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Summary 
This brief look at Russian planning practice is based on my experience in Russia in 2002, especially in Moscow and Saint Petersburg. At the 

turn of the 18th century, Peter the Great brought about major changes in city planning, bringing in some of the planning principles and 
practices of the West. However, in both Tsarist and later Soviet times, city planning occurred only through top-down administration. Planners 

had a lot of clout, but citizens were totally cut out of the process. In recent times, planning in Russia has become more participatory, 
especially in Saint Petersburg where the influence of Peter the Great still remains. However, financing and implementation of plans remain 

huge challenges. A fundamental lack of infrastructure and influence dogs Russian planners, but their perseverance and enthusiasm can 
serve as inspirations to planners in other parts of the world. 

Sommaire 
Ce survo/ de l'urbanisme applique en Russie est fonde sur /'experience que j'ai vecue dons ce pays en 2002, notamment a Moscou et a 

Saint-Petersbourg. Au tournant du XVI/I' siecle, Pierre le Grand bou/eversait /'urbanisme en adoptant certains des principes et des pratiques 
en vigueur dons le monde occidental. Toutefois, sous le regne des tsars et, plus tard, sous le regime sovietique, l'urbanisme a toujours ete le 

fait d'une administration descendante. Les urbanistes exerr,:aient une influence enviable, mais les citoyens n'avaient pas voix au chapitre. 
Recemment, /'urbanisme en Russie s'est ouvert a la participation des citoyens, particulierement a Saint-Petersbourg ou /'influence de Pierre 

le Grand se fait encore sentir. Cependant, le financement et la mise en reuvre des plans restent des obstacles enormes. Un manque 
fondamental d'infrastructure et d'influence met des batons dons les roues des urbanistes russes, mais leur perseverance et leur 

enthousiasme ont de quoi inspirer leurs homologues dons d'autres regions du monde. 

The Iron Curtain has fallen , and some 
might say that Russian planners have 

been caught beneath it. Master planning 
of the economy, and of the shape and 
growth of cities, was a cornerstone of 
Soviet policy and practice. Indeed, urban 
plans and regional development programs 
were obligatory for every city and town 
in the Soviet era. With the fall of 
Communism came not only the 
abandonment of economic plans but 
also a sound rejection by the new 
entrepreneurs of any government 
involvement in planning. Urban and 
regional plans fo r Russian cities have 
until recently been ignored, and Russian 
planners have until recently been 
considered obsolete in many quarters. 

In 2002, I travelled in Russia for a 
couple of mont hs. This article shares 
with other planners my experience 
there and gives a glimpse of planning 
practice in the country that was once 
described by Winston Churchill as "a 
riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an 

Moscow 's Red Square on May Day 

Plan Autumn/ Automne 2003 



I 
enigma". First, I take a brief look at the 
influence of Peter the Great on Russian 
planning practice in the past. Then I present 
some of the observations I made in 
Moscow and Saint Petersburg during my 
visit. Finally, I look at planning in Saint 
Petersburg and contrast it with planning 
in Vancouver, a city comparable in size 
and situation. 

The Influence of Peter the 
Great on Russian Planning 
The birth of modern city planning in 
Russia can be dated to Tsar Peter the 
Great ( 1672-1725), who dedicated 
himself to bringing European influence 
to bear on the Slavic soul. The tsar 
depended on the urban design directives 
of Western neoclassicism, with its 
emphasis on order and basic geometric 
forms, to weed out the clutter and 
religious focus of Russia's medieval 
cities. Peter the Great imposed new 
planning practices upon the whole of 
Russia-against prevailing sentiment
with much the same attitude as he 
forced all of his court noblemen (boyars) 
to cut off their beards to make them 
appear more European. Peter the Great's 
top-down approach to planning is clearly 
visible to this day in Saint Petersburg, 
which remains a lasting monument to 
Western European tastes at the turn of 
the I 8th century, and which embodies
in its design and layout-a public 
declaration of imperial power. 

Planning in the Soviet Era 
By the Soviet era, Russian planners often 
had the opportunity to plan quite 
progressively, at least by Western 
standards. Eschewing the urban sprawl 
of the West, Russian planners relied 
extensively on public transportation and 
inner-city density rather than on the 
private automobile. These planners had 
the power to ensure that green belts 
were created, and that the development 
of integrated housing, public facilities 
and economic development was given 
high consideration. 

