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INTRODUCTION - PROjECT HISTORY

URBAN FOAM - research project till travel exhibition

The URBAN FOAM exhibition is the result of a two years lasting research project initiated and 
conducted by Ingrid Sabatier and Stephan Schwarz questioning the role of urban informality 
in relation to urban crisis in Istanbul, Berlin and Mumbai. The concept of the overall project 
was developed by the two architects from France and Austria in Paris in 2010. 

During a one year field research trip through the three cities the two founders of ISSSresearch 
could realize a series of 50 UrbanExplorations and more than 100 Interviews with local 
experts to create a huge archive of observations and knowledge about the issue of thr 
project and its particular articulations in the three Case Study cities. 

After the completion of the field research trip began an intense work on means and methods 
of decoding and representing the earlier gained informations and their correlations took 
place in Berlin. At the same time an exhibition design was developed by ISSSresearch to 
communicate the results and the output of the research in an appropriate way. The URBAN 
FOAM exhibition is conceived as a travel exhibition and was first shown in Berlin in November 
2012 - January 2013 combined with an event series and attracted more than 700 visitors. 

Research and exhibition were funded and supported by various institutions:

Paris jeunes aventures | City of Paris 
Envie d‘agir | Region Rhones Alpes
Créavenir | Credit Mutuel Bank 
Anthroposphere Association 
Architects without borders France 
Kunst - Stoffe - Berlin e.V. 
Repro GRIMM 
Raumlabor Berlin 
Hoereth Regalsysteme 
Ministry of education, arts and culture of the republic of Austria - BMUKK 
Department for urban development and the environment of the Senat of the city of Berlin

UrbanExplorations Istanbul (Turkey)

3 Months in-situ research 
19 UrbanExplorations & Restitutions
2.883 Photos 
77 Films 
73 Audio recordings
35 Expert Interviews

UrbanExplorations Berlin (Germany)

3 Months in-situ research 
15 UrbanExplorations & Restitutions
2.823 Photos 
159 Films 
24 Audio recordings
50 Expert Interviews 

UrbanExplorations Mumbai (India)

3 Months in-situ research 
16 UrbanExplorations & Restitutions
3.881 Photos 
188 Films 
46 Audio recordings
27 Expert Interviews
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ISSUE OF THE EXHIBITION

URBAN FOAM

The informal city, do-it-yourself urbanism, the spontaneous city and similar labels appear 
rather frequently in the contemporary discussion of cities and urbanism. Noticeably, they 
are commonly described as being opposed to the city and its formal and highly regulated 
structures. Yet, these dualisms are hardly sufficient to behold and comprehend current 
urban situations in their entire complexity and diversity. The city is neither a black-and-white 
scenario, nor is it divisible into formal and informal, it is rather an accumulation of a variety of 
at times contradictory actors, practices, spaces and meanings. The term foam, derived from 
Peter Sloterdijk’s theory of spheres, allows for a perception and understanding of the city as 
something in motion. Social, economical, ecological and cultural urban crises have in recent 
years forced an ever-increasing amount of people to draw on informal networks to ensure 
their survival in the city, both in terms of labour and housing. These developments lead to 
informal and improvised urban practices, spaces and structures. The increasing complexity 
of the city has prompted even wealthy people to realize that their needs are oftentimes better 
and quicker served if they resort to informal conducts. All of these informal and improvised 
practices and spaces of the city, with the variety of their causes and origins, are part and 
parcel of the city’s meshwork – they are bubbles of foam. We name them URBAN FOAM. 
Our project endeavours to trace and explore URBAN FOAM in the complex urban meshes of 
Berlin, Istanbul and Mumbai and identify their multifarious relations in the production of urban 

space. Many of these informal and improvised 
practices and spaces evolve when people, whether 
voluntarily or out of necessity, actively engage in 
shaping and creating urban space. 

These phenomena, with all their problems and 
potentials, are hereby not perceived as threat 
or menace to, but as an integral part of the city. 
The exhibition URBAN FOAM is the result of our 
observations and findings and shall provide insights 
into the experiences, questions and conclusions, 
which this project has unveiled. The different levels 
of illustration in the exhibition allow visitors to explore 
the variety of aspects involved in the project and let 
them immerse in the universe of URBAN FOAM.

Urban crisis – generator of the informal city ?

The unbridled growth of cities and the vastly expanding urbanisation of society in the 21st 
century contribute to the emergence of social, economical, ecological and cultural urban 
crises. Migration from rural areas to conurbation, natural catastrophes and the growing 
effects of climate change as well as the ever more frenetic operations of the global economy 
are exacerbating these urban crises. Figures published by renowned institutions, such as 
the Urban Age Institute, are hardly ambiguous: By 2050, approximately 75% of the global 
population will live in cities. Large segments of the population of metropolis already stay in 
constantly expanding, self-constructed townships. 

While the fast-paced growth applies particularly to southern Megacities, rural and post-
industrial regions are shrinking. Strikingly, both extreme expansion as well as decline and 
shrinking are commonly accompanied by the same phenomenon - the growth of URBAN 
FOAM. The experiences of our research trip have proven that politicians and real-estate 
managers often perceive URBAN FOAM as a threat to the city they envision: a city, which 
functions according to legislative periods and the principle of maximum profit. Architectural 
endeavours as well as urban renewal and transformation projects flowing from such mindset 
are guided by a capitalistic, economic value system and most commonly aim to remove or 
bowdlerise informal and improvised urban practices and spaces. We could witness in all 
cities and their diverse settings how such projects have oftentimes triggered new urban 
crises. Opposing these policies, we call for a sensible and conscious handling of URBAN 
FOAM, for an alternative to destruction and tabula-rasa followed by a reconstruction aiming 
solely at profits, under the disguise of slogans such as “clean city”, “pretty city” or “save city”. 
Efforts to create an exclusively clean, pretty and save city undermine the very principle of 
urbanity and ultimately lead to what can be called an anti-urban 
city. Only for whom such 
city would be built, remains 
unanswered. 
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Learning from … ?

