, and how they might contribute towards different responses.

5.2.3 Factors influencing residents’ perceptions towards flagships
Flagships are said to reinforce both the social and spatial divisions in a city (Bianchini et al., 
1992; MacLeod, 2002; Rodriguez et al., 2001; Seo, 2002; Eisinger, 2000). As a result of this 
idea, we believe that there will be differences in perceptions according to both the spatial 
locations of residents (those living close to a flagship versus those living further away), and 
the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of survey respondents. We argue that the 
two most important socioeconomic and demographic variables in accounting for differences in 
perceptions towards large flagships are income and age. Income is an important determinant 
because many of the amenities, particularly shops, are aimed at a higher segment of the market. 
As a result, they are likely to have more of a positive impact on households with higher incomes. 
Income can also be a proxy for variables such as education and socioeconomic status. Age is 
important because places change over time, and the connections one has to a place in its various 
phases may influence views towards its current reincarnation. Older residents may recall a site’s 
former industrial heritage, while many younger inhabitants may have no personal connection 
to this past (Miles, 2005). Because of this, and the fact that many of the cultural attractions, 
shopping facilities and amenities are aimed at a younger audience, we would expect responses to 
be less positive amongst older generations. 

In addition to the abovementioned variables, we argue that the neighbourhood where 
one resides also plays a role in influencing perceptions towards a flagship. Here there are two 
important factors: neighbourhood status, and proximity. Proximity is important because the 
closer you live to a development, the more impact (either positive or negative) it will have on 
your life. Positive impacts for some living in close proximity can be the use of new amenities 
and services or witnessing property prices increase as a result of the development. Negative 
impacts can include a sense of isolation from the flagship, displacement because of gentrification 
pressures and a lack of connection to the site. Both the positive and negative impacts will be 
stronger the closer one lives to the flagship.
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We also believe there is a difference in responses between those living in high-status, or 
affluent neighbourhoods, and those living in low-status, poorer ones. In richer, or higher-status 
neighbourhoods, we would expect that the amenities, and qualities of the flagship to be similar 
to those found in other affluent neighbourhoods. This will create a familiarity between one’s own 
neighbourhood and the flagship development: the types of shops, restaurants, inhabitants and 
cultural amenities are similar to those found in other high-status neighbourhoods throughout 
the city. Whereas in lower-status neighbourhoods, there are very different types of people, shops 
and amenities, thereby giving the flagship a more alien, and less familiar feel. We would expect 
these responses to be valid both in areas situated in close proximity, and further away. The survey 
we have conducted asked residents in four types of neighbourhoods: rich/far, rich/close, poor/
far, and poor/close. Respondents in each type of neighbourhood, we believe, will have a different 
perception towards the Kop van Zuid development. 

The first type of neighbourhood is a rich one situated further away from the development, in 
this case Kralingen-Oost. The target audience for many of the amenities such as shopping, culture 
and recreation, is the same, however by living further away, residents in such areas have less 
direct contact and stand to gain less from any improvements in elements such as infrastructure. 
As a result, while we still expect positive reactions, they will be less so than in the first type of 
neighbourhood.

The second type of neighbourhood is a rich or high-status area, situated in close proximity 
to the flagship. For this, we have chosen the neighbourhood Kop van Zuid-Entrepot, which 
is part of the development itself. We expect that the responses here will be the most positive. 
They are often the target audience, and in some cases (ours being one of them), they live within 
the boundaries of the redevelopment. They stand to gain the most from the quality-of-life 
improvements and amenities, because of their proximity. 

The third neighbourhood type is a poor, or low-status one, situated further away (Spangen). 
Again, there are two possible reactions, the first being negative: they are not the intended 
audience, and have no real connection to the area because of its lack of proximity. The second is 
more neutral or indifferent: they do not benefit from it, but it does not exert any real influence 
on their neighbourhood. 

A fourth type of neighbourhood is a poorer or low-status one, situated in close proximity 
to a flagship. There are three such neighbourhoods surrounding the Kop van Zuid; we have 
selected the Afrikaanderwijk, which is just south of the flagship. There are many examples 
where developments exist like islands, surrounded by low-income areas (this spatial pattern can 
be seen in cities such as Baltimore (Seo, 2002)). The literature suggests two possible outcomes, 
both being much less positive than for either of the two affluent areas. The first is that residents 
are rather negative towards the development; they are not the target audience, do not stand to 
benefit from it, are made to feel unwelcome (through architecture, content or enforcement) 
and the development may even place gentrification pressures on their own community. These 
feelings are further strengthened because of their close proximity. Another idea, however, is a 
more neutral or indifferent reaction; the flagship does not have any major impact on their lives, 
and exists within a bubble ( Judd, 1999). This is the most interesting of the four neighbourhoods 
because the impact will be strong, yet it is hardly the target audience of the flagship. Table 1 
summarises the different expectations for the four neighbourhood types. 
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5.3 Rotterdam and the Kop van Zuid

Rotterdam, the second largest city in the Netherlands, lies at the southern end of the strongly 
urbanised Randstad region and contains the largest port in Europe. It is situated on the River 
Nieuwe Maas. The river divides the city into two parts, with the centre, railway station and 
much of the more affluent housing situated on the north side, and the south side being largely 
industrial and working-class. The city centre was heavily bombed during World War II and was 
largely rebuilt during the 1950s and 60s. During the 1960s and 70s, much of the port activity 
shifted further downstream to newly built harbours designed for the large oil carriers and 
container ships which made the waterfront closer to the city centre obsolete. As a result, by the 
1980s, large sections of the city’s riverfront were vacant and abandoned.

Rotterdam is a city with both economic and social problems. The 1970s through to the 1990s 
was characterised by high unemployment as the city struggled to make the transition to a post-
industrial economy. Even today, average household income lags behind the other three big cities 
in the Randstad region, and is more than 4,000 Euros lower than the Dutch average (Table 5.2). 

In the late 1980s, plans were first drawn up for the redevelopment of the south side of the 
river immediately opposite from Rotterdam city centre. The site would come to be called the 
Kop van Zuid, or Head of the South. Central to the project was the Erasmus Bridge, providing 
a new link over the river. The bridge had the dual goals of serving as a statement to potential 

Table 5.1 Neighbourhood-based perceptions and potential responses

Neighbourhood 
type

Expected 
Responses

Potential explanations

Rich area, close Very
positive

- stand to benefit from new amenities
- target audience
- quality-of-life improvements
- similar values, preferences and norms

Rich area, far Positive - still target for new amenities but less direct/daily connection to them
- similar values, preferences and norms

Poor area, close Negative - not intended target audience
- possible feelings of alienation towards the flagship
- values, preferences and norms different from their own 

neighbourhood
- services and amenities not catering to them
- seen as a diversion of public money from welfare programs
- significant daily connection because situated in close proximity
- potential gentrification pressures on the neighbourhood

Neutral/
indifferent

- not target audience
- some indirect benefits can be gained (built environment, 

infrastructure, amenities)
Poor area, far Negative - not intended target audience with little direct/daily connection

- different values, preferences and norms
- seen as a diversion of public money from welfare programs 

Neutral/
indifferent

- not target audience
- too far to profit from any externalities of flagship
- not part of daily paths
- but do not feel any of the negatives externalities of close proximity
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Table 5.2 Incomes in Dutch cities

City  Average Household Income, Euros (2004)

Rotterdam 24,600

The Hague 25,200

Amsterdam 26,500

Utrecht 27,800

Netherlands 29,000

Source: COS Feitenkaart
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investors that the backers of the project (the City of Rotterdam and the national government) 
believed in its success, and unifying the city economically, socially and physically by bringing 
Rotterdam South closer to the city centre. As a result of these goals, an iconic design was chosen. 

The Kop van Zuid is a mixed use, municipally-led waterfront regeneration project. It 
features high-end housing and office space, as well as restaurants and cultural facilities typically 
found in flagships. It also consists of more ordinary shopping areas, such as supermarkets and 
neighbourhood stores, as well as a mix of housing types and tenures. There is also a college, and 
some associated housing for students. The construction of the Erasmus Bridge has also led to 
new tram lines being constructed, linking Rotterdam South (via the Kop van Zuid) to the city 
centre. While the project has been ongoing for almost twenty years, it is still a work in progress; 
the infrastructure is complete, but there are major pockets of land still waiting to be developed. 
Some of the buildings, such as the luxury apartment tower, the Montevideo, and the KPN 
building (Dutch telecom company) are iconic and unique. Other aspects, such as the single-
family housing further away from the river, are more ordinary in appearance, though they are 
also expensive properties. 

What distinguishes the Kop van Zuid from many other waterfront projects elsewhere is that 
it is led by the city, which is pursuing both economic and social aims from the development 
(see Doucet, 2009 for a further elaboration). In addition to the goals already mentioned, social 
return, an idea whereby businesses involved with the project worked with the city to bring 
benefits such as jobs and training schemes to the local population, has had a strong history in the 
project. Other, more economically minded goals include the creation of higher-income housing, 
attracting offices to the city, bringing city-centre functions to the south side of the river, and 
enhancing the Rotterdam’s image. In some ways, the development typifies flagship projects; in 
other ways, such as the attention to social aspects, and the mix of housing, it offers some unique 
elements. This is important to bear in mind as we now focus on the residents’ perceptions. 

5.4 Methodology and neighbourhoods

The survey conducted for this paper was carried out between May and July 2008. It concentrated 
on four neighbourhoods located throughout the city, two of which were richer, or higher-status 
ones, and two of which were poorer, or lower-status ones (see figure 5.2).  For both pairs of 
higher- and lower-status neighbourhoods, one was situated in close proximity to the Kop van 
Zuid (in this case, part of the development itself ), and one further away. The expectations for 
each type of neighbourhood have been outlined in section 5.2.3. 

These four neighbourhoods were deliberately chosen because they represent a variety of 
neighbourhoods throughout the city and because they allow us to examine important factors 
that we felt could be associated with the perceptions of Rotterdam residents about the Kop 
van Zuid. Both their physical proximity to the project and their socioeconomic status were also 
central to their selection. 

Within each neighbourhood a random sample of 200-300 addresses was initially chosen. 
Each of these then received an introduction letter informing the household about the upcoming 
survey and that a surveyor would come to the door within the coming days. This was done in 
person in order to verify that all the addresses selected existed and were occupied. A surveyor 
would subsequently visit these addresses to hand out the questionnaire. If the resident agreed 
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to participate, an appointment was made to pick up the survey. Addresses on the list where no 
one was home were tried multiple times, with sometimes as many as six or eight attempts before 
moving on. When we were unable to pick up a survey during the stipulated appointment time or 
repeated subsequent attempts, either because the respondent was not home or because they had 
not yet completed the survey, a postage-paid return envelop was left in their mailbox. In total, 
364 completed surveys were collected. Table 3 shows the sample size per neighbourhood as well 
as the response rates.

2 km

76
29

Afrikaanderwijk
Kop van Zuid

Entrêpot

Kralingen-Oost
Spangen

Rotterdam

Figure 5.2 Rotterdam and the four survey neighbourhoods

Table 5.3 Neighbourhood income characteristics

National average income division (40-40-20)

Neighbourhood Population Average 
Household 
Income

Lowest 40%
< 22,000 Euro

Middle 40%
22,000-39,000 
Euro

Highest 20%
> 39,000 Euros

Kralingen-Oost  
(rich-far)

7,010 43,600 33% 25% 42%

Kop van Zuid-Entrepot 
(rich close)

6,710 31,600 37% 28% 26%

Spangen (poor-far) 9,760 19,800 67% 29% 4%
Afrikaanderwijk  
(poor-close)

9,640 21,000 65% 28% 7%

Rotterdam 596,410 24,600 54% 33% 13%

Source: COS Feitenkaart (based on data from 2004)
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5.5 Analysis of residents’ perceptions

5.5.1 Neighbourhood-based responses
Based on our review in Section 5.2, what is perhaps most surprising from this survey is the 
overall level of positive support that residents have towards the Kop van Zuid. An unanticipated 
high percentage of respondents answered in a positive way. It is clear that the project has a 
positive image amongst a large segment of the population, and that they believe it to have been 
a good investment of public effort and money. However, when we examine how these responses 
vary between the four different types of neighbourhoods, it is clear that there are some important 
differences which we can observe.

Table 5.5 examines the responses to some general perceptions of the Kop van Zuid. For 
these statements, proximity to the development is important in determining a more favourable 
response. With regards to lower-income neighbourhoods, two points are worth mentioning. 
First, responses in the further-removed poor neighbourhood were in many cases similar to 
those from the wealthier one also situated further away. Second, and more revealing, was that 
in the poor/close neighbourhood, responses were very positive, and in many cases, equally to 
those surveyed within the development itself (rich/close). This is contrary to the more negative 
reactions that we were expecting. These findings can be seen in all parts of the table, but are 
most striking in response to the statement: “The Kop van Zuid gives me a proud feeling about 
Rotterdam.” In the more distant neighbourhoods, 39% (rich) and 49% (far) agree, while in 
the vicinity of the project, these figures jump to 72% (rich) and 68% (poor). Reasons for this 
high-level of support from the poor/close neighbourhood will be discussed in more detail in 
the conclusions, though the Kop van Zuid has brought many new amenities and quality-of-
life improvements to a wide spectrum of the population and this is important in understanding 
why residents in close spatial proximity from a variety of backgrounds look favourably on the 
development.

As was outlined in Section 5.2, flagships have been heavily criticised in the academic 
literature for a variety of reasons. Many of the statements posed to respondents reflected some of 
these critiques. Table 5.6 shows these results. Unlike the previous statements, responses to this set 
of statements do correlate with neighbourhood type, rather than proximity. Responses are more 
negative towards the Kop van Zuid from lower-income areas, regardless of their proximity to the 

Table 5.4 Survey Response Rates

Response rates Sample Survey Percent

Rich/far neighbourhood
(Kralingen-Oost)

224 104 46.4%

Rich/close neighbourhood
(Kop van Zuid-Entrepot)

261 82 31.4%

Poor/far neighbourhood
(Spangen)

287 94 32.7%

Poor/close neighbourhood
(Afrikaanderwijk)

349 84 24.0%

Total 1121 364 32.5%

Source: own fieldwork
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development. This can be seen in response to statements regarding who the target audience is, 
that it is only for affluent residents, and whether or not there should be more affordable housing 
there. So, among residents from lower-income areas, there is some perception that the Kop van 
Zuid is not intended for them, though it should also be noted that these responses are also not 
as high as would have been expected. This division, based on rich and poor neighbourhoods, 
might tend to confirm many ideas that lower-income residents are neither the target of flagships, 
nor do they stand to profit from them. However, it is important to note that the overall level of 
disagreement is still relatively moderate.

Table 5.7 examines some of the specific goals of the Kop van Zuid, particularly the social 
ones such as improving connectivity and bringing Rotterdam South closer to the rest of the city. 
Here the general trend is positive, with residents believing that the project was necessary for the 
city, and that it was a good decision for Rotterdam Council to invest in the project. There were 
some differences between neighbourhood types, particularly with proximity; both of the closely 
situated areas were generally more positive than the two peripheral ones. This would be logical as 
they would stand to benefit from many of the social goals which were implemented. It should be 
noted however that these types of objectives do not exist within all flagship projects.

Table 5.5 Neighbourhood based responses (I) General Perceptions

Type of Neighbourhood Rich/Far Rich/Close Poor/Far Poor/Close Total

I think that the Kop van Zuid is a symbol of Rotterdam

Disagree 29.0% 9.8% 25.6% 12.7% 19.8%

Neutral 29.0% 14.6% 15.9% 17.7% 19.8%

Agree 42.0% 75.6% 58.5% 69.6% 60.3%

Total (abs.) 100 82 82 79 343

The Kop van Zuid gives me a proud feeling about Rotterdam

Disagree 33.3% 8.9% 28.2% 7.6% 20.2%

Neutral 28.1% 19.0% 23.1% 24.1% 23.8%

Agree 38.5% 72.2% 48.7% 68.4% 56.0%

Total (abs.) 96 79 78 79 332

If friends or family come to Rotterdam. I show them around the Kop van Zuid and the Erasmus Bridge

Disagree 33.0% 6.4% 25.6% 17.7% 21.4%

Neutral 17.5% 11.5% 23.1% 19.0% 17.8%

Agree 49.5% 82.1% 51.3% 63.3% 60.8%

Total (abs.) 97 78 78 79 332

I think that the Kop van Zuid has a positive image amongst Rotterdammers

Disagree 9.6% 6.8% 12.3% 3.9% 8.2%

Neutral 29.8% 16.2% 31.5% 16.9% 23.9%

Agree 60.6% 77.0% 56.2% 79.2% 67.9%

Total (abs.) 94 74 73 77 318

Source: own field work
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5.5.2 Socioeconomic and demographic based responses
Our analysis of Rotterdam residents’ perceptions towards the Kop van Zuid now turns to 
examining socioeconomic and demographic factors to see if we can observe differences 
based on age and income. We speculated, based on the literature, that for age, strong feelings 
of attachment towards a new flagship would diminish with older age groups. This is because 
younger respondents may not have had as much connection to these sites in their past usage, and 
older residents may not feel as connected to the spaces under their new guise. In addition, many 
of the users of flagship shopping, leisure and culture are younger audiences.

