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Rethinking Urban Transport Planning
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By Prof. Marco te Brömmelstroet & Dr. George Liu


“Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.” – J.M. Keynes (1936 p.383)



“For economists, he might as aptly have substituted planners,” argued Peter Hall in 1988, pointing to Keynes’s passage is a tribute to the long reaching impact that a few intellectual ideas can have on practice. Eventually, however, ideology meet the reality of the people on the ground, but this can happen long after the physical damage has already taken root. 

Take the case of automobiles in Amsterdam: in the 1950s the car was taking over the streets  and turning once vibrant public squares into parking lots. Ten years later, in the 1960s, the promises of the car were taking over the hearts and minds of policymakers and professionals alike. This was deeply connected with the mainstream planning paradigm of the Modernist city, with jobs and services in the metropolitan centre and housing in the suburban periphery. During this period, fast mobility was enabled by motorways and a metro system connecting the two. Plans for these did not just stay on paper, but large swaths of housing were demolished and both the suburbs and the new mobility system were being frantically built. 

In the turmoil of the late 60s and early 70s, in response to an international counterculture, movements for affordable housing and the limits to growth were catalyzed by the the oil crises. Large protests against modernist planning erupted soon thereafter. These ‘land use and mobility’ protests called for a more human centred idea of urban quality. With lower speeds and a more diverse and inclusive urban development. The combination of these radical new ideas and societal pressure ushered in a period of experimentation: how to do things differently? The new narrative had to be told and unfold at the same time (Holden et al., 2019). Activists and artists developed new narratives, such as Constant’s New Babylon (Nikolaeva & Nello-Deakin, 2020). Professionals and policy makers had to quickly learn how to put new narratives in practice. Since then, Amsterdam’s planning focused more on preserving a fine-grained urban fabric and functional mix, and on constraining car use and facilitating bikes and trams.  


“Just as the 1960s, we know today that planning must radically change, we don’t know exactly how, we do have some ideas, and we want to debate and experiment with you!”



This is how we opened our course Rethinking Urban Transport Planning (RUTP) with a group of 60 international students of the Urban and Regional Planning master at the University of Amsterdam. A course that once was called Metropolitan Transport Planning and was centered around introducing and discussing the steps and tools of mainstream transportation planning. With the pressure from social movements mounting and the number and impacts of global crises increasing, our critique on this status quo could no longer fit that format. 

We wanted to be more constructive. We wanted to experiment with better ways of doing it. We wanted an entirely different course, where our students could lead the way to change, and we would help them.

RUTP aims to foster and curate a dialogue between the students focused on critical and constructive reflection on the key building blocks of an emergent UTP planning process. Four building blocks (see below) that form an iterative cycle and that bring together strands of seeing, thinking and doing that can move us beyond business as usual. And through them, the students endeavour on their personal journey towards new ways of doing transportation planning. The chapters in this book showcase the results of their efforts. 
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Understanding systemic connections


‘The language and information systems of an organization are not an objective means of describing an outside reality—they fundamentally structure the perceptions and actions of its members.’ 

—Fred Kofman, quoted in Meadows (2008, p. 174)



To govern complex systems, we need to simplify the world. We need to identify key parameters on which we can intervene, and we need to define indicators that help us to understand our impacts (Scott, 2008). In this unavoidable process of simplification, we make arbitrary choices. These choices are often seen as offering an objective mirror on reality (‘people just want to go quickly from A to B, right’), but they profoundly shape what problems we see and which types of solutions we develop (Te Brömmelstroet. 2020). Since this is so fundamental, we need to understand what choices underlie our current understanding of the wider mobility system (Mattioli et al., 2020) and how they steer and limit our views (Keblowski & Bassens, 2018). Systems thinking offers a potent toolbox to explore this (Meadows, 2008). 
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Identifying alternative mobility narratives 




‘if a factory is torn down but the rationality which produced it is left standing, then that rationality will simply produce another factory.’

—Robert Pirsig (1974)



Knowing that our overview of the complex mobility system will always be limited: what happens if we challenge the worldviews and assumptions that underlie our thinking about mobility? To become more cognitive-lenient, it helps to actively look for narrative seeds and nurture them into full-fledge alternative mobility narratives (Te Brömmelstroet et al., 2022). This deep dive into the underlying foundations is not something that comes naturally and shouldn’t be expected to come from mobility experts, as Holden et al. (2019) suggests. We as teachers could point towards some interesting lines of thinking, but encourage the students to build on the disciplinary, geographical and experiential diversity that they bring in.
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Enabling transitions (through experiments)


“It is, at best, questionable whether these fundamental societal changes can be planned or managed ... We often do not know what these (underlying) problems are – let alone how to solve them ... Where do we begin?” 

