


EUROPEAN PLANNING HISTORY IN THE 
20TH CENTURY

The history of Europe in the 20th century is closely tied to the history of urban planning. 
Social and economic progress but also the brute treatment of people and nature throughout 
Europe were possible due to the use of urban planning and the other levels of spatial planning. 
Thereby, planning has constituted itself in Europe as an international subject. Since its emer-
gence, through intense exchange but also competition, despite country differences, planning has 
developed as a European field of practice and scientific discipline. Planning is here much more 
than the addition of individual histories; however, historiography has treated this history very 
selective regarding geography and content.

This book searches for an understanding of the historiography of planning in a European 
dimension. Scholars from Eastern and Western, Southern and Northern Europe address the issues 
of the public led production of city and the social functions of urban planning in capitalist and 
state-socialist countries. The examined examples include Poland and USSR, Czech Republic 
and Slovakia, UK, Netherlands, Germany, France, Portugal and Spain, Italy, and Sweden. The 
book will be of interest to students and scholars for Urbanism, Urban/Town Planning, Spatial 
Planning, Spatial Politics, Urban Development, Urban Policies, Planning History and European 
History of the 20th Century.
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2.5
PLANNING GDR AND CZECHOSLOVAKIA

The Scale Question under State Socialism

Azmah Arzmi

In contemplating divergent paths of urban and regional developments of post-socialist countries 
in central and eastern Europe, scholars have attempted to categorize them according to the 
types of market economy that they embraced (Tosics 2005; Bohle and Greskovits 2012). From 
regulated market, welfare-state to laissez-faire capitalism, emergences of these developments 
covering different regions stretching from the Baltics, Central Europe to the Balkans require 
a critical reflection on the term ‘post-socialist’ as dependent on their past selves to determine 
future development after the critical juncture of 1989 (Hirt Ferenčuhová and Tuvikene 2017; 
Ferenčuhová 2018).

With standardization and industrialization projects in the face of modernity being a common 
factor for Europe regardless of different political, socio-economic factors (Hirt Ferenčuhová 
and Tuvikene 2017), the theories on territorial, infrastructural development charted by Western 
European and Anglo-American scholars and their impacts in the current neoliberal market 
urban development are still relevant in analyzing the post-socialist countries. This is because 
they still relate in general to contemporary European spatial and urban planning (Šlemr and 
Maier 2016). Urban development in post-socialist countries still bore the imprint of their past, 
and one aspect, i.e., rarely discussed or taken into much consideration is the impact of different 
scalar approaches in the planning of cities that determine their development today.

The state socialist concept of spatial planning, as defined by Polish architect Edmund 
Goldzamt in his studies on Urban Planning in Socialist Countries: Social Problems (1975) is analogous 
to that elaborated by the European Commission (1997). Both highlighted an overriding goal 
of long-term economic perspective, carried out by the national governments on a larger scale, 
ensuring even development between different regions. The difference is that state socialist coun-
tries often resorted to a more emphatic, technocratic mechanisms of organization and higher 
degree of social engineering, i.e., determining the types of employment, population growth 
and housing required within the localities. Considering that decentralized decision-making 
was almost non-existent during state socialism with regards to the municipalities’ autonomy to 
develop their cities, these cities were often embedded within the development of the region as a 
whole that determined their exponential growth. Akin to their advanced capitalist counterparts, 
this begs the question of scale and the type of hierarchical, territorial scalar approaches used in 
city planning.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003271666-163
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Renowned scholars have written extensively on planning theories related to the scale 
question. Neil Brenner in his recent publication New Urban Spaces: Urban Theory and the Scale 
Question (2019). His studies mainly focus on the cities and territories of North American and 
West European countries throughout the last four decades and how supranational trade blocks 
such as the European Union impact spatial planning in these regions. His analyses on Central 
and East Europe however, is noticeably absent. From an organized, centralized, modernizing 
project during the post-war period covering large territories to the fragmented neoliberal cap-
italist urban spaces, he commented that these ‘reterritorialized and rescaled’ spaces ‘no longer 
privilege a primary regulatory level or neatly converge around a single, encompassing territorial 
center, national or otherwise’ (2019: 83). Neo-Marxist urban geographer David Harvey (1982, 
1985, 1989) argued that often production of urban spaces in cities are results of ‘spatial fixes’, 
rooted within larger, national or international territorial organization, consequently restructur-
ing social and economic relations. In describing the spatial imprint of state upon the capitalist 
urban fabric, Henri Lefebvre (2009) introduced state mode of production (SMP) concept. SMP 
described the state as co-producer, manager of urbanization, supporting capital circulation with 
logistical infrastructures.