We can see from the survey results that this has largely been confirmed, and that support 
does diminish with age. This is evident both in the statements of “The Kop van Zuid is a symbol 
of Rotterdam,” and “The Kop van Zuid is primarily built for people like me.” In the latter, 
44% of those under 25 and 50% of those 25-44 agreed with the statement, while only 29% of 
those between 45-64 and 25% 65 and over felt the same way. All age groups agreed with the 
statements of “I think that the Erasmus Bridge is an important transport link,” and “The Kop 
van Zuid helps to bring Rotterdam South closer to the rest of the city,” though those in the 65 
and over category were, in both cases, the least enthusiastic. What is surprising, however, is that 
in response to the statement “The Kop van Zuid is a place for all Rotterdammers,” the results are 

Table 5.6 Neighbourhood based responses (II) Criticisms of Flagships 

Type of Neighbourhood Rich/Far Rich/Close Poor/Far Poor/Close Total

I think that the Kop van Zuid is primarily built for tourists or people from outside Rotterdam

Disagree 71.4% 66.2% 32.5% 30.4% 51.2%

Neutral 18.4% 26.0% 25.0% 27.8% 24.0%

Agree 10.2% 7.8% 42.5% 41.8% 24.9%

Total (abs.) 98 77 80 79 334

The construction of the Erasmus Bridge was a waste of money

Disagree 85.0% 88.3% 75.9% 75.7% 81.5%

Neutral 12.0% 6.5% 19.0% 14.9% 13.0%

Agree 3.0% 5.2% 5.1% 9.5% 5.5%

Total (abs.) 100 77 79 74 330

I think that the Kop van Zuid is only for rich people

Disagree 57.4% 62.8% 39.2% 41.3% 50.5%

Neutral 24.5% 28.2% 22.8% 27.5% 25.7%

Agree 18.1% 9.0% 38.0% 31.3% 23.9%

Total (abs.) 94 78 79 80 331

I think that the Kop van Zuid should have more affordable and social rental housing

Disagree 45.6% 54.5% 17.7% 9.9% 32.1%

Neutral 32.2% 10.4% 25.3% 9.9% 19.9%

Agree 22.2% 35.1% 57.0% 80.2% 48.0%

Total (abs.) 90 77 79 81 327

Source: own field work
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very equal across all age categories. So while there are some aspects which appeal to, or are seen 
in a more favourable light amongst younger segments of the population, this is by no means true 
in every case. The results of these statements can be seen in Table 5.8.

We also examined income levels, in this case grouping together the rich and poor 
neighbourhoods (Table not shown). Again, based on the literature, we expected higher-
income residents to be more supportive than lower-income ones. Within the two more affluent 
neighbourhoods, this is true for some statements, particularly when respondents were asked 
about the goals of the project. They also believed it was a place for all residents of the city. 
However, lower-income residents still felt that it was a symbol of the city, and took pride in the 
Kop van Zuid. In the lower-status neighbourhoods, we are limited by a lack of high-income 
respondents. It does appear that the link between income and support of the project in these 
neighbourhoods is not very strong; wealthier respondents in these neighbourhoods are less likely 
to see the Kop van Zuid as a place for all Rotterdammers than both their neighbours and those 
with similar incomes in other parts of the city. The statement “the Kop van Zuid is only for rich 
people” is something which is much more strongly felt in the lower income neighbourhoods. 
This transcends all income categories. In poorer areas, the idea that this flagship is a rich enclave 
is much stronger than in affluent neighbourhoods throughout the city. 

Table 5.7 Neighbourhood based responses (III) Kop van Zuid Goals

Type of Neighbourhood Rich/Far Rich/Close Poor/Far Poor/Close Total

I think that the Erasmus Bridge is an important transport link for the city

Disagree 5.9% 2.5% 7.2% 2.4% 4.6%

Neutral 5.0% 3.8% 10.8% 8.3% 6.9%

Agree 89.1% 93.8% 81.9% 89.3% 88.5%

Total (abs.) 101 80 83 84 348

The Kop van Zuid helps to bring Rotterdam South closer to the rest of the city

Disagree 15.5% 5.1% 12.2% 6.4% 10.1%

Neutral 15.5% 11.5% 20.7% 15.4% 15.8%

Agree 69.1% 83.3% 67.1% 78.2% 74.0%

Total (abs.) 97 78 82 78 335

It was a good decision for the city to invest in the Kop van Zuid

Disagree 6.5% 2.5% 8.2% 2.6% 5.0%

Neutral 18.5% 3.7% 16.4% 14.3% 13.3%

Agree 75.0% 93.8% 75.3% 83.1% 81.7%

Total (abs.) 92 81 73 77 323

The Kop van Zuid was necessary for Rotterdam

Disagree 17.6% 6.7% 15.7% 5.5% 11.7%

Neutral 29.7% 12.0% 27.1% 27.4% 24.3%

Agree 52.7% 81.3% 57.1% 67.1% 64.1%

Total (abs.) 91 75 70 73 309

Source: own field work
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So even though there have been many elements which residents from all backgrounds, 
particularly those living in close proximity, have seen as positive, we should stress here the 
nuanced nature of these responses. The Kop van Zuid is seen by residents of Rotterdam as 
something largely positive, though this support is not without questions and concerns. In this 
sense, the idea of who profits from a development such as the Kop van Zuid appears to be more 
complex than is often thought.

Table 5.8 Perceptions of the Kop van Zuid per age category

 age categories Total

Under 25 25-44 45-64 65 and over

I think that the Kop van Zuid is a symbol of Rotterdam

Disagree 16.2% 20.0% 21.5% 19.4% 20.0%

Neutral 16.2% 18.2% 23.4% 16.1% 19.4%

Agree 67.6% 61.8% 55.1% 64.5% 60.6%

Total (abs) 37 165 107 31 340

I think that the Erasmus Bridge is an important transport link

Disagree 0.0% 2.4% 6.3% 12.5% 4.3%

Neutral 2.6% 9.8% 3.6% 9.4% 7.0%

Agree 97.4% 87.8% 90.1% 78.1% 88.7%

Total (abs) 38 164 111 32 345

The Kop van Zuid helps to bring Rotterdam South closer to the rest of the city

Disagree 8.3% 10.4% 9.3% 14.8% 10.2%

Neutral 13.9% 16.0% 14.0% 25.9% 15.9%

Agree 77.8% 73.6% 76.6% 59.3% 73.9%

Total (abs) 36 163 107 27 333

The Kop van Zuid is built for people like me

Disagree 14.7% 22.4% 34.3% 39.3% 26.9%

Neutral 41.2% 32.7% 36.3% 35.7% 35.0%

Agree 44.1% 44.9% 29.4% 25.0% 38.1%

Total (abs) 34 156 102 28 320

The Kop van Zuid is a place for all Rotterdammers

Disagree 5.7% 14.4% 13.2% 14.3% 13.1%

Neutral 28.6% 17.5% 25.5% 14.3% 21.0%

Agree 65.7% 68.1% 61.3% 71.4% 66.0%

Total (abs) 35 160 106 28 329

Source: own field work
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5.6  Conclusions and discussion

This paper has sought to provide insight into a much overlooked element of megaprojects, 
flagships and waterfront regeneration: how they are perceived by local residents who live in 
the cities in which they are built. Many scholars argue that flagships become bubbles or islands 
of affluence, cut off from the rest of the city and its inhabitants. We believe that not only 
economic and spatial factors are important to understand; equally significant is evaluating the 
perceptions amongst local residents, and how these viewpoints differ based on spatial proximity, 
neighbourhood and socioeconomic factors. This paper has sought to redress this gap in the 
literature by providing the results of such a survey of attitudes towards Rotterdam’s Kop van 
Zuid flagship project.

At a neighbourhood level, we found that in response to statements regarding pride, image 
and the goals of the Kop van Zuid, spatial proximity was an important factor; those living closer, 
regardless of whether or not they came from a rich or poor neighbourhood, saw the development 
more favourably. However, when the statements turned to some of the major critiques of 
flagships, the status of the neighbourhood became important. Here, residents from higher-status 
neighbourhoods saw these criticisms as less visible in Rotterdam, while those from lower-status 
areas agreed, particularly with elements such as the need for more affordable housing.

There are two important observations which we would like to discuss in more detail. The first 
is that the responses from residents across the city were more positive than was expected. It is 
clear from this survey that the Kop van Zuid and the Erasmus Bridge have become places with 
which Rotterdammers from all backgrounds can relate to. Moreover, they have become integral 
parts of their city, and have come to be seen as worthwhile municipal investments. In the minds 
of Rotterdam inhabitants, the project has also helped to bring the city closer together. 

The second observation is related to the positive responses concerning the Kop van Zuid 
from those residents living in the Afrikaanderwijk, the low-income neighbourhood selected 
adjacent to the flagship. That they would be so enthusiastic about a high-end development 
beside their neighbourhood is surprising. This runs counter to the assertion which suggests that 
low-income residents do not see these places in a positive light and that poor, adjacent areas 
stand to lose out when a flagship is built nearby. At least in the perception of its inhabitants, the 
Kop van Zuid is generally not seen as something negative and foreign by those in the immediate 
vicinity.

Why have residents in this neighbourhood been positive, even when they are not the target 
audience, nor can they afford to live there? While often proponents of flagships cite their iconic 
nature as being paramount to their ‘acceptance’ by the local population, we believe the reasons 
have more to do with the content of the development, than its overall appearance. Some of these 
elements are unique to the Kop van Zuid, and we should be cautious to conclude that residents 
will be so favourable towards projects where such factors are not present. However, this can offer 
us useful lessons for future flagship projects to make them spaces of inclusion, rather than islands 
of affluence, removed from their surroundings. Aspects which we argue account for the more-
positive-than-expected responses include tangible benefits such as the Erasmus Bridge, which 
has greatly improved transport in the city. Rotterdam South is now far more connected to the 
centre than before, and public transport, in the form of new tram lines was a key element of this 
infrastructure improvement. As a result, many of the residents of the South Side enjoy a one-seat 
ride from their neighbourhoods to the centre, rather than having to transfer from a bus to the 
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metro. So it is not the physical appearance of the Erasmus Bridge which is important here, it 
is the functions it provides for residents of the city (though the iconic nature of the bridge was 
important for showing that the backers of the project – the local and national governments – 
believed in the site (see Doucet, 2009)). 

Another aspect which can account for support from the poor/close area is the new shops 
which have opened in the Kop van Zuid. While there are some very expensive and exclusive 
restaurants and stores, there is also a new shopping street, which features grocery stores, clothing 
shops, take-aways, chemists and travel agents. In essence, it is an ordinary, chain-driven high 
street. This is something which the poor areas adjacent to the development lacked themselves. In 
the poor/close area, 41% of respondents stated that they did much of their household shopping 
within the boundaries of the Kop van Zuid. 

By understanding these quality-of-life improvements of better transport and more local 
amenities, we have a clearer picture of why 60% of respondents in the poor/close neighbourhood 
believed that the development of the Kop van Zuid improved the quality-of-life for residents 
in their neighbourhood. Another point to bear in mind is that gentrification pressures from the 
Kop van Zuid have not yet spread far beyond its boundaries; the neighbourhoods which adjoin 
it remain some of the poorest in the city. This combination of factors has made residents in the 
adjacent area more open to the flagship.

Clearly these aspects are not found in every flagship project. More research is needed on 
other types of flagships to see if the results found in this survey are unique or not. However, what 
this research shows us is that by focusing on actual quality-of-life improvements, it is possible, at 
least on a small scale, to make a difference in many peoples’ lives. With these points in mind, we 
can hopefully create spaces in the future which become more inclusive and beneficial to a wider 
spectrum of the population than just tourists and affluent residents.

This survey has provided some lessons to help future projects be less of islands of affluence, 
and have more meaning and connection to the urban population. First, the idea of building 
projects based on the ‘bread and circuses’ formula is misguided; for projects to be accepted by the 
local population, they must do more than provide spectacle (in the form of iconic architecture) 
and bare sustenance (in the form of little social return). This will lead to feelings of alienation 
and negativity. Being iconic is not enough; respondents noted pride in the Erasmus Bridge, but 
more important for residents was that it provided improved transport links for cars, pedestrians, 
cyclists and public transport users. This relates to the second lesson, there must be tangible 
benefits for residents of the city. They must be meaningful, real and improve quality-of-life, and 
not only for a select group. Nor can such improvements be merely superficial or temporary. If 
residents believe their lives have improved as a result of a development, they will be more likely 
to support it and take pride in it. This can be in many forms: amenities, transport, recreational 
facilities, jobs, housing and so on; the important element being that there must be a reason why 
residents would lend their support to a place.

The transformation of derelict industrial land into high-end consumption spaces is 
continuing apace. Projects which focus solely on goals of attracting tourists, investment and 
high-income residents are less likely to be accepted by a diverse local population, and will 
continue to reinforce the existing social and spatial divisions within the city. This research has 
shown that projects which have a mix of goals, which also include quality-of-life improvements, 
can be perceived positively by a diverse group of urban citizens. This is because they bring 
tangible benefits to the urban population. In order to do this, flagships must reorient their goals 
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away from the glamorous circuses and thin layer of bread as seen in many developments, towards 
giving real meaning, benefit and quality-of-life improvements to the wider urban population. 
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Abstract   
The process of gentrification is often seen as having winners and losers; the debate frequently 
is centred on the gentrifiers and those being displaced by them. However, the process appears 
to be more complex, and in many gentrifying neighbourhoods, there are residents who do not 
fit into these categories. This paper explores the subjective experiences of those who have lived 
through the process of gentrification. By using interviews with local residents in a gentrifying 
neighbourhood in Edinburgh, Scotland, a new viewpoint has been uncovered that found 
residents who were simultaneously embracing of and cautious about the rapid changes taking 
place in their gentrifying community. This paper examines three elements: housing, amenities 
and social interactions, and how local residents, who are not incoming gentrifiers, perceive 
these changes in their neighbourhood. While many residents welcomed some of the changes, 
there also appeared to be a ‘not for us’ sentiment. This research sheds new light on an important 
element of the population involved in the process, and suggests that gentrification is more 
complex and nuanced than often portrayed.

Keywords: Edinburgh, Gentrification, Neighbourhood change, Social interactions, Subjective 
experiences, Waterfront redevelopment

6.1 Introduction

Gentrification is a politically loaded word (Davidson and Lees, 2005). As such, it evokes strong 
feelings from a variety of different parties. To some, it represents the saviour for decaying 
urban neighbourhoods. However, for many others, it is seen as a ‘dirty’ word, associated with 
displacement and class conflict (Smith, 1996). In this way, much of the academic literature 
portrays gentrification in very ‘black-and-white’ terms (Atkinson, 2002).

Gentrification has been broadly accepted as moving beyond its original definitions, as first 
noted by Glass (1964) where: “one by one many of the working class quarters of London have 
been invaded by the middle class…and have become elegant, expensive residences.” In the more 
than 40 years since the term was first coined, the nature and economy of cities has changed 
dramatically. Gentrification is primarily an upward class transformation and the creation 
of affluent space. As a result, it is seen by many scholars to include not only the upgrading of 
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traditional working class housing, but also new-build projects geared to higher-income groups, 
on formerly industrial or waterfront lands, or more marginal areas further from the city centre 
(Slater, 2006; Davidson and Lees, 2005; Hackworth and Smith, 2001; Smith, 1996).

Without question, gentrification has a profound impact on people. Most studies focusing 
on individuals and households have concentrated on the choices, satisfactions and habits of the 
gentrifiers (Bridge, 2007; Butler, 2003; Butler and Robson, 2003; Hamnett, 2003; Ley, 1980; 2003; 
Tallon and Bromley, 2004). Fewer studies, partly owing to the difficulty in tracking them down, 
focus on those displaced (Atkinson, 2000b; Freeman and Braconi, 2004; Lyons, 1996; Slater, 2006).

However, many residents impacted by gentrification do not fit into either of these two 
categories. Even though displacement is inherent to the gentrification process (Atkinson, 
2000a; Bailey and Robertson, 1997; Glass, 1964), there are some local residents, those living in 
a neighbourhood before it gentrifies, who do not immediately become displaced or are able to 
resist displacement. What about those residents who, for whatever reason, have been able to 
stay put in their neighbourhoods? This is one segment of the population directly impacted by 
gentrification that academic research has largely overlooked. They often get ignored in debates 
that divide the process into ‘winners’ and ‘losers’. The experiences, expectations, perceptions 
and anxieties of these groups have yet to be fully developed in the voluminous literature on 
gentrification.

Some of the previous empirical work that does exist focuses on the conflicts between local 
residents and new gentrifiers (Spain, 1993; Smith, 2002; Butler, 2003), or on local resistance and 
organised opposition to gentrification (Robinson, 1995; Wilson et al., 2004). Other studies have 
suggested that local residents could benefit from gentrification by an improving neighbourhood 
quality, better access to services or resources, or more local amenities (Freeman and Braconi, 
2004; Freeman, 2006; Vigdor, 2002). However, more empirical evidence is needed to understand 
the viewpoints of ordinary residents.

This paper will examine the theories as to how gentrification can impact local groups. It 
will be primarily concerned with hearing directly from these residents on how they perceive 
the process to be impacting them and their community. This paper seeks to fill this gap by 
highlighting the subjective experiences of local residents, by using qualitative interviews to better 
understand how they feel impacted by gentrification. Leith, a rapidly gentrifying neighbourhood 
in Edinburgh, Scotland, has been selected as the case study for this paper. The main research 
question therefore is: what are the subjective experiences of local residents living through 
gentrification with regards to three areas: housing, shops and amenities, and social interactions?

The remainder of the paper is divided into several subsections. Section two will review and 
analyse the literature that deals with this segment of the gentrification debate. Section three 
will explain the methodology used. Section four will illustrate some of the changes that have 
occurred in Leith over the past two decades, largely through the viewpoints of residents and 
key actors in the community. Sections five, six and seven will provide analysis of the empirical 
research, with reference to the three topics. The final section will offer some concluding remarks 
and relate this study to existing knowledge on gentrification.
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6.2 The consequences of gentrification

There is a considerable academic literature on how gentrification affects low-income residents in 
gentrifying neighbourhoods (Atkinson, 2002; Bailey and Robertson, 1997; Lyons, 1996; Marcuse, 
1986; Robinson, 1995; Vigdor, 2002). Atkinson (2002) has provided a thorough review of the 
empirical literature. He found that the overwhelming majority of studies pointed to a negative 
impact, citing displacement, community conflict, loss of affordable housing and homelessness 
as the major such outcomes. Fewer studies focus on the positive side of gentrification; the main 
areas of research examined in these include the renewal of the physical fabric of communities, 
local service improvements and poverty deconcentration. The remainder of this section will 
examine the potential impact of gentrification on local residents with regard to the three key 
issues featured in this paper: housing, amenities and services, and social interactions.

6.2.1 Housing and displacement
Displacement is a major theme related to housing and gentrification. Marcuse (1986) outlined 
four ways by which lower-income populations could be removed from their homes: (1) direct, 
when a resident is forced out of a home; (2) exclusionary, occurring when higher prices have 
made it prohibitive to move into a neighbourhood; (3) chain, when successive chains of 
households move out of the same unit as it becomes upgraded beyond their reach; and (4) 
displacement pressure, when the threat of displacement looms over the heads of residents as they 
witness their former neighbours moving away.

