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Culburb
Symposium and workshop

Prague, May 21-23 2012

From May 21 till May 23 a symposium and workshop 
about shaping cities was held in Prague and Francesca 
and Anna went down to represent CITIES. Together 
with several other organisations that are involved in 
urban development they discussed and reflected upon 
the role of non-profit organisations nowadays and their 
role in the creation of city space. 

The invited organisations try to change the city 
space on different levels, from local projects to 
global networks, which created a nice and dynamic 
atmosphere for a discussion. The symposium was part 
of the CULBURB initiative, which chiefly concerns the 
activation of the public realm in the suburbs of Central 
European capital cities using minimal means. These 
actions aim to set up interaction between inhabitants 
and have impact on the community life.

The symposium concerned a few main questions: Are 
the non-elected groups of interest promoting their own 
interpretation of public good? Or do they represent a 
litmus paper of the level of democracy in the society? 
Besides the opportunity of a vis-à-vis discussion 
between lots of urban development organisations that 
operate all throughout Europe, the symposium offered 
a chance to make a unifying web database of such 
organisations. This database will be called Uconnector 
and shall be launched in the near future. 

The program of the get together mainly concerned the 
second and third day, while the first day was only a 
small kick-off with a welcome meeting. On the second 
day we really started: CITIES was asked to talk about 
‘independency’ and ‘urban activism’. Quite intangible 
concepts, but after a lot of reasoning and debating we 
came up with straight and appropriate ideas about the 
way to present them. On the third day we participated 
in two workshops. One workshop concerned the ‘Global 

“ If you want to influence reality you  
have to have dirty hands”

“ Solidarisch kann ich nur mit jemandem 
sein, dessen Position sich von meiner 
unterscheidet”

“ Paradox of independency is when  
everybody is independent and there  
is a failure of collaboration”

“ We can't export globalized landscapes,  
we need to celebrate the uniqueness” 

“ Our approach is our independence”

“ CITIES was born out of boredom”

“ How do we maintain our independence 
when we play with the developers?”

“ Regular consultation if your values  
is what defines your independence”

“Activism is a lubricant of neoliberal policies”

“ Innovation, branding and creative  
industries are dirty words”

“NGO's are part of the empire”

“ Occupy movement will die =  
paradox of the multitude”
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Act’, which was because the working methods and 
founding principles of urban development organisations 
are based on the urge to show how global phenomena 
are manifested differently in urban areas around the 
world. The other workshop concerned the ‘Community 
Act’.

The ‘Global Act’ Workshop
In this workshop we touched upon a numbers of 
aspects regarding global trends and phenomena 
that are related to local actions in urban space. We 
discussed the meaning of both the terms ‘global’ and 
‘act’.  Concerning the term ‘global’ we discussed the 
difference between corresponding words such as 
international, universal, planetary or even galactic. What 
does an act on such scale actually mean?

Two examples were mentioned of the increasing 
number of global acts that are happening very locally. 
Firstly, wikileaks was brought up, understood as an 
urban phenomenon that will be influential in the future. 
Secondly, the appearance of hacker practices in built 
infrastructure. The software that controls much of the 
infrastructure today is rather open and very easy to 
break into. 

We discussed that the actual act is taking place locally, 
but can have a global impact or can be globalized. Web 
infrastructure can be used to spread the word of what 
is happening to unravel patterns. For example illegal 
immigration or food supply chains are made visible 
via this way. The global phenomena are seen locally, 
because they manifest locally in cities.

One of the main points that came out of the workshop 
was that there is much business-talk involved as it 
comes to NGO’s. What’s the reason for this? Is it due to 
a shift in politics? Are NGO’s nowadays forced to work 

with a business model because of the lack of subsidy? 
In a few cases this was clearly the case, although it 
was mentioned that it could also be a strategy for state 
independency. Another point of view that contributes 
to the fact why NGO’s are involved in business models 
is that there currently is a market for the knowledge of 
NGO’s. This knowledge has market value and so NGO’s 
are able to operate on the market.

The ‘Community Act’ Workshop
What is a community? Is it related to the concept 
‘what would the other say?’ Does it relate to a form of 
social control? This sense of judgment is less stringing 
in the city. Social control can be positive as well as 
negative: it provides safety but takes away freedom. 
The community however may provide a common 
dimension, in which people are confronted with 
each other. This confrontation should be the basis for 
cooperation.

Stalker is a collective subject that engages research and 
actions within the landscape with particular attention 
to the areas around the city's margins and forgotten 
urban space, and abandoned areas or regions under 
transformation. They tend to merge with a community, 
so they can work with the people the way they are. 
They believe there is no way to observe a community. 
The moment you observe it, you become part of it. And 
by the moment you’re part of it, you’ve changed the 
community. 

The crucial question is how to establish a relationship 
with the community. There is a big difference between 
starting on a voluntary basis, committed by a third 
party  (an investor or the government) or committed by 
the community (you work for the community and you 
are a service provider). 
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A way to escape from institutional support is to start 
thinking about micro economy. When they were helping 
the government to deal with social housing, Stalker 
started to engage self-regulatory activities with the 
community. Basically, the people that used to live in 
the social housing complex were reporters of their own 
TV station. As a reaction, the government kicked them 
out of the project. Sometimes you are committed as 
mediator by a third party, which wants to know which 
kind of strategy you use. 

Stalker’s approach is about creating a relationship with 
a community. What works is correct to do, and what 
doesn’t work isn’t correct to do. For example, inhabiting 
is a way to create a relationship. 

How to break the diffidence? A lot of artists take 
pictures and thereafter make an exhibition of it in a 
gallery. However, this doesn’t bring anything back to 
the community. The community is used and turned into 
a product. This is not the way to break the diffidence. 
Stalker believes that acting in a community is about the 
process. In the process products are only tools, not a 
goal on itself. The process is something that you don’t 
create for yourself. Stalker wants to produce a collective 
subject (a platform) within the community, which 
provides continuity among people. 

To establish trust from the people of a community, it 
seems that the surprise effect is sometimes beneficial. 
It is useful to differentiate yourself from the authorities. 
Breaking the common practices, the habits between 
the persons and the spaces, is an easy way to surprise 
and catch a positive attention from the neighbourhood. 
However, you should always learn from the community, 
because the community is a treasure of knowledge 

Some reflections
What is the role of non-profit organisations nowadays? 
And what is their role in the creation of city space? 
CULBURB was all about these questions, and they 
were dealt with in a symposium and two workshops, 
one on the ‘Global Act’ and the other concerning the 
‘Community Act’. One of the main points that came out 
of the ‘Global Act’ workshop was that there is currently 
much business-talk involved as it comes to NGO’s. 
They work together with companies and governments. 
But are NGO’s able to maintain their independence 
when playing with the developers?’ Well, sure thing is 
all organisations think independency is very important. 
How this should be maintained is a different question 
though, and something that led to a lot of discussion.
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