Vladimir Semionov, the leading city 
planner of Soviet Russia until his death 
in 1960, planned civic centres that closely 
conformed to the British Garden City 
model. The "linear city" of another great 
planner, Nicolai Miliutin, reflected an 
attempt to marry the garden village 
with Marxist precepts and inspired the 
design of Stalingrad. After World War 11, 
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Soviet planners made complete 
communities their priority by creating 
the concept of the "superblock", and 
later of the larger "micro-rayon": 
geographically defined areas in which 
residential units were integrated with 
recreational amenities and government
run commercial spaces (meant to enable 
the purchase of all basic necessities), all 
within walking distance of the residents. 
And yet, during this time of considerable 
civic planning in the Soviet era, master 
(city) plans were classified-meaningful 
public participation was never sought. 

My Experience of Current 
Planning Practice in Russia 
The consultative approach to planning 
was introduced in Russia only in the late 
1990s. Gradually, Soviet-era city plans 
are being revamped, broad public 
consultations are being held , and 
planning officials are struggling to get 
corporate cooperation. However, the 
biggest struggle is to implement the 
plans approved by the public. 

One reason for slow implementation 
lies in the fact that some planners have 

A City Within a City -
Moscow's CUM 
Department Store 

retained their basic distrust of public 
access to planning practice. Let me 
illustrate with a Kafkaesque story. When 
I visited Moscow, I found a listing for an 
urban planning agency on the Internet. 
This listing included the agency's address, 
but no contact names. I mistakenly 
believed that as a visiting planning 
professional (particularly one who spoke 
Russian), I would be able to meet the 
agency's staff and discuss their work. 
However, I arrived to find the agency 
heavily secured. The agency sent word 
to the security guard that I could not 
speak to anyone unless I had an 
appointment. Of course, I could not set 
an appointment without having spoken 
to anyone. 

Another reason for the slow implemen
tation of planning is that planners have 
not regained the influence they had in 
the past, particularly in controlling urban 
sprawl. For example, in Moscow, gaudy 
"Lego buildings"-as these quickly 
assembled structures are described by 
locals-are rapidly replacing green spaces 
within the already dense 'downtown 
area, and profit-driven developers have 



largely overtaken the planning process. 
Russian entrepreneurism, particularly in 
the heart of Moscow, has been compared 
in recent times to prohibition-era Chicago, 
where capitalism and corruption were 
intertwined. 

A Closer Look at Planning in 
Saint Petersburg 
In contrast to Moscow and the rest of 
present-day Russia, Saint Petersburg
Peter the Great's "Window to the 
West"-has greatly opened up its 
approach to planning. Here, Peter the 

Great's influence has continued 
throughout the centuries. Even during 
the Soviet era, Saint Petersburg had far 
greater exposure to Western liberalism 
than Moscow did. This exposure was 
never more evident than in recent 
times. Saint Petersburg's Urban Planning 
and Architectural Committee carries its 
own Web site, which includes contact 
information on the city's staff and invites 
people to contact them directly. The 
City has even found some innovative 
ways to pay for the implementation and 
administration of planning initiatives. 
There are corporate sponsors not only 
for the city's events, but even for some 
of the downtown area street signs. 

When I visited Saint Petersburg, I found 
many similarities to Vancouver, British 
Columbia, where I lived for some years. 
The two cities are geographically similar, 
both being built on floodplains on the 
edge of saltwater, and both having taken 
advantage of the presence of water as a 
defining element of city form. Both are 

young by their country's standards. Each 
retains a strong identity as a port city 
and as an economic driver-Saint 
Petersburg as Russia's gateway to 
Europe, and Vancouver as Canada's 
access point to the Pacific Rim. Neither 
city has highways within its municipal 
boundaries, and both are focusing their 
efforts on downtown revitalization and 
the integration of housing developments 
into the downtown core. 

Planning rules and regulations have not 
been the only arbiters of the growth 
patterns of these two cities. Both have 

benefited from regulations that have 
originated from outside of their authority. 
Vancouver has had checks on its growth 
not only because of geographic barriers 
(i.e., mountains) but also because of the 
de facto regional planning benefits of 
British Columbia's Agricultural Land 
Reserve, which have placed parameters 
on urban sprawl. Saint Petersburg, 
known internationally as "the museum 
city", has been under the protection of 
a whole set of UNESCO development 
strictures. These guidelines, which had 
previously saved the city from the worst 
examples of Soviet reconstruction, now 
protect Saint Petersburg from the 
"corruption development" that has 
taken root in Moscow. 