Many lower-income residents express negative sentiments towards the gentrification 
process because of their fear of displacement (Atkinson, 2000b). In his study of central London, 
Atkinson noted that many lower-income residents saw rental increases as being inevitable, and 
they often exhibited a fatalistic view about being displaced. Even when displacement is not 
widespread, the fear of being displaced, Marcuse’s displacement pressure, can cast a spectre in the 
minds of many lower-income residents, who hear of stories of friends, neighbours or people like 
them, who have been displaced (Freeman, 2006). In other words, a person need not be physically 
displaced in order to feel negatively towards it; the possibility of being displaced, as evident by 
witnessing friends and neighbours leaving, as well as constant media reports, can be enough to 
sour one’s attitudes to the process.

On the other hand, some literature suggests that lower-income or local residents can 
benefit from gentrification in their neighbourhood. If such residents are homeowners, they can 
stand to benefit financially from seeing their properties increase in value significantly as their 
neighbourhood goes upmarket (see Bridge, 1994; Freeman, 2006; Newman and Wyly, 2006). This 
is, of course, a very contentious issue; rising house prices may benefit those owning property, 
but will further exacerbate the differences between rich and poor and make it more difficult for 
residents to gain a foothold on the property ladder.

Some residents, in fact, will be protected from displacement pressures due to their housing 
tenure (Freeman and Braconi, 2004). For example, living in public housing can help keep low-
income residents in gentrifying neighbourhoods because they are protected from rising house 
prices and displacement.

Displacement is less of a direct issue in new-build, or post-recession gentrification. Many 
authors (Davidson and Lees, 2005; Smith, 1996), however, argue that developments such as high-
end projects, situated along waterfronts or old industrial land, represent gentrification because 
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of the ensuing upward class transformation, even though there is no direct displacement of a 
local population. This has been noted by some scholars as being part of a government strategy 
to bring affluent residents into deprived older neighbourhoods. But displacement can still occur 
if the new-build projects serve as a catalyst for gentrifying the adjacent, older neighbourhoods 
(Davidson and Lees 2005). This type of gentrification will play a prominent role in the case study 
featured later in this research.

The aim in this paper is not to argue whether or not gentrification is inherently good or bad, 
but rather to illustrate that by placing the debate into a context of sharply divided ‘winners’ and 
‘losers’, we ignore some of the complexities and nuances of the process. As Bridge (1994, p. 32) 
has noted: “although displacement is an iniquitous outcome of gentrification … not all of those 
displaced are working class and not all working class are displaced.” In this sense, the process 
is more complex than would initially appear; some residents may be able to benefit from their 
neighbourhood gentrifying, while many others clearly will not.

6.2.2  Services and amenities
Gentrification has the power to bring about a distinct change to the character of a neighbour-
hood, turning it from a decaying, run-down working-class area, to a trendy, prosperous middle-
class neighbourhood in a very short time (Griffiths, 1996). This means that not only housing, 
but also shops, services and amenities can change their character and clientele very rapidly and 
profoundly.

Again, there are two dominant viewpoints as to how changing retail and amenity structures 
impact the local community. On the one hand, gentrification is seen as having a negative impact 
on the local poor population. The new services, shops and amenities are built for a newer, high-
income clientele who is moving into the neighbourhood. This can lead to greater polarisation 
within the community, as the new shops and amenities are beyond the means of many of the 
residents. Spatially, the process can give rise to two separate retail districts within the same 
neighbourhood: one middle-class, gentrified area, and one for the neighbourhood’s low-income 
population (Butler 2003). As the gentrified population grows, the lower-income retail stores 
either get pushed further away, or disappear entirely.

This then leads to negative perceptions among residents. This spatial and psychological 
division can also lead to a sense of separation from the boom existing in their community, and a 
perception among lower-income local residents that new shops and services catering to wealthy 
gentrifiers were not for them, and not part of their community (Atkinson, 2000b). In some cases, 
this can lead to a sense of resentment towards the new residents of the community. Atkinson 
(2000b), for example, highlighted a group called the Roughlers, a group of ‘yuppie-haters’ that 
gathered in pubs in Kensington, West London. However, they had to keep meeting in new 
places as their former pubs went upmarket in the face of the gentrification wave.

The other argument sees the gentrification of retail areas as being inclusive, and benefiting 
all local residents, regardless of their socioeconomic background. Freeman (2006) and Freeman 
and Braconi (2004) argue that the new stores that open as a result of gentrification can come 
to be appreciated by lower-income residents. In some poor neighbourhoods, access to basic 
shops and services can be quite limited. Part of this builds on Wrigley’s (2002) argument that 
many low-income areas are so-called ‘food deserts’. In such neighbourhoods, inhabitants have 
access to fewer healthy, or fresh food options than their counterparts in more affluent areas. If 
gentrification brings these basic amenities into neighbourhoods, this can be seen as a benefit 
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to all residents. In addition to food stores, Freeman (2006) argues that many poor areas, 
particularly in US cities, lack basic retail facilities, such as drug stores, or video rental shops; if 
these areas were to gentrify, the arrival of such services could bring more retail opportunities 
to the neighbourhood. In addition, these new stores can bring about new job opportunities for 
residents within the neighbourhood (Vigdor, 2002).

However, a critique of this argument, as Freeman notes himself, is that these empirical 
studies must be placed in context. Freeman examined two acutely deprived neighbourhoods in 
New York City, which have now been undergoing a process of gentrification (with the associated 
change in retail services). That level of deprivation and disinvestment has not been the case in 
every neighbourhood now undergoing gentrification, and his two neighbourhoods experienced 
far greater levels of dislocation from mainstream circuits of capital and investment than the case 
presented in this paper. Another counterpoint to the argument of better amenities is that the 
new stores and services that arrive when a neighbourhood gentrifies can be beyond the financial 
means or cater to different tastes and preferences than those of any low-income residents who 
are able to resist displacement pressures. So while the new amenities may bring a new character 
to the area, this can lead to resentment if some residents feel they are not for them.

6.2.3  Social cohesion and interactions
Kearns and Forrest (2000) outline five elements of social cohesion, three of which – social 
networks, values and norms, and place attachment – have relevance at the neighbourhood level 
(Dekker and Bolt, 2005). While the literature on housing and services supports both positive and 
negative impacts of gentrification, most studies relating to interactions between gentrifiers and 
local residents point towards negative and divisive impacts.

Many working-class communities have a strong sense of social cohesion and can be 
associated with strong, local, social networks (Atkinson and Kintrea, 2000). However, when 
gentrification occurs, these ties can be weakened. As a consequence, those who survive 
displacement pressures and are able to remain in their community may be at a loss because 
much of the community that built these networks will have been displaced (Newman and Wyly, 
2006). The original character of the neighbourhood, as determined by demographic composition, 
amenities, commercial establishments and local institutions could also be lost as gentrification 
progresses (Vigdor 2002).

This change in social networks can also have an influence on differing, and potentially 
conflicting, values and norms. One outcome noted has been the emergence of strong feelings of 
resentment on the part of many local residents (Atkinson, 2000b; Butler, 2003; Freeman, 2006). 
This can be caused not only by the changes in housing and services that come about in the wake 
of gentrification, but also by differing values between the groups (Freeman, 2006). Freeman, for 
example, cited differences over what is considered to be ‘acceptable’ behaviour and activities, such 
as barbeques in the park or drinking a beer in front of one’s house. Such activities may have been 
normal and accepted by the lower- income community, but have now become offensive to the 
new gentrifiers, who may not be used to, or prone to, such behaviours. This can cause tensions 
between the gentrifiers and the local population.

Finally, place attachment can be altered in a gentrifying neighbourhood, as different groups 
have different ideas over the future, or the identity of the community (Freeman 2006; Spain 
1993). Spain’s (1993) work in Philadelphia showed that conflicts arose between local residents 
and gentrifiers over the idea of what the neighbourhood should feel like. The local residents felt 
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that they had created the neighbourhood character that was attracting affluent residents, yet 
they now felt their community was becoming a playground for the rich. In addition to these 
individual responses, many studies highlight local com- munity organisations that respond 
to gentrification, with their aim to stem or divert the process away from their neighbourhood 
(Robinson 1995; Smith 2002; Wilson et al., 2004).

The existing literature suggests a negative impact for local residents witnessing gentrification 
in their neighbourhood. Indeed, there is little evidence to suggest that gentrification leads to a 
greater sense of cohesion in neighbourhoods. It is seen by many scholars to be a divisive and 
disruptive process for local communities. Evidence related to housing and services, on the other 
hand, is more mixed; while the majority points to negative impacts for these groups, there are 
some studies that suggest that positive outcomes for lower-income groups are possible. This 
paper will now turn to what the residents themselves actually think about this process in an 
attempt to provide some empirical evidence for these ideas.

6.3 Methodology

The main source of information for this qualitative study came from interviews with local 
residents in the Edinburgh neighbourhood of Leith. Leith was selected as a neighbourhood 
because it is rapidly gentrifying, and as a result, both housing and the retail structure of the 
neighbourhood have been radically altered. The area is gentrifying, and the process is not yet 
complete, as it is in other neighbourhoods such as nearby Stockbridge. This means that there is 
still a large group of residents who have lived through the changes in the community.

The main source of information for this paper was a series of interviews conducted with 
ordinary Leith residents. Rather than aiming for a statistical representation of the entire 
neighbourhood population, which would have included both gentrifiers and non-gentrifiers, 
the aim of this research was to concentrate on the non-gentrifying segment of the population. 
Because of this, the area selected in which to conduct the interviews was the traditional 
heart of Leith, the Kirkgate at the Foot of Leith Walk. This was the historical heart of the 
neighbourhood and was therefore a logical spot to conduct the interviews. Today, in addition to 
being one of the two major shopping areas in Leith, it still plays a central role in the community; 
it is a transport hub for several bus lines, and remains the social, economic, cultural and spiritual 
focal point of Leith. Interviews were conducted by the author in January and February 2006. 
They were conducted during the afternoon and evening to try to obtain a variety of respondents. 
The spatial division of retail and other amenities is not unique to Leith; Butler (2003) noted 
that in Islington, North London, a similar division occurred between gentrified and ungentrified 
shopping districts. It was hoped that by conducting interviews in this way, the author could 
focus on the target segment of the local population, rather than also including newer gentrifiers.

The interviews were open-ended, concentrating on the three major themes mentioned 
above. Many questions probed respondents’ feelings towards certain changes, as well as how they 
impacted on them, and the wider community. After the interviews were conducted, they were 
transcribed and analysed. Transcribing helped to give a greater degree of accuracy in capturing 
general themes and feelings, especially since the exact words of local residents were important 
for understanding their perceptions of the changes. The remainder of the paper uses many such 
direct quotes. In total there were 42 in-depth interviews. Approximately one-third of those who 
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were asked agreed to be interviewed, with non- respondents citing time constraints as the major 
reason they were unable to participate.

All of the respondents lived in the community, though the length of time varied from a few 
years to their entire lives. Twenty were male and 22 were female. Their occupations varied from 
unemployed (and formerly homeless) to teachers, archaeologists and retired industrial workers. 
With reference to how this sample fits with an overall profile of the neighbourhood, young 
mothers or families with children were slightly underrepresented, as was the area’s growing 
immigrant polish community. There was also a slight overrepresentation of older respondents.

Potential interviewees were approached by asking them if ‘they had a few minutes to talk 
about Leith’. This, and a small tape recorder, helped the interviewer appear less like a market 
researcher, which several respondents noted was one of the reasons why they stopped. The text 
from these interviews has been extensively utilised in the paper, and appears word for word 
including any local accent or slang, as stated by the respondents. Where applicable, synonyms for 
local slang have been added in square brackets.

A second type of interview was conducted with key informants. They included two local 
city councillors, a member of staff at the Port of Leith Housing Association (POLHA), which 
runs a network of affordable housing units in Leith, a local pub owner, and several estate agents 
and property developers. These interviews dealt with the abovementioned topics, but also delved 
further into the respondents’ areas of expertise to gain a broader sense of many of the changes. 
These persons were selected based on their knowledge of the recent history and development of 
the neighbourhood, as well as their involvement within the local community.

6.4 Leith: a gentrifying neighbourhood

This research was carried out in Leith, a neighbourhood in the north of Edinburgh, situated on 
the Firth of Forth. Gentrification began in the 1980s, with the beginnings of the transformation 
around the waterfront and some of the traditional tenement houses akin to Ruth Glass’ original 
definition of the process. Over the past 10 years, this has intensified and since 2000 it has been 
joined with post-recession new-build gentrification in the former port areas (Davidson and 
Lees, 2005; Hackworth and Smith, 2001). This phase includes not only luxury flats, but a new 
shopping centre, Ocean Terminal, located on the waterfront. Ocean Terminal, and the upscale 
restaurants and bars around The Shore, have led to a large scale transformation of the area’s retail 
and amenity structure, as well as its image within the city. The current gentrification in Leith fits 
the four criteria for third-wave gentrification outlined by Hackworth and Smith (2001). First, 
Leith is situated further from the city centre of Edinburgh than other gentrified parts of the 
city; second, large national developers are active in the process, particularly on infill sights and 
in the former harbour; third, as the empirical sections of this paper will show, there is little local 
resistance to the changes; and finally, the state is involved in much of the regeneration.

Until the 1920s, Leith was a separate municipality from Edinburgh. Historically it was the 
port of Edinburgh. For much of the 20th century, maritime and industrial activities constituted 
the major employers in the neighbourhood. They were situated primarily along the waterfront; 
however, most have been closed down since World War II, and it is expected that the remaining 
industrial lands will become new housing in the coming decade.
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With the post-war industrial decline came changes in the neighbourhood’s housing. Up to 
this point, the main form of housing in Leith was the tenement. These three- or four-storey 
buildings featured a communal stairwell, with two or more flats on each landing, communal 
toilets and each unit consisting of one or two rooms. During the 1960s and 1970s, much of the 
population living in the most overcrowded and rundown tenements was either moved to new 
estates on the periphery of Edinburgh, or to new high-rise buildings being erected in their place 
within Leith. The population declined by half in some areas during this time. A staff member 
of the POLHA, a not-for-profit organisation that is the main provider of affordable housing in 
Leith, described the situation at this time:

There was a migration out of the city, lots of streets were demolished and those that stayed 
were the ones that couldn’t move to the new towns… The policy at the time was let’s build new 
housing out where people want to live, with a garden and 3 bedroom houses…those that could 
leave did…So the people that were left behind were people who were older, poorer, less able and 
less mobile.

The 1970s and early 1980s were the economic low point for the community. He went on to 
explain that:

Property in Leith was not an asset it was a liability. It is hard to get your head around that 
because of the prices today [2006] are £110,000 for a one-bed in a traditional tenement. But 
in that time, the property wasn’t seen that way…There were plenty of properties lying empty, 
some were becoming derelict.

However, it was not just in the housing sector where problems were severe. The neighbourhood 
had gained a reputation for being an unsafe area, partly due to the growing role of drugs (which 
entered Edinburgh through the Port of Leith) and prostitution. A local pub owner described the 
situation when she arrived in the mid-1980s:

When I first came here, immediately behind me the [whiskey] bond was razed to the ground 
and was left derelict for some time, as waste land. Down the street opposite, that was also 
derelict waste ground…Some other properties on the street were also derelict as well…I 
remember the summer of 84-85 there was a double spread in the [Edinburgh] Evening News of 
how Leith had the highest incidence of HIV positive, and I thought that was quite detrimental 
to Leith…There was a lot of unpleasantness here, people being mugged, and robberies etc.

Beginning in the late 1980s, the economic and social fortunes of the community began to change 
albeit slowly at first. Many of the warehouses were being converted to offices, or other post-
industrial uses, and the old ‘spit and sawdust’ working-class, sailors pubs along The Shore, the 
road along the waterfront, were slowly moving more upmarket.

The transformation of the port was strengthened by the arrival of Scottish executive offices, 
and a major tourist attraction, the Royal Yacht Britannia, the former yacht for the British royal 
family. Since its arrival in the late 1990s, it has become one of Edinburgh’s major tourist draws. 
The difference from the previous decade was quite profound; while today Leith is on many 
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tourists’ itineraries, a 1985 article in The Scotsman stated that: “Ask a Leither if there are tourists in 
Leith and he’ll think you are daft” (A Tide Turns, 1985).

The area’s retail structure has also changed, with the biggest addition coming in 2001 with 
the opening of the Ocean Terminal shopping centre. It is situated on former industrial port 
lands, around one kilometre from the traditional shopping district in Leith. The waterfront 
developments are part of the overall gentrification of Leith, as they are creating affluent space 
and represent an upward class transformation from an old industrial site, to a consumption-
based, and high-end residential space. According to a local city councillor, the Ocean Terminal 
facility was built to attract a higher-income segment of the population, who were expected to 
arrive with the changes in housing.

As gentrification has progressed, there have been major changes in the housing sector. Older 
tenements, which now have private toilets and central heating, are selling for more than £100,000, 
which in many cases represents a 100% increase over 5 years. In addition, much of the old industrial 
and port land is being turned over to new housing units. While some of this is affordable housing, 
the majority is market-driven and geared to middle- and upper-income households. According 
to one estimate, when the remaining port activity ends, 18,000 homes will be built in its place, 
representing the largest single development in Edinburgh’s history (Port of Leith).

These changes have impacted the image of Leith. Promotional literature for a new housing 
development called Love Leith contains statements such as: “If you love being at the centre of 
everything, read on. Leith is the social heart of Edinburgh”, and “On the fringe of the city centre 
and uncompromisingly cool, Leith holds its own, day and night” (Strathclyde Homes, no year). 
This image has been deliberately crafted to attract new, affluent residents to the neighbourhood. 
This same marketing strategy would not have been possible in Leith during the 1970s or 1980s.

However, the community remains economically, socially and in some cases physically divided; 
there are still pockets of poverty and deprivation, particularly on some of the housing estates. But 
many such estates are situated side-by-side with new luxury developments such as Love Leith. 
Statistics from the Harbour Ward, one of the three council wards in Leith, paint a sharp picture 
when compared with average figures for all of Edinburgh. The Harbour Ward had above-average 
incidences of crime; for example, there were 61% more crimes involving fire, reckless conduct and 
vandalism. Births to teenage mothers aged 15–19 were 97% above the city average. Unemployment 
among young adults (16–24) was 7.4%, which was 85% over the city average (Harbour Ward 21 
Profile, 2003). One interesting facet of the local housing market is the strong social-rented sector. 
While council house tenure is similar to the city’s average (10.6–10.9% for Edinburgh), other social 
rented housing, such as housing associations, are far more prominent in Leith (13.5% compared 
to 5.5% for the city). This would suggest that there are a large number of residents who live in 
housing which is not directly affected by displacement. However, this is a segment of population 
that often gets ignored in the gentrification debate, and only serves to underscore the nuances and 
complexities which exist in gentrifying neighbourhoods.

