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The decision made in 1997 by the Bürgerschaft to build
HafenCity, a new urban centre in the decommissioned harbour areas,
caused lively debates in the city and provoked dissatisfaction
among those who believed that an urban operation of such
transformation and development, which corresponded to 40 percent of
the existing city, was overambitious. There would be two and a half
million square metres of surface to build upon and more than ten
kilometres of waterfront. Furthermore, the proposed centre was in
the southern part of the city, which was historically perceived as
less liveable and attractive because of the prevalence of harbour,
industrial, and wholesale business activities. But Hamburg, a
city-state in the centre, with its seven districts of a
metropolitan area of over four million inhabitants, wanted to take
on this challenge precisely because of the reconversion of the
logistic systems moved towards the sea, a fact that confirmed its
role as one of the largest container terminals in the world but, at
the same time, left large portions of the old port in disuse. 

The master plan conceived by Kees Christiaanse/ASTOC, winner of
the international competition, announced in 1998 to solicit project
ideas suited to the formation of the new centre, seems to blend
together the precepts of New Urbanism with the principles of
Kritische Rekonstruktion. City blocks, streets, squares, parks,
gardens, high urban density with low-rise building – these
ingredients were thought to generate a known and reassuring urban
reality. The vision is that of a unified city, where the outline of
the city block dominates and forms sinuous stretches of buildings
that follow the path to the port basins and reinterpret the
Speicherstadt, that splendid “city of bricks” made up of
nineteenth-century warehouses. The design’s structure, with its
continuous and organic facades, creates intervals of linear parks,
a sort of greenway wending its way along and flowing into the
blueway of the port basins. The city’s public space, in fact,
continues onto the waters of the Elbe, which, as in the expansion
operations conducted on the baroque city, becomes part of the urban
scene and has been restored for the enjoyment of the inhabitants.


These principles of traditional urban planning, gleaned in a
pragmatic and non-ideological way, are adaptable for
reinterpretation in subsequent phases, beginning with the design
process and then during construction. Additional themes have also
emerged: the need to differentiate the morphology and typology of
the buildings in relation to the functions, the problem of river
water control, the issue of public and private transit, the
principles of environmental sustainability, the saving of non
renewable resources, and the delivery time of the construction.


After the Bürgerschaft approved the competition project in 1999,
project coordination and implementation occurred within the shared
capital company of the HafenCity Hamburg GmbH, which answers
directly to the municipality. In fact, the city of Hamburg
continues to exert a strong supervisory power over the development
process of this urban section as the holder of more than 90 percent
of the areas involved, united under the special ownership of the
city and the port (Stadt und Hafen). The development agency,
besides superintending and coordinating the project phases, also
manages the land development infrastructure and the assignment of
areas to investors through open competitions in which project
quality and the overall financial offer are simultaneously judged.
Such a worthy process engenders private benefits for those
investors who are not saddled with the risks, and even financial
benefits connected with the uncertainties of approval or the
market. There are public benefits as well, such as the forfeiture
of the land revenues, which are redistributed through public works
and an improved urban quality of life. 

In the drafting of the urban plan and in subsequent operational
phases, the initial unity of the master plan is articulated in
twelve neighbourhoods. And this unity also happened by greatly
respecting the specificity of the individual jetties and by
maintaining part of the existing buildings when they communicated
something of singular architectural or urban significance – the
Kaispeicher A, for example, upon which the new Elbphilharmonie is
being built, and the Kaispeicher B, which has been restored as the
headquarters of the International Maritime Museum. 

But an issue addressed in the conception of the whole, and
constituting a determining factor for providing unity to the whole
and to the articulation of its parts, concerns the strategic choice
of elevating all the port wharves almost four metres and fixing the
building floors at eight metres above river level. This decision
was reached in order to protect the new city sector from possible
increases in the water’s height, and as an alternative to the
construction of a perimeter dike, which would have acted as a
physical and environmental barrier that would compromise the area’s
unique setting. A new artificial topography, upon which the city
blocks and streets must rest, demands plans for buildings and open
spaces that relate to the existing city and the bodies of water
around it. Sandtorkai, the first neighbourhood built, in a more
explicit way manifests the new land infrastructure theme. Eight
building blocks, destined to be a mixture of residences and
offices, rest on a continuous basement that contains parking lots
and storage facilities, about four metres in height above the dock
and the road coming from the city. To express this quality of
suspension, the buildings create an unsymmetrical overhang,
projecting towards the lake basin – a structural reinterpretation
of the image of a harbour, hovering between bridge cranes and
gigantic standing cranes. The single building blocks are planned by
different architects who, by interpreting the themes suggested by
the master plan in different ways, have expressed the various
features, from infrastructure or macrostructures to the building
features. As a whole, they form a relatively unified image within
the building variety, so that dealing with the large space of the
port basins is possible. From the uninterrupted basement, towards
the existing city, bridges and boardwalks open out, creating a new
pedestrian and cycling level, which then knits itself into the
downtown street network, after having crossed the nearby
Speicherstadt, allowing for evocative views at a medium height.
Sandtorpark is conceived as an amalgam of city blocks formed around
a central square. But the situation itself of an urban space built
upon an artificial embankment, formed from the remains of land
reclamations and opening onto the side towards the port basins,
upsets the traditional typology of the square, and joins it to a
manufactured artifact, somewhere between a port infrastructure and
a landscape creation. 
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