These transformations lead to an ever more complex and unmanageable city and render 
it increasingly difficult to fully grasp its substance and ambits with traditional scientific 
methods. The city wants to be explored and experienced, so it can divulge information about 
itself and its URBAN FOAM and tell us about its multifaceted urban conditions. Against 
this background, the research journey across Berlin, Istanbul and Mumbai included over 
50 so-called UrbanExplorations, which aimed to explore and scrutinize the above cities, 
their specific characteristics and their URBAN FOAM. Urban dynamics and their implications 
were examined, documented and complemented by approximately 100 interviews with local 
experts and their insights. Our subjective and selective method is premised on the conviction 
that we cannot comprehend the city as a closed unit. We have, for this reason, refrained from 
using maps or traditional representations (other than text and pictures) in the processual 
diagrams, which mirror the documentations and experiences of the research journey in the 
exhibition. Such illustration shall highlight that URBAN FOAM is not a sealed system in 
itself, but part and parcel of the open and dynamic mesh of actors, spaces and relations 
responsible for the production of urban space as defined by Lefèbvres and shall foster a 
perception of an active and productive component of the city. 

The processual diagrams do not aim 
to evaluate URBAN FOAM, but to 
explore and understand its intrinsic 
dynamics and its interrelations with 
urban crises. This will allow visitors 
to compare the de facto significantly 
differing contexts of Berlin, Istanbul 
and Mumbai. We would like to 
encourage to get to know and better 
understand your own urban surroundings 
by looking at, instead of overlooking them, to explore 
connections, interrelations, urban dynamics, their actors and implications and your own 
opportunities to engage and contribute. Only the concurrence of recognizing, understanding 
and acting in light of and in accordance with the above by every individual enables diverse, 
participatory and holistically sustainable urban development based on creative and locally 
adapted solutions. As such, the city is a process of constant evolution and re-creation.
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IN-SITU RESEARCH

UrbanExplorations and Expert Interviews

50 UrbanExplorations were conducted during the field research trip in 2011 by ISSSresearch 
in Berlin, Istanbul and Mumbai. These tours were documented by photographs, films and 
texts, on the website http://isssresearch.com and are freely accessible for a large public. 
These UrbanExplorations were supplemented by more than 100 Expert Interviews to gain a 
deeper insight in actual urban developement in Istanbul, Berlin and Mumbai. 

During the exhibition in Berlin, Texts and Images for exemple were mapped on 50 boxes, 
which were part of the exhibition architecture and served as seats for the screens which 
presented films and sounds from various UrbanExplorations in the three cities. The moving 
images with sound reminded of the atmospheres in Berlin, Istanbul and Mumbai and inspired 
the imagination of the visitors following the Explorations in the exhibition.

Concerning future exhibition scenarios, the images and texts from the UrbanExplorations 
could also be presented in lot‘s of other ways, such as wallpapers, prints, hanging brochures, 
etc. Videos showing impressions from the UrbanExplorations could be projected on big 
screens or displayed on a series of small screens for exemple. The different elements of 
the documentations can be shown in various scenographic installations in future exhibition 
displays.
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EXHIBITION DISPLAY

Prosessual Diagrams - a tool to understand complex socio-spatial processes in time Orientation    Informal and improvised urban practices 
and spaces are explored by means of scrutinizing their implications as actors of the city’s 
production of urban space. Due regard is taken to the respective social and historical context 
of the city and the associated urban crisis situations. 

Process-driven development  The process-driven development unveils and 
demonstrates the different connections between various informal and improvised practices 
and spaces of the city. This is where a myriad of narratives converge, intersect and spread 
again. Following the plethora of different narrative strands will allow visitors to bring urban 
spaces and practices to life and follow their stories.

URBAN FOAM     Various forms of informal and improvised 
practices and spaces of the city are illustrated both verbally and visually and elucidated as to 
their origins, their core and essence, their particularities as well as different angles they can 
be looked at. The collection shall make their variety visible. 

Reactions    Just as any dynamic process, informal and 
improvised urban practices and spaces trigger reactions, reaching from resistance and 
rejection to mere acceptance to attempts to utilize them constructively. This section shall 
describe various reactions and their relation to informal and improvised urban practices, out 
of which they evolve.

Urban crisis situations    Social, economical, ecological and cultural 
urban crisis situations and the socio-historical context have strong bearings on the emergence 
and evolution of informal and improvised practices and spaces of the city. These again, 
can trigger urban crisis situations. These interconnections and interdependences shall be 
highlighted in this section. 

Tapestry of relations and interactions Informal and improvised urban practices and 
spaces do not only correlate with each other, but are in permanent interaction with the city as 
a whole. This dynamic and constantly evolving interrelation can and should be incessantly 
augmented and refined. The contradictory reading directions of the processual diagrams rise 
questions without obvious answers, questions about the future of the city, questions inquiring 
into which city we actually want. These questions shall prompt people to reconsider their 
own actions and opportunities to shape their city. 
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EXPLORING THE 
DEGREE OF 
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PRODUCTION 
OF URBAN 
SPACE

IN RELATION TO
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Do we want to live 
in the city we are 
creating today?

What city is created 
for whom?

What city do we want 
to live in?

Who is using whom?

© ISSSresearch

After World War II, Berlin is divided into West 
and East Berlin and has a peculiar political 
status within Germany. With the fall of the 
Berlin wall not only a symbol of the separation 
falls, but also 2 political systems, 2 social 
systems and 2 economic systems merge. 
This situation provides for a high density of 
spaces of uncertainty and liberty, spaces for 
experiments and play are free over night for 
new uses and appropriations of them by local 
people are the consequence.

High expectations of urban growth and 
economic progress in Berlin turn out to be false. 
After years of euphoria and high expectations 
for Berlin’s future, reality shows that Berlin is 
not growing and its economy not progressing 
as much as expected. As a heritage from the 
city’s industrial period large parts of formerly 
industrial grounds and buildings are still 
vacant. 

An increasing amount of privatizations, a 
policy of virtually putting all land owned by 
the city on the real-estate market and plans 
for commercial urban development projects 
with international real-estate investors can not 
really change the economic situation of the city 
but create a new urban condition.

For a long time, West Berlin attracts a huge 
alternative population due to the city’s preculiar 
political situation as an island city with no 
military service, low economic growth and 
strong dependency on exterior financing. In 
the 1960’ and 1970’ standardised housing 
complexes are built in West as well as East 
Berlin to respond to the high demand for flats. 
At the same time, large parts of the population 
are not satisfied with the offer of the formal 
housing market and are looking for alternative 
living conditions.