—Chris Roorda et al. (2014, p. 9)




––––––––
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How to overcome barriers and realize opportunities for transformative change in the urban mobility system? The field of sustainability transitions offer useful concepts, such as the Multi Level Perspective (Geels, 2012) and practices, such as transition management (Nevens et al., 2013; Kenis et al., 2016; Hebinck et al.;2022). The Multi Level Perspective helps us conceptualize a strategy for transformative change as the identification and nurturing of niches/novelties that can build on landscape opportunities and can challenge regime barriers. Transition management helps us understand how that might in the first place entail devising and implementing transition experiments, that is “short-term actions through which alternative structures, cultures, and practices are explored” (Roorda et al., 2004, p. 32; Bertolini, 2020).  
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Learning for change (from experiments)


“A major aspect ... is the fact that failure is accepted or can only be considered as failure when no lessons were learnt from that very failure.”

—Frank Nevens et al. (2013, p. 120)



Learning is seen as a, if not the key mechanism by which transition experiments can impact transformative change (Nevens et al., 2013). But how to learn from experiments to enable change? Learning for change should be an open, inclusive, continuous, and reflective process, also questioning the value of the goals, not just assessing the degree of their achievement (Edelenbos & van Buuren, 2005). It should draw lessons about the experiment (first order), but also about the system and narrative (second order) and about the process (third order) (Luederitz et al., 2017). And learning for change should at the same time question dominant agendas, navigate conflicting agendas, explore diverse agendas, and elevate marginalized agendas (Chambers et al., 2022).

The essay

The climax of the course are the individual essays in which we ask students to bring it all, but freely together. In this final assignment we ask them to “write an academic essay in which you develop an argument about alternative approaches to addressing a challenge of choice in urban mobility. Choose a mobility intervention (mobility innovation or policy intervention) and develop alternative narratives, systemic connections, transition experiments and monitoring/evaluation frameworks.” The book gives you a taste of what might come about of this. Enjoy, and be inspired by the reading!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Rethinking the Norwegian EV Strategy and Enabling Transitions Towards the 15-Minute City
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By Olle Berggren

Introduction 

Did you know? An EV car takes up the same amount of space as a fossil fuel car. Well, it may not be a surprising fact, but if you follow the logic of many politicians and companies, it sounds like the EV car will save the world. However, the spatial problem with cars remains and therefore should this “fun fact” be addressed to those naively stressing EV cars as the most important solution. 

Today, 87 percent of the new car sales in Norway are fully electric, compared to the 13 percent in the EU (Zipper, 2023). This visualizes something special with Norway and the country’s attitude to EV cars. From the 1990s the Norwegian governments have invested money and effort in a transition towards an electrification of the car fleet (Norwegian EV Association, n.d.).

To start in a personal manner, I have always admired the technique and possibilities of EV cars. However, with a burning engagement for the planning of more livable and safe cities I have also realized the problematic reality of the growth of EV cars. When I stroll around the streets in the city that I normally inhabit, Oslo, I notice the stillness and the fresh air even though there are cars around me, in environments that earlier were dominated by noise and pollution. I also notice how we are still struggling with one of the biggest challenges in cities today - space. Cars, regardless of if they are driven by petrol or electric, demands incredibly much space in the city and with the increased demanding pressure on space in the compact city we should rethink the use of our urban spaces (Holden et al., 2020). In this essay, I want you to follow me on a journey, where we will find a path towards an alternative to the current EV strategy in Norway.

The story of the Norwegian EV strategy

When trying to understand the Norwegian EV strategy we need to take a closer look on the broader context. In 1987, the Brundtland commission (initiated by the former Norwegian prime minister Gro Harlem Brundtland) released their report “Our Common Future”, a report which has made significant marks in policymaking in Norway and around the world (Brundtland, 1987; United Nations Association of Norway, 2023). The report released the concept of sustainable development, consisting of three elements of economic, social and climate sustainability, which are all interconnected and interdependent by each other (Brundtland, 1987). The idea of the concept is that to establish a sustainable development and society, there must be a balance between all the elements (Brundtland, 1987). The EV strategy could be perceived as a strategy to accomplish all the three dimensions of sustainability; it sustains and seeds economic growth (economic sustainability), it gives more people the chance to drive electric (social sustainability) and it cuts emissions (climate sustainability). 
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Figure 1: EV cars charging in a street in Oslo.

