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This study addresses public and pri-
vate actors in their (collaborative) ef-
forts in effectively and efficiently rea-

lizing urban development. The relationship 
between public and private actors in Dutch 
urban development practice has shifted 
gradually since the 1980s, particularly after 
2000. The global financial crisis of 2008 
has made the debate even more significant 
and pressing. The transition from public 
sector-led towards more private sector-led 
urban development must be seen in the 
light of the acceptance of neoliberal prin-
ciples throughout the European continent 
(see Giddens, 1998; Hall & Soskice, 2001) 
and subsequently Dutch society and spatial 
planning (see Brouwer & Moerman, 2005; 
Van der Cammen & De Klerk, 2003; Boe-
lens et al., 2006). As a result of this trend, 
the private sector (and community groups) 
gradually gained more influence in urban 

development projects. Daamen (2010) ar-
gues that “governments have found them-
selves not above but between the other ac-
tors concerned, signifying a definite shift in 
their power to enforce and regulate particu-
lar land-uses and planning activities.” 

Hence, in contemporary Dutch develop-
ment practice it is apparent that these ac-
tors are searching for new relationships and 
roles. Under the current Cabinet, central 
government has started to make a new step 
in decentralizing planning powers to local 
government. Public actors are in the midst 
of prioritizing their development output, 
focussing on more strategic developments 
that will secure the well-being and growth 
of cities. But without the necessary public 
financial means and available land these 
ambitions seem hard to accomplish without 
substantive contributions by the market. 

SUSTAINABLE COLLABORATION

Public & private leadership 
in urban development

What the public and private roles should be is one of the main issues in contem-

porary urban development. This paper builds upon findings from international-

oriented Master and PhD studies at the TU Delft. It advocates for adaptive public 

leadership on a strategic level, and calls for committed private leadership on a 

tactical level. We argue that – when applied with conscious – both public and pri-

vate leadership hold great potential to sustainable collaboration in Dutch urban 

development.  

by Erwin W.T.M. Heurkens MSc. and Sjoerd Louwaars MSc.
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However, contemporary developers face the 
infeasibility of their plans; having difficul-
ties in getting projects financed and experi-
encing a drop in demand. These trends re-
sult in a development impasse, in addition, 
it amplifies the mutual dependence of pu-
blic and private actors. As a reaction to this 
development deadlock, changes in planning 
laws, organizational structures, and financi-
al models are proposed. 

While these initiatives help to get develop-
ment projects starting again they largely fail 
to bridge policies and organizational arran-
gements to the actual implementation level 
of managing projects. Klijn (2008) already 
argued about the importance of manage-
ment as a crucial direct way to influence 
development outcomes. Therefore, we ad-
vocate for a fundamental review of thinking 
about development from a management 
perspective. We construct our argument by 
explaining how public and private actors 
can manage urban development projects 
more consciously and effectively.  This pa-
per builds upon findings from internatio-
nal-oriented Master and PhD studies at the 
TU Delft. The selected cases are examples 
of urban projects that aim to promote the 
competitiveness of the city or region – aspi-
ring to create added value in socioeconomic 
terms. 

Theory & Methodology
To create an understanding of how actors 
manage projects we first need to establish 
our view of management. Here we follow 
De Leeuw (2002) who argues that manage-
ment can be seen as ‘any form of influen-
cing’. This means that all kinds of actions 
and instruments can be used to achieve cer-
tain objectives attributed to actors. First, he 
distinguishes three important dimensions 
in the management of a project; uncertain-
ty, unpredictability and ambiguity. Secondly, 
he supports the contingency theory which 
argues that “there is no universally effective 

way of managing - the appropriate way to 
manage is dependent on the circumstan-
ces” (Black & Porter, 2000). As an example, 
contextual factors like the political or eco-
nomical situation or even a planning cul-
ture partially influence the way actors can 
manage development projects. Final¬ly in 
De Leeuw’s view management is based on 
three dominant aspects of administrating 
a project; achieving objectives with people, 
steering a course, and problem solving and 
designing solutions. Both studies by Louw-
aars (2011) and Heurkens (2011) are based 
on the management concept presented 
above, and the aims of both researches are 
similar; to provide insight how actors can 
influence urban development with more 
consciousness and effectiveness. 