Doubled city

City of spatial resources

Neo-liberal city condition

Berlin’s urban condition Public funds are 
granted for renovations. 
Under the label of 
“Muskelhypotheken”, 
auto-construction is 
accepted as in kind 
contribution.

Squatters use self-
construction to improve 
the quality of the squatted 
buildings and their living 
conditions.

Many of the squats are 
evicted immediately, 
others since they do 
not manage to organize 
themselves. Although the occupations 

are not legal in this 
particular period of time, 
they are tolerated by the 
local politicians.

Exceptional political 
conditions allow a great 
number of social and 
spatial experiments 
to be constituted and 
organized.

Berlin’s’ various 
alternative scenes 
contribute strongly to the 
internationally well known 
image of the city.

The image of the “wild 
and free Berlin” becomes 
a key factor to attract 
especially young people.

Formalization of squatters 
and trailer communities 
via legalization and formal 
rental contracts.

Events as a new typology 
of land occupation

Alternative architectural 
practices evolve 

Leisure activities gain 
importance

Improvised and temporary 
aesthetics play a key role 
in the rivality among clubs 
and allow them to re-
define themselves.

The local club culture 
becomes famous and 
starts to attract a larger 
public from all over 
Europe.

The local club culture 
increasingly moves 
towards the mainstream 
and its remaining sub-
cultural borders are 
threatened in their very 
existence.

Clubs start operate more 
and more like commercial 
enterprises, even if they 
maintain their sub-cultural 
image and attitude.

The growing international 
recognition and the 
renown of the clubs 
attract more and more 
people to come to Berlin.

Community gardens

Intercultural gardens
Desire of independence 
from industrial food 
production 

Search for a meaningful 
activity to share with 
neighbours

Leisure of gardening in 
the city

Guerilla gardening

Garden projects as social 
business model

Commercial gardens in 
the city

Alternative legal forms 
of land co-ownership, 
such as Erbbaurecht, 
Genossenschaften, etc. 
evolve.

Organized urban pioneer 
and temporary uses of the 
former airport Tempelhof

Using successful 
alternative economic 
projects as a best practice 
examples

Urban Pioneers Study

Tempelhofer Freiheit

Using an informal 
aesthetic as a cliché of 
Berlin to attract clients

Reputation of a certain 
Berlin style

Reputation of a certain 
Berlin style

Cheap style out of need 
and as aesthetic concept

Occupy movement and 
political resistance

Bottle collecting, living out 
of containers

Recycling, do-it-yourself 
and Re-use initiatives, 
shopping communities

Image of self-organization

Support for new co-
housing projects by 
supporting networking 
events and organizations

Instant City concept

Citizen and right to the 
city movements as a 
reaction to Gentrification 
processes and top down 
urban planning.

Squatters prevent large parts of the historic 
inner city from being destructed in an endavour 
to standardize the public housing market and 
to build inner city highways by occupying the 
buildings, specially in Berlin-Kreuzberg.

Many squats are being restructured and 
transformed into co-housing projects with 
formal rental contracts. 

The strip of the former Berlin wall and 
the run-down inner city neighbourhoods 
(Prenzlauerberg, Friedrichshain, Mitte, etc.) in 
the former DDR are a huge spatial resource in 
the city for various forms of alternative lifestyles, 
such as squats and trailer communities.

Berlin’s strong leftist, autonomous groups in 
particular Punks and Hippies, actively engange 
and assume a key role in the alternative 
housing movement.

In the process of formalization numerous 
alternative projects tend to propose and offer 
cultural activities to the public to justify their 
spatial occupation and are therefore commonly 
accepted by politics and the local population.

Due to its background in the alternative scene 
and the growing impact of alternative projects 
on contemporary life, Nomadism becomes a 
core principle of Berlin’s club culture. 

With the appropriation of vacant space for 
purposes other than self-determined living, 
actors change and the local creative class 
becomes more important.

The actors become increasingly conscious of 
the economic potential of their projects and 
adapt accordingly. Economics move to the 
centre of attention.

New forms of use of vacant inner city spaces 
are explored and experienced on a 1:1 scale in 
the city’s vast spatial resources. 

A broad variety of often non-commercial 
alternative cultural practices, including the 
local techno scene as well as the so called 
“weekday bars” create a very unique local club 
culture with famous examples being the WWF 
club, the Ostgut or later the Bar 25.

As a result of the mixture between the success 
of the alternative living projects in the city 
with the increase of tourism and the growing 
economic success of the creative industries, 
the inner city districts of Berlin become a place 
of proliferating Gentrification processes. The societal structure in the neighbourhoods, 

which witnesses strong Gentrification 
changes in a very rapid way and leads to 
eviction of all those who cannot follow the 
transformation, which is happening to their 
urban environments.

After the invention of the concept of the so-
called creative class and its new economy by 
Richard Florida, and in connection to Berlin’s 
new city branding, a lot of creative minds from 
all over the world come to Berlin. They are not 
only attracted by the vibrant cultural life but 
also by the low costs of living.

Several of the former alternative cultural 
projects maintain their “informal aesthetics” in 
order to keep alive a spirit and image, which 
has long left the ideological core of the projects 
and got completely commercialized.

The “informal aesthetics”, which are associated 
with a certain “Berlin style” are reproduced in 
completely new stores and bars in the aim of 
attracting clients and to fulfilling the image of 
the “wild, free and alternative Berlin”.

With the transformation of the actors of the 
self-organized city and the changes in the 
societal conditions, the various groups of the 
autonomous scene have shrunken, yet still 
exist and are among of the city’s urban actors.

Even though it isn’t the same driving force for 
the development of the city any more, Berlin’s 
club culture remains to be an important aspect 
of the city and its identity.

More and more people question the idea of 
private land ownership in the city and start 
to develop different solutions to create self-
determined and collective housing typologies.

Besides the mainstream of urban society 
people find ways to organize themselves to 
confront the new situation of a permanent 
economic crisis and try to develop possible 
alternatives.

The strong civil society in Berlin is very well 
organized and openly demonstrates it’s 
disapproval of several urban developments 
in the city.

With the success of the city’s marketing the 
number of tourists increase and several 
millions of tourists come to Berlin every year. 
With the tourists, money streams into the city, 
which remains relatively cheap and poor in the 
national context of Germany.