(Photo: Ståle Frydenlund/Norsk Elbilforening on Flickr)

Since the early 1990s, after the release of the sustainability concept, there has been a dozen of initiatives implemented by the Norwegian governments all with the intentions to electrify the private car-fleet. Some examples of both historical and present incentives are no purchase/import tax, exemption from the 25% VAT purchases and leasing, no road tax, no or reduced charges on toll roads, free parking, and access to bus lanes (Norwegian EV Association, n.d.). All new cars sold by the year 2025 should be zero-emissions, hydrogen or electric, according to a decision made by the Norwegian parliament (Norwegian Ministry of Transport, n.d.). 

––––––––
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Understanding the system connections of the Norwegian EV strategy

A first step in the process to rethink the Norwegian EV strategy we need to truly understand it, and to do this we can apply a system thinking to it. Thinking in systems can help us to better understand the complex world we live in, and as Meadows (2008, p. 2) states, “It is a way of thinking that gives us the freedom to identify root causes of problems and see new opportunities.”. In this case thinking of the EV-strategy in systems will help us to rethink and identify new opportunities. Meadows (2008) describes a system as “an interconnected set of elements that is coherently organized in a way that achieves something.” (p. 11). We know that we are looking at a system when we can identify several elements that are interconnected and that there is a core function or purpose (Meadows, 2008). 
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Figure 2: The Norwegian EV strategy visualized as a system of interconnected elements.

An important factor of the Norwegian EV strategy and that makes the strategy both possible and consistent, is the current car-dependent transport system. Mattioli et al. (2008, p. 2) describes the elements that hold up the car-dependent transport system as the automotive industry, the provision of car infrastructure, the political economy of urban sprawl, the provision of public transport and cultures of car consumption. As the system building shows (in figure 2), the EV strategy consists of several elements that are interconnected. One interesting “loop” of elements interconnected with each other, is the space elements. Because cars need space, the EV strategy contributes to an increasing demand of spaces for roads and parking, which in the other hand leads to a decline in spaces for the public. Another interesting loop of elements is about how the strategy contributes to and is based on individualism and the dependency on governmental fundings. Both elements of individualism and governmental fund-dependency are interconnected to public transportation, in a negative way. Individualism favors individual means of transportation, like the car, instead of collective means. The dependency on governmental funds and subsidies leads us to the negative financial outcome for investments in public transportation. Many big public transport projects in Norway are financed by road taxes, but with the subsidized road taxes for EV cars the fundings are less (Remme, Sareen & Haarstad, 2022).

As shown, to think in systems is a helpful process when trying to understand the EV strategy. However, we should be aware of the limitations with system thinking because systems have boundaries (Meadows 2008, p. 95). As Meadows (2008, p. 95) states “There are no separate systems. The world is a continuum.”

Finding alternative mobility narratives to the EV dependency

With help from the process of thinking of the EV strategy in a system it is further natural to identify the underlying narratives that foster and sustain the EV strategy. Narratives can be understood as “(...) simple stories that describe a problem, lay out its consequences and suggest (simple) solutions” (Hermwille, 2016, p. 238). One can perceive the EV strategy as part of the grand narrative “electromobility” which emphasizes the role of electrification as a crucial ingredient in the transition to the sustainable society (Holden, et al., 2020). This grand narrative is further linked to the sustainability narratives like “the green purchaser” and “the clean vehicle”, where private consumption behavior and companies hold the leading roles (Holden, et al., 2020). This is highly relevant in the case of the EV strategy which is based on that companies electrify the car fleet and that the consumers buy these cars. In other words, the narrative relies on the notion of “green growth”, that the climate crisis can be solved through continuous economic expansion where consumers and companies are important actors (Hickel & Kallis, 2020). These narratives can be linked to the discourses of “homo civitus” and “homo economicus”, which are two discourses where the key agents are the people and the firms (Holden et al., 2020). According to Holden et al. (2020), these are common discourses within sustainability transitions and can be seen highly relevant for the case of the Norwegian EV strategy.

As Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al. (2022, p. 1) argues “Current mobility patterns are rapidly depleting individuals, cities, global resources and the environment – a situation requiring rapid and transformative change.” To really rethink the EV strategy and to enable transitions towards alternative stories and futures on mobility, we need to talk about transformative change. Transformative change requires radical shifts in how we talk about the world and about mobility (Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022). A necessary step in this transformation is to talk about deep leverage points, which is a crucial step to achieve fundamental changes (Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022). Meadows (1999) identified twelve leverage points that engages with the power of transformative changes from shallow to deep leverage points. The Norwegian EV strategy is an example of shallow leverage points on Meadows (1999) scale, where the policymakers make use of parameters such as subsidies and taxes to enable change. However, as Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022 (p. 2) argue shallow interventions like the EV strategy will most likely not lead to transformative changes. Instead, we need to engage with deep leverage points that “(...) deal with the design and intent of systems (...)” (Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022, p. 2). 

Narratives appears as a useful concept when operationalizing deep leverage points, which according to Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al. (2022) “(...) helps connect language and thinking with the power to act.” (p. 3). The EV strategy is an example of the path dependency and social lock-in in the current mobility thinking, which is developed around the mainstream thinking of the car dependency (Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022, p. 3). To enable transformative change through deep leverage points it is crucial to break through the current path dependency based on the car dependency and identify seeds that can question and challenge dominant mobility narratives. There are some alternative narrative seeds that appears as relevant when questioning the current dominant narratives behind the EV strategy. Instead of thinking of mobility as growth-based, individualistic, and efficient there are compelling alternatives to be found in the literature.

Two narrative seeds that question the underlying stories behind the EV strategy are mobility as an unnecessity and mobility as social interactions. Mobility as an unnecessity “(...) highlights the need to promote conditions where stillness, low speed, and proximity-based social contacts and resources become (again) the object of positive attention and investment” (Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022, p. 6) and mobility as social interactions “(...) emphasises the street as the quintessential public place where people encounter others” (Brömmelstroet, Mladenovic & Nikolaeva et al., 2022, p. 6). These alternative narrative seeds lead us to finding alternative ways of thinking about mobility, instead of being stuck in old unstainable habits. When thinking about mobility in radical different way, as both slower, less necessary, and as more social, we can truly rethink the EV strategy and find alternative futures. 
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Figure 3: Showing an alternative future based on a different narrative. 

(Photo: The Cycling Professor on Instagram)

The 15-minute city – an alternative intervention

The idea of the 15-minute city appears as an applicable alternative to the EV strategy, instead of being stuck in car-dependent narrative where the spatially challenges are dominant one can imagine an alternative future based on narratives of slower and less mobility with more focus on social interactions between people. The 15-minute city concept originates from Carlos Moreno, who advocated for a society where its inhabitants should have access to the essentials in a radius of 15 minutes by foot or bicycle (Moreno et al., 2021, p. 100). The concept emphasizes an alternative urban environment in contrast to the car-dependent society where transportation is necessary (Moreno et al., 2021, p. 100). In the 15-minute city people should enjoy a higher quality of life and fulfill the six urban social functions, such as living, working, commerce, healthcare, education, and entertainment (Moreno et. al, 2021, p. 100). According to the concept, the urban landscape needs to be designed by the four components proximity, diversity, density, and ubiquity (Moreno et al., 2021, p. 101). These components are crucial to attain the urban social functions (Moreno et al., 2021).

Enabling transitions towards the 15-minute city

So how can we go further in the process of rethinking the EV strategy and enable transitions to a mobility system based on narrative seeds where mobility is seen as slower, less necessary, and more social. With help from the socio-technical concept multi-level perspective (MLP) we can understand transitions in a system of three levels: landscape, regimes, and niches (Geels, 2012, p. 472). This socio-technical approach highlights “(...) co-evolution and multi-dimensional interactions between industry, technology, markets, policy, culture and civil society.” (Geels, 2012, p. 472).  Transitions, according to the multi-level perspective, are a non-linear process that stem from the interplay of several developments on the three levels - landscape, regimes, and niches (Geels, 2012, p. 472). The right conditions can help niche-innovations to find cracks in the socio-technical regimes and break through and change the regimes (Geels, 2012). One could argue that an illustrative example of a such transition could be Tesla, which through its niche-innovation of innovative EV cars broke through a crack in the socio-technical regime of the auto-mobile industry and radically changed the system. 

