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Austria’s capital transformed from a peripheral, declining outpost of the Cold War to a city that consistently ranks top of global quality of life surveys. Here’s how Vienna turned a series of major economic and geopolitical challenges to its advantage.

                        

Introduction

In the mid-1980s, when Vienna presented its first urban development plan, the city government expected the population to decline and foresaw serious challenges for its urban economy. However, geopolitical transformations prompted a fresh wave of immigration to Vienna, so the city needed to adapt fast and develop new initiatives. A new spirit of urban development emerged.

Vienna’s remarkable migration-driven growth took place in three phases:


	
first, the population grew rapidly between 1989 and 1993



	
then it grew again between 2000 and 2006



	
and finally from 2010 until today the population has been growing steadily and swiftly, by on average around 22,000 people per year



	
This means an addition of nearly 350,000 inhabitants since 1989.





After these 30 years of increased population, Vienna is a growing, dynamic and successful global city in Central and South Eastern Europe. Due to consistent long-term oriented improvements, Vienna is well-placed to continue its success as an attractive, prosperous and inclusive metropolis. Mercer’s “Quality of Living Survey 2018” ranks Vienna highest for quality of living in the world for the ninth year in a row. This award acknowledges the professional and integrated management of the city. It also reflects the development of creative, innovative and sustainable municipal policies and initiatives.
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Many of the impulses for the successful recovery of the city were realised by means of projects and urban programmes that received key investments from the European Investment Bank.

This essay reviews the political circumstances and strategic orientations of Vienna’s comprehensive urban development policy, and how the EIB’s investments facilitated key projects and supported Vienna’s process of urban modernisation. Urban development in Vienna took place in four cycles, which are characterised by distinctive internal and external conditions and opportunities. Each prompted different levels of EIB engagement:

The first cycle is shaped profoundly by the collapse of the communist system and a total change in the geopolitical conditions affecting Vienna’s development. Vienna evolved from a declining city at the periphery of Western Europe to a growing city in the heart of a renewed Europe, facing fundamental challenges in economic and urban development.

In the second cycle Vienna was a city in transition, as it sought to define its new position in the European Union on the one hand and its role as a city bordering the EU’s Central and Eastern European neighbours on the other. In this period, the city government made strategic decisions for long-term urban development in this new environment: the issue of sustainability gained importance and the city carried out comprehensive action for affordable housing and urban renewal.

In the third cycle Vienna coped with the challenges of a rapidly growing city and the implementation of large-scale projects to promote Vienna on an international level and enhance the attractiveness of the city as a knowledge hub and as an integrated inclusive city. This is the period where the EIB provided the majority of its focused investments.

The fourth cycle stands for enhancing the international and economic competitiveness of the city on the one hand and for implementing a full smart city strategy that cuts across all areas of urban policy, on the other. The city government and its citizens are faced with the challenge of the large influx of refugees and the shift in the political debate against “open cities”.

Timeline of developments (population, political incidents, urban planning, performance cycles)
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Timeline of EIB investment in Vienna and the metropolitan region (mentioned years: dates of signature)
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Cycle 1: 1989-1995 
Vienna at a crossroads

The year of the fall of the Iron Curtain was of fundamental historical importance for Europe and the geopolitical system. It was also the beginning of a completely new era of development opportunities for Vienna. In 1989, Vienna was a declining metropolis. It retained its exceptional cultural and architectural heritage, but it also had to contend with a rapidly ageing population, economic stagnation and a certain degree of “progress aversion”. Vienna tended to view itself above all as a vulnerable outpost of the West, in close proximity to the menace of the “Eastern Bloc”. After 1989, the city found itself suddenly in a completely different situation. The Austrian capital became a logical “gateway to the East” for numerous international enterprises and the first point of contact for people from the Eastern and South Eastern European transition countries.
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