The so-called “Behutsame Stadterneuerung” 
includes alternative co-housing projects, 
which saved historic houses in Kreuzberg 
from destruction, in the “Internationale Bau-
Ausstellung”.

Together with the influence of rapidly ongoing 
Gentrification processes and a growing 
tourism industry more and more parts of 
the former alternative cultural projects get 
commercialized. 

High knowledge about how to activate vacant 
space among local activists and cultural 
actors allows them to obtain the right to set up 
various forms of urban gardens with different 
backgrounds in an organized manner. 

The city starts to use the potential of alternative 
urban practices to develop urban spaces, which 
cannot be developed at the moment due to the 
lack of money and/or suiteable concepts.

“Instandbesetzungen”

Co-housing projects

Alternative ways of living

Continuity of alternative 
lifestyles

Nomadism as a principle

Shift of actors

Ideological redirection

Shift of program

Club culture

Continuity of club culture
Alternative sub-cultural 

urban practices

New models of land 
ownership

IBA 1984/1987 - Kreuzberg

Commercialization

Gentrification

Segregated city

Increase of tourism

Evolution of creative 
industries

Re-production of 
“informal aesthetics”

Conservation of “informal 
aesthetics”

Urban resistance

Alternative urban practice

Autonomous scene

Urban gardening 
initiatives

Popularize alternative 
urban practices

IBA 2020

City marketing of Berlin

Occupation of private as well as public, vacant 
flats and buildings mainly for self-organized 
alternative co-housing and working projects in 
the time frame of political acceptance between 
1979 and 1981.

Occupation of private and public, vacant 
buildings and free spaces liberated by the 
merge of two systems, for self-organized 
alternative co-housing and working projects 
as well as autonomous cultural projects in the 
time frame of political uncertainty between 
1989 and 1990. 

Important spatial resources of vacant land 
and open spaces are available in Berlin 
and stay abandoned and free from classical 
urban development and investors for years. 
People start to appropriate those spaces to 
themselves and install temporary cultural or 
other applications in them. The city turns into a 
laboratory for alternative spatial practices.

In opposition to the ongoing transformations of 
the city linked to the city’s neo-liberal paradigm 
and its’ home-made Gentrification a wide range 
of alternative urban practices evolve.

Urban development institutions become more 
interested in alternative urban practices and 
start to see them differently, driven by the 
city’s’ weak economic situation and the public 
success of lot’s of alternative projects.

Alternative urban practices created a certain 
aesthetic in the city and constributed highly to 
the image of Berlin in other countries around 
the world, but the profit from that is taken by 
other actors in the city.

Alternative urban practices and especially 
the local club culture are used by Berlin’s city 
marketing to brand the city as the “wild, free 
and alternative Berlin” in order to attract a 
global creative class.

Berlin’s urban  development institutions search 
for a constructive way to deal with the new 
forms of housing in the city.
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PROCESSUAL DIAGRAM BERLIN
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Is the city we are 
creating also the 
urban future we want 
to live in?

© ISSSresearch

Who has access to 
alternatives?

Is the formal part of 
the city maybe more 
illegitime than the 
informal one?

ISTANBUL 
STADT-
SCHAUM
PROCESS OF 
INFORMAL AND 
IMPROVISED 
SPATIAL PRAC-
TICES GENERA-
TED BY URBAN 
CRISIS

EXPLORING THE 
DEGREE OF 
PEOPLE’S IN-
VOLVEMENT IN 
THE SOCIO-SPA-
TIAL PRODUC-
TION OF URBAN 
SPACE

IN RELATION TO
THE CITY’S HIS-
TORICAL-SO-
CIETAL CONDI-
TIONS OVER 
TIME

After World War 2 Turkey has the intention 
to transform itself from an import to an auto-
production economy through state subsidies 
for the industries. From the 1950s on, 
industrialization is growing rapidly and labour is 
needed in the economic centres of the country. 
Rural exodus sets in and urges millions of 
workers to stream into the cities. Since the 
state invests large sums in the industries, 
there are little means to provide infrastructure, 
housing policies or other support to the 
incoming migrants, who are facing a harsh 
environment. 

Istanbul’s’ population development:
1950     1,2 Mio
1980     3,5 Mio
1990    9,0 Mio
2000   13,0 Mio
2010   16,0 Mio

Istanbul’s urban condition

Huge urban growth

Family members come 
to join their families in 
the city and try to find 
work through the family 
network. The informal 
settlements give them 
a point to arrive in the city.

New migrants come to the 
city in the hope for a better 
life and social upgrading.

Many people in those 
marginal urban conditions 
only have access to the 
informal working sector, 
which is often linked 
to services for the city, 
such as ambulant shoe 
cleaners or rag-pickers.

Many of these 
neighbourhoods are 
home to marginal urban 
population groups, such 
as Roma, Kurdish or new 
African migrants.

As the inhabitants do 
not get title deeds, their 
houses just have a use-
value and cannot be 
traded as real estate.

These neighbourhoods 
often have a low degree 
of improvement and 
development and remain 
in a very basic urban 
condition.

At that time Istanbul 
was called the city of 
Gecekondu, Isch Porta, 
and Dolmus.

Negotiations are mainly 
conducted by men, 
who also form local 
association groups.

The offer of the markets 
covers all of the needs of 
Gecekondu inhabitants, 
so they do not depend 
on the formal commercial 
infrastructure.

At their beginnings, 
the ambulant vendors 
mainly cover the basic 
needs of the Gecekondu 
population, above all 
food, which could not be 
produced in their own 
gardens. 

Improvised mobile copy 
machines offer their 
services in the streets

Mobile gas sellers drive 
around the city and 
promote their product 
with music.

Mobile food stands 
become popular and can 
be found either in touristic 
areas or close to the main 
industrial sites.

With the growing financial 
means of the Gecekondu 
inhabitants, who work in 
the local factories, basic 
consumption goods such 
as clothes, tools, etc., are 
offered to the population 
by ambulant vendors.

The shared, collective 
taxis and mini-buses 
reduced transportation 
costs for the people as 
they shared the fare. 

Increase of private water 
taxis and ferry boats as 
a reaction to the traffic 
jams on the Bosphorus 
bridges.