This brief overview of the neighbourhood suggests that it is currently in a state of transition; 
Leith maintains a mixed population. Gentrification has been ongoing for around two decades, 
yet remains incomplete; there are still pockets of poverty and deprivation, as well as stable, 
ungentrified groups as well. This is despite an acceleration of the process since the turn of the 
century.
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6.5 Housing and displacement

Based on the majority of existing literature on gentrification, one would expect to see a 
negative response among interviewees, citing the affordability problems, as well as a fear of 
displacement. Residents interviewed in this study had decidedly mixed views; while there were 
genuine concerns about price and indirect displacement, particularly for young people trying to 
get on the property ladder, other responses were more positive and optimistic, citing that their 
neighbourhood was changing for the better. Many also noted that some of the negative impacts 
were not unique to Leith.

The increases in house prices were major concerns among many residents, especially those 
from less-affluent backgrounds. There was a general sense among the lower-income residents 
that the “working class cannot afford the prices for the flats, cause they’re too expensive”. 
Making reference to the housing issues being faced by his own son, one retired resident stated: 
“for a young man, he cannae [cannot] buy. He can only rent because…what they’ve done is 
they’ve priced the Leithers out of Leith. It is a big problem more for the young people”. This was 
a sentiment noted by many residents.

There was also a sense that the new housing being constructed was not for local people. A 
curator at a local maritime museum summed up this viewpoint: “I don’t know who’s supposed to 
be living in the new houses, because they are very expensive. Local people couldn’t move from 
here into one of these new houses”.

In addition to concerns about price, there was also the feeling among some residents that 
they would be displaced. While none of the respondents cited direct displacement as being 
a large problem for them, indirect pressures, particularly switching from rented to owned 
accommodation, or upgrading to a larger property, were seen as a reason why they might be 
forced to leave Leith. One woman, working as a school learning assistant in the community, 
stated:

For people that come from Leith, the ordinary working people, they have to move out of Leith, 
because it’s new people that are moving into Leith; it’s nae [not] the traditional people that 
were born and brought up in Leith, like my own parents. They’ve got their families up here, and 
they live here; it’s no like that…I know quite a lot of people that have had their families and 
need a bigger house, they are living in a tenement, and they just cannot afford to buy a house 
with a garden, so they’ve got to move out of this place. To another neighbourhood.

These housing issues noted above have led to some resentment in the community, as noted by a 
local city councillor:

There has been a resentment, and I picked that up in my election campaign in 2003. People were 
thinking ‘the new housing wasn’t for us’ and ‘it’s not even for the children of us,’ defining us as 
the local definition of a Leither. And I can understand that because it is quite a difference. There 
is a difference in lifestyle, education and probably access to employment opportunities. One of 
the most interesting things is that my ward is the fifth most deprived in the city, so that’s partly 
why it does feel like that.
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However, despite these concerns, there were many residents who were optimistic and positive 
about the changes. To some, changes in Leith were not unique, and reflected broader changes 
in society: “prices are something we’ve got used to…people get used to it. The house prices have 
gone up, but so have wages and salaries”.

There was an element of acceptance towards the changes in housing. The same respondent 
who earlier noted that his son could no longer afford to buy property in Leith stated:

When you look at some of the old tenements and look at the likes of that (pointing to a 1960s 
council tower block) and you look at what they’re building now. Ok, no doubt a lot of people 
cannae [cannot] afford them but it’s a better class of housing… So definitely they’ve improved 
the housing. [Interviewer: Even if some Leithers can’t afford it?] That was always going to be 
the case. There’s communities in Scotland where they’ve priced the locals out of the market.

Part of this feeling is reflected in the fact that many residents saw that the improved housing and 
subsequent changes were bringing about a better environment. Many noted, with some pride, 
that Leith was becoming a desirable place to live. Some respondents linked the better housing to 
a better neighbourhood reputation. A local primary school teacher noted that:

It brings people to Leith that wouldn’t normally come to Leith and it brings a balance to the 
types of people that are living here…Well, when I came here, Leith was a really, really run 
down area that no one would ever want to live in given any choice…Whereas now, people 
would choose to.

With regards to housing, there were genuine concerns regarding price and affordability for local 
people, particularly for those wishing to move up the property ladder. This did manifest itself 
in some feelings of resentment towards the changes. On the other hand, better housing was 
welcomed as bringing improvements to the neighbourhood. There appears to be little imminent 
displacement fears amongst residents, and those expressing a sense that they would have to leave 
Leith stated so because they would need to upgrade to a bigger property. However, there was a 
sense of being slightly removed from the boom, a feeling also seen in other studies (see Atkinson, 
2000b). It is clear that while many residents found the housing changes nice, particularly the 
new-build units, there was a deep sense that they were not for the local, particularly lower-
income population.

6.6 Retail and amenity change

The arrival of new stores, restaurants and services was one positive element that many 
respondents mentioned. This relates to arguments made by Freeman (2006) and Wrigley (2002) 
as Leith had a lack of good, high-quality shops and amenities. One of the most favourable 
elements was that there were now more choices in Leith for shops, restaurants and pubs. While 
many of these were upmarket, many local residents made positive comments towards them. For 
many, this meant that they did not need to go into Edinburgh city centre to visit such places. 
As one retail store manager, who had lived in Leith for 25 years stated: “we now live, work and 
leisure in Leith, which is nice. [10 years ago] you would always go up the town, to Edinburgh 
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[city centre]”. In addition to the restaurants, the new stores have also kept residents spending 
their money in Leith. As one female, middle-aged life-long Leith resident stated, with reference 
to Ocean Terminal: “it’s quite good because since it’s opened it’s got more shops and I do go 
there rather than go up to Princes street [the main Edinburgh shopping street]…it’s got most of 
the shops up on Princes street”.

Another element of change that many residents noted was that the new amenities were not 
only enhancing the image of the area, but also bringing new people to Leith to visit and go out. 
This is best represented by the changes along The Shore, a small road near the harbour once 
lined with dockworkers pubs, which has seen the opening of many high-end restaurants and 
bars in recent years. This has attracted a younger, more affluent crowd to Leith, who eat and 
drink along The Shore. To quote one female resident, who had lived in the area for 22 years:

I think it [The Shore] was thought of a place where you didn’t really go into, and [if you] didn’t 
come from Leith you didn’t go into Leith, you know, young people at night and that. But now 
that’s changed; people will come into Leith and there’s not so much trouble.

This quote is in a similar vein to some of the perceptions towards the changing housing 
landscape in the area. These changes have served to alter the character and perception of the 
neighbourhood, as well as its place within Edinburgh. Local residents also took pride in the fact 
that their community was becoming a destination, as noted by one female respondent: “Leith 
used to be working man’s pubs and now people actually come for a night out in Leith. That was 
never known; it was only people who lived in Leith, and that is now really good”.

Another area many residents spoke highly about was the changing image that their 
community has seen as a result of these developments. One woman, who had lived in the 
neighbourhood for more than 30 years, stated that: “if you told people you lived in Leith, they 
would say ‘oh my God’, but they don’t do that now because it’s an up-and-coming area”. A local 
publican, who had worked and lived in Leith since 1984, likened The Shore now to “a wee [little] 
bit of Paris! Like the left bank in Paris”.

This feeling of improvement was also noted by older, longer-standing residents too. One 
woman, a lifelong resident, who lived in a council-owned building, noted that the area was 
becoming more ‘respected’ after a long period of decline. And a cook at a local school, who had 
lived in Leith for 20 years, furthered this sentiment:

It’s not like [the film] Trainspotting, you ken [know]. You get folk with that idea that Leith is 
like that from the early 80s. It’s definitely changed for the better…You get all these new houses, 
Ocean Terminal, they wouldn’t have built that years ago…it’s a lot better than it was.

In this case, it was not so much what new services were offered to residents in Leith, but the 
improving image that has come about as a result of these new services.

However, just as with housing, the issue of price was also a concern for some residents when 
it came to the new restaurants and pubs. As one woman, who lived in a council flat, noted: “To 
go for a meal, for the two of you, to go out it might cost you 50–60 pounds and that’s being 
serious. What an expense…I couldn’t afford to go down to The Shore. I honestly couldn’t, it’s 
just too expensive”.
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Price is an important factor in the new amenities, which restricts their use by many lower-
income residents. And it is reflected in residents’ perceptions towards the new shops and services. 
Some new amenities, such as Ocean Terminal, are used by a variety of residents, gentrifiers and 
non-gentrifiers, local and non-locals alike. Others, however, such as the expensive bars and 
restaurants along The Shore, have a more upmarket clientele. While all these changes contribute 
to an enhanced image of Leith, something appreciated by local residents, as the last quotation 
illustrates, many of the new amenities are not really used by them and are intended for outsiders. 
Therefore, despite the optimism which has come about as a result of better amenities and 
services (and its associated reputation enhancement), there is a sense that many of these changes, 
while nice, are intended for ‘other people.’

6.7 Social interactions

Gentrifying neighbourhoods are often portrayed as being in conflict, creating tension between 
longer-standing residents and newly arrived gentrifiers (Lees et al., 2008; Slater, 2006; Smith, 
1996) The relationship between gentrification and social cohesion often has been portrayed as 
one that leads to further divisions within the community, culminating in a sense of resentment 
among lower-income, local groups (Atkinson, 2000b; Freeman, 2006; Spain, 1993). However, 
in the process of interviewing Leith residents, a less antagonistic discourse was evident. Leith 
has many socioeconomic divisions, and residents were well aware of this. They were also aware 
that with gentrification, particularly with the waterfront developments, these divisions were not 
decreasing. However, this did not lead to large-scale resentment towards the new residents.

The division, rather, was more of an awareness that different Leith residents lived, worked, 
ate, and drank in different manners and in different parts of the neighbourhood. As a local 
primary school teacher noted: “Yes, [there is a divide] definitely. Not division in the sense that 
they would not come together or that; there’s no animosity. But a division in terms of how they 
live their lives”. With regards to resentment, the prevailing attitude was more benign. As one 
life-long Leith resident stated:

I’ve personally no felt any tension but I’m no lookin’ for it, live and let live. What’s good for one 
is good for everybody. As Leith grows, everybody should and could be growing with it. I think 
it can only be for the better and for future generations. My son lives outside Leith because he 
couldn’t afford to live in Leith, so for my family, they are going outside of Leith and not coming 
in, so there’s a new generation of people coming into Leith.

Over the course of the interviews, this attitude prevailed. Residents were aware that there was 
a divide in their neighbourhood, but did not appear to be particularly threatened by it. One 
unemployed woman answered as if I was naïve to think that there was not a divide: “Hasn’t there 
always been? Of course there is. You are either rich or poor, there’s nae [no] in between”. What 
was surprising was that when asked further, she did not think it was necessarily a negative thing: 
“I know the waterfront is all being done up, but it’s good if it’s bringin’ money in. If it’s helping 
the community it’s a good thing”.

Pubs were one of the mediums respondents used to discuss the social divisions within their 
community. Many stated the geographic division between the traditional heart of Leith, with its 
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local pubs and the new wine bars around The Shore, as being symbolic of the differences within 
the community. A local school cook stated:

Aye the new Leithers are doon [down] The Shore and the old Leithers are at your wee little pubs 
along Great Junction Street and that…I think there is a division. Definitely a division. You’ve 
those down at The Shore with the money and the wine bars…You just get on with it, I think.

This division has been evident for some time; the 1985 Scotsman Magazine article entitled ‘A tide 
turns’ about Leith’s transition noted that “they [traditional Leithers] would no more dream of 
setting foot in a waterfront brasserie than a neo-Leith entrepreneur would of shopping in the 
new Kirkgate”.

While many respondents agreed that there was a strong ‘us and them’ feeling, others did not 
view the divisions as being so discrete. To some residents, the idea of what type of person went to 
what type of pub or restaurant was more blurred. As was previously mentioned, many residents 
enjoyed the new, more upmarket establishments in their neighbourhood. One respondent, who 
had lived in the neighbourhood for more than 20 years, responded when asked about whether or 
not there was a strong social division:

You’ve got places like some of the workingmen’s pubs and places like the Dockers Club and that, 
so there probably is. There are people that would never go down to The Shore and there are 
people that would never go to the Dockers Club and then there’s people like me who would go to 
them both!

In addition to this, a local city councillor related a particularly amusing story about senior 
citizens from his ward. According to him, when they felt unsatisfied with quality of the local 
meal service provided to them at home, they simply began to go down to the new Mark’s and 
Spencer’s Food Hall at Ocean Terminal to get high-quality lunches!

These responses show that while there clearly were divisions in the community between rich 
and poor, newcomers and longer-standing residents, these were not nearly as black- and-white 
as some residents had perceived them to be, or as were often cited in the academic literature. 
Furthermore, respondents felt that this division was not detrimental to the community; rather 
they appeared to accept it as a modern day reality.

6.8 Conclusions

When examining the viewpoints and perceptions of the residents interviewed in this paper, 
there is a striking lack of major critical remarks from the respondents. In some ways, this is 
not so surprising; Leith is a good example of third-wave gentrification (Hackworth and Smith, 
2001), which is characterised by less opposition to the process. On the surface, at least, residents 
have a lot to celebrate with regards to the changes in their neighbourhood. Leith has become a 
‘destination’ largely through the gentrification of the waterfront, transforming it from a home of 
dockers’ pubs, to classy restaurants, cafes and wine bars. This has subsequently altered the image 
of Leith to a more positive, successful neighbourhood; whereas a generation ago, the area was 
shunned by those who could avoid it, today people from all over Edinburgh aspire to live in the 
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refurbished tenements or new waterfront flats. It is relatively easy, therefore, to understand why 
so many residents spoke with pride about the changes, and were optimistic about the future of 
the neighbourhood. This is especially true when the descriptions of what the area was like before 
gentrification are taken into account.

However, a more critical examination of the interviews reveals a different viewpoint. While 
most respondents thought the new houses, shops, amenities and image were nice, and there were 
no visible tensions between gentrifiers and non-gentrifiers, there was a profound sense that this 
boom and development was both not intended for them, nor were they the prime beneficiaries 
of it. The latter point was particularly relevant with regards to housing as was evident from 
the remarks made by the local politician who recalled a sense among his constituents that the 
housing was not being built for ‘us’, with ‘us’ being defined as being someone from Leith. The 
same was true with regards to some of the new amenities, particularly the bars and restaurants; 
there was a sense that they were nice because they brought people down to Leith and helped 
to change the image of the area, yet many lower-income residents did not frequent them very 
often, largely due to price. This was a similar sentiment to that found in Atkinson (2000b). 
Many of the changes were for an outside audience: new houses to attract gentrifiers, restaurants 
and bars bringing people from all over the city, and an improved image within the rest of the 
city. While local residents interviewed in this study could see these changes, and were positive 
towards them, they also realised that they were not the intended target audience of much of 
this transformation. They were positive about the changes in the neighbourhood, though more 
pessimistic about the changes in their neighbourhood. Therefore there are still questions to be 
asked as to whether or not they will benefit from it. And of course, if they eventually end up 
being displaced, any positive sentiments about the gentrification process are likely to disappear 
entirely.

By examining gentrification through the perspective such residents, however, it becomes 
clear that the process is more complex than only dealing with gentrifiers, who win out because 
they move into a neighbourhood and mould it into their own middle-class fashion, and those 
displaced, who are on the losing end because they are forced from their homes. This research has 
uncovered residents who clearly do not fit into either category, and their responses reflect this.

In some ways, the responses seen in this paper run counter to much of the existing empirical 
literature on local residents in gentrifying neighbourhoods, which highlights more active 
resistance to the process, as well as more open resentment (see in particular: Robinson, 1995; 
Smith, 1996; Spain, 1993; Wilson et al., 2004). There are several possible explanations as to why 
these results have differed from other studies. The first is that with a new-build shopping centre 
attracting much of the focus for new investment, the traditional shopping district has remained 
as a focal point for the community, with most of its lower-market stores remaining open. This 
has prevented the entire retail sector of Leith from going completely upmarket. While this may 
further the social and spatial divisions between rich and poor within Leith, there is still a strong 
sense of community amongst the area’s lower-income residents, which is spatially manifested at 
the Kirkgate shopping centre. The other factor is that with such a high percentage of residents 
living in social-rented housing, they are insulated from gentrification pressures, and may be more 
open to some of the benefits of their changing neighbourhood, particularly with regards to the 
environment, reputation or safety. Those living in social-rented housing, are insulted by some of 
the most negative aspects of gentrification, mainly displacement, and therefore they may feel 
more secure in their housing situation. Finally, Leith has always been a mixed community; it 
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would be wrong to assume that all its residents were low-income before gentrification occurred. 
These points all serve to underscore the nuances of the gentrification process.

This paper aimed to add to the gentrification debate by interviewing residents of a 
gentrifying area who had witnessed the changes going on in their neighbourhood. Leith, a 
rapidly gentrifying area, albeit one with a very mixed population, served as a suitable case study 
for this purpose. The mixed nature and tenure of its non-gentrifying population (particularly 
with regards to owners, renters, and social-renters) only serves to illustrate the complexities and 
nuances within gentrification, which often gets compartmentalised into discrete ‘winners’ and 
‘losers’. In the end, the residents in this study had mixed views about the gentrification of their 
neighbourhood at its current phase. But by evaluating the sentiments and opinions of those who 
were neither gentrifiers nor displacees, it becomes evident that gentrification is more nuanced, 
particularly from the perspectives of those who have lived through it. Despite the fact that many 
residents were positive about some of the elements of gentrification in their neighbourhood, this 
should not be interpreted as a boost for gentrification; when a more critical analysis is applied to 
the interviews, the initial optimism clearly becomes more muted. Therefore, future studies of the 
gentrification process should take a more nuanced, and less ‘black-and-white’ approach to the 
evaluation of winners and losers in the transformation of inner-city neighbourhoods.
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7 Whose gain, whose loss?  
The maximisation of flagship spaces 

7.1 Introduction: the research questions revisited

This book began with a central question: who profits from flagship developments. It used two 
case studies, the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam and Glasgow Harbour in Scotland, to gain better 
insight into the goals, roles of stakeholders and visions, as well as the general perceptions of 
this type of urban redevelopment. Additional research was carried out in the Leith district of 
Edinburgh, a gentrifying neighbourhood in Scotland’s capital city. Understanding these types 
of developments has taken on a new urgency in recent years, as prime land within our cities 
is being remade for more affluent users at a rapidly accelerating rate. This thesis focused on 
two elements, the political-economic context and its associated power relations in the creation 
and implementation of large urban development projects, combined with a more detailed 
understanding of how such spaces are perceived by the local population. As a result, this research 
provides fresh insight into our understanding of these types of urban transformations.