Why Scales Matter in State Socialist Planning History

Patterns of interscalar trajectories of urban development studied by experts on post-socialist 
countries are not mutually exclusive to those theories above. Most notably, Kimberly Zarecor 
(2017) highlighted those patterns of post-socialist neoliberalism in cities build upon the spatial 
logic of state ‘socialist scaffold’ and ‘infrastructural thinking’. Within the centralized, hierar-
chical planning system, she acknowledged that large-scale master planning process positioned 
the cities as nodes, as or centers of industries and production of goods, serving the national econ-
omy and reproduced at different scales from urban to regional, while transportation networks 
serve as connectors. These also aided the distribution of services and goods between COMECON 
(Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, a former alliance of state socialist countries) coun-
tries, encouraging trade and collaborative measures for military purposes. Her concepts do 
not contrast with Brenner (2019: 138–139)’s diagnosis of Fordist-Keynesian scaling of cities 
operating as nodes in global flows and coordinates of state territorial power. Hungarian scholar 
György Enyedi (1996) notes that, within the market economy, regulations administering ter-
ritories were determined by values of urban land based on location whereas in the planned 
economy, lands were subject to resource allocations. He highlighted how the two systems 
tend to overlap. Similar to Harvey’s version, Bohdan Jałowiecki (2010) documented that state 
enterprises aimed for accumulation by ‘means of production’. With priority given to expansion 
of industries in absence of commercial land values, industrial enterprises occupy urban spaces, 
producing the much-needed housing and social facilities, thus securing political influence and 
ensuring growth.

Above all, experts rarely acknowledge different scalar approaches in which former state social-
ist countries took in planning their cities. Therefore, the contribution of this chapter is to expose 
them via comparison of former GDR (German Democratic Republic) planning practice to that 
of Czechoslovakia. It challenges pre-existing notions that mechanisms of planned economies in 
Central and East European countries operated similarly during state socialist period, focusing 
on the years 1969–1989 as this period displays more refined methods of spatial planning. They 
restructured their spatial territories following the wake of de-industrialization and rise of ter-
tiary sector. This timespan differs from the early two decades in terms of higher production of 
consumer goods and increasing welfare social services in return for political obedience such as 
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provision of housing and holiday facilities. Opportunities arising in this research could bridge 
a gap of knowledge of how irreversible past planning methods affect current issues. By juxta-
posing GDR planning practice to that of Czechoslovakia, these differences may offer nuanced 
insights into how they resolved certain problems. More importantly, this chapter examines 
implications in urban landscapes when great planning decisions were made based on different 
scalar approaches, thereby also affecting spatial distribution of housing and transportation.

Through contextual analysis of planning textbooks, journals, and plans, this chapter is com-
prised of two main sections. Firstly, it elaborates spatial planning definitions in its historical, 
economic context and instruments used to steer planning. Then, it reviews examples of how 
these different scalar approaches consolidate urban development patterns in cities, paying par-
ticular attention to transportation networks and distribution of housing settlements. By unlock-
ing these differences, it suggests that Czechoslovakia as a federalized country adapted a more 
layered, hierarchical organization of planning practice in a larger scale than GDR.

Instruments of Spatial Planning in GDR

In spite of the Soviet model, much of the territorial planning experience in GDR harks back 
to its pre-war governments, hence the similarity of its hierarchical organizations with Federal 
Republic of Germany (FRG). As with the other state socialist countries, central organs deter-
mined location of new industries, and larger scale territorial planning was an important instru-
ment in the first two decades to determine investments, short to long term economic planning 
and distribution of housing as auxiliary to heavy industry (Fege and Menge 1992). New cities 
cropped up in 1950s–60s to house employees in vicinity of industrial sites such as Eisenhüttenstadt  
and Halle Neustadt. Other than reconstructing new industrial sites and cities, territorial plan-
ning was important in standardizing technical infrastructures.

