Zollverein: From Brownfield to Cultural Capital
Experimental land-use planning as an urban laboratory
The colliery and coking plant Zollverein was abandoned in 1985. After a long period of disorientation and repeated attempts at full or partial demolition, the site became listed as a heritage protected site and in 1991 received the accolade of the UNESCO world heritage status. In 2010 the site will be the centrepiece and headquarter of Essen’s term as European Cultural Capital.

I will interpret the planning-process around the Zollverein as an urban laboratory. Zollverein had always been a place of both labour and experiment, two notions that I regard as central to the concept of laboratory. Constructions in the Bauhaus-inspired style of “Neue Schalichkeit” (new objectivity) tell the story of a modernist experiment to create a purely functional and perishable machine-landscape. 

I believe that the history of Zollverein after 1986 should best be read as a process of experimental learning and inquiry. I will make use of a model of Deweyan inquiry that I have developed in collaboration with Prof. Shyama Kuruvilla of Boston University. As defined by Collier, Lakoff, and Rabionow, the idea of a laboratory in the human sciences overlaps greatly with Deweyan inquiry. These authors insist on “reframing problems” in “problematic situations”; they “focus on specificity, [and] making contingency visible”; they insist on “loose and flexible interrelations between projects”; they envisage research as a non-hierarchical flexible network of researchers; and finally they understand research as a production and transformation process, which can be taken as a corollary to my own claim that planning should be seen as an inquiry and learning process.

I will instantiate the idea of Zollverein as an urban laboratory in which planning takes the form of a creative process of situated learning by means of four claims:

· Zollverein’s planning process is best described as studying and structuring an indeterminate and poorly understood situation. It is impossible to separate phases of conceptualization, planning, decision-making and implementation. 

· This planning-process involved and required some highly theoretical conceptual investigations as part of problem-solving and design processes. 

· General normative principles were employed but had to be adjusted to the given context. This in turn changed and enriched the conception of these normative principles. Planning was irreducibly a valuative process. 

· Loose networks of stakeholders, participants and organizations consolidated only gradually toward forms of coordinated agency. The category of a “planner” is a late product of the planning process, and it has only been realized to a minimally necessary degree. Dewey’s concept of a community of inquiry is perhaps the best label for the participant networks involved in Zollverein’s recent planning history. 