The empirical chapters of the book were divided into two broad themes. The first examined 
the main objectives of flagship projects. The central research question guiding this part of the 
research was: To what extent are the goals of flagships dependent on the positions which different actors 
play in the process? A comparative approach was selected to examine how these large trends are 
spread while at the same time remaining sensitive towards, and gaining insight into, the role of 
local contexts, histories and geographies (see Harris, 2008). It became clear that the roles which 
different actors play do influence the types of goals which get formulated. It also became evident 
that this was a product of the local political-economic context. The differences in goals were 
highlighted by the balance between economic and social objectives in each project: in Rotterdam, 
the municipally-led project placed both economic goals (the creation of affluent housing, the 
building of a new international office destination), and social goals (becoming a unifier of the 
city, social return, transport improvements) as central to the overall vision. In Glasgow, the 
developer-led project has been more focused on profit through the creation of luxury housing 
and creating a catalytic waterfront development. 

However, that is not to say that the two cases studied do not have some very similar aims. 
Chapter four provided evidence of where the same goal – gentrification – was evident in the 
two very different contexts. In this case, the goal of bringing new affluent residents to, and 
keeping existing affluent residents in the city, through new-build flagship projects, is one which 
transcends both developments. In Rotterdam, this was an explicit goal, while in Glasgow it was 
much more implicit. Gentrification, under the guise of the attraction of the ‘creative class,’ or 
the enhancement of neighbourhoods and urban competitiveness, has become a central objective 
of cities, particularly declining, formerly industrial ones. The existence of this goal in the two 
projects serves to underscore the prevalence of a positive discourse towards gentrification 
amongst local politicians and urban policy makers. They believe that the creation of affluent 
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neighbourhoods and the encouragement of gentrification will solve the economic and social 
problems of their cities. In this sense, gentrification has moved beyond a spontaneous concept to 
a deliberate state strategy for urban regeneration.

Understanding the power relations and goals of flagships is only one side of the story. 
Concomitant to that is the way in which they are received and perceived by their local 
populations. Again, this is an important, yet under–researched, element of our understanding 
of flagships and urban entrepreneurialism; a perspective that is often ignored by those coming 
from a strictly political-economic viewpoint. But when seeking to gain insight into winners and 
losers in this type of regeneration, asking local residents themselves is very important as they are 
impacted, either directly, or indirectly, by these developments. A broad research question was 
formulated based on this strand of the research: What are the major perceptions of residents living 
through gentrification and flagship regeneration in their city and neighbourhood? 

To answer this question, two examples were used, drawing on survey results and in-depth 
interviews to gauge the perceptions and reactions of local residents. In the first case, the Kop van 
Zuid, the aim was to examine whether or not the type of neighbourhood (status and proximity 
to the flagship) was important in understanding differences in opinions as well as the role of 
more general socioeconomic and demographic variables. Through the survey conducted in four 
types of neighbourhoods (rich/far, rich/close, poor/far, poor/close) it became clear that these two 
variables led to different and, in some cases, surprising viewpoints. Most revealing was that in 
the poor/close neighbourhood, respondents were generally positive and welcoming of the Kop 
van Zuid. This goes against much of the academic literature in which it has been argued that 
flagships become islands, cut off from their surroundings. However, this, and the more general 
levels of support across the city, can be accounted for largely because the Kop van Zuid brought 
real, tangible benefits to Rotterdammers – namely infrastructure improvements, and new 
amenities – which made a difference in their lives. As a result, this development can give us 
some useful lessons in how to make flagships less divisive spaces. They must offer more than just 
spectacles and glamour and make a difference in residents’ quality-of-life. Conducting research 
centred on resident perceptions was essential as this conclusion could not be drawn merely by 
examining the political-economic context alone.

Using a similar research question, qualitative interviews were conducted with residents in the 
gentrifying neighbourhood of Leith, Edinburgh. Again, much of the academic literature points 
to very negative impacts on local residents. However, they stop short of asking those residents 
who are neither gentrifiers nor under immediate threat of being displaced, what they themselves 
think of the changes; most research of this kind has been done with gentrifiers, rather than those 
who remain in their neighbourhood as it undergoes such changes. The responses here were very 
nuanced; there were some benefits which residents enjoyed, but there was also a sense that the 
changes, particularly with regards to housing, were not for them. 

The conclusions of chapters five and six should not lead us to assume that gentrification 
and flagships are positive for all those inhabitants questioned in this research, or for the wider 
city in general. Just because some Leith residents found some benefit to the changes in their 
neighbourhoods should not be interpreted as a ringing endorsement for gentrification. Nor do 
the results in chapter five indicate that all residents of the city benefit from the Kop van Zuid. 
These are still spaces of affluence. What the findings of these chapters show quite clearly is 
that preconceived ideas of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ are, in fact, much more nuanced than originally 
expected. It is often stated that lower-income residents do not stand to see any improvements as 
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a result of these projects and developments. The case studies here should not lead us to conclude 
that the lives of the less-off have been radically improved; what they do show, however, is that on 
small levels, these developments have the potential to bring certain quality-of-life enhancements 
to a segment of the population. This was seen much more in Rotterdam, than in Glasgow, which 
again refers back to the goals, roles and visions of the actors involved. In Edinburgh, we clearly 
see a mixed, or nuanced view towards the changes.

7.2 Urban entrepreneurialism in the Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour

Flagship regeneration and gentrification are part of the upward class transformation of the 
city, and are examples of urban entrepreneurial strategies. Here we return to the work of David 
Harvey. While he wrote about the transition in urban governance from managerialism to 
urban entrepreneurialism, we can see this change in the two projects studied, particularly the 
municipally-led Kop van Zuid. Its goals evolved from providing temporary, rental social housing 
for neighbourhoods undergoing urban restructuring (managerialism) to a high-status command 
and control office zone, to today’s mix of offices and middle- and upper-income housing (urban 
entrepreneurialism). Since its inception, it has been guided by a clear vision to implement both 
social and economic goals (see Bakker, 1994; Doucet, 2009; Kop van Zuid, 1995; 1999). While 
there are still challenges in meeting the former, many of the latter have been realised. Its role 
in economic development has also been recognised by the national government, which made it 
a sleutelproject (key project) and guaranteed investment from central levels of government. It is, 
thus, a product of the regulatory regime in which it is found. This influences not only the built 
environment and the form and functions of the project, but also the way in which it is perceived. 
Because of its mixed use, and social objects, it is perceived in a more favourable light amongst 
Rotterdam residents.

Glasgow Harbour represents another type of urban entrepreneurialism where the nature of 
the power relations has resulted in significant control by the private sector, with the city council’s 
role reduced to that of facilitator. However, this was a task which the city took on, as the goals 
of creating a prestigious waterfront development and encouraging affluent residents to settle 
within the city were ones in which the city council strongly believed. These work towards the 
second of Harvey’s (1989a) strategies: improving the competitive position of a city with regards 
to its spatial division on consumption. The goal of Glasgow Harbour, from the perspective of the 
council, was to make the city a more desirable and attractive place to live for middle- and upper-
income residents. For the developers, the main goal was to make a profit. From this perspective, 
it is easier to see why this composition of actors would lead to both these goals being formulated 
and the end result of a mono-use, mono-tenured development which stands more in isolation 
from its surroundings than the Kop van Zuid. It can also explain why the project has been 
heavily criticised in both academic literature and the media (see BBC, 2009a; 2009b; Braiden, 
2007; Briggs, 2005; Paterson, 2009; Tiesdell, 2009).

This section closes with a return to Harvey’s (1989a) four strategies of urban entrepre-
neurialism. Examples of each can readily be seen in the two case studies (Table 7.1).
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7.3 Goals revisited: lessons learned from the objectives of flagships

Chapter one outlined seven major goals which flagships pursue. Throughout the course of this 
book, we have examined several of these goals in greater detail. It is worth returning now to 
some of those objectives in order to examine what spatial and social lessons have been learned 
from this study. Three of the goals: image enhancement, a catalyst for further investment and 
tourism, will be discussed in detail. 

Image	enhancement. Combined with the use of iconic architecture and effective marketing, 
flagships have been used to create a better urban image, shying away from the industrial, towards 
post-modern architecture or a dynamic urban environment. In Rotterdam, the Erasmus Bridge 
has become the image of the city. In order to avoid the “image-reality gap” (Paddison, 1993), it is 
important that the image being presented is seen as significant and embraced by both outsiders 
(those potentially willing to visit, invest or move to the city) and local residents. There are many 
examples where this gap exists, however, a synergy of the image being presented, and the way 
residents see their own city is important if they are to accept these spaces as their own (Miles, 
2005). In Glasgow, the development studied does not have such a role within the city. It is a 
housing project, meant to be iconic in its ability to attract and retain affluent households, but it 
is not the new symbol of the city. Moreover, because it has not had much use by, or meaning for, 
most of the city’s population, it has come to be viewed with scepticism and cynicism by many.

The lesson we can draw from this is that it is possible to be both iconic and give meaning to 
residents, but that being iconic is not enough to make a difference in quality-of-life. In the case 
of Rotterdam, the iconic bridge also increases the spatial connectivity of the city. Therefore the 
‘image-reality gap’ becomes mitigated because the symbol of the city presented to the outside 
world also has some meaning and usefulness to its own residents. The key is to make these spaces 
relevant to those who live around them; otherwise, under the pursuit of creating a new external 

Table 7.1 Implementation of urban entrepreneurial strategies in Glasgow and Rotterdam 
flagships

Strategy Kop van Zuid Glasgow Harbour

1. Creation or exploitation of 
particular advantages for the 
production of goods and services

- use of attractive waterfront 
location to create milieu

- focus on infrastructure – bridge, 
roads, public transport

- use of attractive waterfront 
location to create milieu

2. Improve competitive position 
with regards to the spatial 
division of consumption

- create gentrified housing aimed 
at attracting middle-incomes to 
the city

- focus on the built environment, 
open space, parks

- create gentrified housing aimed 
at attracting middle-incomes to 
the city

- open up waterfront to residents

3. Control over key command 
functions within the city

- office development – creation of 
business centre

- done through housing 
those who may work in such 
businesses

4. Competitive edge with respect 
to redistribution of surpluses 
through central governments

- funding from national 
government for ‘key project’ status 
(sleutelproject)
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image, flagships will continue to be seen as unwelcoming and foreign spaces to those who are 
not associated with them. 

Catalyst	 for	 growth	 and	 investment. Bianchini et al. (1992) first defined flagships by 
stressing their role as catalysts for further investment. The idea, particularly if there is public-
sector financial support, is that the initial costs of the flagship will be offset by the catalytic roles 
they play in fostering further private-sector investment. In essence, the public sector hands the 
ball off to the private. There is a considerable risk to this, of course, but that risk is justified by 
the economic growth and development which such investments are expected to bring.

The cases presented here consist of different stakeholders and different roles for each (see 
chapter three) and, therefore, the goal of being a catalyst takes on different meanings in each 
project. The Kop van Zuid began as, and still largely remains, a place of public- or quasi-public-
sector offices. As one private-sector informant noted: “it is mostly civil service offices.” It is only 
recently that private developers have come on board. The catalyst, which the public sector was 
supposed to provide, has taken many years to bear fruit. In Glasgow, the public sector never took 
a leading role. However, Glasgow Harbour was meant to be a catalyst and example for further 
high-end regeneration along the River Clyde. If the development succeeded, the city hoped 
it would spur additional private-sector waterfront regeneration and be used as an example of 
successful regeneration. 

What we have are two projects: one where the government takes a long view of the entire 
site, and is willing to be patient, or modify the plans to suit changing demands, and one where 
the developers built for the current market in order to maximise their economic returns. 
The current credit crunch only serves to highlight the lesson which we can draw from this 
comparison. While developments in Glasgow (and other cities in the UK) have largely come to 
a halt, the state-led approach as seen in Rotterdam can be counter cyclical. The public sector has 
the ability to take over and continue projects during economic down times. This reveals one of 
the key flaws of the developer-led approach: work grinds to a halt if market conditions are not 
right. Glasgow is only one of many UK examples of where city-centre regeneration has stopped 
because developers have pulled out as evidenced by many of the other development proposals 
along the River Clyde which have been put on hold since the onset of the credit crunch in 
late 2008. Even during good economic times, what cities often get under such a process are 
piecemeal developments, and if local governments wish to make them fully integrated, they must 
pick up the pieces afterwards.

The lessons here are threefold. First, as was mentioned above, government-led projects have 
the ability to continue providing work and development in economic down times. Second, only 
the public sector has the ability to have the patience to see a complete transformation from 
derelict industrial land to fully functioning urban neighbourhood. If cities really want to develop 
brownfield sites into successful, integrated and mixed-use areas which will stand the test of 
time, they must be prepared to take a long view of the project. The Kop van Zuid has been 
under construction for twenty years, and will most likely continue for another decade. This is 
longer than most private developers can wait to see a return on their investment; in Rotterdam, 
this long view came largely from the project’s visionary, who was not a politician susceptible to 
re-elections every few years. 

The third, and related lesson, is that cities must also take charge in order to ensure that 
their developments are complete, and not just a collection of nice buildings. Good quality 
infrastructure, public space and social objectives are beyond the goals of most private parties. If 
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cities are serious about building good quality projects, they must be prepared to take the lead. 
Done correctly, with appropriate attention to local needs and the local environment, this also 
has the potential to mitigate some of the mistrust and cynicism which often plagues growth-
oriented projects. The contrasts here between the Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour are 
strikingly obvious.

The	creation	or	promotion	of	a	tourist	attraction	or	tourist	industry. Tourism, at first glance, 
seems to imply giving over large tracts of the city to outsiders, particularly if this is done through 
the creation of a so-called “tourist bubble” ( Judd, 1999). Tourist spaces do have the potential 
to reinforce pre-existing social and spatial inequalities throughout the city, by creating affluent, 
consumption-oriented zones which do not cater to local needs, and also feel alien to the local 
environment. 

However, this ignores some of the more nuanced viewpoints and examples of urban tourism 
(see Maitland and Newman, 2008). In fact, if done correctly, creating a visitor attraction is 
something which can be inclusive and local residents can use and feel proud about. Two 
examples from the case studies are evidence of, or have the potential to reflect, this different view 
on urban tourism. When the Kop van Zuid first began to develop, it opened up new parts of 
the city formerly closed off to the public because they were harbour facilities. When Hotel New 
York first opened in the former offices of the Holland America Line, it was isolated at the end of 
a pier, and difficult to get to. This was made easier by the creation of a water-taxi service from the 
city centre. When it was new, there was a feeling of excitement about the space, and it allowed 
Rotterdammers to be “tourists in their own city.” This became a place of which Rotterdammers 
were proud, and it became part of their city. While visitors to Rotterdam often go to Hotel New 
York as part of a ‘dagje Rotterdam’ (day out in Rotterdam), it remains very much a local space and 
tourist destination. This is a space which has become used by a variety of different groups.

Glasgow’s new Museum of Transport is currently under construction on the Glasgow 
Harbour site. This is a museum aimed at the local population, telling the story of the city’s 
transport history, and its role as shipbuilder to the world. If done correctly, the new Transport 
Museum has the potential to become a space, not only for foreign tourists, but also for locals 
who wish to learn more about their city, a role which the current Transport Museum, situated 
a short distance away, dutifully fulfils. With the right planning and attention to local needs, 
museums such as this can serve as a focal point for urban regeneration based on the idea of 
creating exciting spaces for inhabitants of the city. This is different from the Bilbao-style 
model, where the museum is aimed at an external audience. The Museum of Transport has the 
potential to turn part of the waterfront into a space which all residents feel is a part of their city, 
something which the current housing developments have not done. 

These two examples can offer lessons as to how to make tourist spaces attentive to the needs, 
views and histories of the local population. In the case of the Museum of Transport, it has the 
potential to tell a very Glaswegian story, one in which residents can take pride. In this sense, the 
idea of creating conflicting visions of the city (see chapter two) can be mitigated. This is not a 
given, of course, but the progress of this museum and its impact on the local community will be 
interesting to follow.
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7.4 Future research and further questions

Like most academic research, this book has raised as many questions as it has answered. 
This project has shed some important light on who profits from flagship developments, and 
concluded that the overall benefit, while varying according to the goals of the project, is far more 
limited than their proponents claim. It has also showed that real quality-of-life improvements 
can be found on a small level and under the right circumstances, and these can lead to better 
perceptions amongst residents. However, there are many more aspects of flagship projects, and 
gentrification in general, which still require academic attention. This section will discuss three 
major areas. 

One of the areas for further research is a more detailed examination of the economic, social 
and spatial impacts of flagships on their adjacent areas. They are often claimed to be islands 
of affluence (Chapin, 2002; Evans, 2003; Judd, 1999; Moulaert, et al., 2003; O’Toole and 
Usher, 1992), but they do exert some influence on the neighbourhoods and spaces immediately 
surrounding them. Previous work has shown that they can either be a catalyst for gentrification 
in these areas, or remain largely isolated from them. The Kop van Zuid is an example of 
where the perceived successes of the project have opened the doors to further development in 
neighbourhoods bordering it; several stakeholders noted that the redevelopment of these areas 
(largely with the idea of bringing in affluent residents) would not have been possible without the 
Kop van Zuid. So it appears that state-led gentrification is beginning in neighbourhoods such 
as Afrikaanderwijk or Katendrecht. But again, we return to the central research question of this 
book: who is really profiting from these changes: the existing residents, or newcomers? Further 
research into this topic should delve into the discourses of residents, new and old, as well as key 
stakeholders from the community with regard to redevelopment in projects such as the Kop van 
Zuid in order to better understand the wider impact of flagships on their adjacent areas.