Critique of modern planning took hold in late 1960s, when, influenced by urban planning 
discourse in FRG and Italy among others, GDR paid attention to historical preservation and 
quality of urban cores in cities. Planning strategies revolved around the compact city idea, 
around the time that East Berlin was ordained to develop as the center of politics, culture and 
science, housing important buildings for ministries. There were clear urban boundaries and 
they worked at a sufficient, city-planning scale, the General Development Plan. In contrast 
to Czechoslovakia as discussed later in the next section, after deploying large-scale ‘urban- 
regionalist’ planning methods which led to the critiques of Fordist-Keynesian style of modern 
planning (Kress 2018: 156–157), GDR shifted its focus towards the qualitative regeneration 
of the cores of their conurbations. This was easier for the regime as they only had four large 
conurbations with more than a million residents each; East Berlin, Leipzig-Halle, Karl-Marx 
Stadt-Zwickau and Dresden (Goldzamt 1975: 102).

Re-introduced into the GDR planning system in 1965, the General Development Plan 
referred to not just construction of buildings, but also land divisions, public spaces and green 
areas for an entire city or agglomeration (Frick 2008: 167–168). For GDR, it was an instru-
ment for long-term management and coordination of city planning, from determining suita-
ble residential areas to qualitative transport planning (Sommer and Weise 1971; Kadatz 1997; 
Lindemann 2017). The General Transport Plan and General Plan for Urban Technical Supplies, 
produced by municipalities and approved by top organs, supplemented it. A prerequisite for 
approval was that they must comply with the Social Political Objectives, providing a compre-
hensive view of population growth, labor force, economic activities, investment, planned infra-
structure and recreation and environmental protection (Kadatz 1997). For East Berlin, the 1969 
Politbüro of the Socialist Unity Party and the leading central organs such as the district planning 
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commissions were directly involved (Lindemann 2017). This General Development Plan usually 
range up to 1:25,000 in scale (Maaß 2006: 88–89). When focusing on core urban areas such as 
the city center or the housing settlement of Marzahn, they have their own Development Plans 
and Development Concept in smaller scales. An overview of these important planning instru-
ments is shown in Figure 2.5.1.

Instruments of Spatial Planning in Czechoslovakia

Two parallel planning instruments dictated planning practice that emerged during the normal-
ization period in Czechoslovakia. One was a set of territorial plans commonly used by archi-
tects and urban planners, which must be coordinated with oblast plans produced by centralized 
economic planners, an adaptation of the Soviet planned economy model. Oblast is a Russian 
word referring to regions, and they were very significant in the economic growth planning of 
Czechoslovakia as cities began to expand with high urban migration. They consisted of large 
city regions, called agglomerations with main city cores, the primary zones and edge zones 
(Buček 1983). Both territorial and oblast plans were blueprints for the long-term development of 
territories, encompassing issues of land-use, labor force, population growth, economic activities, 
transport planning and environment protection areas.

A territory, according to the Czechoslovak context, is an area with natural resources, there-
fore creating opportunities for exploitation and ‘rational utilization’ by the state (Hrůza 1977: 
269). It could also refer to densely populated urban areas, as well as large rural settlements under-
going urbanization, controlled by state agencies (Ibid). Within the context of Czechoslovakia, 
territorial planning refers to the ‘development of environment in large territories into uniform 
settlement systems’ (Gál and Furdik, 1984: 6).

Created in 1949, territorial planning laws legalized state collectivization of lands for pur-
poses of national economic development. Following federalization of Czechoslovakia with 
separate Czech and Slovak national governments in 1969, state agencies and local institutions 

FIGURE 2.5.1  Simplified diagram of the hierarchy of the General Development Planning documen-
tation in the GDR in 1972.

Source: Arzmi, 2019.
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were reorganized, and so were territorial planning laws. In 1976, they were divided into three  
different stages; Large Territorial Units, Zones and Settlement Units (Figure 2.5.2). Each cor-
responding plan not only have to agree with each other within the multiscale system, but also 
comply with centrally ordained Territorial Prognosis, its long-term economic, social demo-
graphic forecast and the Territorial Project, akin to general development plan. These laws even 
go down to the scale regulating the types of buildings that would be built in the Settlement 
Units Plan, i.e., the Building Act No. 50/1976, embedding the urban environment very strictly 
within the larger- scaled Territorial Plan (Ibid: 26). Prague, Brno and Bratislava for example, 
were considered cores of their agglomerations with their own Territorial Development Plans. 
Before they go into the stratified territorial units, central planners mapped out nationwide ter-
ritories, identifying important areas for development before focusing on the big city agglomer-
ations in larger 1: 500,000 scale. This planning system allowed the state to acquire more lands, 
annexing smaller municipalities in creation of newer satellite housing settlements, which inten-
sified in 1970s. Despite federalization, center of governance was still in Prague and the federal 
government controlled much of the territorial and economic planning, with cultural activities 
and education left to the jurisdiction of the national states.

