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Introduction
to the SPP

Frauke Kraas, Kirsten Hackenbroch, Harald Sterly, Jost
Heintzenberg, Peter Herrle and Volker Kreibich

In May 2005, the Senate of the German Research
Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG)
endorsed the priority programme ‘Megacities -
Megachallenge: Informal Dynamics of Global Change’
(SPP 1233). For seven years (2006-2013), thirteen joint,
international and interdisciplinary research groups
conducted research in Dhaka, Bangladesh, and the Pearl
River Delta (PRD), China, within the framework of this
programme. Seventeen German and eleven Chinese and
Bangladesh universities with approximately 120
researchers, among them thirty-seven PhD candidates
and thirteen PostDocs were involved. The strongly
interlinked research projects investigated the informal
aspects of mega-urban dynamics and their
interrelations with global change processes.



The aims of the priority programme (SPP) were to gain
a deeper understanding of the different forms,
processes and practices of informality and to contribute
to the development of theoretical approaches and
models suitable for the general explanation of informal
processes and structures in megacities.

This implied

Further development of theoretical concepts of
the mega-urban, national and global organisation
of society, economy, politics and their interrelations,

(Re)conceptualisation of informality with a system
of concepts better representing the complex, multi-
layered and dynamic reality,

Further deepening of the understanding of informal
institutions and processes as well as their relevance for
mega-urban dynamics and actors, and

Further development of existing models and
scenarios, especially considering multidisciplinary
approaches, quantitative and qualitative methods and
the complex dynamics of mega-urban systems.

Four key problem areas, identified by their highly
dynamic nature and considerable social relevance,
were central to the programme:

The loss of planning control and governability and
the influence of new forms of governance,

The dominance and differentiation of urban
economies,

The complexity and dynamics of material and
resource flows, and

The multi-layered dynamics of settlement
development.

The complex and dynamic nature of mega-urban
processes requires a dedicated interdisciplinary and



Phase 1
2006 — 2008

Phase 2
| 2008 - 2011

Figure 1.1 Research projects
of the Priority Programme
(SPP 1233)

Phase 3
2011 - 2013
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INTRODUCTION

multi-sectoral approach, with a special focus on the
interfaces and interactions between the diverse urban
subsystems - taking into account both ‘horizontal’
(sector- and discipline overarching) and ‘vertical’
(scale overarching, i.e. global, regional, local and sub-
local) interconnections. The four core problem areas
were thus investigated by interdisciplinary research
teams dedicated to a close collaboration between
approaches of social and natural sciences. Figure 1.1
provides an overview of the research projects that
were carried out under the umbrella of the SPP
between 2006 and 2013.

Research Areas
The research areas were selected based on the idea of
contrasting different forms of statutory organisation in

Figure 1.2 A guide to this
publication 17
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order to understand the accompanying and potentially
case-specific informal dynamics and relations to global
change. Accordingly, the Pearl River Delta was selected
as a research area in a centralised state where it was
assumed that informality would only partially be
possible. Dhaka was selected based on its
comparatively decentralised state organisation and a
high degree of loss of governability and the assumption
that informality would be particularly pronounced.

The Pearl River Delta - consisting of nine prefectures
of Guangdong Province, Hong Kong SAR and Macau
SAR - is a poly-nodal mega-urban region. Since the
mid-1980s, economic reforms and massive investment
have rapidly turned the region into one of China’s
economic powerhouses. Seven projects with twelve

Fangcun tea market in
Guangzhou
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INTRODUCTION

German and Chinese universities were established to
conduct research in the urban centres of the Pearl
River Delta, among them Guangzhou, Dongguan,
Shenzhen and Hong Kong.

Dhaka is considered to be one of the world’s fastest
growing urban centres, with a population increase of
almost 470 % during the last quarter of the 21st
century. Four projects conducted research in Dhaka,
comprising of five German universities and their
partner institutions in Bangladesh.

A strong cooperation with partner universities in
Bangladesh and China enabled the international
exchange of knowledge and experiences and the joint
development of scientific approaches and methods.
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A guide to this publication

This publication addresses the academic community
and policy makers dealing with the above-mentioned
themes in large agglomerations and mega-urban
environments. The SPP research themes are thus
presented according to thematic clusters, integrating
the perspectives of the individual research consortia.
Chapter 1 'Introduction’ presents the structure of this
book. Chapter 2 ‘Megacities’ provides an overview of
the current framing of megacities and introduces the
two research sites, Dhaka and the Pearl River Delta.
The authors illustrate how the SPP research and
selected other research has contributed to knowledge
production about these two megacities. Chapter 3
‘Research’ details the research results of the SPP in the
fields of urban growth and settlement development,

Rikshaw puller in Dhaka
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INTRODUCTION

governance processes, migrants in the city, mega-
urban economies, risks and vulnerabilities, public
health and urban environments. The chapter closes
by bringing the SPP research to a more abstract
level, discussing how the research has contributed
to an improved understanding of the dynamics of
global change and informality. Chapter 4 ‘Pathways’
illustrates how the SPP and its projects have arrived
at the integrative research results, looking at
coordination efforts behind the scene and the
challenges that the interdisciplinary SPP had to
master. Chapter 5 ‘Outlook’ summarises the
recommendations emerging from the SPP research,
addressing both policy makers concerning potential
responses to mega-urban problems and academia
concerning future research on megacities.
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