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On the edges of the Randstad, the city of Almere extends over a
territory of 120 km2, snatched from the sea by vast works of
reclamation. In 1972, sociologists, ecologists, architects,
economists, and landscape architects, organized into an
interdisciplinary group, began to plan the new city by examining
the new town of Milton Keynes north of London and the residential
suburbs at the doors of the great American cities. Building a city
for three hundred thousand inhabitants in a few years is surely a
complex enterprise, rather risky and with uncontrollable final
results. Consequently and conveniently, a morphological structure
is placed at the cornerstone of the operation as a polynuclear
system of growth over time, clearly revealing the skepticism in the
ability of the forecast procedures to program and globally control
a decades-long urban development.

  
As it took shape, the unfolding of the project strategically
wove together a comprehensive planning model with the empiricism of
incremental adjustments. Arranged like an amphitheatre, around the
lake basin of the Weerwater and along the connecting highway and
railway lines to the other cities of the Randstad, three nuclei
were built in different times and according to different methods:
Almere-Haven to the south, Almere-Stad in the centre, and
Almere-Buiten to the northwest. 
  
Now Almere, the largest garden city of Europe, is a sprawl of
single-family dwellings. By 2020 the population will grow to four
hundred thousand inhabitants, entering the circle of the five
largest cities of the Netherlands. But the settlement reality
remains dispersed, so scattered within the landscape as to be
difficult to discern in its physical and spatial consistency. Since
the 1990s, the municipality, with a succession of expansion and
densification projects, has tried to give it an urban character.

  
Satisfying the demand for new spaces devoted to culture, leisure
time, and work, OMA-Rem Koolhaas won an international competition
forum in 1994 to give the form and identity of “centre” to
Almere-Stad. With rather expressive urban models, two focal points
of attraction were configured. While one piece of metropolitan
complexity, an exercise in urban syntax, is evoked by the piling up
of buildings built near the Zakencentrum railroad station, the
second model, around the theme of urban structure and layout,
appears at the Stadscentrum, facing onto the lake basin of the
Weerwater and destined to be a residential space with recreational
and cultural activities. 
  
OMA focuses the settlement in only two areas in order to create
an urban identity with an elevated density and a strong intrinsic
image – the hoped-for “quantum leap.” Practically speaking,
Koolhaas’s plan responds to two different exigencies at the same
time: a provision for offices and directional spaces, something
that a real estate market, at the scale of the entire Randstad,
requires for expanded railroad accessibility; and the localization,
within the fabric of the city, of urban fixtures, accessible by
car, and functional for the entire residential suburb. It
superimposes two density models and, at the same time, two
different ways of living the urban experience. The overcrowded
metropolis interweaves infrastructures, workplaces, and centres for
interaction according to the “Manhattanism” so dear to Koolhaas,
but also placed here with more scrupulousness when compared to
Euralille. The low-rise compact city binds the rituals of
pedestrianism and strolling with contemporary consumer models, like
shopping and entertainment. Koolhaas offers the fascination of
“otherworldliness” to the lifestyles and spatiality of a garden
city: he tries, as much as possible and in a short time, to
substitute a ready-made urban identity, complete with an
operational process of real estate development. 
  
Where, in a vicious cycle, multiplexes, casinos, shopping
centres, exhibition and recreation centres, parking lots, and
business centres usually feed the contemporary urban sprawl, here,
instead, the opposite settlement principles apply: they call for
building an “intensity” city in parts, and in others, for
instilling urban traditions. 
  
The centre, a kind of pedestrian top plate resting on
twenty-five hectares of parking space, is new ground to subdivide
into city blocks that imitate an urban fabric. It is a collage of
discontinuous and subtle elements that recalls Kahn or Ungers in
some projects of the 1970s. The waterfront, dedicated to cultural
and leisure activities, is organized around a spectacular sequence
of landscaped loops and landmarks. 
  
Welcoming the futuristic visions of the mechanized metropolis,
the traffic arteries, residential units, and accesses to buildings
and roads, emphasized by the superimposing and the interweaving of
the flow of communication, radiate outward, with the vitality of a
pulsating circulating organism. The parking area, a large covered
“dock,” is illuminated by the reverberations of the shore, which it
overlooks. The individual parking bays, marked by painted
backgrounds of different colours with different degrees of sheen,
allude to the perceptual values of the water’s refraction and
visibly extend the effects of the light of the lake basin right
into the parking area. It is onto this privileged spot, which is
finally risen to the collective role, in a dynamic network of
information, accesses, arrivals, and departures – where every
activity – converges. And it is here that lobbies of the buildings
open. The pulsating current of the physical and perceptual
movements reaches and mixes with the city above. 
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