However, in these studies slightly different 
subjects and levels of analysis are applied. 
In the research conducted by Louwaars the 
management of development projects by 
public actors is studied on a strategic-tacti-
cal level, while in the research conducted by 
Heurkens the management of development 
projects by both public and private actors is 
studied on a tactical-operational level. In or-
der to bridge the gap between these studies, 
we introduce the more holistic concept of 
leadership. Here, leadership is defined as 
“the process of organizational influence in 
which the aim is to enlist the aid and sup-
port of stakeholders, focussing on the suc-
cessful integration of available resources 
within the internal and external environ-
ment for the attainment of goals” (Louw-
aars, 2011). Thus, leadership can be seen as 
the collection of management possibilities 
that are used either by public or private ac-
tors to influence development outcomes. 
Here, the main question is how public and 
private actors can most effectively ‘lead’ ur-
ban development projects in accordance to 
the changed circumstances described in the 
introduction. 
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Both studies use qualitative case study me-
thodology to collect, analyze, and compare 
research data. Miles & Huberman (1994) 
argue that case studies emphasize a detai-
led contextual analysis of a limited number 
of conditions and their relationships. The 
methods used to collect data are literature 
reviews, document reviews, interviews and 
field work, which enables us to triangulate 
the data as different sources are used to col-
lect them. There is a significant internatio-
nal component to both researches, with the 
aim to understand how public and private 
actors manage projects in different con-
texts. The research of Louwaars contains 
two international cases and one Dutch case, 
while the research of Heurkens contains 
twelve Dutch and three international cases. 
This paper provides an in-depth description 
of the following cases: Rotterdam Central 
District, Paris Rive Gauche, Liverpool One 
and Seattle South Lake Union. The main 
criterion for selecting strategic mixed-use 
development projects in different countries 
is that they hold a variety of potential les-

sons from different places. Furthermore, 
these cases span across different time peri-
ods which eliminates the threat of only dra-
wing time-dependent conclusions. Thus, 
both choices provide opportunities to draw 
more generic conclusions on public and 
private leadership.

Public leadership
An assessment of academic literature (John 
& Cole, 1999; Virtanen & van ‘t Verlaat, 
1999; Burges & Carmona, 2009) has provi-
ded a theoretical model of public leadership 
styles (Louwaars, 2011). In the following the 
model will be referred to leadership roles, it 
is presented in figure 1. The model provides 
a typology of leadership roles along the lines 
of two elementary axes: (1) the continuum 
between reactive and proactive public actors 
focus¬ing on the willingness to invest, take 
risks and re¬sponsibilities; (2) the differen-
ce between public actors that adopt more 
directive top-down methods and those that 
adopt more inter¬active bottom-up appro-
ach. The two axes delineate four public lea-

figuur 1  ▶  PUBLIC LEADERShIP STyLES MODEL
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dership roles in developing urban projects: 
Regulator, Implementer, Collaborator, and 
Enabler. Figure 1 shows the public leader-
ship styles model.

Paris rive gauche
During the realization of Paris Rive Gau-
che, SEMAPA is regarded the main public 
actor. SEMAPA was established in 1985 to 
align the interest of various public entities, 
in particular those of the City of Paris and 
the SNCF. The initial leadership role predo-
minantly focussed on executing public initi-
atives from a directing perspective. The eco-
nomic crisis at the end of the 1980s and a 
competition for tenants with the La Défense 
development made public investments ne-
cessary. This resulted in the development 
of the French National Library which was 
completed in 1997. Due to a lack of com-
munity involvement during the first period 
SEMAPA was forced to develop a system of 
active public involvement. After 1997 the 
academic program was increased, additio-
nal so¬cial housing and extra investments 

in public space were made. These public in-
vestments are considered an enhancement 
to the public authority’s efforts to develop 
Paris Rive Gauche. Despite the incorpora-
tion of the communal opinion, the regula-
tory culture and the proactive development 
of a public program did not result in a ma-
jor shift in SEMAPA’s leadership role. Only 
recently a shift has occurred, as a result of 
the global financial crisis a reactive appro-
ach was taken. This in turn leads to greater 
involvement and proactive leadership beha-
viour by market actors. Figure 2 shows the 
shifts in public leadership role observed in 
the Paris Rive Gauche development.

