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IABR–2016–, having as its theme THE NEXT ECONOMY–, will investigate the 
relationship between spatial design and the (future development of the) economy. 
How can urban regions, which account for the lion’s share of economic activity, help 
design the next economy? How to rebalance society and individuals; production and 
consumption; means and raw materials; and lack of space and territory? How can 
design anticipate the transitions that are radically changing the world today? 
 
Chief Curator of IABR–2016– is Maarten Hajer, Director-general of PBL Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency and Professor of Public Policy at the University 
of Amsterdam.  
 
 
 
towards the next economy 
The socioeconomic model underlying our society is under great pressure – 
economically, socially, and environmentally. 
It is a model that is unilaterally based on economic principles of consumption and 
growth. It promotes a consumerism that is not commensurate with real purchasing 
power and does not meet sustainability requirements. It pursues profit, purely 
financial gain, a very specific type of growth in a very specific area, and does not 
take into account any externalities. Unthinkingly, it transfers all risks to the future. 
Environmentally speaking, this model is not sustainable: it is erroneously based on 
an inexhaustible supply of natural resources and refuses to balance environmental 
costs with its profit-and-loss-account. It is willfully blind. 
Socially speaking, finally, because of its focus on profit instead of prosperity, this 
model erodes solidarity. Inequality within societies, both on the south side of the 
globe and, now, in Western economies, is increased, not addressed. The welfare 
state is about to go out with a bit of a bang; the balance between social costs and the 
creation of wealth is turning negative. A very distant form of solidarity, on the abstract 
level of the state, is being offered in return. In the Netherlands, what we now call the 
participatory society in fact means: sharing more and more burdens, and less and 
less benefits. 
 
Both the welfare state and the consumer society are reaching their limitations. It 
seems that we cannot mitigate the excesses and consequences of the model by 
adjustments and improvements. Although the green economy concept claims it can 
be done, the verdict would be: too little and too late. Consumerism has to be 
replaced by a principle that can rebalance society and individuals; means and raw 
materials; lack of space and territory. We need a paradigm shift to realize the next 
economy: a shift from a focus on consumption to a focus on production. 
 
In search of that new model, we first and foremost need to face the realities of the 
twenty-first century. This is the age of urbanization, the urban age. The city is the 
arena in which the paradigm shift has to be accomplished. 
 
 



the city is the opportunity  
Over the last decades, the design and planning debate mainly focused on the 
evolution from an industrial to a knowledge and consumer economy, and that focus 
was translated into a specific urban development model. This model was aimed at 
inner-city development and consumer stimuli; at the development of new sites and 
centralities for the knowledge economy; at key nodes within the mobility system. The 
focus of urban planning thus shifted to urban landscape nodes, where (possibly 
mixed) large-scale developments were planned to attract the knowledge economy 
and boost consumption. In, around, and between the development nodes, innovative 
design was primarily used to create urban facilities such as spectacular and 
sculptural museums, concert halls, shopping areas, stations, and combinations 
thereof, and to turn former industrial districts into residential or office areas. 
 
Economic, demographic and environmental transitions now force us to think about an 
alternative urban development model on a metropolitan scale. As was argued in 
earlier editions of the IABR, metropolitan regions form a new worldwide integrative 
framework, an environmental and socioeconomic system, an urban landscape in 
which transitions are to be accommodated and encouraged; it is at this level that we 
find the real challenge. In this alternative development prospect, the focus will 
therefore shift from the knowledge economy to different forms of production and 
especially the mutual relations thereof: agriculture, urban trade, and industrial and 
knowledge production are not so much consecutive, like successive stages in a 
development, but rather simultaneous and in conjunction, they dominate the 
metropolitan landscape and its dynamics. In the future, sustainable thinking and 
doing – a resilient combination of knowledge and production economies – will thus 
need to be designed in conjunction with each other. 
 
The physical manifestation of globalization is urbanization and the issue we have to 
address is whether we, on the old continent, can develop enough critical urban mass 
to maintain a sustainable position – whether it is possible at all for us to think and 
integrate on a metropolitan scale. Europe has not experienced explosive 
urbanization, on the contrary: in places we are experiencing shrinkage. But then 
again, Europe still has a card up its sleeve. Many Europeans live and work in large 
urban landscapes such as the Rhine-Meuse-Scheldt Delta in northwestern Europe 
and the Po Plain (including the Veneto) in Italy, which have been developed over the 
ages and are socioeconomically highly intelligent productive territories. The 
Netherlands itself is part of an urban delta in transition, a large urban landscape that 
extends from Amsterdam to Brussels and Cologne. 
From this perspective, which includes everything we have learned about urban 
landscapes and their metabolism in IABR–2014–URBAN BY NATURE–, we can use 
our cities to position ourselves for ‘the next economy,’ even in Europe. Questions 
that arise are: How can design anticipate the transitions that are radically changing 
the world today? How can the city act as a socioeconomic lever? How can it do so at 
multiple levels at the same time? 
 
 
the challenge for design 
Strong, resilient urban regions generate innovation and prosperity; they are 
socioeconomic machines. Due to, among other things, high concentrations of social 
relations, innovative activity and creativity, manufacturing capacity and markets, they 
can become levers. But for those to work well, both urban designers and 
policymakers need to know how to activate and foster them.  
How can urban regions, which account for the lion’s share of economic activity and 
are innovation and development hotspots, help design the next economy and create 
a niche for themselves in that economy as they go along? How does that change the 



way they are to be planned and designed? What relationships are there between 
economic and spatial challenges and how can we make the most of those 
challenges? 
 
