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Abstract. Rivers have been an important element of urban development for cen-
turies, affecting human life and providing a number of functions connected with 
commerce, defence, transport, communication and culture. Today’s river-city rela-
tionship takes on a completely different dimension and is considered through the 
prism of the beauty which shapes the urban landscape and is a key element in in-
tegrating its inhabitants. It affects the city’s economic fabric, for instance through 
increased tourism and investment. Besides, it provides an impetus for the imple-
mentation of numerous architectural and urban projects whose task is to inte-
grate its space or, as is often the case, insure the future viability of the riverside, 
including former port areas.
Therefore the aim of this paper is to analyse projects which represent so-called 
best practice in the restoration of city riverside areas using examples from West-
ern European cities which have experienced the implementation of such projects.
The paper presents an analysis of cities selected due to the availability of source 
materials: Düsseldorf, the largest revitalised area, followed by London and Ham-
burg, the smallest. It should be emphasised that the author will continue her re-
search on the former port areas, focusing mainly on the German sites.
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1. Introduction

The revitalisation of brownfield sites was launched 
in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States. Chang-
es in manufacturing technology as well as a serious 
shift towards environmental issues meant that fac-
tories and workshops began to close. The economic 
and social situation led numerous companies to file 
for bankruptcy, which in turn deprived inhabitants 
of their jobs. Unemployment, deserted halls, ware-
houses or entire regions of industrial areas forced 
local authorities as well as communities to take ac-
tion connected with revitalisation. They began to 
adopt the old production halls, docks, stations, 
shopping centres, slaughterhouses, apartments, of-
fices and museums. The new trend of adaptation of 
the former industrial spaces was born. They were 
turned into lofts, mostly by artists who sought 
cheaper alternatives for their art studios. The loft 
turned out to be the best solution as it combined 
necessary space and layout. Artists were followed 
by businessmen and other professional groups from 
the world of show business, who took advantage of 
the old industrial premises.

American experiences related to revitalisation 
were soon adopted in Western Europe. They be-
came especially popular in the United Kingdom, 
France, Germany and Ireland, where activities re-
lated to industrial recovery were most often seen in 
port areas where rivers had provided most develop-
ment in the past.

Therefore, the paper concentrates on a selection 
of examples of brownfield revitalisation of port ar-
eas. These examples are a demonstration of the well 
planned and implemented revitalisation policies 
which are based on the same assumptions although 
allowing for different national and local models. The 
main criteria for the selection of urban regeneration 
projects in Europe follow the requirements included 
in the Integrated Regional Operational Programme 
(IROP) 2004-2006 (1): (a) socio-economic recovery, 
(b) prevention of negative aspects of infrastructur-
al degradation, (c) environmental protection, (d) 
increasing tourism potential, (e) increasing invest-
ment attractiveness, and (f) improving the image of 

the region. On the basis of the above requirements, 
London (the United Kingdom), and Düsseldorf and 
Hamburg (Germany) have been selected.

2. Chosen examples 
of port area revitalisation 

2.1. The United Kingdom: London Docklands

The history of London’s docks goes back to the nine-
teenth century, when in 1802 the first of the West 
India Docks was opened. Others followed soon end-
ing in 1921, when the King George V Dock was put 
into operation (it lasted only till the 1950s). Since 
1909 the docks have been managed by the Port of 
London Authority (PLA). Each dock specialised in 
handling certain goods, for example, St Katherine 
dock managed deliveries of wool, gum and sugar. 
After World War II, as a result of war damage, re-
construction started. However, in the 1960s, due to 
the emergence of a new form of freight transport - 
containers, London docks were unable to accom-
modate the larger ships being prepared for their 
transportation. Thus, water transport was moved 
to deeper ports such as Felixstowe and Tilbury. 
By 1980, all of the docks in London, occupying an 
area of 120 000 m2, had been closed. Stagnation fol-
lowed and unemployment increased which in turn 
brought some social problems. The  revitalisation 
process started but it was rather due to the poor 
state of infrastructure and environment at that time. 
Undoubtedly, stagnation in the shipbuilding indus-
try contributed to the crisis, which consequently 
led to an emergence of large undeveloped port are-
as. Some, due to the urbanisation process, began to 
turn into city landmarks and only then did the val-
ue of port areas become appreciated and real revi-
talisation started (Kacaj, 2009).