The public leadership style of SEMAPA 
in realizing Rive Gauche has clearly affec-
ted the cooperative process of the develop-
ment. Success factors are the alignment 
of dispersed public interests, decisiveness 
by local authorities and a development 
framework that allows for organic phasing. 
Market initiatives are facilitated by a set of 
development principles which were distin-

figuur 2  ▶  PUBLIC LEADERShIP IN PARIS RIvE GAUChE
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guished by SEMAPA during the late 1980s. 
These spatial principles provide guidance 
and consistency without creating an end-
state, inflexible goal. 

rotterdam Central District
The combined municipal authorities of 
Rotterdam (dS+V, GW and OBR) are jointly 
considered the main public actor in the 
Rotterdam Central District case. It is inte-
resting to observe that the management 
principal (gedelegeerd opdrachtgever) has 
shifted several times throughout the reali-
zation of the Central District, having great 
consequences for the public leadership role. 
During the first round (1997 - 2001) the Ur-
ban Planning Department (dS+V) in Rotter-
dam focused on a high quality urban plan. 
In addition, the focus was predominantly 
on a collaborative approach with grand 
players which resulted in a Public Private 
Partnership. During the second round 
(2001 - 2006) the Public Works Department 
(GW) chose a more pragmatic attitude with 
a highly technical focus. This had far rea-

ching con¬sequences for the development 
of the Central Station – neglecting the ur-
ban area component. During period with 
minimal collaboration, many technical as-
pects were tackled and the responsibilities 
for the project were clearly divided. In the 
third round (2006 - present), which is still 
under¬way, the Rotterdam Development 
Company (OBR) is focusing on facilitating 
and enabling initiatives that come from the 
market. Drawing up a consensus based vi-
sion for the area and actively involving lo-
cally oriented market stakeholders. Figure 
3 shows the shifts in public leadership ob-
served in the Rotterdam Central District 
project. 

The public leadership style of the City of 
Rotterdam in realizing the Cen¬tral Dis-
trict development has affected the project 
in every successive round. Changing cir-
cumstances set the scenery for a change 
in leadership role. The second round was a 
direct consequence of the first round. From 
a visionary and ambitious project the deve-

figuur 3  ▶  PUBLIC LEADERShIP IN ROTTERDAM CENTRAL DISTRICT
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lopment was brought down to earth during 
the second round, this was done by introdu-
cing a high dose of pragmatism. The third 
round is characterized by a more collabora-
tive leadership style, which can be regarded 
as a logical consequence of a period of a de-
terministic mind-set. Making the develop-
ment feasible involves the manipula¬tion 
of a complex web of numerous interrelated 
physical and social variables. The case study 
of the Rotterdam Central District has reaf-
firmed that collaboration between public, 
private and community actors has become 
indispensible. New forms of collaboration, 
such as the new “het Watertorenberaad” 
initiative, brings with it new ways for both 
public and private actors to cohesively influ-
ence the outcome of an urban development. 

Private leadership
The cases presented above show that local 
authorities no longer solely determine the 
outcome of urban developments. We ar-
gue that a changed public leadership style 
towards a more interacting role implies 
that collaboration with private (and civic) 
actors must be sought to effectively im-
plement urban development. Moreover, it 
implies that the role of private actors also 
changes. Therefore, the ongoing PhD re-
search of Heurkens (2011) focuses on pri-
vate sector-led urban development projects 
(see Heurkens, 2010). In this type of pro-
jects ‘developers take the lead in managing 
development projects by using a broad set 
of private management tools and activities 
throughout the entire life cycle of develop-
ment, while public actors mainly facilitate 
projects by using public management tools 
to influence project outcomes’. Thus, from 
a management point of view, both tools and 
activities can be seen as ways for both actors 
to influence urban development outcomes. 
The model presented in figure 4 gives a 
comprehensive view of the different ma-
nagement possibilities that can be used by 
public and private actors. 

 
Public tools can be used to influence de-
velopment, for which we follow Adams & 
Tiesdell (2010), who argue that planners 
in a market-oriented environment are al-
ready operating as market actors them-
selves. In their view public bodies heavily 
rely on market investment, with the result 
that planners should effectively use tools 
at their disposal to implement public plan-
ning policies through projects. They argue 
that local authorities can use different sets 
of planning tools to influence the market 
which are categorized in; shaping, regula-
ting, stimulating and capacity building in-
struments. By using these tools consciously 
and strategically public bodies can secure 
public objectives, while incorporating those 
of others. It furthermore helps to create the 
necessary conditions for private actors, na-
mely flexibility and certainty. Hence, private 
management tools refer to the resources 
needed to realize projects; land, capital and 
knowledge. In a private sector-led develop-
ment; these tools are attributed to develo-
pers, or local authorities provide them to 
developers, as they do not have the capacity 
to use them for development. 