As the system becomes 
more organized, and 
proves to be a useful 
addition to the existing 
public transportation 
system, parts of it 
are incorporated into 
the formal IBB public 
transport system.

Since neither maps 
nor plans exist for 
the Gecekondu 
neighbourhoods, the 
drivers rely on a narrative 
orientation system.

The new self organized 
transportation system was 
tolerated, because it was 
needed in the city.

A Dolmus map is 
developed by the 
local office Superpool 
Architects.

The drivers do not have 
fixed start and arrival 
points, but instead follow 
routes and stop on 
demand.

As a consequence of 
the lack of infrastructure 
for cars, self-planned 
systems, such as the 
improvised oto-parks or 
self-made reservation 
systems at the sidewalks, 
are created.

Social re-organisation of 
neighbourhood structures 
often happen, when the 
area has to face urban 
transformation, but 
sometimes manages 
to create better 
communication with local 
politicians and improve 
the quality of their built 
environment.

Today an at times rather 
chaotic planning conflict 
exists in Istanbul between 
the local planning 
institution IMP and the 
actual prime minister, who 
has a strong focus and 
influence on Istanbul’s 
urban development.

Besides the two existing 
Bosporus bridges, there 
is a very controversial 
project for a third one 
and a number of other 
infrastructural projects, 
such as the Marmaray 
tunnel or the metro, at 
the works.

In an inner city 
neighbourhood the two-
story police station was 
once the highest building; 
some years later it was 
the smallest one next to 
five story buildings.

Istanbul plans to be a 
new financial centre.

Istanbul wants to attract 
international investment.

The Turkish government 
plans to do so by real 
estate development.

Municipalities play 
a key role in the 
urban transformation 
process since they are 
standing between the 
centralized actors and 
the people affected in the 
neighbourhoods.

New real estate 
production for various 
target groups up to high-
end luxury towers.

Law changes in 2004 
(law n° 5366 and law n° 
5393) increase the power 
of TOKI and render it an 
even more powerful actor 
in the process of urban 
transformation.

As a response to an 
increasing demand 
for security in the new 
Global City

A very common practice 
is to build more surfaces 
than originally permitted 
and try to later adapt the 
construction rights to the 
new reality.

Exceptional construction 
permits play a key role 
in the construction of 
such projects and are 
often granted after the 
construction is finished.

Real estate speculations 
on later well-positioned 
land bear heavy 
ecological consequences 
for the water resource 
areas in the northern 
parts of the city.

Creation of poor public 
space

Segregation of different 
social groups in the city

Creation of a segregated 
city

Small-scale agriculture 
is practiced in most of 
the Gecekondus and 
gives the inhabitants a 
maximum of autonomy 
in regard of their food 
production.

Private, often not-
constructible land is 
subdivided by local 
landlords and mafia 
groups, which sell the 
land without any urban 
infrastructure to new 
migrants to build their 
Gecekondus.

There is hardly an 
investment carried out 
in public infrastructure in 
the Gecekondus, which 
results in desperate lack 
of proper roads and 
canalizations.

Electricity installations 
are improvised and often 
not paid.

Even though the 
Gecekondu is not formally 
planned, responsible 
politicians view it as a 
solution for the lack of 
public housing.

A permanent need 
for improvisation is 
ubiquitous given the 
limited means available 
to build and improve 
the houses in the 
Gecekondus.

To add a floor without 
having a formal 
construction permit during 
election times is a very 
common practice.

The formalization of 
Gecekondus turns entire 
neighbourhoods into 
tradable real estate 
values over night.

Gecekondu neighbourhoods with a low degree 
of self-organization, which could not transform 
and improve on their own, are the ones most 
threatened by urban renewal projects and 
consequent eviction. Those neighbourhoods 
often suffer from a very low degree of 
recognition from local politics and maintain a 
very poor urban condition.

Gentrification affects in Istanbul not only 
touristic inner city areas, but also former 
Gecekondu neighbourhoods and is often 
driven by new mega projects.

 TOKI, the Turkish mass housing organization 
is re-organized to be able to play a major role 
in the urban transformation of the Turkish built 
environment. 

Many of the top-down urban transformation 
projects lead to a big number of forced evictions 
of poor and under-privileged groups, who have 
no access to the new flats and are pushed out 
to the fringes of the city. An UN- AGFE mission 
has been installed to deal with this issue. 

Self-construction of houses for living purpose 
is at the core of the Gecekondu movement and 
often happens in difficult topographic situations 
with very little financial means and no 
infrastructure provided from public institutions.

Even though the occupation of public land for 
the construction of Gecekondus is tolerated in 
many cases, the urbanization is not formally 
planned and spins into virtually unbridled 
urban growth. 

Certain inner-city areas, which were home to a 
modest urban population, often new migrants 
or minority groups, are targeted for urban 
renewal projects and have to face eviction. 

After years of conflicts and negotiations with 
local politicians, Gecekondu inhabitants 
are granted formal property and ownership 
rights or at least pre-title deeds by public 
authorities. The legalisation carries widespread 
implications and leads to adaptations in road 
infrastructure as well as the supply of water, 
electricity and canalisation.

Involving a high number of inhabitants in the 
spatial production of their neighbourhoods 
leads to an improvement in quality of the 
built environment. Epecially with increasing 
experience in negotiating with local politicians, 
inhabitants gain confidence and continue 
to use self-construction to accelerate their 
houses’ rise in value. This inner transformation 
leads to denser neighbourhoods.

In the partnership of landowners and small 
constructors one story buildings and their 
agricultural spaces are taken down and the 
entire plot is rebuilt as an apartment building 
with five to six floors. The new flats are shared 
by the partners.

With small-scale agricultures disappearing 
from the Gecekondus, their need for 
commercial food trade rises and regular street 
markets evolve.

With the on-going urban transformation of the 
city, ambulant vendors have to adapt to the 
changing demand in the city and shift towards 
a service-like sector.

The transformation of the former Gecekondu 
neighbourhoods has a crucial impact on the 
social structure of their inhabitants. A booming 
real estate market in Istanbul and rising 
prices allow many of them to sell their flats at 
considerable profits and let them evolve as a 
new urban middle class.

Initiatives of local groups to improve living 
conditions on their own lead to a reorganisation 
of social structures, improve the infrastructure 
of the neighbourhood and enhance 
communication with local politicians.

