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Zuidas, a section of the Southern Axis – the expansion plane
along the highways between Amsterdam South and Schiphol airport –
marks the turning point in the building processes of the
Netherlands’ cities and anticipates the developments in city
building in Europe. During the 1980s, in the restoration of the
existing city, density and infrastructure development was the core
of the urban renewal program. Production upheavals and
infrastructure reforms demanded a reorganization of disused
(brownfield) sites and the waterfront. 

A different set of circumstances greets the Zuidas project. The
radical change in urban policies, initiated by neoliberal
orientations, puts pressure on the urban design metamorphosis,
raises fundamental questions, and leaves its mark on future
developments. Overturning the previous tendency towards
centralization, new expansions and forms of centrality outside the
city are anticipated. The emphasis is placed on the economic
optimization of the urban construction operations, satisfying the
expectations of the current forms of real estate financialization.
The infrastructures, interpreted in neo-Keynesian optics, call for
a driving force in the relaunch of investments: if the issue of
urban reform first occurred in association with the infrastructure
reorganization, now it is the positional revenues, offered by a new
topography of accessibility following the infrastructure
developments in completion phase, that generate new development
opportunities. 

In evaluating the broad socioeconomic, environmental, and
settlement implications, Zuidas cannot be considered as an
incidental and transitory urban development created out of a chance
convergence of factors, such as the closeness to the airport and
the presence of operational areas and of infrastructures for urban
mobility. Zuidas should be read as an experiment in the creation of
a new urban centrality that does not originate from the existing
city, as it still does for Euralille, Seine Rive Gauche, and
Potsdamer Platz. It represents the network’s core of “global
centralities,” which in the space-time compression generated by a
continental-scale system of communication, benefit from high levels
of accessibility and, like the airports and high-velocity train
stations, simultaneously enjoy the advantages and suffer the
disadvantages of an atopic predisposition. 

With the brownfield sites in the heart of the city recovered,
with the rail yards being reused, and the renewal of the waterfront
and docks, new settlement opportunities have opened up in
conjunction with the infrastructure reforms of interchange mobility
with the airports. The next development zone between Bilbao and
Sondica Airport, the area of Porta Sud between the old city of
Bergamo and the Milan Orio al Serio Airport, and the business parks
that are developing around the airports of Luton and Heathrow in
London and near the Frankfurt Airport show a compelling inclination
to become global network hubs that transcend an urban and local
dimension. Generated by the high level of intermodal and airport
accessibility, enormous economic and social opportunities are
begging to be managed. But it is necessary to break the habit of
configuring mono-functional enclaves and instead direct resources
towards the completion of truly multifunctional and vital segments
of the city – “global centres,” to quote Hall, Sassen, and
Castells, that can moreover become hinges between a network of
transnational connections and exchanges, and represent an
opportunity for a shared rebirth and enrichment. 

Zuidas satisfies these aspirations and represents an emblematic
model. Engendering synergies, it interweaves three key aspects: the
management of the stimulated economic potential, the configuring of
a new framework of syntheses between urban and territorial
policies, and the integration of numerous settlement aims. 

The economic potential is the result of a convergence of
interests: financial and real estate for the big Dutch banks that
have been inclined to decentralize, concentrating their branches
near the airport; and strategic for the municipality of Amsterdam,
for whom it was urgent to reorganize the infrastructure allotments
along the A10 and the lines of the high velocity trains. The
agreement signed in 2000 by the managing organizations and the
banks reaffirmed the private capital commitment to acquire the
volumetric rights generated by the burying of the road and railroad
lines from the public, in compensation for the public costs to
renew the infrastructures. 

But in the sphere of settlement policies, it also becomes
necessary to alter the regulatory and procedural frame of
reference. Zuidas makes pressing a regulative and legislative
renovation and a renewal of the decision-making procedures
comparable in importance to the abandoning of comprehensive
planning, implemented by the “special projects” in the 1980s. In
fact, it is necessary to find agreement between the decisions on
the “local” level, which concern, for example, the placement of the
new developments (mostly the jurisdiction of local agencies), and
the decisions on the “general” level, which concern, for example,
the programming and implementation of territorial infrastructures
under the jurisdiction of the central government or sectoral
agencies. Shattering rigidity and the separation of jurisdictions
has allowed for the discovery of plans of convergence and the
synergistic interweaving of infrastructure and city, two realities
that are still difficult to merge today. 
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