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In 2014, the Institute for Sustainable Urbanism (ISU) 
initiated the project Academy of Future Rural Spaces in 
Lower Saxony, funded by the Federal Ministry of Educa-
tion and Research (BMBF) and teach4TU of TU Braun-
schweig. The Academy was conceived as a collaborative 
and transdisciplinary design studio that connected 
fifteen students of Architecture and Sustainable Design 
with municipal representatives and citizens of villages 
and small towns in Lower Saxony. The objective was to 
jointly analyze problems and potentials in rural areas 
and to develop ideas for the future of each village or 
small town in the context of its region. Rural spaces are 
highly relevant in the federal country of Lower Saxony 
where almost forty-six percent of the population lives in 
villages and small towns in a rural landscape setting and 
only nineteen percent lives in cities. This means that in 
Lower Saxony, rural areas are of great importance as the 
living space for a majority of people and, therefore, they 
face special challenges and potentials with regard to their 
future development. 
The Academy of Future Rural Spaces was one outcome of 
the “Open Call” that ISU launched after it was founded 
in 2012 (see The Relevance of Thinking Rural). In the 
Open Call, we offered to partner with municipalities, 
cities, and NGOs worldwide. A large number of vil-
lages and small towns in Lower Saxony responded. 
Interestingly, some showed similar and much expected 
developmental patterns like vacancy, shrinkage, and a 
loss of public infrastructures like school and libraries. 
But to our surprise, some of the villages were thriving, 
increasing in population, densifying, being economically 
vibrant, and demonstrating a strong civic society.
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When we zoom in for a closer look at different areas 
across Lower Saxony we detected diametrically opposed 
development trends. Economically prosperous regions, 
such as the agriculturally dominated Oldenburger Müns-
terland, coexist next to structurally weak areas such as 
Weserbergland and Harz, where many communities are 
severely affected by shrinkage as a result of demographic 
change. The rural landscape, in fact, is as multifaceted as 
the urban is. 
After this desk-based research about Lower Saxony, we 
invited actors from five villages and small towns who had 
responded to the open call to collaborate with us: Samtge-
meinde Barnstorf, Samtgemeinde Bersenbrück, Flecken 
Brome, Gemeinde Vechelde and Wolfshagen (Harz), a 
district of the city of Langelsheim. The municipalities were 
not only chosen because their representatives showed a 
high level of interest in cooperating with us, but also be-
cause they represented a cross-section of phenomena we 
had discovered in the mappings (f6).
The cooperative work started with a meeting at ISU, 
where actors from all five communities came together. 
Those actors included mayors, the chief planners, and 
citizens. After each group presented their community, 
we discussed starting points, issues, and possible forms 
of cooperation. Both structurally similar and specific 
issues, challenges, and opportunities were detected. The 
results were included in the assignment for the design 
studio that was carried out during the following summer 
of 2015 (f7, 8).
Before the students went on field trips to all five commu-
nities in May 2015, they familiarized themselves with the 
communities by producing comparable maps for each 

As a first step into the Academy of Future Rural Spaces, 
we analyzed the physical system of landscapes, the built 
and unbuilt spaces that characterize the urban-rural sys-
tem. The mappings at the scale of Lower Saxony revealed 
to us a set of interesting dynamics overlaying and chang-
ing rural space. The maps represent the new and existing 
roles usually ascribed to rural areas, such as food and 
energy production, but also waste disposal, ecological 
compensation areas, and recreation landscapes. We also 
saw that Lower Saxony—a so-called Flächenland, a term 
usually describing a system of cities, towns, and villages 
set in a rural landscape matrix—is physically transform-
ing by industrializing and automatizing agriculture, and 
by the changes in energy production as wind turbines, 
biogas, and photovoltaic systems today characterize 
large tracts of the landscape. Also, the disposal of urban 
waste is mainly located around rural areas and is not 
to be underestimated in terms of the massive footprint 
it leaves behind. In particular, the storage and disposal 
of radioactive waste takes place in rural areas of Lower 
Saxony. But also extraction sites are a trademark of the 
landscape today, as are large factories for building mate-
rials (f1, 2, 3).
The maps also illustrate a massive expansion of the 
settlement carpet, even though the overall population 
development is negative. Along with the expansion of the 
settlement carpet, transport infrastructures, and roads 
and highways in particular, are being expanded as well, 
in order to accommodate increasing traffic intensities 
and different regional commuter movements. We also 
discovered a significant increase of forest and recreation 
areas in Lower Saxony (f4, 5).
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Based on their analysis and the workshop results, the 
students developed architectural designs, scenarios, and 
development concepts for all five municipalities. The 
challenge for the students was to develop a design con-
cept grounded in a specific local context, and at the same 
time to embed the concept in overarching strategies or 
scenarios for rural areas of Lower Saxony. The range 
of subjects the students discovered and developed was 
astonishingly wide. In particular, in combining several of 
the approaches, we believe there is a huge potential for 
developing the rural municipalities in a more sustainable 
and resource-saving way. Below, representative observa-
tions and selected student works are presented.