Furthermore, projects can be influenced by 
conducting different management activi-
ties. The activities undertaken by actors in 
the development process are means to in-
fluence the outcome of development. These 
activities can either be undertaken by public 
or private actors, and are categorized as ini-
tiating, designing, realizing and operating. 
For instance, by performing the activity of 
operating the public space after delivery 
(based on ownership), actors gain influence 
over the objectives related to this space at 
earlier stages of the development process. 
Moreover, there is a category of activities 
that is a representation of the interaction 
between public and private actors; negoti-
ating, decision-making and communica-
ting. By performing these activities actors 
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influence each other and thereby the final 
results. These more ‘soft’ management ac-
tivities have often been overlooked in urban 
planning and development literature. Ho-
wever, they can be crucial for development 
outcomes as they ask for certain competen-
cies of people.

Liverpool One
For several years Liverpool as a city lacked 
substantial investment by the market and 
had dropped to a 17th place as retail desti-
nation in the UK while it once ranked 5th. 
A large inner city car park area was conside-
red by the council as the strategic develop-
ment opportunity to attract market invest-
ment and to economically, physically, and 
socially revive the city again. The municipa-
lity wrote a tender with a public brief con-
taining only general development objectives 
and requirements. Hereby, they framed the 
development in such a way that developers 

had both enough certainty and flexibility to 
come up with a proposed design. The deve-
loper Grosvenor was chosen as a preferred 
development partner. In stead of a scheme, 
a good track record, financial liquidity, and 
foremost the ability to collaborate and de-
velopment vision were the most important 
selection criteria. Hence, the only formal 
relationship for collaboration between pu-
blic and private actors was a development 
agreement stating organizational, financial 
and legal rules. But mostly, this develop-
ment evolved around a ‘joint-up’ informal 
partnership between the actors. Also the 
role of the local authority in aligning politi-
cal interests has been crucial for the project; 
they proactively involved Council members 
in the development process by organizing 
meetings.

But foremost, the leading role of developer 
Grosvenor has been crucial to this massive 

figuur 4  ▶  PUBLIC & PRIvATE MANAGEMENT TOOLS AND ACTIvITIES
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42 acres ₤600 million retail-led mixed-use 
urban regeneration project. Under their 
responsibility but in close day-to-day col-
laboration with the municipality and other 
stakeholders, they designed a masterplan 
by commissioning 25 architects resulting 
in a visually appealing area. Here it is im-
portant to understand that the developer 
did not own any land prior to development, 
but acquired it from local landlords. The 
enormous expenses of land assembling and 
a tight 4 year realization period were only 
feasible through the long-term develop-
ment commitment by Grosvenor. They ef-
fectively hold a 250 year land-lease from the 
local authority and operate as shared real 
estate investor. Furthermore, as they ope-
rate the public space, they are able to secure 
the development’s spatial quality level and 
thereby rental cash flows. The only problem 
here seems that in economic difficult times 
demand would not have been as certain, for 

which Grosvenor in future projects propo-
ses a clear phasing according to demand 
thereby de-risking the development. Ne-
vertheless, as a result of Liverpool One, the 
city has moved back up to 5th place in UK’s 
retail rankings and put the city back on the 
map for investment. Figure 5 shows how 
the different management tools and activi-
ties are used by the actors in Liverpool One.

Seattle South Lake union
South Lake Union is an ongoing strategic 
300 acres multi-billion dollar mixed-use 
urban development project located nearby 
Seattle’s Downtown. The project dates back 
to the 1990s when citizens voted against a 
proposed park and redevelopment of this 
once thriving warehouse district. Howe-
ver, development interest for the area had 
sprung and developer Vulcan Real Estate 
started to acquire land. In the years that fol-
lowed, Vulcan established a development 

figuur 5  ▶  PUBLIC & PRIvATE MANAGEMENT IN LIvERPOOL ONE
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strategy for the area on the basis of the Ci-
ty’s comprehensive plan, indicating that the 
area had the potential to develop towards 
a strong mixed-use bio-tech-oriented com-
munity. The implementation of this strate-
gy by Vulcan has evolved through two pha-
ses. First, Vulcan focused on creating the 
interest of the market by pre-investing and 
developing real estate useable for several te-
nants and acquiring land for development 
from these profits. Second, since 2000, the 
strategy focuses on securing tenants before 
construction. But moreover, the developer 
holds the vision that redeveloping inner-
city areas require an area to develop orga-
nically, in accordance to changing insights, 
demands and wishes which simultaneously 
de-risks projects. 
 