As the largest scaled planning unit of the Territorial Planning System, Large Territorial Units 
were measured in the technocratic form of economic indices, in 1:200,000. However, when 
the regime needed to focus on specific areas in detail, such as important building projects in 
Prague, 1:2500 plans were produced. Meanwhile, normative scale for settlement units ranged 
from 1:5000 to 1:25,000 which was akin to the GDR General Development Plan, whereas the 
Zonal Plan ranged from 1:1000 to 1:10,000, depending on the size of developed areas (Ibid: 27).

The other aspect of spatial planning in Czechoslovakia is the existence of oblast plans. 
Chart 3 is a translated diagram of the organization of planning activities in Slovakia, demon-
strating the importance of oblast plan, which must mutually agree on the same level as terri-
torial plan. The amount of investments for each territory was determined through the criteria 
specified in oblast plans, which were then allocated to the investors and state construction 
and industrial enterprises responsible for construction. While their GDR neighbors were con-
cerned with compact city ideas with the government actually focusing on problems at urban 
scale, the expansion of city agglomerations with the satellite settlement system was a greater 
discourse in Czechoslovakia in the late 1960s in accordance with more technocratic economic 
planning methods. Influential Czech architect Emmanuel Hruška who worked on city plan-
ning in Bratislava reflected these core values, believing that the ‘transformation of the eco-
nomic structure would lead to transformations in the social structure’ (1966: 409). By this time, 
Czechoslovakia had acquired the capacity to expand urbanization at an unprecedented scale, 
thanks to advancement in communications technology, industrialized building methods and 
good connection networks.

FIGURE 2.5.2 System of Territorial Planning documentation in Czechoslovakia in 1976.

Source: Arzmi, 2019 based on information obtained from Michalec, 1976 and Gál and Furdik, 1984.
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Implications of Different Scalar Approaches in Planning Practice

As experienced urban planners would know, at the time of planning inception, working in 
larger scales such as 1: 25,000 allow them to cover wider territories, but in order to concentrate 
on more detailed issues specific to the geographical location or urban context, they must work in 
smaller scales, i.e., 1: 10,000. In the days before AutoCAD, use of effective media is important, 
for example, thick markers and big felt pens are suitable in drawing up schematic, larger-scaled 
plans but details require fine-tipped pens and different textures, colors to highlight various fea-
tures of the land-use plans in smaller scales. There is more margin for error when using large 
markers in small-scale plans for example, allowing displacement and overlooked areas.

Urban development during planned economy is in no doubt conceived at a much larger 
scale given the strict vertical hierarchy and democratic centralist principle of planning actors.  
Czechoslovakia, had a strict stratification system, where important state-wide projects were con-
ceived on a larger, two-dimensional scale and were given more priority (Figure 2.5.3). When it 
comes down to planning urban projects on smaller scales, these must be compromised for larger 
scale infrastructural projects. Given that local municipalities and apparatuses must comply with 
central organs, these decisions are not flexible and certain delicate urban fabric had to be com-
promised or in some cases demolished for important projects.

Such as the case with Prague, the largest scale of inception for important urban planning 
decisions was 1:50,000, as the core of Středočeský kraj (Central Bohemian Agglomeration). 
Based on the finalized 1975 master plan of Prague Agglomeration (Podobský 1982), the 
Czechoslovak government meticulously planned specific areas of new settlement, capturing 
smaller adjacent communities and important development corridors, transforming the traffic 
system into a radial circular system (Hrůza 1977). They managed to protect the area of herit-
age interest in the city center from Old Town to Prague Castle, while successfully installing 
an underground subway. They also built large prefabricated panel housing estates further in 
the outskirts. Examples are Háje in the Southeast or Bohnice in Northwest. Bratislava was 
ranked hierarchically lower than Prague; therefore, any issues occurring on urban scale were 
not given attention in higher central organs, unless they pose as spatial barriers to impor-
tant state infrastructural projects. Take for instance, the construction of the SNP (Slovenského 
národného povstania or Slovak National Uprising) Bridge in Bratislava, which was a part of the 
national highway network project in the late 1960s. The project tore down the Jewish quarter 
and parts of historic city walls, sacrificing a significant part of the city’s cultural heritage in the 
face of modernity (Whiteaker 2014). Furthermore, clusters of new housing estates were built 
along highways as Bratislava expanded, while unresolved issues of adequate public transport 
networks led to restricted mobility, setting the stage for a more automobile-oriented urban 
planning.