The often un-planned vertical development of 
the auto-constructed neighbourhoods with little 
to none restrictions and control mechanisms 
leads to virtually unbridled urban growth. 
This is accompanied by a loss of the small 
scale urban agriculture in former Gecekondu 
neighbourhoods.

Gecekondu neighbourhoods, which are located 
in prime locations, such as the coastlines of 
the Bosporus or very central inner city areas, 
benefit from massive capital appreciation, but 
are excluded from the legalizations during the 
1980s and remain illegal.

Priorly legalized, but less organized and 
developed neighbourhoods are threatened by 
top down urban transformation projects, which 
in most cases end in forced eviction.

Legalized Gecekondu neighbourhoods, which 
suddenly find themselves in prime location due 
to the rapid growth of Istanbul, are threatened 
by top down urban transformation projects and 
forced eviction.

Privileged population groups try to solve the 
problem on their own and start to construct 
their own infrastructure, including unauthorized 
highways, tunnels and a range of other 
projects, which simultaneously raise the real 
estate value of their neighbourhoods and are 
therefore considered a longterm investment.

Their uncertain legal status makes it hard for 
Gecekondu inhabitants to obtain access to 
public infrastructure, such as water, electricity, 
canalization, roads, schools, etc. Due to their 
social structure, however, they are able to 
negotiate with local politics to obtain those 
services by offering their election votes.

A massive increase in cars per capita, a 
realisation of many people’s dream, combined 
with the huge extension of the city to the East 
and the West create a very problematic traffic 
situation and render the Bosporus crossing 
more important.

Self-construction

Unplanned urbanization

Legal formalization

Constant improvement of 
buildings 

Old and run-down inner 
city neighbourhoods 

Maintenance of marginal 
urban condition

Strategies of adaptation Shift of orientation

Yap-sat development

Societal shifts

Social re-organisation

Vertical densification

Self-built settlements in 
prime locations

Low degree of auto-
improvement 

Settlements in new prime 
locations

Informal infrastructures

Permanent negotiation 
with local politics

Gentrification

TOKI

Forced eviction

Traffic explosion - 
overloaded roads

Literally, Gecekondu means “landed at night” 
and goes back to a practice to occupy public 
land for living purpose by setting up a shed 
over night. In times of housing shortage during 
the industrialization this practice is applied by 
new migrant workers in Istanbul. In the wake 
of these development, huge, un-planned 
neighbourhoods without public infrastructure or 
financing are built over the ensuing decades.

The lack of commercial facilities in the 
Gecekondu neighbourhoods leads to the 
development of  self-organized street vendors, 
the so called isch portas. These vendors bring 
food as well as consumers goods to the self-
built neighbourhoods. 

Originally, Gecekondu neighbourhoods 
were built close to the factories in the inner 
city, which rendered ways from and to work 
short and allowed people to save money on 
transportation. With the growth of the city, 
distances became larger and a self-organized 
transportation system, the so called Dolmus, 
evolved and operated as a shared taxi between 
the Gecekondus and the factories.

The legally formalized and condensed 
Gecekondu neighbourhoods turn from 
living spaces with small scale agriculture to 
dense, mixed-use areas with an increasing 
amount of economic and commercial activity. 
This transformation is only partly planned 
and affects huge parts of the fast-growing 
Metropolis Istanbul. 

Land is opened up for real estate development 
and for the formal housing market. Ensuing 
projects are often realized as joint ventures of 
public and private investmentors. Politics play 
a key role in the process, as they are able to 
adapt the law necessary to speed up projects.

The most prevalent form of new architecture 
in Istanbul today is the Gated Community, a 
closed and secured settlement with restricted 
and controlled access and rigorously controlled 
aesthetics. It is perceived as modern, as a 
status symbol and a sure investment in real 
estate, with the promise of high profits within 
short time.

In the fast-growing urban environment of 
Istanbul new kinds of un-planned urbanization 
appear in the form of informally developed 
Gated Communities and luxury compounds 
in the northern forest areas and in so called 
2B forest areas. Developers try to legalize the 
constructions after they are built in order to 
sell them, which often, but not always, works. 
Unfinished ruins are one of the consequences. 
It is a lottery which can lead to significant 
profit. 

New urban initiatives are often instigated as 
participatory projects with different actors, 
such as universities, urban activists, etc. and 
aim to encourage and enable people to change 
their neighbourhoods by themselves. The 
activist also try to raise awareness for the right 
to the city.

A World Bank Report on Istanbul’s successful 
future recommends to the Turkish government 
to transform Istanbul into a so called global city 
and a financial centre of global importance in 
order to assure a successful urban future for 
the city. 
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Why the main streets 
in cities around the 
globe look more and 
moe like each other?

Is there a limit to the 
increasing urban 
growth?

What happens if all 
the people in slums 
just do not work for 
one day? - Nothing in 
the city would work.

What happens if the 
informal part of a city 
is much bigger tahn 
its formal one?

As from 1947, India becomes independent from 
the British and Mumbai (at the time Bombay) is 
chosen as the capital of Maharastra. However, 
it has to run its city management with the 
heritage of the bad, urban infrastructure the 
British left.

Different conceptions and cultural as well 
as urban practices in regard of a variety of 
questions, what is a street, what is private, 
what is public, what is a city and what is urban 
life, are ubiquitous.

The population of India is growing fast, but its 
urban population is growing even faster due to 
permanent migration from the villages to the 
cities with people hoping to find a better life. 
In the big Indian metropolies, however, not 
enough housing units are produced for the 
masses of new migrants arriving every day, 
which results in today’s controversial urban 

Mumbai’s urban condition

Unbridled  urban growth

Permanent negotiations 
and fights over the 
right to stay in their 
traditional homes and 
an improvement of 
the situation in the 
neighbourhoods are going 
on between ……..

People build up small 
scale workshops to win 
money.

Small scale inventions are 
made in urban niches to 
increase productivity.

Every imaginable space 
in the hyper dense city is 
used for business.

Dharavi, for example, 
is an over 100 year old 
self-built settlement, 
which was founded on the 
outskirts of Mumbai, but 
has now been swallowed 
by the city and finds itself 
in a prime location. It is 
today one of the biggest 
economic production sites 
and one of the densest 
areas in the entire city.

The people working in the 
ship wracking place at 
the eastern docks erect 
a self-built settlement 
entirely made of metal.