City street experiments can be understood as an example of a niche, which under the right conditions, could lead to transitions. However, as Bertolini (2020) states, the relationship between street experiments and transformative changes is not clear. Bertolini (2020) therefore presents a framework that helps to assess the potential linkage between experiments and change. His framework is an assessment scheme based on the five criteria (1) radical, (2) challenge-driven, (3) feasible, (4) strategic, and (5) communicative. An assessment based on these criteria can help to trigger system-wide transformations (Bertolini, 2020). 

In the process of rethinking the EV strategy and to enable transitions towards the 15-minute city I have developed a potential transition experiment. This will be a local campaign in Oslo, together with a minor street experiment. The campaign is temporary and called “Support your local neighborhood”, a playful slogan based on the old saying “Support your local football team”, instead of supporting the local football team people are instead encouraged to support their local bakery, restaurant, pub and non-consumption-based amenities like greens spaces, parks, or other public spaces during a limited time. The slogan is part of the strategy to make the experiment more communicative and mobilizing by reaching out to people (Bertolini, 2020). Instead of driving your car out of the neighborhood, be stuck in congestions and do the grocery shopping in big black boxes, people are instead encouraged to walk or bike to the local supermarket in the neighborhood. As part of the campaign there will also be a minor street experiment on one street to illustrate the possibilities in the spaces normally occupied by cars and charging. In line with the idea to “support your local neighborhood”, these spaces could be temporary transformed into social meeting places, temporary local shops, or green spaces based on the idea of “parklets” (Bertolini, 2020). The inspiration should come from the current municipal project “Bilfritt Byliv” (EN: “Car-free liveability”) and “Bylivsgata” (EN: “Liveable street”) in Oslo, where there has been temporary re-use of space in normally car-depended streets (Oslo kommune, n.d.). When radically shifting the purpose of the spaces normally occupied by parking, this step is part of making the experiment radical (Bertolini, 2020). The campaign should ideally be a co-production between the municipality, the local neighborhood, and the local business to make it feasible (Bertolini, 2020). With municipality as part of the campaign, it could be supported with subsidies. Some examples could be temporary reduced prices on services to encourage people to stay in their neighborhoods and a collaborative arrangement between residents and their workplaces to encourage working remotely from home or in local co-working spaces. The key idea here is to subsidize people to use their neighborhood instead of subsidizing EV cars. With a focus on collaboration between key actors in the neighborhood it aims to be strategic (Bertolini, 2020). Businesses, communities, and residents will hopefully see how a different future is possible, that is gaining everyone. If key actors manage to collaborate in a meaningful way and people are mobilized to the campaign and the experiment, actors will realize that another future is possible and that staying in the neighborhood gives many advantages for the quality of life and for the community. If this vision is showed and visualized good enough, the experiment can be challenge-driven by addressing how long-term change is possible towards a different pathway than the spatial problems with the EV dependency (Bertolini, 2020).  

The purpose of temporary campaign is based on the notion that experiments are “(...) short- term actions through which alternative structures, cultures, and practices are explored” (Bertolini, 2020, p. 744). To link it back to previous sections of these essay, the goal is to make people be part of the journey to question the current mobility narratives and make them rethink mobility. In this case get people to question the dominance of EV cars in Oslo and the notion that electrification of cars does not alone solve the challenges in urban planning. The goal is also to make people explore the alternative narratives of understanding mobility as something that can be slower, less important, and more socially grounded. 
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Figure 4: A potential campaign poster.

Learning for change

If transition experiments are to become challenging and go from temporary arrangements to permanent change, as VanHoose et al. (2022, p. 1) states, we need to evaluate the experiment and learn from it. Because the goal is to make people start questioning current underlying mobility narratives and explore alternative ones. The core of enabling transitions is to get stakeholders along and to find a common path. The 15-minute city experiment would require a mobilization of many different actors, and collaboration between them. Chambers et al. (2022) talk about tensions and conflicts between actors in the co-production in sustainability transformations. They present the concept of "co-productive agility", which they argue is a feature important to turn tensions into transformations (Chambers et al., 2022). To enable transformations it is, according to Chambers et al. (2022), crucial to find a middle way between the archetypal roles. As Chambers et al. (2022, p. 8) states "(...)by creating space for all views (host), yet also bringing a critical angle (woodpecker); by not unjustly imposing agendas (hero), but also not romanticizing others’ agendas (genie).". A campaign like proposed in this essay will most likely experience many conflicts between different actors and it is therefore crucial to be able to turn tensions into transformations during the process.
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