The biggest advantage in Czechoslovakia’s sectoral spatial planning vision was successful 
renewal and construction of highway networks connecting the main cities of Prague, Brno, 
Bratislava and Košice, which until now offer seamless connections between the Czech Lands and 
Slovakia, improving political-economic activities. However, it does not undermine technical 
issues, which were brought up frequently in 1980s architectural journals, as problems in com-
munication between state apparatuses of City of Prague and Středočeský kraj tend to conflict with 
one another on waste disposal, complicated engineering infrastructural networks and effective 
land-use areas (Podobský, 1982: 31). Furthermore, they complained about incoherency and lack 
of coordination between oblast and territorial plans, admitting that there were little guidance 
in the translation of larger territorial plans into smaller scales when implementing the design 
and construction of urban spaces (Matoušková 1985; Zibrinová 1988: 23). Thereby, long-term 
goals and concepts eventually become lost in the process of land management and construction 
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(Hrůza 1977: 272). As the need for more detailed land-use plans grew, a database was set up 
to allow local and regional state apparatuses to upload their technical data for the use of other 
planners in other levels of territorial planning hierarchy, allowing the state to regulate regional 
and urban planning activities (Václav Havlík 1984: 175). Additionally, this problem is further 
impaired by the fact that, after 1968, a number of officials in the local municipalities were purged 
from their positions due to alleged wrongdoings, thus replaced by newly recruited members 
more loyal to the central organs who had no clue about pending urban development issues. For 
Czechoslovakia, the State Planning Commission and the Ministry of Technology had a stronger 
role in city planning than localities (Michalec 1976: 265–268).

In comparison, GDR architects faced smaller scale urban planning problems. In late 1970s, 
they discussed the lack of clarity in General Development Plan, leading to confusion in the 

FIGURE 2.5.3  Organizational activity of planning practice in Slovakia under its official name, Slovak 
Socialist Republic (SSR) as part of Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (ČSSR), showing 
the equal weight of oblast plan with the territorial plan.

Source: Arzmi, 2019 based on the information obtained from Michalec, 1976 p.27 and Gál and Furdik, 1984: 10.
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in traffic planning, which despite criticism continued to focus on the motorcar and was only 
gradually expanded to strengthen non-automobile means of transport.

Housing saw the most consequential deregulation measures, as in many countries national 
and municipal institutions retreated from their responsibility, and handed residential construc-
tion and management over to the market. In practice, these policies were often inconsistent, 
as they attempted to retain a certain degree of social commitment while at the same time pro-
moting entrepreneurialism and profitability. Likewise, they failed to create new housing for the 
economically weak, whose housing situation deteriorated.

Only in the countries of the Eastern bloc was the year 1989 a milestone. Here it marked the 
end of comprehensive socialist planning, which in fact had been declining for years. In Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Russia, and elsewhere, deregulation and laissez-faire came to be particularly 
widespread, as the next-to-almighty socialist planning organs were dismantled or restructured, 
and gave way to comparatively weak institutions. On the positive side, this brought about new 
spaces for trade and leisure as well as increasing opportunities for homeownership, while on the 
negative side it led to urban sprawl, a voracious real estate market, and growing social disparities.

To some extent the differences between Eastern and Western Europe fade against those 
between particular countries and planning traditions. In Western Europe, countries such as 
Great Britain experienced a comprehensive change toward deregulation and the emergence 
of powerful private actors, while in Scandinavia planning authorities remained comparably 
influential. Countries such as the Netherlands or (West) Germany occupied a middle ground 
and kept some important municipal planning competencies, while in countries such as Austria 
municipal intervention, for example in the housing sector, was largely retained.

In the attempts to reduce and revise municipal planning the negative image of the “planned 
modernist city” loomed largely. Deregulation and the strengthening of the market were jus-
tified by the memories of the state-regulated city and its bleak modernist housing complexes, 
car parks, and traffic arteries. These were censured as the outcome of comprehensive municipal 
powers and the overbearing influence of number-crunching bureaucrats.

Municipal planning in the post-Cold War era thus developed around an inherent contradic-
tion. The critics of rational top-down planning favored heterogeneous, incremental approaches 
by multiple actors, and hence inevitably a weakening of central planning authorities. At the 
same time, their vision of a post-functionalist city was based on density, mixed use, and social 
mixture, and therefore only achievable through strong planning. This contradiction in principle 
remained unresolved and continued to shape the course of planning for the time to come.
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