This production and 
the entire economy is 
subject to constant and 
continuous improvisation.

Almost all garbage of 
the city is recycled in a 
huge industrial recycling 
complex. 

The low density of 
sanitary infrastructure is 
a big problem. At times, 
over 1000 people have to 
share one toilet.

Ship wracking is done 
by hand.

The houses are built in a 
peculiar manner, which 
lies over the coastline and 
the water. 

People have to survive 
under very harsh living 
and working conditions.

The material is sold on 
the local second hand 
metal market

A potter colony is working 
here and adapts parts 
of the neighbourhood to 
their spatial needs.

Open sewage is common 
in many neighbourhoods 
and still a step ahead of 
those without any.

Leather workshops 
produce and sell anything 
that can be made out of 
leather.

Low-tech innovation 
is constantly driven 
forward in order to further 
increase productivity with 
very little means.

Auto-construction to 
improve the quality of 
self-built homes is a 
common practice.

Rich settlements 
are in immediate 
proximity to poor urban 
neighbourhoods.

Inhabitants will work in 
rich households as maids, 
cooks, drivers, ...

A lot of these houses are 
built in the typical Chawl 
typology, which regroups 
a series of rooms on 
each floor next to a long 
exterior alley to access 
them. The alley is the 
inahbitants’ working place 
and serves as a shared 
common space.

On small plots, high-rise 
buildings are built to 
maximise the profit on 
the land.

Many of the 
neighbourhoods with 
poor living conditions are 
labelled slums without 
any regard to their history 
and origins.

Housing conditions are 
poor and often not save 
against the Monsoon rain.

The UN-Habitat definition 
of a slum globalizes and 
“standardizes” the term.

There is political will to 
improve the situation of 
the urban poor, but a 
profound understanding 
of their real needs is 
missing.

The “Golden Age” of 
activists, who are fighting 
against slum destruction 
and for the rights of the 
urban poor in the city, is 
heralded.

Poor urban dwellers 
need the financial power 
of rich neighbourhoods 
to earn money in order 
to survive

Rich people and 
neighbourhoods need the 
workforce of the nearby 
poor neighbourhoods 

Mumbai Metro

Bandra Sea Link

Navi Mumbai Airport

Monorail

Flyovers

The cotton industry is very strong in Mumbai 
and labour housing is built for the workers 
close to the central mill lands,. 

These settlements are incredibly dense, 
hygienic conditions are very poor and in most 
cases toilets and access to running water in the 
households are missing.

Mumbai was built on seven islands and with 
the growth of the city, former fishermen’s 
villages are swallowed and create islands 
within the city’s fabric.

Poor urban neighbourhoods undergo a 
permanent transformation and constant 
improvement through the continuous work 
of their inhabitants, without any exterior 
financing.

The creation of most poor urban settlements 
was strongly linked to a certain way of making 
money. This connection has heavily influenced 
the composition and shape of various 
settlements.

As the poor settlements accommodate 
almost 50% of the population on only around 
6% of the land of the city, the density of the 
neighbourhoods is incredibly high.

Settlements, which were built on former marsh 
land, and who’s inhabitants reclaimed the 
land at times more than 100 years ago, are 
swallowed by the city and become valuable 
and well connected land.

The economic productivity in the settlements, 
which primarily pertains to the informal 
economic sector, establishes not only an internal 
organization, but also creates a connection to 
the outside of the neighbourhood.

Those who cannot afford to live in one of the 
self-built neighbourhoods try to survive on 
the streets in wealthier areas, where they are 
working in services or begging for money.

New migrants from the villages are squatting 
available land at the fringes of the city and 
create self-built shelters for their arrival in the 
city of opportunity.

Urban infrastructures, in particular trains, 
create linear left-over land. This land is not 
suitable for building due to the size of the 
plots and the proximity to the railway tracks. 
However, in a lot of cases it is squatted and 
self-built neighbourhoods are created.

Rich and poor neighbourhoods are strongly 
linked in India; they need each other for their 
daily lives in the city.

Demolitions of slums and other poor 
neighbourhoods are conducted on the corridors 
of the new big urban infrastructure projects.

The new master plan for the area of the cotton 
mills, which were closed in the 1990s, was 
opposed and brought before Court by the land 
owners, and successfully so. Now they can 
build any kind of real estate without a general 
master plan for the huge site.

The SRA - Slum Rehabilitation Authority starts 
a new scheme of slum redevelopment, which 
should allow people living in the settlements 
to stay at the same plot, financed by a private 
developer, who gets construction rights for the 
doubled floor space otherwise permitted as 
recompense. 

To declare an area a slum becomes a political 
instrument to open up land for commercial real 
estate development by upgrading self-built or 
poor neighbourhoods under the framework of 
the SRA scheme.

In the north of the former inner city, the former 
market areas, the mill lands and the eastern 
waterfront are today a prime location in the city. 
Real estate in these areas have undergone 
enormous increase in value and now face high 
pressure from the real estate market and urban 
transformation projects.

Poor and self-built settlements in central areas 
and the prospect of high yields due to the 
SRA scheme projects draw the interest of real 
estate and construction companies. Even with 
financing the new buildings for the relocation 
of the people, there is huge potential for high 
profits on luxury, high-end real estate in the 
fast growing city.

Since there are little to none quality standards 
for the relocation buildings in the SRA scheme 
projects, the houses are built very cheaply and 
in oftentimes woeful quality. Yet, they are given 
to the former slum dwellers for free. 

New and increasingly luxury shopping malls 
are created all over the city and evolve into 
meeting points for the rich society, as their 
access is controlled.

Due to the bad building quality and the lack 
of maintenance in SRA housing projects, 
electricity and water supply are often not 
working after a short period of time, the 
buildings oftentimes turn into what can be 
called a vertical slum, where living conditions 
can be even harder than in horizontal, self-built 
settlements.

As real estate prices run riot, and it is already 
more expensive to buy a flat in Mumbai than 
in New York, the creation of luxury real estate 
grows rapidly.

The shops in the central market area provide 
delivery of almost anything for the entire city.

The eviction of people from the slums and their 
destruction also deprive their imhabitants of 
their work-spaces.

As a consequence of the little improvements 
of the urban infrastructures, there is significant 
political will to further the overall quality of 
the city after the liberalization of the Indian 
economy in order to increase its economic 
power and status.