IABR–2016– wants to explore the potential interaction and synergy between the 
above transitions – particularly the economic transition, and the spatial organization 
and design of the metropolitan regions in Europe and beyond. For IABR, the main 
question is how research by design can contribute to the creation of a new 
socioeconomic paradigm that centers on the city as a lever for the generation of the 
optimal and sustainable social and economic performance of each of its residents. 
 
 
IABR–2016–four main research questions 
On the basis of socioeconomic issues regarding manufacturing, social equality, 
ecology, and financing, IABR–2016– links the city to four interconnected research 
questions. 
 
1. The City as a Platform for Production 
In recent decades, concepts about postindustrial societies and cities have dominated 
the political and urban discourse, and yet nothing postindustrial ever fully 
materialized: the economies of many metropolitan regions still largely rest on 
industrial production. Post-industrialism is no longer a leitmotif for policy and 
planning: the need to return to production, to couple brains and hands now once 
more dominates agendas and ambitions. There is a renewed focus on local, small 
manufacturing economies with equal or even higher added value – a viable 
alternative (similar to what is happening in agriculture) to large-scale and global 
trade. 
 
2. The City as a Platform for Producers 
From profit to added value: the current economic model focuses on the pecuniary 
added value or profit – return on capital – that remains concentrated in the hands of 
an upper class. Other dynamics and economies are developing simultaneously, 
aimed at the social added value of prosperity for all: collaborative economy, 
reciprocity, peer to peer economy, sharing, commons, etcetera – new forms of social 
entrepreneurship; a new social reality to go with a new economic model. The city can 
be the catalyst for the social and economic empowerment of its residents, who will 
have to transform from consumers into producers. Creative industries and new 
technologies will play their part. The introduction of biotechnology, neurotechnology, 
and nanotechnology, 3D printers, new energy sources, and artificial intelligence will 
contribute to create a reindustrialization prospect: a third industrial revolution that will 
allow individual producers to organize their own participation in the socioeconomic 
dynamic. 
 
3. The Urban Metabolism 
At the level of cities (metro regions, urban landscapes) rather than that of countries, 
we will be able to realize an environmental-economic (ECO2) agenda based on 
analysis of the urban metabolism: circular economy, closing circuits, new flow-based 
design tools, and so on. The IABR–2016– will further develop this legacy of IABR–
2014– in terms of urban production. 
 
4. New Urban Development Models 
New forms of financing such as crowd funding and grow funding are emerging. We 
also increasingly realize that we have to involve externalities in our economic profit-
and-loss accounts: How can we rethink development to integrate long-term 
challenges in development processes?  



The cycle of burden-bearing governments and profit-making individuals is finite. We 
need to find new tools, such as a land bank: establishing long-term management, 
with benefits and burdens differently balanced between private and public. 
 
Next, these four research challenges will feature in the design briefs for the Ateliers 
that engage in the research by design trajectory for IABR–2016–. Each of the 
Ateliers will link a design challenge to specific design issues; work on existing 
challenges will therefore also produce research results on the interface of urban 
design and governance in the context of the next biennale.  
 
 
IABR–2016–Ateliers 
In its Ateliers the IABR works on specific current challenges. It is committed to 
building alliances with (local, regional and/or national) governments and local 
stakeholders. Conditions stipulated by the IABR include (co) funding and the active 
participation of administrators, politicians and stakeholders. Together with the 
designers, the problem-owners themselves have to reformulate the challenge, 
actively participate in the ateliers (think differently), and commit themselves to the 
implementation of the design proposals produced by the Atelier (act differently). In 
other words: this method requires an active commitment from start to finish. 
 
The core of the Atelier methodology is the timely and ongoing deployment of 
research by design. For approximately two years, Dutch and/or foreign design offices 
work on an urban challenge under the guidance of an Atelier Master appointed by 
the IABR, and in close collaboration with local stakeholders. The output of the 
Ateliers always consists of (1) an urban or regional strategic design vision, followed 
by (2) one or more well elaborated and feasible proposals for pilot projects, and (3) a 
toolbox for governance: policy instruments for the future. Output, therefore, that the 
authorities concerned can deploy immediately. While contributing to the Atelier, the 
municipal or regional organization gets acquainted with research by design as a 
means of content exploration, connection, and dialogue. Capacity building (4) thus 
occurs parallel to the development of content. 
 
The design and the research by design are the ingredients for dialogue; the cultural 
platform provides the free space in which to conduct it. Public presentation and 
debate are an integral part of the process. In public, the existing content is tested and 
further developed and local alliances are strengthened. The public component – 
participating in the exhibition and the public discourse – challenges all parties to 
come up with new ways of communication and presentation.  
The results of the Ateliers anchor the program of each Biennale edition and are 
subsequently deployed in local challenges by the government in question. 
In other words: Ateliers provide sabbatical detours, productive trajectories during 
which research by design can come up with concrete proposals and solutions to 
existing local challenges, with the exhibition, the biennale proper, as an essential part 
of the work process.  
 
In the context of IABR–2016–THE NEXT ECONOMY–, Atelier São Paulo III: The 
Next Economy (2014 – 2016) was launched in January 2014.  
Atelier Utrecht (2014 – 2016), Atelier Rotterdam Maakstad (2014 – 2016) and a third, 
yet to be selected Dutch Atelier will be launched in the summer of 2014. Again, the 
IABR will launch the three Dutch Ateliers as a lead partner of the Dutch government, 
in the context of the AAARO.  
At this time, other ateliers are being explored 
 



The Atelier Albania was launched in January 2014, IABR being one of its founding 
members together with the national government of Albania and 51N4E (Brussels). 
 