In order to revitalise the former port areas bor-
dering the Thames, the London Docklands Devel-
opment Corporation (LDDC) was established in 
1981. This state quango agency would take care of 
the following: (a) acquiring land and its manage-
ment, (b) supporting the development of the new 
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and existing industrial and commercial firms, (c) 
creating an attractive natural environment, (d) pro-
viding housing and social facilities, so as to encour-
age people to settle down and look for employment. 
The agency was funded by the central government 
and functioned as the body planning the revitalisa-
tion process. Among its achievements by 1998 (ac-
cording to the LDDC annual report of 1998), were 
(a) public sector investment amounting to Ł1.86 
billion, (b) private sector investment amounting to 
Ł7.7 billion, (c) sale of 1,066 acres of land for re-
development, (d) construction and improvement of 
144 km of new roads, (e) construction of the Dock-
lands Light Railway, (f) construction of 24,046 new 
dwellings, (g) creation of 2,700 trading companies, 
(h) construction of health centres, (i) creation of 
11 primary and two secondary schools as well as 
nine vocational training centres, (j) employment of 
85,000 people, (k) receiving 94 awards in the field 
of architecture, conservation and development of 
landscape.

In 1982, a special economic zone was opened in 
the Docklands, an area where businesses, in addi-
tion to tax exemption, were given other incentives 
in order to invest. This contributed to an increase 
in the investment attractiveness of the area and con-
sequently to economic growth in real estate devel-
opment.

Over the past thirty years this well-thought out 
revitalisation policy has led to a transformation of 
London’s docks area, which includes the boroughs 
of Greenwich, Southwark, Tower Hamlets and Ne-
wham, into a financial centre and an enjoyable liv-
ing and leisure space. The revitalisation of the area 
enabled the docks to re-establish their position in 
the structure of the city. At the same time, it re-
stored the river for the city.

2.2. Germany: HafenCity Hamburg

The beginnings of revitalisation in Germany were 
primarily caused by economic conditions. In the 
1960s the cost of construction projects in unde-
veloped areas increased which resulted in investors 
paying attention to degraded areas. In compari-
son to undeveloped areas earmarked for develop-
ment, existing areas had been already improved, 
which significantly decreased construction costs. 

It soon turned out that private investors did not 
care about saving the degraded infrastructure but 
its demolition. This in turn led to social conflicts 
and triggered a need for new legislation that would 
determine some major principles of a revitalisation 
policy.

The revitalisation Act was passed in Germany in 
1971. It regulated the rules of conduct in the re-
generation process and initiated financial support 
for revitalisation schemes (The Regeneration Man-
ual of 2003). In 1986, the Act was connected with 
the Building Code Law. The next step was the adop-
tion of ARGEBAU at the Ministerial Conference in 
Potsdam. It was a nation-wide programme of re-
vitalisation of urban quarters in need of revitalisa-
tion (Districts with Special Development Needs - the 
Social City), which took into account social aspects 
of the process. The programme became operation-
al in 1999. In 2002, another programme - Rebuild-
ing cities in the new Länder (Stadtumbau West) was 
launched, and in 2004 the implementation of ur-
ban rebuilding of the old Länder began. Further-
more, all these programmes became part of the law 
that would correspond to European legislation (2). 
In 2008, there are several projects to support revital-
isation process in Germany (Bryx, Jadach-Sepiołło, 
2009). They include the following: (a) revitalisation 
and development of urban construction - launched 
in 1971, (b) protection of historical municipal build-
ings (in the new Länder) - launched in 1991, (c) ur-
ban quarters in need of revitalisation - a social city 
- launched in 1999, (d) reconstruction of the cities 
in new Länder - launched in 2002, (e) reconstruc-
tion of the old towns in Länder - launched in 2004, 
(f) activating urban centres - launched in 2008, (g) 
energy investment pact for the modernisation of so-
cial infrastructure - launched in 2008. 