Rich settlements are in immediate proximity 
to very poor urban neighbourhoods. They are 
often located in former colonial areas.

Informal economy

Hyper dense housing

Slum as a political term 
and instrument

Slum rehabilitation and 
urban renewal projects as 

real estate business

Traditional areas who 
have to face urban 

renewal

New luxury compounds
New shopping malls

Vertical slums

SRA scheme projects

Permanent interrelations 
between rich and poor

Labour housing linked to 
textile industry
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Huge urban infrastructure 
projects

Slum demolitions and 
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Slum demolitions and 
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railway tracks
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urban poor

Slum rehabilitation 
and low cost housing 

complexes

Permanent improvement 
in and out of itself

The post-colonial city condition is linked to 
the fact that it is a divided city. This leads 
to permanent confrontation, exchange and 
merging of the “Indian city” and the “Western 
city” into a heterogenous urban environment 
with high potential forspatial conflict.

Poor, urban settlements are the spatial result of 
a continuum of practices to survive in the city 
with minimal means.

Ensuing the commission of a report on Mumbai 
from the consulting company McKinsey, the 
Indian government follows the idea to turn 
Mumbai into a Global City in order to assure its 
economic growth for the future.

State driven urban renovation programs and 
infrastructure projects are launched to improve 
the urban condition of the city. They claim to be 
able to provide better housing by destructing 
slums and relocating their inhabitants, very 
often to the periphery of the city.

Common to most of the poor urban 
neighbourhoods is that their spatial 
organisation and their way of earning money 
are very often strongly intertwined. The space 
in the settlements is shaped for each particular 
way of economic production.

The self-built settlements as well as the 
informal economy of the city create a network 
for new workers and their families, who follow 
them to the city. The term “arrival city” is 
created by the journalist Doug Saunders.

Due to the rising prices for real estate in the 
former island city Mumbai, urban transformation 
and the building sector become very lucrative. 
This does not only affect the central locations 
but, through the flux of evicted people, triggers 
changes for the entire city.

With the growing real estate business and 
the construction of luxury compounds on one 
side and low quality housing and self-built 
settlements on the other, the city is a fertile 
ground for the new trends in real estate 
marketing, to stress issues of security and 
class segregation to push forward the sale of 
an increasing number of gated compounds.
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IMPRESSIONS FROM THE FIRST STATION OF THE 
EXHIBITION

URBAN FOAM exhibition in Berlin, November 2012 - March 2013

Organized by ISSSresearch, the URBAN FOAM exhibition in the former airport building 
Tempelhof was a great success and attracted a lot of guests, specially young architects and 
urban planners were showing big interest in the project and the issues addressed by the 
exhibition. Due to its success the exhibition was prolonged in the exhibition spaces of the 
Department for urban development and the environment of the Senat of the city of Berlin.

A series of public discussions and film screenings took place in the framework of the 
exhibition. These event series couls attract a lot of people to the exhibition and created a 
communicative format for informal exchange.

The URBAN FOAM exhibition is conceived as a travel exhibition, which was first shown in 
Berlin where it attracted more than 700 visitors. Now we are looking for partner institutions 
which want to show the exhibition in further cities.

STADT-
SCHAUM        
URBAN CRISIS - GENERATOR OF 
THE INFORMAL CITY ? 

EVENT N°1 
FOCUS BERLIN
Thursday 10/01/2013 at 19:00
Alte Zollgarage - Berlin
former airport Tempelhof, Berlin. U6 Platz der Luftbrücke 
turn left in front of the main entrance, pass under the porch and follow the signs

a project by ISSSresearch 
more Info on http://isssresearch.com

STADT-
SCHAUM        
URBAN CRISIS - GENERATOR OF 
THE INFORMAL CITY ? 

EVENT N°2
FOCUS ISTANBUL 
Thursday 17/01/2013 at 19:00
Alte Zollgarage - Berlin
former airport Tempelhof, Berlin. U6 Platz der Luftbrücke 
turn left in front of the main entrance, pass under the porch and follow the signs

a project by ISSSresearch 
more Info on http://isssresearch.com

STADT-
SCHAUM        
URBAN CRISIS - GENERATOR OF 
THE INFORMAL CITY ? 

EVENT N°3
FOCUS MUMBAI 
Thursday 24/01/2013 at 19:00
Alte Zollgarage - Berlin
former airport Tempelhof, Berlin. U6 Platz der Luftbrücke 
turn left in front of the main entrance, pass under the porch and follow the signs

a project by ISSSresearch 
more Info on http://isssresearch.com

EVENT N°4
NUIT BLANCHE - FINISSAGE
Thursday 31/01/2013 at 19:00
Alte Zollgarage - Berlin
former airport Tempelhof, Berlin. U6 Platz der Luftbrücke 
turn left in front of the main entrance, pass under the porch and follow the signs

a project by ISSSresearch 
more Info on http://isssresearch.com

STADT-
SCHAUM        
URBAN CRISIS - GENERATOR OF 
THE INFORMAL CITY ? 

COMMENTED VISIT 
AND OPEN DISCUSSION WITH THE 
CURATORS
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IMPRESSUM - CONTACT

Overall project conception and coordination 
ISSSresearch - Ingrid Sabatier, Stephan Schwarz 

Research team 
ISSSresearch - Ingrid Sabatier, Stephan Schwarz 

Exhibition concept and architecture
ISSSresearch - Ingrid Sabatier, Stephan Schwarz 

Exhibition design and graphic design
ISSSresearch - Ingrid Sabatier, Stephan Schwarz with Laurent Pellissier

Exhibition construction and montage 
ISSSresearch - Ingrid Sabatier, Stephan Schwarz with Laurent Pellissier, Matthieu Lalanne 

Translation and proofreading
Klemens Schwarz, Albert Göschl, Enrico Ippolito, Stefan Fink

ISSSresearch 
Independent Structure for Sustainable Space research
Architecture++UrbanExploration++UrbanResearch
Ingrid Sabatier & Stephan Schwarz

tel DE +49 152 52 75 69 88
tel FR +33 6 87 04 48 65
tel AT +43 650 44 20 832
fax +33 1 79 73 11 85
mail contact@isssresearch.com 
web http://isssresearch.com
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