Vechelde

Vechelde is booming. In particular, because of its prox-
imity to the thriving university city of Braunschweig and 
industrial strongholds such as Wolfsburg at commuter 
distance, there is a high demand for housing. The muni-
cipality of Vechelde is actually a composite of seventeen 
villages. In the main village, where the train station is 
also located, the municipality has become accustomed to 
developing low-density housing plot by plot, until which 
point the boundaries of the landscape protection area 
will eventually be reached. Compared to that, the smaller 
villages of the municipality are in a more disadvantaged 
position. The provision of public transport is insufficient. 
Furthermore, due to the relatively small amount of 
inhabitants, the function of local schools and childcare 
facilities is threatened, along with other infrastructure 
such as local shops. Therefore, it was important to  

of them based on four themes: networks and mobility, 
building development (not to speak of urbanization) and 
public spaces, production and cultural landscapes, and 
nature and recreation. Therefore, spatial data (geodata) 
provided by the municipalities and the federal country, 
as well as openly accessible data, were identified on 
the four themes and visualized through cartographic 
implementation. As a result, a number of intuitively un-
derstandable maps were created, which formed the basis 
for further analysis and discussion between the students 
and the practice partners. 
Through the maps, students presented information about 
the study sites not only to each other, but also to the 
representatives of the five communities. This step, in par-
ticular, was relevant to foster a strong dialogue between 
our practice partners, citizens, and students because in 
those discussions the students found out whether their 
spatial analysis would match the daily experience of 
the local people. In this way, the students and the local 
partners entered into a direct exchange, asking questions 
and exchanging opinions. This combination of academic 
training and practice was an important element of the 
academy. 
Also, several times during the following design process, 
the students presented their concepts and project ideas 
to the representatives of each municipality. In joint 
discussions, both sides benefited from mutual learning 
effects. The students used the critical feedback to further 
their projects. The community partners could complete 
their perspectives with the help of an analytical view 
from outside. They were provided with ideas of how to 
develop their municipality well into the future.
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1
Urban-rural landscapes: 
Industrial complexes…

https://doi.org/10.24355/dbbs.084-202202031138-0



Academy of Future Rural Spaces in Lower Saxony 195

2
…and slag deposit 
mountains near Hanover
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Settlement and 
transport area
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Intensity of traffic  

6 
The five spatial 
urban-rural zones 
of Lower Saxony
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Legend:

Bördenstadt 
(fertile plains)

Heideland
(heath landscape)

Geestland
(geest and marsh landscape)

Küstenstadt
(coast and polder landscape)

Bergland
(highlands)
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7
Transdisciplinary work-
shop with students and 
municipality representa-
tives in Barnstorf
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8
Site visit with mayor, 
students and citizens  
in Brome
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where legislation on the building of large retail units 
is more restrictive. While at the edge of the settlement 
even more retail space in the form of supermarkets will 
be developed, the old center is increasingly affected by 
vacancy and through-going traffic. How can the public 
space be re-enabled as the civic center for the local 
people, and how can the historic building and spatial 
structures along the main road be revitalized and devel-
oped?
The project “Street Workshop” by Lukas Atas and Kris-
tijonas Nenartavičius deals with those vital questions 
by “provoking” the local residents with an architectural 
intervention. With a participatory workshop in Brome, 
the two exchange students from Lithuania put their ideas 
into practice. Together with citizens, a bench was de-
signed and built. The bench was put next to the church, 
facing an empty and decaying historic building of which 
Brome has so many. The aim to enable the public space 
and to launch a debate about the future development of 
the village—in particular, the question of how to deal 
with vacant old buildings along the main street—was 
achieved throughout the days the installation was in 
place. We found that selective impulses in public space 
can encourage the realization of further actions—also 
from private initiatives (f9).
Also, Ruben Michaelis was much impressed by the 
degree of decay on the village’s main road, which initially 
triggered the municipality to contact ISU. With his proj-
ect “Between Main Road and Ohre,” the student deals 
with the recent demolition of a building that belonged 
to a row of detached houses along the street. Instead 
of closing the building gap, the student proposed a 