In Glasgow, the opposite effect can be seen; Glasgow Harbour appears, at first glance, to 
have little impact on the adjacent neighbourhood of Partick, and because of the lack of a bridge, 
no impact on Govan, located across the river. This is an example of where a flagship has very 
little influence over the surrounding areas. Understanding why one project exerts an influence 
and another does not is an avenue of further research this research has uncovered.

Within the study of perceptions, a second area of further research builds on the work done 
in chapter five, which focused on surveying residents across Rotterdam as to their perceptions 
of the Kop van Zuid. There are two areas where this can be furthered. First, there is a need to 
examine how people from across the city use flagships. Do they become destinations for people 
and if so, why? This is related to perceptions; if people visit a place more often, they are more 
likely to have a more informed opinion about a place, rather than a viewpoint based on casual 
experience, media reports or even hearsay (not that these viewpoints are unimportant, however). 
There are many reasons to visit mixed-use flagships like the Kop van Zuid, such as for work, 
leisure, passing through, recreation, school, shopping, culture, visiting friends, or, in this specific 
case, visiting government institutions such as the court house or tax office. 

Continuing to follow this second avenue of research, another possibility would be to examine 
the perceptions of residents throughout the city towards large developments which are primarily 
housing-oriented in nature. Glasgow Harbour would fit into this category, but so too would 
many other flagship developments currently under construction, or recently finished throughout 
the world. While no scientific survey was conducted in Glasgow, it became clear after speaking 
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with many people in the city, that a development such as Glasgow Harbour evokes strong 
emotions from many different people, both those living in adjacent areas, or those living further 
away. Understanding these viewpoints, and the reasons behind them is still an under-researched 
part of our understanding of this process of urban change.

One final avenue of further research would entail a study of the residents of these flagships 
themselves: who are they and why do they choose to live in such projects? Chapter four 
highlighted that there are both similarities with more traditional gentrifiers (the urban seeking 
group, (see Butler, 1997)), and significant differences (the desire for historical aesthetic (see 
Boddy, 2007; Davidson and Lees, 2005)). While there are many studies which focus on who the 
gentrifiers are, they have tended to concentrate on the more traditional forms of the process that 
involve the upgrading of older, working-class housing. There is a shortage of studies which focus 
on the motivations of gentrifiers in new-build, flagship projects. 

There are many more areas where our understanding of flagships is limited, but this book 
is now calling for attention to focus on these three areas to further our understanding of their 
impact on adjacent areas, a more detailed and nuanced understanding of the perceptions and 
uses of flagships by urban residents and examining why people choose to live in them. This 
research would then build on the work which has been conducted here.

7.5 Who really profits from these developments?

It is now time to examine the central theme of this book: who profits from flagship projects? This 
is an important issue, because boosters of these developments, and proponents of gentrification, 
believe and argue that the benefits will improve the entire city and its inhabitants. This research 
has critically assessed these assumptions based on the goals which are formulated for these 
developments, and the impact they have on residents throughout the city. 

Flagships are a direct product of the political-economic system in which they are found. 
So the local context is still very important. This determines the composition and positions of 
actors, and the ways in which they interact to create a flagship project. This, in turn, will impact 
the goals which get formulated. So we cannot understand the end product without first gaining 
insight into the goals, who is in charge and what their motives are. If we do this, these projects 
begin to make more sense with regards to what gets built, what does not and who the intended 
audience is. 

Aesthetically, the types of spaces created through flagship projects and gentrification can be 
appealing. Gentrified neighbourhoods have become celebrated as trendy, popular places to live, 
shop and socialise; for many, they are an aspirational and desirable place to live. Even research in 
this book has shown that flagships can become part of the urban fabric for a variety of inhabitants 
and some local residents can have quality-of-life improvements through the gentrification of 
their neighbourhood. However, when we examine the question of who benefits from these spaces, 
particularly when examining the goals and positions of actors, the answer becomes much more 
muted. While there are many aspects to who ‘wins’ and who ‘loses’ from these developments, it 
appears that because they are aimed at an affluent audience, the segments of society which stand 
to really gain from them are somewhat more limited than their supporters claim. 

What both projects, and the example of Leith in Edinburgh have in common, is the 
notion that the city centres are increasingly being given over to more affluent uses. Through 
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gentrification and new-build projects, the spatial transformation from an industrial, or working-
class space towards a (high-end) consumption or middle-class space is continuing at a rapid rate. 
Flagships are part of the continuing march towards the professionalisation and gentrification 
of the inner-city. This is a process which exists both because of market forces, and, as has been 
shown in this book, through state-supported policies and developments. Flagships are judged 
based on their ability to attract investment, tourists or residents, and their goals are reflective of 
this. These spaces are designed for middle- and upper-income households; this is a reflection of 
their goals and who uses the spaces in the end.

This goal of creating middle-class spaces means that in the future, there will be increasingly 
less space in the centres of cities for anything that is not commercially viable, profitable or 
marketable. Those uses and spaces which do not fit within this vision will become increasingly 
shifted towards the periphery. We can indeed see a ‘two speed revitalisation’ (Rodríguez, et al., 
2001) at play between the centre and the urban periphery. Chapter two highlighted the fact that 
despite more community-based initiatives in poorer neighbourhoods, city centres continue to 
be ‘revitalised’ along the same profit-driven, maximum-use mantra which guided flagships as far 
back as the 1980s. While this has changed from aiming to attract businesses and conventions, 
which guided the development of flagships in the 1980s and 1990s, towards a pursuit of affluent 
households which is the focus of city-centre regeneration today (see Rousseau, 2009), the basic 
element of creating space for affluent users remains the same

Another critique relates to the idea of who exactly the target audience of flagships is. There is 
significant evidence that such projects are aimed at an outside audience (Swyngedouw et al., 
2002). While these spaces are being created for middle-class users, an analysis of the discourse 
on their aims reveals that many of these potential users are supposed to be attracted to come 
to the city or neighbourhood or already be affluent and, therefore, one goal is to prevent them 
from leaving. The idea of neighbourhood upgrading does not necessarily involve an upgrading 
of the lives of existing people; rather, more often than not, it involves an ‘upgrading’ of people 
themselves. It is very telling that the solution to having a poor population and problematic 
neighbourhoods is to encourage new, already affluent residents to move in, rather than 
improving the life chances of those already living there. This is, of course, a far more difficult way 
of challenging the issue of being ‘a rich city with poor people,’ and cannot be done through the 
built environment alone. 

While this critique that flagships too frequently are focused on an outside audience is often 
a valid one, this research has also uncovered more nuances in this strategy. In Rotterdam, though 
less so in Glasgow, part of the target audience included the social risers which the city hopes to 
keep in the city rather than simply attracting affluent residents from outside. So in addition to 
attracting from outside, part of this strategy is preventing aspirational households from leaving 
the city for the suburbs, or other cities in the region. However, it is important to bear in mind 
that while this does focus on the local population, it is still aimed at higher-status households. 
What this research has shown is that the high-end clientele of flagships can also come from 
within.

Chapter four outlined a deliberate urban strategy whereby flagship projects are used to 
create the types of affluent neighbourhoods seen to be attractive to gentrifying classes. The 
attraction and retention of these socioeconomic groups are then seen as important to the 
economic growth and development of the city. What that chapter illustrated was that the 
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positive discourse supporting gentrification can be found in many different places. This is a 
discourse which only highlights the benefits of the process: improved neighbourhoods, more 
housing choice, economic development and the attraction of further inward investment. It is 
easy, when following this discourse, to see how it is a popular method of urban regeneration. It 
is an easy solution to a complex problem: by constructing new-build housing for the middle-
class, or fostering gentrification in poor neighbourhoods, the physical changes are immediate 
and impressive. These areas become desirable places to live, gentrified neighbourhoods become 
trendy and attractive and the city has a more dynamic and exciting glow to it. With a lack of 
major criticism, particularly from policy makers themselves, the urban renaissance based on 
middle-class consumption and living has become the standard bearer for urban development in 
the early 21st century. 

While overtly supported by local governments, we should not ignore the negatives 
associated with this strategy, even if they are more hidden. When examining who profits from 
these developments, it becomes clearer that while creating affluent spaces produces nice places 
in which to live, visit and play, for either new arrivals to the city or the upwardly mobile, the 
direct benefits of such areas are rather limited. While amenities, infrastructure and transport 
improvements can bring benefits to a wide spectrum of society, rising house prices can negatively 
affect many, as was evident in the case of Edinburgh. For the wider city, the overall impact is 
also minimal; flagship spaces further reinforce the social and spatial divisions of the city. They 
do create islands of affluence, as the two cases in this book have illustrated. Breaking down 
these barriers can happen when there is the political will, however, for developer-led, high-end 
developments, this is not a goal. 

In some cases, creating physical barriers with adjacent neighbourhoods is more desirable 
than reducing them, particularly if the adjoining districts are poor and deprived. In Glasgow 
Harbour, there is no bridge linking the development to the opposite side of the river, as there is 
in Rotterdam. While there are many reasons for this, one of the main ones is that establishing 
a connection to the deprived area of Govan, on the opposite side of the River Clyde, would do 
nothing to further the profit and exclusive aims of Glasgow Harbour’s key actors. Why would 
private sector interests, aimed on creating a middle-class, trendy neighbourhood, want to spend 
money to connect it to one of the poorest parts of the city? In this case, connectivity does not 
suit the project’s goals. This is one of the reasons why the benefits can be rather socially and 
spatially limited; the goals of these developments are aimed at profit and exclusivity and are 
not focused on the overall needs of the city. By examining projects from the perspective of the 
composition and goals of the various stakeholders, these decisions make more sense. The goals 
of flagships, outlined in the previous section, do not always maximise the number of people or 
places that can benefit. In some cases, creating barriers, rather than breaking them down, is more 
in keeping with these goals. So the social and spatial divisions of the city are reinforced, rather 
than reduced. 

However, the opposite can also be shown to be true. The vision, roles of actors and goals of 
the Kop van Zuid meant that reducing the physical, social, economic and, equally important, 
psychological, barriers in the city were of central importance. This formed part of the initial 
vision, and would guide the project. The most telling example of this is the Erasmus Bridge, 
which helps to link the city together. So under the right circumstances, flagship spaces can act 
as bridges (literally and figuratively) and this is a lesson which the Kop van Zuid can bring to 
future projects. Again, by examining these projects from the perspective of the goals, positions 
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of actors and visions which exist, we can gain more insight into why they are the way they 
are, as the built environment begins to make more sense from this perspective. This shows 
both the nuanced nature of flagship regeneration and the fact that local context, relations and 
partnerships matter a great deal in the determination of outcomes.

One of the major critiques of flagships is that they do not tackle the major economic and social 
problems of the city directly. This can be true in both developer- and government-led projects. 
Four questions arise from this point. First: is the urban challenge of being ‘a rich city with poor 
people’ the most pressing one for the city? In answering this, we must further examine why the city 
has low-income populations in the first place. Many of these problems stem from the economic 
transformation away from production towards consumption and service-based economies 
over the past few decades. This has left large sections of the population without the skills and 
opportunities to succeed in the new economy. One could make a case that these are much more 
pressing urban problems than focusing on attracting new affluent residents to the city. 

This relates to the second question: is this the best way to tackle this problem? If urban leaders 
have prioritised this challenge, then is building or supporting affluent neighbourhoods the 
best strategy to employ to remedy this? Clearly it is a mechanism which yields visible results. 
However, it does little to improve the lives of many in the city, nor does it directly tackle the 
issues of unemployment, lack of education or health problems which are the real cause of the 
poor population. 

This then leads to the third question: can indirect solutions remedy these problems? As flagships 
do not deal with these major issues directly, if they claim to be solving major urban problems, 
they must do so through trickle-down effects. The extent to which there is belief in the notion 
that ‘rising tides lift all boats’ should be asked of policy leaders and those supporting these 
projects. 

A final question is this: is the strategy of creating affluent spaces the best to address with this 
type of land? Under neoliberal approaches, there is an almost unspoken rule that this vacant 
land in prime locations should be put to its maximum economic use. However, could it be that, 
in the grand scheme of creating a liveable city for all, there are better uses for this space than 
high-end homes and offices? Uses which focus on quality-of-life, education, jobs and ensuring 
that the barriers within the city become broken down, rather than reinforced, could be another 
alternative strategy than pursuing investment, tourists and high-income residents.

This is not to say that there is no need for wealthy residents in the city, nor is there no need 
for places for them to live. A healthy city is one where everyone who wants to live there can, in 
an environment which supports people from a variety of backgrounds, needs and abilities. And 
the point being made here is not that wanting to have affluent residents is a flawed strategy, nor 
is it flawed to encourage social risers to stay within the city. The criticism is focused on the fact 
that this strategy caters to those who are already affluent, by creating spaces for them, rather than 
helping to bring people to a higher level of affluence. Building and supporting flagship projects, 
particularly those focused on housing, does little to help people improve their lives and climb 
the social ladder. If this is a strategy which cities wish to follow, then it must be implemented 
in combination with policies which directly aim to improve the lives and opportunities of lower-
income groups.

This relates to a final criticism of this strategy. Where this approach becomes problematic 
is when it is used as the solution to major urban problems. The criticism emerges when the 
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creation of affluent space through the support of, or direct building of flagships, or fostering 
gentrification, is seen and promoted by local governments as the answer to its major 
urban economic and social problems. The research conducted in this book has shown that, 
notwithstanding some quality-of-life enhancements, those who really profit from them are 
rather limited. 

However, city officials often justify their support for flagships by arguing that such 
undertakings bring real economic benefits to all, otherwise their support would be seen as 
nothing more than a subsidy to private enterprises and affluent uses. Yet, when these claims are 
not validated, flagships become little more than that. This is why, despite being very attractive on 
the surface, we must continue to question the goals and claims of flagships, regardless of who 
is leading them. The spaces which get created or modified are often appealing and offer a good 
quality-of-life and nice amenities. However, those who are able to enjoy these positives are not 
always the entire urban populous, but rather those middle- and upper-income residents which 
the city, under this strategy, is seeking to attract and hold on to. Urban entrepreneurialism is, 
after all, a government strategy. 

In section 7.3, one of the important lessons learned from this study was that government 
initiative was necessary in order to ensure that a flagship development becomes more than just 
a collection of nice buildings, and transforms into a successful urban neighbourhood. However, 
what an analysis of who profits from flagships has shown is that government involvement alone 
is not enough, and that local governments often lead the charge for creating affluent spaces 
themselves. Governments, therefore, need to have the vision to look beyond the short-term, place-
promotion or creation of affluent space. They need to combine one of their key advantages over 
the private sector – their ability to ride out economic downturns – with fulfilling their mandate to 
provide for all citizens. Combining these elements can create better redevelopments in the future.

Just as many of the results from the empirical chapters showed a great deal of nuance, so too 
do the conclusions from the examination of who has profited from these developments. While 
an assessment of the goals of flagships leads one to conclude that their benefits are limited, there 
are some positives which can be observed and lessons to learn for future flagship projects. 

The survey results in chapter five were more positive than could have been expected. 
However, this was not because of the high-end offices, housing, or even to a certain extent 
the iconic nature of the Erasmus Bridge. The positive responses, particularly in the adjacent 
areas, were more due to the fact that these residents were provided with real quality-of-life 
improvements which were relevant to their everyday lives, namely better transport and more 
local amenities which could not be found in their neighbourhoods previously. It appears, 
therefore, that having elements in a flagship which make a difference in peoples’ lives is key 
to their appreciation and connection to it. So there can be some small benefits which people 
can take out of flagships. Again, this partly comes down to the goals: in the case of Rotterdam, 
improving the transport infrastructure of the city, and reducing the physical barriers of the 
city were amongst the social aims of the project. Here, through this survey, we can see some 
positive outcomes of this objective. So while we should critically assess the goals of the project, 
and continue to question the motivations of local governments, there are clearly certain aspects 
of flagship, which, if done in a certain way, can bring quality-of-life improvements to a wider 
spectrum of the population. 

If we accept that flagships will not solve all the major problems of a city, then there are 
elements which can make a difference to a large part of the urban population. By ensuring 
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flagships become mixed-use and mixed-tenure, with a strong focus on the built environment, 
infrastructure, connectivity and public space, they can be less a reinforcement of the existing 
divisions of the city, less like islands of affluence and more like spaces where the entire city feels 
welcome and has a reason to visit. By focusing on transport improvements and connectivity to 
adjacent neighbourhoods and the wider city, as well as certain amenities which cater to a greater 
spectrum of the population (not forgetting the basic shops and services), they have the potential 
to bring tangible quality-of-life improvements to many who live nearby. 

These are elements which we can observe in the Kop van Zuid, but are not so visible in 
Glasgow Harbour; again referring to the point that it is government leadership – with its ability 
to see the big picture and an emphasis on these elements – which is the key difference. While 
some scholars may criticise government involvement in flagships writ large, if cities want to 
see a comprehensive redevelopment, rather than a collection of exclusive apartments or bistros, 
government leadership is necessary. The key is to ensure that the visions and goals include 
elements which can benefit many layers of society. This also refers back to the goals of each 
project, the positions of various actors, the role of visions guiding their development, and the 
underlying political-economic contexts and power relations which govern them. These are points 
to bear in mind in any future attempts to try to make flagships more inclusive spaces. It is at this 
point that we need to return to the idea of the visions which have guided flagship regeneration.

7.6 Maximising potential: a final vision for urban redevelopment

In both Rotterdam and Glasgow, the key actors who were interviewed for this research project 
all talked about maximising the potential of the development sites. In Rotterdam, putting the 
derelict land adjacent to the city centre to a higher-use than an overspill area for social housing 
was one of the key tenets guiding the vision of the project. Getting the most out of the land 
from an economic perspective is the mantra which most flagship projects follow.

What is important to realise is that this maximisation speaks in terms of maximising the 
economic value of the site. Flagships are about profit, image and investment: maximising each 
of these simply reflects the goals which guide them. That is why there are so few projects which 
feature social gains as an objective; any attention to affordable housing, infrastructure for the 
masses or services which all urban residents can use would only detract from the maximum 
economic potential of the flagship. From this perspective, these elements do not make sense 
in such a prestigious development. That is why flagships feature high-end housing rather than 
affordable housing; tourist shopping malls, rather than local stores; command and control offices 
rather than inexpensive start up space; iconic architecture rather than buildings which blend in 
with their surroundings. These elements have a higher economic value than the others. When 
maximisation of economic potential is the guiding principle, those who are drawn to, and will 
use the flagship, are limited in number.

