Planning cities in a mobile society

We live in an intrinsically mobile society. Contemporary lifestyles and business practices increasingly depend on mobility, both physical and virtual. In order to thrive, places seek ever better connections to other places. At the same time, the negative impacts of this ‘hypermobility’ on natural and social environments are growing dramatically, as is the public outcry for their reversal. Policy-makers across the world are faced with a difficult but urgent dilemma: how to rejoin the essential role of mobility in enhancing society’s welfare and well-being with the lack of sustainability of present mobility practices? This first dilemma is compounded by a second one: how to overcome the tension between the increasingly borderless nature of the action spaces of mobile households and firms with the still limited and fragmented scope of policy arenas and research agendas?

Both dilemmas are especially manifest in cities, where both the positive role and the negative impacts of mobility are highest. Mobility has thus become central to the very object of planning, cities, but the full implications seem not to have been drawn. Urban planning still seems to see mobility as just one among many particular concerns, rather than a central, structuring perspective on the development of cities. On the other end of the spectrum, transport planning, while of course focusing on mobility issues, still seems to ignore the broader, long term implications for the quality of life in cities. Furthermore, both urban and transport planning seem to lack awareness of the deeply contested and yet pressing nature of mobility issues, and thus the need to acknowledge the irreducible uncertainty surrounding planning goals and means, and yet to act in the face of it.

Planning the contemporary city requires on one side understanding and managing the deep intertwining of mobility, spatial developments, and broader socio-economic and cultural processes, and on the other side coming to terms with the many, irreducible uncertainties of this challenge. A much more intensive and critical interaction between different disciplines – at the very least fully integrating transport and urban planning - and between planning science and planning practice seem to be necessary to achieve this. 
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