According to Bryx and Jadach-Sepiołło (2009), 
among the most important achievements of the 
revitalisation process in Germany are the follow-
ing: (a) analysis of positive and negative experienc-
es of the implementation of regeneration projects, 
(b) creation of stable law, (c) spreading knowledge 
about the procedures of revitalisation through wide 
dissemination of best practices.

The regulation of revitalisation policy in Ger-
many enabled taking comprehensive action to-
wards rebuilding of degraded areas in a planned 
way which would determine constructing the ur-



Katarzyna Świerczewska-Pietras / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 29 (2015): 137–143140

ban space in detail. Preparation of guidelines for 
the revitalisation of former river port brownfield 
sites in HafenCity in Hamburg and MediaHar-
bor Düsseldorf can serve as examples of the new 
practice.

The HafenCity terrain lying beside the river Elbe 
covers an area of 240 hectares and is planned to 
change its character to a cultural, commercial and 
housing on the basis of the MasterPlan (3) approved 
in 2000 and the revised MasterPlan for the East-
ern part in 2010. It has been presumed that the 
reconstruction will create 45,000 jobs and 5,500 
dwellings for 12,000 people. The project is expect-
ed to be completed between 2020 and 2025 and it 
is assumed that the investment will attract around 
three million tourists a year. The main objective of 
the project is to create a modern urban space that 
would take into account the historical remains and 
its aim to restore the connection between the riv-
er Elbe and the city centre. Its initiator is the city 
council of Hamburg and it should be noted that 
the project will cause around a 40% expansion of 
the city centre. The factor that distinguishes this 
among many similar projects of urban develop-
ment in Europe is its central location and standards. 
The high level of innovation will positively affect 
the quality of architecture and landscape. The new 
district is to become a model city for the Europe 
of the 21st century.

According to a report on the implementation of 
the MasterPlan from December 2013, 56 compo-
nent projects have already been completed in the 
area. The remaining 48 are to be implemented soon. 
The amount of private investment involved is ap-
proximately 8 billion euros, while public spending is 
about 2.4 billion, of which approximately 1.5 billion 
will come from real estate revenues in HafenCity. 
The major cultural projects planned or already com-
pleted include (Stiller, Jeske, 2010): (a) the Philhar-
monic project of Elbphilharmonie – which includes 
a large concert hall (2,150 seats), a small concert 
hall (550 seats), a rehearsal room (100 seats), a ho-
tel (250 rooms), guest rooms (about 47 units), res-
taurants, conference rooms and a health club. It is 
approximately 97,300 gross square and its total con-
struction cost is approximately 480 million euros, 
(b) the International Maritime Museum in Ham-
burg - opened in 2008, (c) the Automobile Proto-
type Museum, also opened in 2008.

A waterfront promenade was constructed as well 
with a length of approximately 10 km, 28 acres of 
public parks, as well as squares and pedestrian 
streets.

2.3. Germany: MediaHarbor Düsseldorf

MediaHarbor Düsseldorf is a port district with 
an area of 385 hectares. It has about 130 inhabit-
ants and is situated at the mouth of the Düsseldorf 
River. The revitalisation has lasted since 1988. The 
area has now become one of the most attractive and 
eye-catching modern architectural sights. Activities 
that started in the mid-1970s have led to its trans-
formation into a modern residential and business 
area, which currently constitutes a centre of creative 
architecture, advertising, art and media in Europe. 
The new port space was specifically planned by the 
city council and involved some leading German and 
international architects including Frank O. Gehry, 
David Chipperfield and Fumihiko Maki. The new 
buildings are a part of the port environment and the 
old ones, listed in the heritage register, have been 
renovated and converted. The buildings are mostly 
offices of various institutions for advertising, com-
munication and tourism, hence its name - Media-
Harbor.

The revitalisation has led to a growing inter-
est among private investors. As of December 2013, 
more than 800 companies had opened their offic-
es there (more than a 6-fold increase from 1999) 
(Fig.  1). Most companies have between 10-49 em-
ployees (Fig. 2) and in total approximately 8,600 
people have found employment in the area (Fig. 3). 
Plans for the next few years involve the construc-
tion of dwellings for 200-250 and the creation of ad-
ditional 600 jobs.