A significant proportion of this book has been dedicated to studying the visions guiding the 
regeneration of the Kop van Zuid and Glasgow Harbour. In the case of Rotterdam, this vision 
came from Ms. Riek Bakker and was one which stressed maximising the economic value of 
the land, combined with social goals. In Glasgow, while there was no single visionary, it is clear 
that developers, such as Euan Jamieson, had the idea of a profitable and high-end waterfront 
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development at heart, and that the city also had a desire to maximise the economic potential of 
this underutilised part of the city. Those stakeholders behind both projects also had a vision of 
creating the type of space that would be attractive to gentrifying classes. These visions led to the 
formulation of goals for the projects, which can help us to explain what is there, and what is not. 

The book closes with one final vision for flagship regeneration. After speaking with 
key actors and experts about their visions, and with some time for reflection, I have given 
considerable thought to my own vision for how these spaces can be transformed. This is a vision 
which focuses on maximisation, but rather than maximising the economic potential of an area, 
this vision focuses on maximising the social return which a project can bring and the number of 
people who can profit from the space. In short, this alternative vision is about maximising the 
benefits, not just in economic terms, which this type of urban regeneration can bring to the city 
as a whole. 

This vision examines what is really needed and desired by the residents of the city. While 
flagships typically are geared towards an outside audience of tourists, investors or potential 
residents, this vision is focused squarely on building a better city for the inhabitants already 
living in the city. Under this vision, what is deemed most necessary for the city may not be a 
high-end office park, or a tourist attraction, but perhaps a sports centre, or a new civic square. 
Housing should also be geared to the local needs, rather than primarily towards attracting 
and maintaining affluent households. The space could be something very significant, such as a 
new urban destination, or something much more mundane; the important aspect being that it 
improves the quality-of-life and the urban environment for the people of the city.

The major difference with this vision, and the others outlined earlier in the book is that those 
projects still adhere to the ideas of trickle-down benefits: by building affluent spaces, the entire 
city will become richer because of it, under the guise of increased economic competitiveness. My 
vision is one which argues that these brownfield spaces should be used to tackle the major urban 
challenges of affordable housing, unemployment and poor education directly, rather than hoping 
that these problems will go away through the arrival of more affluent households. The built 
environment is only part of the solution to the major urban problems facing cities, particularly 
older industrial ones, but, combined with investment in other areas, creating inclusive spaces can 
lead to a more just and balanced city for all. 

Being iconic is not a problem per se, but it should also be relevant to the city. Iconicness for 
iconicness’ sake is not a valid reason for spending millions on making a unique building. Using 
‘starchitects’ to ‘put a city on the international map’ is, under this vision, a misguided approach 
as it does little to directly enhance the quality-of-life of urban residents. These spaces should 
be connected to the rest of the city; if they are not, they will remain islands and isolated, both 
in reality, and in the minds of inhabitants. These places have to be relevant to urban residents; 
this is why chapter five was so important to our understanding of who profits from flagships. 
By showing that there are reasons, beyond being an icon, which make a waterfront regeneration 
project part of the city, such as providing better amenities to the local area, or transport 
improvements, we can see that there are ways in which all residents can benefit. 

This vision is deliberately vague in its contents, because in every city there are different 
challenges. There is no one set formula; each city has its own different needs. Chapter two 
showed the problems of taking an idea which works in one place, and tries to replicate it in 
countless others. Just because an iconic museum works to attract tourists and investment in a 
city such as Bilbao, does not mean it is a miracle-cure for a city like Glasgow or Rotterdam. 
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This is a vision which focuses on inclusivity and quality-of-life, rather than place promotion and 
economic potential. The individual contents of the spaces should be left to cities – their leaders 
and their inhabitants – to decide what is best for them and their communities. So despite being 
vague on the specifics of what will be created, this vision remains strong in its principles that 
cities really wishing to make a difference for their inhabitants should turn their backs on the 
place promotion game, and focus on the real challenges of the city, while fostering growth and 
development from within.

This new vision goes against the grain of our current economic and political climate. Under 
the current power divisions, it would not likely be possible in every context. If the key actors 
are guided by profit alone, or if the goals of the municipality are squarely focused on attracting 
inward investment, then this vision will be a tough sell. Like any vision, it requires the foresight 
and will, not only to see it through, but to go against the standard practices and principles of 
regenerating cities.

I believe it would pay off in the end more than following the much-copied current format 
for flagships. What started out as being unique and exciting places have become rather mundane 
and ordinary; city after city is now constructing an iconic museum, or luxury waterfront projects, 
so much so that they lose their uniqueness and originality. Even as far back as 1989(b), David 
Harvey noted the somewhat cookie-cutter like formula for regenerating vacant industrial and 
waterfront land. Having the vision to really build different spaces from the norm would not 
only improve the quality-of-life of the inhabitants, but also give a unique quality to the urban 
environment. While this may not appeal to tourists, having a good quality-of-life and a pleasing 
urban environment in which to live does appeal to most people, and I believe that the city would 
be a better place to live because of this approach. 

So this vision is not one of turning vacant land into an iconic flagship projecting a new 
image to the outside world. This is a vision which focuses on the needs of the city itself and 
trying to build economic growth from within, while at the same time focusing on creating 
inclusive spaces and a just city. It is a vision which tries to harken back to a time when grand 
urban projects were built for the benefit of all inhabitants; a time when the big megaprojects 
were not luxury shopping centres, tourist attractions or flagship hotels, but rather opulent 
libraries, housing for the masses and civic squares which formed the centrepiece of the urban 
landscape. This book has shown that when examining who profits from flagships, the benefits 
for the urban population are limited. It has also shown that where places have real meaning and 
bring quality-of-life improvements, they become places which can have a strong positive impact 
on residents.

This book closes with two examples from the case studies where this vision can be seen, 
or has the potential to be realised. One type of place which can have a very strong impact, 
particularly on residents living in the immediate vicinity, is a rather ordinary looking shopping 
street serving local needs. By bringing the types of services and amenities formerly not seen 
in this part of the city, such as major grocery stores, chemists or travel agents, this can have a 
profound impact on the day-to-day patterns of those living in the vicinity. This is not a place 
where tourists would come to shop or visit – it looks like any other shopping street, with 
apartments above and retail on the ground floor. The restaurants and cafés are for those who live 
in the area, rather than aimed at those from far away. So it is mundane, but it fills a need which 
was lacking in the community. These are the types of quality-of-life improvements which do not 
need to be so dramatic and iconic, and may not fully maximise the economic potential of the 
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Figure 7.1 Vuurplaat

Figure 7.2 Vuurplaat
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area, but have the potential to bring about the greatest impact to the widest number of people. 
A place like this does exist in the Kop van Zuid: a small road in the south of the development 
called the Vuurplaat. While it represents only a small part of the overall project, it has become 
a destination for residents in the poor adjacent areas, who did not have such amenities as major 
grocery store chains within their own communities. 

The second space is the still-under-construction new Museum of Transport in Glasgow 
Harbour. This museum is one which attracts local residents, and one which evokes a great 
deal of pride amongst Glaswegians. Because it is aimed at local residents, this section of the 
waterfront, if done correctly, has the potential to be a very locally-oriented space. This could be 
a space not aimed at affluent residents, as the rest of Glasgow Harbour currently is, but rather 
at all inhabitants of the city. While not a given, it has the potential to be a focal point of the 
community, a place in which residents take pride. This is because the museum is for them. As 
was previously mentioned, this serves to underscore the nuanced nature of urban tourism.

This vision seeks to provide a different answer to the challenge of being ‘a rich city with 
poor people’ by focusing on reducing inequalities and spatial divisions, rather than catering 
to the needs of affluent residents. Is this vision possible? Is it possible to develop a site, not 
under the mantra of maximising its economic value, but by maximising the social benefit and 
quality-of-life for all? I believe it is. In order to achieve this however, it would take not only 
the correct political-economic context which ascribed the right combination of power to the 
right stakeholders. It would also take courage and vision on the part of local government leaders 
to realise that going against the grain of urban entrepreneurialism, state-led gentrification and 
place promotion can pay off for the city and all its inhabitants in the end. 
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Appendix A 
Interviews

Table A1 Interviews with Rotterdam stakeholders

Actor Name Function Date Location

Public Sector Boute, J. Communications, department of Town 
Planning and Urban Development (ds+v) 
Rotterdam

24-1-2008 Rotterdam

 Jung, M. Urban designer for department of Town 
Planning and Urban Development (ds+v) 
Rotterdam

31-3-2008 Rotterdam

 van Norden, B. Project leader, Kop van Zuid, Rotterdam 
Development Corporation (OBR)

18-3-2008 Rotterdam

 van Teeffelen, J. Senior Planner, department of Town 
Planning and Urban Development (ds+v) 
Rotterdam

10-4-2008 Rotterdam

 Besselink, J. Planner, department of Town Planning and 
Urban Development (ds+v) Rotterdam

10-4-2008 Rotterdam

 van de Zande, H. Policy coordinator, Rotterdam Development 
Corporation (OBR)

16-5-2008 Rotterdam

 Trip, Y. Accounts worker, Rotterdam Development 
Corporation (OBR)

28-5-2008 Rotterdam

 Koedijk, H. Policy advisor, Rotterdam submunicipality 
Feyenoord

4-11-2008 Rotterdam

 Bakker, R. Riek Bakker Advies, former head Urban 
Development, Rotterdam

1-2-2009 Rotterdam

Private Sector van der Have, D. Developer, parter in Hotel New York 25-4-2008 via email
 Hol, C. Director, Concire 8-5-2008 Rotterdam
 Tapken, V. Commercial Manager, OVG 19-6-2008 Rotterdam
 Posner, J. Adjunct director, Synchroon 14-10-2008 Hilversum
 van der Leeuw, J. Director, Dura Vermeer Rotterdam 10-11-2008 Rotterdam

Housing 
corporation

van Steen, B. Process Manager, de Nieuwe Unie 13-10-2008 Rotterdam

 Penning, R. Project Developer, Vesteda 11-11-2008 Utrecht
 Benraad, J.B. Stadswonen 17-12-2008 Rotterdam

Other Klerks, J. Stichting Wolkenkrabbers Rotterdam
(Rotterdam Skyscraper Foundation)

3-4-2008 Rotterdam
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Table A2 Interviews with Glasgow Stakeholders

Actor Name Function Date  

Public Sector Webster, D. Housing officer, Department of Regeneration 
Services (DRS) Glasgow City Council

3-9-2008 Glasgow

 Abel, E. Planner, Department of Regeneration Services, 
Glasgow City Council

3-9-2008 Glasgow

 Mason, C. Councillor (LibDem) Partick West 18-9-2008 Glasgow
 McLean, K. Councillor (SNP) Partick West 23-9-2008 Glasgow
 Clay, S. Councillor (Green) Partick West 24-9-2008 Glasgow
 Fitzgerald, L. Manager, Glasgow Museum of Transport 20-1-2009 Glasgow
 Colleran, A. Councillor (Lab) Partick West 22-1-2009 Glasgow

Private Sector McInallay, T. Managing Director, McInallay and Associates, 
Planning Consultant Glasgow Harbour

18-9-2008 Glasgow

 Jamieson, E. Director, Clydeport 19-1-2009 Glasgow
 Marchetti, A. Sales Manager, Dandara 20-1-2009 Glasgow
 Duffy, K. Technical Director (Associate), Dandara 22-1-2009 Glasgow

Housing 
Association

Ronan, N. Development Manager, Partick Housing 
Association

23-9-2008 Glasgow

Design Miller, W. Urban Designer, Willie Miller Associates 17-9-2008 Glasgow

Table A3 Interviews with Edinburgh Stakeholders

Actor Name Occupation Date Location

Public Sector Attridge, P. Councillor (Lab) Ward 22 Lorne 30-1-2006 Edinburgh
 Munro, G. Councillor (Lab) Ward 21 Harbour 30-1-2006 Edinburgh

Private Sector Bamber, H. Sales Agent, Strathclye Homes, Love Leith 1-2-2006 Edinburgh
 Warren Estate Agent, Barratt Developments 21-1-2006 Edinburgh
 Moriarty, M. Publican, Port of Leith bar 16-2-2006 Edinburgh

Housing 
Association

McKay, A. Corporate Services Director, Port of Leith Housing 
Association (POLHA)

27-1-2006 Edinburgh
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Appendix B
B-1 Survey Questionnaire Kralingen Oost and Spangen
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B-2 Survey Questionnaire Afrikaanderwijk
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B-3 Survey Questionnaire Kop van Zuid-Entrepot
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Samenvatting

‘Rijke steden met arme mensen:’ de herstructurering van waterfronten  
in Nederland en Schotland

Inleiding
Westerse steden hebben in de afgelopen decennia een overgang laten zien van een door de 
industrie gedomineerde economie naar een diensteneconomie. Deze steden zijn getransformeerd 
van productiecentra naar centra van consumptie. Vrijetijdsactiviteiten, toerisme, financiële 
diensten en cultuur zijn nu de belangrijkste hoofdbestanddelen van de stedelijke economie. 
Sommige steden hebben de overstap gemakkelijker gemaakt dan andere. Voor veel steden 
vormen de gevolgen van de de-industrialisatie nog steeds een grote uitdaging.

Een van de meest gebruikte strategieën om de overgang naar een nieuwe economie te 
vergemakkelijken is het inzetten van stedenbouwkundige ontwikkelingen, bijvoorbeeld door de 
bouw van grote, prestigieuze stedenbouwkundige projecten. Ze worden vaak ‘flagship’ projecten 
genoemd, omdat ze een grote rol spelen in de beeldvorming van een stad. Een belangrijk doel is 
dat ze snel een herkenbare deel van de stad worden.

Vaak vinden deze ontwikkelingen plaats in voormalige industrie- of havengebieden. 
Havengebieden hebben als voordeel dat ze zich vaak op aantrekkelijke locaties aan het water 
bevinden. Ze liggen vaak naast het bestaande stadscentrum en kunnen dus gemakkelijk 
aangesloten worden op de rest van de stad. Ook staan in deze gebieden oude en aantrekkelijke 
gebouwen die kunnen worden gebruikt voor nieuwe functies, zoals wonen, cultuur, luxe winkels, 
toerisme, horeca, theaters en kantoren. Met de herontwikkeling van deze gebieden en gebouwen 
proberen steden meestal één of meer van de volgende drie doelgroepen aan te trekken: 
investeerders (in vastgoed in het gebied zelf of in andere gebieden van de stad), toeristen en 
nieuwe, meestal tot de hoge inkomens behorende inwoners.

In zijn artikel From managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the transformation of urban governance 
in late capitalism (1989) noemt de Amerikaanse geograaf David Harvey vier strategieën die 
stadsbesturen gebruiken om investeringen in hun steden te bevorderen. De eerste is het creëren 
of benutten van een productievoordeel van de stad. De tweede strategie is een verbetering van 
de omstandigheden in de stad voor de inwoners en bezoekers (aandacht voor leefkwaliteit, 
toerisme, winkel- en woningaanbod). De derde strategie betreft het realiseren van belangrijke 
stedelijke functies (het bouwen van kantoren om hoogwaardige bedrijven aan te trekken) en de 
vierde is een focus op het binnenhalen van (centrale) overheidssubsidies (het aantrekken van 
overheidsinvesteringen in infrastructuur). Bij alle vier spelen flagships een centrale rol. Andere 
auteurs, zoals Neil Smith, leggen de link tussen flagship projecten en gentrification.

Een belangrijke manier om flagships te beoordelen en te begrijpen is te bekijken met welk 
doel zij zijn gemaakt. In de literatuur worden zeven mogelijke doelen gesignaleerd:
• de opwaardering van het imago van de stad;
• het katalyserend effect voor meer investeringen (in zowel hetzelfde gebied als elders in de 

stad);
• het creëren of promoten van een toeristische stad;
• gentrification en het aantrekken van hoge inkomens;
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• het klimmen in de stedelijke hiërarchie;
• ‘trickle-down’ effecten (het idee dat iedereen uiteindelijk zal profiteren van hoogwaardige 

investeringen);
• sociale doelen en win-win situaties (of wederzijds profijt).

Het onderzoek waarvan in dit proefschrift verslag wordt gedaan, heeft plaatsgevonden in 
Nederland en Schotland. Twee flagship projecten werden gekozen: de Kop van Zuid in 
Rotterdam en Glasgow Harbour in Glasgow. Daarnaast is onderzoek naar gentrification 
uitgevoerd in de wijk Leith in Edinburgh. Glasgow en Rotterdam hebben beiden een moeilijke 
overstap van een industriële naar een diensteneconomie gehad. Ze waren (en zijn nog steeds) 
belangrijke industriële steden in hun land. Ze hebben ook vroeg en vaak geëxperimenteerd met 
entrepreneurial strategieën voor herstructurering en het aantrekken van nieuwe investeringen. 
Maar hun visies op hoe grote herstructureringsprojecten worden opgezet en uitgevoerd zijn heel 
anders. Bij de Kop van Zuid speelt de gemeente de hoofdrol in het project, terwijl in Glasgow 
Harbour juist de private sector het voortouw neemt.

Verschillende visies en verschillende posities van actoren geven een belangrijke aanwijzing 
voor wie zal profiteren van deze flagship projecten. Levert een flagship voor iedereen en iedere 
plek in de stad iets op, of zijn de voordelen van dit soort investeringen gereserveerd voor een 
beperkte groep mensen die geconcentreerd zijn in een specifiek deel van de stad? Deze vragen 
geven het doel van dit onderzoek weer: het verkrijgen van meer inzicht in de vraag wie baat hebben 
bij flagship projecten. Om dit doel te bereiken werden er twee hoofdvragen gesteld.

1. In hoeverre zijn de doelen van flagships afhankelijk van de posities van verschillende actoren?

Deze vraag is beantwoord door middel van interviews met de belangrijkste actoren van de twee 
flagship projecten in Rotterdam en Glasgow, zoals ontwikkelaars, planologen en beleidsmakers. 
Daarbij is eerst gekeken naar alle doelen van desbetreffende projecten. Vervolgens is specifiek 
ingegaan op één van de zeven doelstellingen: gentrification en het aantrekken van inwoners met 
hoge inkomens.