The role of the local authority merely invol-
ves securing that the area develops compre-
hensively. Therefore, they issued a neigh-
borhood plan and a design framework, 
establishing the general outlines for deve-

lopment. The process of amending these 
plans is characterized by extensive public 
inquiries for which the public planners pro-
actively involved local communities to cre-
ate consensus. Hence, private development 
in the US is regulated by land-use zoning 
and building permits. A zoning code for an 
area includes general formalized require-
ments such as limits to density and height. 
In this case, the local authority is conside-
ring an ‘up zoning’ which involves allowing 
higher buildings in return for developer 
contributions to be allocated for public use. 
These contributions can be delivered on-
site by the developer or off-site by putting 
it into a fund for affordable housing. Also, 
public land was sold to Vulcan under the 
condition to fund a public park which has 
been delivered. Thus, through the South 
Lake Union project, the local authority com-
pensates their own lack of capital for public 
uses with private funding. Also, the local 
authority attracted State and federal funds 
for the Streetcar’s public transport system, 

figuur 6  ▶  PUBLIC & PRIvATE MANAGEMENT IN SEATTLE SOUTh LAkE UNION
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which is substantially funded by the local 
business community and developer Vulcan. 
Figure 6 shows how the different manage-
ment tools and activities are used by the ac-
tors in Seattle South Lake Union.

Conclusions 
Research has shown that the leadership 
role of a public development authority can 
be a means for public actors to influence a 
development outcome (Louwaars, 2011). In-
creasing awareness of the impact of public 
leader¬ship holds great potential. Adams 
and Tiesdell (2010) suggest that planners 
already serve as market ac¬tors, shaping, 
regulating, and stimulating market activity. 
But, crucial¬ly, planners do not always see 
themselves playing this role, and are nei-
ther always aware of their leadership poten-
tial. The change that is required is not for 
public actors to become virtuous urban lea-
ders, but rather to develop a conscious that 
their behaviour can influence, redirect and 
facilitate the development of urban projects. 
The challenge is to deal with historically 
evolved public structures that are currently 
in place, which have proved to be hard to 
change fundamentally. Therefore the adop-
tion of adaptive leadership might require a 
renaissance within development authori-
ties, breaking with a more traditional “sta-
tic” organizational structure. The city of 
Rotterdam has taken up the challenge to 
reassess their role, i.e. leadership style, wit-
hin the urban development process. In the 
midst of organizational change, the city of 
Rotterdam is actively exploring new forms 
of cooperation with public, private and com-
munity stakeholders. 

In terms of private leadership both the UK 
and US case show that private sector-led ur-
ban development can result in developers 
partially taking on several responsibilities 
often undertaken by local authorities in 
the Netherlands. A private leadership role 
seems to become effective once it is ac-

companied by a long-term economic, social 
and physical commitment with strategic 
projects. This role can be followed by se-
veral strategies including; a) extending the 
business model horizon beyond completion 
of the project, b) developing on actual de-
mand by phasing development; c) creating 
some kind of ownership and thereby an 
incentive for value creation, and d) invol-
ving local communities and incorporating 
their objectives throughout the process to 
secure support for development. The no-
tion that more freedom also creates more 
responsibilities should be adopted intrinsi-
cally in developers’ attitudes. This however, 
does not imply that public actors can not 
influence development outcomes; the cases 
clearly indicate that local authorities have 
management possibilities to secure a com-
prehensive development without running 
development risks themselves. But, a cru-
cial issue here is the ability of local authori-
ties to provide enough flexibility and at the 
same time certainty for developers, giving 
them enough freedom to act. At least the ca-
ses have shown that once general public ob-
jectives – instead of detailed requirements 
– are put into place, extensive collaboration 
between public, private and civic groups 
took place to determine the final objectives 
of the project, resulting in several positive 
development effects. 

Hence, public authorities need to become 
aware of the fact that regulation also brings 
with it a high set of expectations and res-
ponsibilities. The historic focus on deve-
lopment control under current conditions 
needs to be replaced by some degree of 
uncertainty, adapting to the circumstances 
and thus not solely working towards a fixed 
end-state. Contemporary urban develop-
ment cannot be considered a linear process; 
it is better to be compared with a process 
of product innovation. The added value is 
attained through the evolutionary process 
of interactions. Louwaars’ study argues that 
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adaptive and conscious public leadership 
is the means for public actors to influence 
development outcomes. In turn this requi-
res a change in behaviour by private actors. 
Heurkens’ study argues for committed pri-
vate leadership that involves taken on sever-
al activities that sometimes lie beyond the 
horizon and scope of the development pro-
ject itself. However, empirical evidence also 
has indicated that there is no one best way 
for public or private actors to lead strategic 
development projects; as we stated before, 
the most effective leadership depends on 
the specific project circumstances. Never-
theless, this research has provided some in-

sights into more generic effective leadership 
roles found throughout the cases which can 
be fulfilled in a changing urban develop-
ment practice.
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