Based on the indicators provided by Markowski 
(2005), used to monitor changes in sites to be re-
vitalised, a thorough review of the work done in 
areas which had regained their ability to function 
independently in the city structure (Table 1) can be 
presented. It should be stressed that the author has 
compiled the available data for the three analysed 
areas. Due to the fact that she is going to contin-
ue to examine the former port areas, the database 
will gradually be expanded and presented in subse-
quent articles.
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Fig. 1. Companies in the MediaHarbor by industrial sector

Source: MediaHarbor Art, communication and creativity, City of Dusseldorf, The Lord Mayor’s Office of Economic Devel-
opment, DoA: 24.01.2011.

Fig. 2. Company size by number of employees

Source: MediaHarbor Art, communication and creativity, City of Düsseldorf, The Lord Mayor’s Office of Economic Devel-
opment, DoA: 24.01.2011.
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Fig. 3. Job distribution in MediaHarbor by industrial sector

Source: MediaHarbor Art, communication and creativity, City of Dusseldorf The Lord Mayor’s Office of Economic Devel-
opment, DoA: 24.01.2011.

Table 1. Comparison of selected indicators assessing the development of the areas analysed 

Indicators 
of the revitalisation process Unit Indicator

Studied cities
Düsseldorf London Hamburg

385 hectares 344 hectares 240 hectares

New houses number infra-
structural No data 24,046

6,000
The area of approx. 
690 square kilometres

Inhabitants number social 130  No data No data
New educational institutions number social No data 22 5
Newly created jobs  number industrial 8,600 85,000 45,000
Newly created companies number economic 821 2,700 500
Private sector funds invested billons of euros industrial 1.2 8.8 8
Total public assets invested billons of euros industrial No data 2.5 2

Source: Own study based on data from reports on work related to revitalisation available on the websites of the studied cities 

3. Conclusions

Western cities show that a well thought-out policy 
of revitalisation of degraded public port areas can 
create successful examples of the restoration of riv-
ersides for cities. At the same time, it can serve the 

development of social and economic infrastructure. 
These spaces are becoming not only places of leisure 
or work but they also turn into landmarks of urban 
and tourist activity no less important than the tradi-
tional historic urban complexes. The examples pre-
sented above indicate that the process may become 
attractive to a variety of cities, economic develop-
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ments and geographical locations as long as they 
have one thing in common - a river, currently the 
main development asset in the desire to regenerate 
the degraded urban fabric.

Notes

IROP 2004-2006 - the Integrated Regional Opera-
tional Programme was one of the seven operational 
programmes which were used in the implementa-
tion of the National Development Plan/Community 
Support Framework 2004-2006 (NDP/CSF) in Po-
land.

In 1971-2002, the amount of funding allocat-
ed in the old Länder for the revitalisation and the 
development of the urban construction was 9,097 
million deutschmarks, mostly spent in 1986-1987. 
The realisation of the Social City in 1999-2002 cost 
500 000 deutschmarks. However, total revitalisa-
tion costs in the old and new Länder amounted 
to 18,392 million deutschmarks. In 1995-2006, the 
federal, Länder and Commune budgets allocated a 
further 15.33 billion euros for the revitalisation pro-
cess. Additionally, the revitalised areas in the whole 
of Germany attracted 23.58 billion euros of public 
funds from other programmes. It is also estimat-
ed that for every euro spent on public investment 
in the years 1996-2006, private investment equiva-
lent to 6.5-9.0 euros were attracted. Altogether, ac-
cording to national estimates, private investments 
amounted to 80.21 billion euros.

The MasterPlan - Development of HafenCity is 
based mainly on an urban design Masterplan final-
ised in 2000. This document, which comprises plans 
and text, sets out in outline the objectives for the 
development of HafenCity, as well as the various 
neighbourhoods that will emerge within HafenCi-
ty and their land use. The Masterplan is realised in 
preliminary designs for individual neighbourhoods, 
land use development plans as well as architectur-
al designs for individual buildings (Hafencity Ham-
burg Der Masterplan, 2006).
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