2. Wat zijn de belangrijkste ervaringen van inwoners met de veranderingen in hun stad en 
wijk?

 a. Wat zijn hun ervaringen en hoe is hun percepties van een groot flagship in hun stad?
 b.  Wat zijn de ervaringen en perceptie van de ‘niet gentrifiers’ wat betreft woonbeleving, 

voorzieningen en sociale interactie in hun gegentrificeerde wijk?

Deze vraag is beantwoord in twee delen. Ten eerste is de perceptie en mening van inwoners 
van Rotterdam ten aanzien van de Kop van Zuid onderzocht. Dit deel van het onderzoek is 
uitgevoerd met behulp van een enquête in vier Rotterdamse wijken: de Kop van Zuid zelf, een 
aangrenzende wijk met gemiddeld lage inkomens, en twee wijken verder weg van het project 
(een met gemiddeld hogere inkomens en een met lagere inkomens). Ten tweede is kwalitatief 
onderzoek uitgevoerd in de Edinburghse wijk Leith. Leith transformeert snel van een 
arbeiderswijk met een slecht imago naar één van de meest bruisende en aantrekkelijke wijken 
van de stad. Hier zijn voornamelijk mensen geïnterviewd die hier reeds voor deze veranderingen 
al woonden om meer zicht te krijgen op de ervaringen en perceptie van mensen die niet behoren 
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tot de groep gentrifiers of verhuizers. De belangrijkste veronderstelling van dit onderzoek is 
dat er behoefte is een meer genuanceerd beeld van de veranderingen en dat de ervaringen van 
inwoners zelf van groot belang zijn.

Kritiek op flagship herstructurering
In de laatste twee decennia werd het gebruik van iconische en hoogwaardige 
herstructureringsprojecten steeds vaker een instrument van stedelijke ontwikkeling. Hoewel 
dergelijke projecten overal plaatsvinden, wordt het bouwen van flagships vooral gebruikt in 
steden die slachtoffer zijn van de-industrialisatie en die (mede daardoor) een slecht imago 
hebben. Deze projecten hebben als doel een katalysatoreffect te bewerkstelligen: het aantrekken 
van meer investeringen in de stad en het ontwikkelen van een beter imago. Ze zijn met name 
gericht op toeristen, investeerders of potentiële nieuwe inwoners met een hoog inkomen. Soms 
worden de projecten gezien als mondiale trefpunten. Maar ze zijn gebouwd in steden waar ze 
verbonden zijn aan de huidige wijken en plekken in de stad. Dus zijn het ook lokale plekken.

Er is veel kritiek geweest op de ontwikkeling van flagships. Hieronder worden de vier 
belangrijkste genoemd:
• Het eerste kritiekpunt betreft de conflicten over visies tussen aan de ene kant ontwikkelaars 

en de gemeente, en aan de andere kant de inwoners die misschien een ander beeld hebben 
over hun stad dan dat wat gepresenteerd of gecreëerd wordt. Dit sluit erbij dat dit soort 
projecten vaak zijn bedoeld voor een publiek van buiten de stad komt (toeristen, begeleiders, 
nieuwe inwoners).

• Het tweede kritiekpunt komt van auteurs zoals David Harvey en benadrukt dat grote 
herstructureringsprojecten slechts de schijn ophouden voor de bevolking. Ze worden vaak 
monumentaal gepresenteerd en maskeren de echte problemen van de stad. Dit komt voort 
uit de klassieke Romeinse gedachte van ‘brood en spelen.’

• Ten derde kunnen flagships sociale en economische polarisatie creëren of versterken. Dit 
komt onder andere doordat ze meer gericht zijn op het concentreren van rijkdom en niet op 
het spreiden daarvan.

• Het vierde punt is dat deze toename van de polarisatie ook ruimtelijke gevolgen heeft. Er 
zijn grenzen aan alle flagship projecten en dat betekent dat op sommige plekken wel geld 
wordt geïnvesteerd en op andere plekken niet. Er wordt vaak vooral aandacht gegeven 
aan stadscentra en gebieden met potentie zoals oude havengebieden. Daardoor wordt de 
scheiding tussen betere en armere delen van de stad steeds groter.

Visies, doelen en belangen in de Kop van Zuid en Glasgow Harbour
Zowel de Kop van Zuid als Glasgow Harbour zijn goede voorbeelden van het huidige beleid 
om oude havengebieden te herstructureren tot hoogwaardige deelgebieden van een stad. Ze 
zijn ook voorbeelden van neoliberale benaderingen die vaak worden gebruikt door steden om 
meer investeringen te krijgen en een beter beeld van zichzelf te creëren. Maar ondanks de 
overeenkomsten zijn er ook duidelijke verschillen.

De Kop van Zuid bevindt zich op een voormalig haventerrein op de zuidoever van de 
Nieuwe Maas, tegenover Rotterdams stadscentrum. De havens zijn gegraven aan het eind 
van de 19e eeuw en omringd door wijken gebouwd voor de huisvesting van (haven)arbeiders. 
Na de Tweede Wereldoorlog werden die havens echter te klein voor de grote schepen die toen 
in gebruik kwamen. In de jaren tachtig van de 20e eeuw was dit gebied bijna leeg en had het 
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industriële functie verloren. De oorspronkelijke plannen voor herontwikkeling betroffen sociale 
woningbouw, maar snel veranderde de visie over de toekomst voor het gebied en over de rol die 
het gebied zou kunnen hebben in de stad. Deze nieuwe visie kwam van stedenbouwkundige 
Riek Bakker. Ze begon in 1986 als directeur stadsontwikkeling en zou een hoofdrol spelen in 
de ontwikkeling van de Kop van Zuid. Haar visie was om een hoogwaardige plek te creëren. 
De Kop van Zuid zou een nieuw stadscentrum worden en de scheiding tussen Noord en Zuid 
verminderen.

Er waren vier expliciete doelen voor de Kop van Zuid. De eerste was om bovengenoemde 
scheiding te verminderen. Het bouwen van de nieuwe, iconische Erasmusbrug had daarbij een 
belangrijke functie. Deze brug werd een symbool van de stad en kreeg ook een belangrijke 
verkeersfunctie. Het tweede doel was het creëren van nieuwe woningen om middeninkomens 
naar de stad te trekken of voor de stad te behouden. Het derde doel was het creëren van nieuwe 
hoogwaardige bedrijven- en kantoorcentra om internationale bedrijven aan te trekken. Tot slot 
was het doel om maatschappelijke wederzijds profijt of win-win situaties te creëren. Het idee 
was dat de bevolking van de stad, met name de inwoners in de armere aangrenzende wijken, zou 
profiteren van de gebiedsontwikkeling.

Deze doelen werden ook daadwerkelijk gerealiseerd, vooral omdat de gemeente de 
regiefunctie had. Het stadsbestuur maakte de plannen en deed alle voorbereidingen voordat 
commerciële ontwikkelaars aan de slag mochten. De doelen en plannen waren complex. 
Wilde de gemeente alles realiseren, dan was het absoluut nodig om de regiefunctie op zich te 
nemen. Anders zou het kunnen dat de stad alleen een iconisch gebouw zou krijgen of een paar 
aantrekkelijke woningen, terwijl de gemeente juist een volledig nieuw stadsdeel wilde maken 
met goede aansluitingen met de rest van de stad. De gemeente was daarom de enige actor die 
alles kon realiseren. De Kop van Zuid werd een gemengd gebied voor werken, wonen, cultuur en 
recreatie. Het werd een hoogwaardige plek met flagship status.

In Glasgow was het project Glasgow Harbour de grootste waterfront herstructureringen in 
de stad. Net als het plangebied in Rotterdam had het terrein vroeger een industriële functie. 
Glasgow Harbour bevindt zich ten westen van de binnenstad, op de noordelijke oever van de 
River Clyde. Het ligt naast de wijk Partick, die vroeger een arbeiderswijk was maar nu een 
proces van gentrification doormaakt. Minder dan twee kilometer verder ligt de wijk West End 
met Glasgow University, één van de meest aantrekkelijke gebieden in de stad.

De visie voor Glasgow Harbour was sterk beïnvloed door de commerciële ontwikkelaars 
die leiding geven voor het project. Hier ging het over het maken van winst en het creëren 
van een herkenbare en iconische plek in de stad. Glasgow Harbour is een commerciële 
ontwikkeling en wordt geleid door projectontwikkelaar Clydeport, vroeger de manager van 
de haven maar nu meer en meer een gebiedsontwikkelaar. Clydeport was eigenaar van het 
overgrote deel van het terrein en dus was het voor hen mogelijk om hun visie en doelen te 
realiseren. Het gemeentebestuur speelde een minder belangrijke rol. De stad moest instemmen 
met alle projecten, maar in de meeste situaties was het antwoord ‘ja.’ Dit kwam onder andere 
omdat Glasgow tot vóór de aanvraag van het project niet populair was bij commerciële 
projectontwikkelaars en de stad überhaupt blij was met ontwikkelaars die Glasgow kozen om 
projecten te ontwikkelen. Met zoveel concurrentie tussen steden was het stellen van veel eisen 
aan commerciële ontwikkelaars (zoals op het gebied van wonen, de aanleg van openbaar vervoer, 
infrastructuur etc.) geen realistische optie.
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Tot nu toe is Glasgow Harbour een woongebied met gemiddelde en dure koopappartementen. 
Er zijn plannen om meer functies in de wijk te brengen zoals winkels en een nieuw gebouw voor 
het Glasgow Transport Museum. Er is meer kritiek van de inwoners van Glasgow op Glasgow 
Harbour dan van Rotterdammers op de Kop van Zuid, onder andere dat Glasgow Harbour een 
rijke enclave is en dat er geen sociale huurwoningen zijn.

Flagships en gentrification
Eén van de belangrijkste doelen van flagships is het aantrekken of behouden van huishoudens 
met hoge inkomens. Veel steden (vooral ook oude industriële steden) hebben het probleem 
dat veel huishoudens met hoge en middeninkomens wegtrekken. Glasgow en Rotterdam zijn 
hier voorbeelden. Het idee dat het ‘rijke steden met arme mensen’ zijn, staat centraal in hun 
visie en hun beleidsvorming. Ze zijn rijk omdat ze vroeger rijk waren en doordat ze veel 
ontwikkelingsmogelijkheden hebben. Maar ze zijn arm omdat een groot deel van hun bevolking 
een lage opleiding en een laag inkomen heeft.

Gentrification betreft niet meer alleen het opknappen van oude arbeidershuizen dichtbij 
het stadscentrum. Voor overheden en steden was gentrification vroeger een probleem omdat 
het werd geassocieerd met het verdringen van arme inwoners. Nu wordt gentrification gezien 
als een oplossing voor het probleem van ‘rijke steden met arme mensen.’ Het stimuleren van 
gentrification in wijken is meer en meer een directe overheidsstrategie geworden. Dat blijkt 
zowel in Rotterdam als in Glasgow.

In Rotterdam is het stimuleren van gentrification een directe strategie van de gemeente. Dit 
blijkt uit beleidsdocumenten zoals de Stadsvisie, waar het woord gentrification wordt gebruikt. 
In Rotterdam wordt geloofd dat teveel midden- en hoge inkomens de stad hebben verlaten en 
verhuisd zijn naar plekken rond Rotterdam of andere steden in de Randstad. De stad heeft teveel 
lage inkomens en een tekort aan mensen met hogere inkomens en hogere opleidingen. Maar een 
ander probleem is, volgens de gemeente, dat de stad een tekort heeft aan grotere en duurdere 
woningen. Dus voor de mensen met hogere inkomens die in Rotterdam willen blijven wonen, is 
er nauwelijks aanbod. Dit werd gezien als een probleem voor zowel de huidige als de potentiële 
inwoners. Eén van de oplossingen was het ontwikkelen van de Kop van Zuid, een nieuwe wijk 
die aantrekkelijk genoeg zou moeten zijn om dit soort mensen aan te trekken en te behouden. 
Daarom is in de Kop van Zuid gentrification een direct doel van de gemeente.

In Glasgow was het voor de gemeente niet mogelijk direct in te zetten op gentrification in 
Glasgow Harbour. Toch was het startpunt min of meer gelijk – Glasgow had een tekort aan 
welvarende inwoners omdat velen van hen in de vorige eeuw de stad hadden verlaten voor de 
suburbs en de nieuwe steden. Maar Glasgow had ook te lijden onder een daling van het totale 
aantal inwoners. De afname van het aantal inwoners was extremer dan in Rotterdam, dus was het 
beleid van de gemeente Glasgow meer gericht op het aantrekken van inwoners in het algemeen 
dan op het specifiek aantrekken van mensen uit de hogere inkomensklassen. De gemeente 
Glasgow heeft geen directe rol in de ontwikkeling van Glasgow Harbour en heeft gentrification 
niet als expliciete doel gesteld. De commerciële ontwikkelaars die luxe, dure woningen langs de 
rivier wilden bouwen werden echter ook zeker niet tegengewerkt.
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Wie profiteert van flagships: de perceptie van de bewoners
Wat bewoners vinden van flagships is een onderwerp dat vaak wordt genegeerd in de literatuur. 
Toch is kennis hiervan belangrijk, omdat veel inwoners van de stad en de desbetreffende wijken 
een grote impact ervaren van de veranderingen.

Om de vraag over de perceptie te beantwoorden is onderzoek gedaan in zowel de Kop van 
Zuid als in Leith, een gegentrificeerde wijk in Edinburgh. In Rotterdam werd een enquête 
gehouden in vier wijken, gespreid in de stad. Het doel was om te kijken naar de perceptie in twee 
wijken dichtbij de ontwikkeling: de Afrikaanderwijk, een arme gemengde wijk naast de Kop 
van Zuid, en de Kop van Zuid-Entrepot, een onderdeel van het project zelf. Daarnaast zijn twee 
wijken verder weg gekozen: Spangen, een arme wijk in Rotterdam-West en Kralingen-Oost, één 
van de rijkste wijken van de stad.

Een opvallende conclusie uit de enquête was dat mensen positiever waren dan verwacht. Er 
zijn verschillen tussen de rijke en arme wijken en ook tussen de dichtbij en verderaf gelegen 
wijken. In de dichterbij gelegen wijken was men gemiddeld trotser op de Kop van Zuid dan in 
de verderaf gelegen wijken. De meest verrassende uitkomst was de algemene tevredenheid en 
positieve perceptie van inwoners van de Afrikaanderwijk. Ze hebben een positief beeld van de 
flagship ontwikkeling op de Kop van Zuid en delen van het gebied vormt nu een deel van hun 
wijk. Een mogelijke verklaring hiervoor is dat met het nieuwe winkelaanbod en de verbeterde 
vervoersverbindingen (tramlijnen en de Erasmusbrug) de Kop van Zuid een rol is gaan spelen in 
hun dagelijkse leven. Met de nieuwe winkels die bij de Vuurplaat (een straat in de ontwikkeling) 
zijn gekomen hebben inwoners van de Afrikaanderwijk meer winkelmogelijkheden dan vóór de 
bouw van de Kop van Zuid.

In de Edinburghse wijk Leith werden mensen ondervraagd die voor de gentrification al 
in hun wijk woonden. Drie onderwerpen werden aan de orde gesteld bij de geïnterviewden: 
veranderingen in de woonomgeving, voorzieningen en sociale interacties. Net als in Rotterdam 
waren de respondenten positiever dan verwacht. Natuurlijk waren er zorgen, voornamelijk over 
de stijgende kosten van woningen in de wijk, maar veel mensen beoordeelden de verbeterde 
voorzieningen positief. De veranderingen gaven de wijk een betere reputatie in de stad en de 
bewoners waren daar trots op. Er was geen bewijs voor spanningen tussen oude en nieuwe 
bewoners maar wel werd door de respondenten opgemerkt dat er scheidingen waren tussen 
groepen in de wijk. Dit leidde niet tot problemen maar tot de constatering dat er mensen in de 
wijk woonden die in een andere wereld leefden. Ook hadden respondenten het idee dat veel van 
de verbeteringen in de wijk niet bedoeld waren voor de oude inwoners, maar vooral ten goede 
kwamen aan de nieuwe bewoners.

Slotbeschouwing
De onderzochte projecten in dit onderzoek, Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam en Glasgow Harbour, 
zijn gericht op het aantrekken van rijke inwoners en het creëren van exclusieve plekken. Daarom 
is het logisch om te verwachten dat niet iedereen zal profiteren van deze ontwikkelingen. Toch 
is het antwoord op de vraag wie wel en niet profiteert genuanceerd. De flagships brengen de lage 
inkomens niet uit hun relatieve armoede. Maar meer kijken er toch met een positieve en open 
blik naar de nieuwe ontwikkelingen dan vaak wordt verondersteld in de literatuur.

Eén van de grootste kritiekpunten op flagships is dat ze niet direct de grootste problemen 
van een stad aanpakken. Maar dat is ook niet hun doel. Ze proberen – door het creëren van 
hoogwaardige plekken – om meer inkomen voor de stad te krijgen, een beter beeld of imago 
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te bevorderen en hogere inkomens naar de stad te trekken. Het zijn reacties op de problemen 
van de-industrialisatie en het wegtrekken van rijkere inwoners. Het kritiekpunt zou terecht 
zijn als flagships worden gezien als de strategie om een betere stad te creëren en de oplossing 
voor de huidige uitdagingen van de stad. Deze kritiek is groter als de overheid een directe 
rol speelt in het bevorderen van deze strategie. Dit is omdat hoewel er kleinschalige directe 
verbeteringen kunnen zijn (levenskwaliteit, vervoer, openbare ruimte etc.) de grootste doelgroep 
nog steeds de hogere inkomens zijn. Wat nodig is, is een combinatie van benaderingen. De 
overheid heeft daarbij een groot voordeel: alleen zij kunnen op lange termijn en grootschalig 
denken (voornamelijk met betrekking tot infrastructuur en openbare ruimte). Commerciële 
ontwikkelingen (zoals Glasgow Harbour) zijn meer gericht op één kantoor of één luxe 
woongebied. Infrastructuur, zoals de brug in Glasgow, is niet het belangrijkste doel. Als het idee 
dat de gemeente grote ontwikkelingen kan initiëren wordt gecombineerd met doelen die gericht 
zijn op alle bewoners van de stad, is het mogelijk om veel kritiek die gegeven wordt op flagships 
te pareren. In die visie zijn flagships in oude havengebieden niet alleen de plekken van hoge 
inkomens, maar ook plekken die de scheidslijnen in de stad verzachten.
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