Other similarities that I saw between 
Vancouver and Saint Petersburg's 
planning departments include the 
challenge to create more affordable 
housing, the focus on the redevelopment 
of the old ports and of the water edges, 
and the increasing recognition of the 

importance of addressing environmental 
concerns. 

In other ways, however, I found Saint 
Petersburg and Vancouver very different 
from a planner's perspective. Certainly, 
Saint Petersburg planners seem to 
have many more problems achieving 
enforcement and gaining sufficient 
resources. 

Enforcement 
Whereas Vancouver's planning by-laws 
are enforced by regulators and courts, 
Saint Petersburg's entrepreneurs and 
business owners often refuse to comply 
with planning by-laws, and there is little 
capacity for enforcement.A 40-year plan 
developed for the city in 1966 has been 
completely abandoned since Perestroika 
( 1985). Only now are planners trying to 
adapt the plan to present-day conditions, 
and to use moral suasion to convince 
developers to follow policy guidelines. 
While enforcement measures are lacking, 
Saint Petersburg's stakeholders seem to 
be recognizing that there is some value 
in having a common set of rules to follow. 
This is fortunate, as Saint Petersburg is 
typical of Russian cities that enjoy little 
political support for planning practice 
from any level of government. In any 
case, government support would be 
largely rhetorical, unaccompanied by 
significant human, financial or material 
resources. The City of Saint Petersburg 
has had little choice but to pursue private 
sources of funding to help cover costs. 

Resources 
I also found that Vancouver's planning 
department is well resourced and well 
respected compared to the situation in 
Saint Petersburg. This, too, merits a 
story. Before visiting the city, I connected 
with Saint Petersburg's Master Planner, 
Anton Grad, through his e-mail listing. 
The City's planning offices are located 
in a beautiful old building on Saint 
Petersburg's shortest street (Zodchego 
Rossi) at the heart of downtown, near 
its famous avenue, the Nevsky Prospekt. 

With great anticipation, I walked to 
Anton's office building from my hotel. 
When I finally found the right building 
(which was not marked in any way), I 
climbed a crumbling stairway to the 
third floor and asked for instructions to 
Anton's office. I was led down a long, 
grimy hallway, which was bathed in 
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complete darkness.Anton's office was lit 
only through its window, beside which 
he had strategically placed his desk. 

Anton himself? A dedicated planner, well 
versed on Saint Petersburg's planning 
challenges and accomplishments. He and 
his wife were wonderful hosts to me, 
and showed me the intense beauty of 
their beloved "Pitr", as the city is known 
affectionately by its residents. Yet I could 
not help noticing that the cracked 
lenses on his glasses had been soldered 
back together; that his office lacked 
some basic computing equipment and 
resources; and that he lacked that most 
basic requirement-lighting. Like other 
Russian planners, he was learning to 
cope in an environment in which he 
was, literally, planning in the dark. 

One of the Seven Sisters in Moscow designed under 
Stalin's guidance 
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Conclusion 
Saint Petersburg is leading the way in 
the creation of a participatory planning 
practice, rooted in civic consciousness 
and responsibility. In comparison 
Moscow, aptly described by poet 
Konstantin Batiushov as "that strange 
mixture of old and newest of architecture, 
misery and riches"' (P- 1• 2l, remains marred 
by Soviet-era secrecy and strong-armed 
political processes. Russian planners may 
have been caught beneath the iron 
curtain, but they are valiantly coming 
out from underneath it and making a 
comeback after the near extinction of 
their profession.As Russia enters a new 
era of liberal democracy, planners are 
successfully adapting their rich history 
of planning theory and practice to a 
challenging economic environment. • 

Emilie Adin, MCIP, is the Principal of Adin 
Research & Planning, a planning consultancy that 
focuses on northern planning issues, community 
visioning and housing. She has a master's degree 
from the University of British Columbia School of 
Community and Regional Planning, and is currently 
completing the Urban Design Certificate Program 
at Simon Fraser University. She can be reached at 
adin_planning@lycos.com 

I. Batiushov K. lstorii Moskvy 3, Period rasiozheniya krepostnogo stoia. Moscow; 1954: p.142. 

Plan Autumn/Automne 2003 