describe a developmental strategy for all of the seventeen 
villages that form the municipality of Vechelde.
The project “Urban Living in Green Surroundings” by 
Goran Rebić tackles that question. The student accepts 
the overall high demand for housing in Vechelde as a 
starting point for his research on how to deal with the 
opportunities and limits to growth. Based on the physi-
cal borders of today’s villages, the student drew a red 
contour line defining and limiting the areas for possible 
new developments. Within this contour, smaller villages 
grow together along their connecting roads to form a 
“critical mass.” The arising typology of street villages is a 
challenge for their organization, but also an exaggerated 
reinterpretation of the existing situation. Outside the 
contour, landscape features such as forests, water, mead-
ows, and agricultural land are preserved. This scenario is 
intended to stimulate new thinking and long-range strat-
egies: How urban are rural areas? How can urban sprawl 
and land sealing be reduced by intensifying villages and 
limiting the space dedicated as building land?

Brome

Brome is situated on the former inner German border, 
nearby Wolfsburg. In its function as a basic center 
(Grundzentrum), as defined in the spatial structure plan 
(Landesraumordnungsprogramm), Brome is supposed to 
cover not only the retail needs of its own residents, but 
also that of adjoining municipalities. Given the size of 
the village itself, Brome displays an amazing number of 
large retail units! These are intensely used by commuters 
from the neighboring federal country of Saxony-Anhalt, 

https://doi.org/10.24355/dbbs.084-202202031138-0



Academy of Future Rural Spaces in Lower Saxony 203

nomic assets. As an approved health resort, the village 
has 60,000 overnight stays per year. Thus, the number of 
visitors actually outnumbers the 2,350 villagers by many 
times. 
The village of Wolfshagen faces the challenge of how 
tourism can be developed in a sustainable way and how 
to deal with population decline. In fact, the main goal 
for the local people in participating in the Academy of 
Future Rural Spaces was to come to new concepts for 
the sustainable development of the village based on local 
values and culture. Could vacant buildings be reused or 
is it about thinking ahead and to integrate shrinkage in 
the development process? 
These are the questions that the project “Oasis” by Karla 
Sršen and Bruna Stipaničić addresses. The two students 
were on exchange from Croatia. Much impressed by 
the landscape, the two students interpreted Wolfshagen 
as a retreat and natural oasis in the Harz mountains. 
In that context, a scenario of a gradual shrinkage is 
positive since it will consolidate the historic core of the 
village in its immediate connection with the natural 
landscape of creeks, mountains, forests, and meadows. 
Therefore, underused or vacant spaces at the edge of the 
village will be gradually transformed to be given back to 
nature. The released land may be used in the future as 
green areas for tourism or as habitats for animals, such 
as the local species of cattle, the Harzer Höhenvieh. As 
a result, the students developed a highly site-specific 
approach for sustainable tourism, which integrates both 
features of the local flora and fauna and natural spatial 
structures (f12).

structure that utilized the extreme depth of the building 
plot between the road and the village’s river Ohre. The 
derelict building along the road is covered by a simple 
roof and dedicated to publicly accessible functions, such 
as a practice for a traveling doctor or a market. In the 
back of the plot, staggered buildings provide spaces for 
housing that benefit from the view of the landscape and 
are shielded from the noise of the road. This principle 
can be translated to most plots in the core of the village. 
This highly specific architectural project proposes a 
future in which the historic core of the beautiful village is 
revitalized and the dedication of new building land at its 
edge put to a stop (f11).

Wolfshagen (Harz)

Wolfshagen is a village in the picturesque Harz moun-
tains. From an administrative point of view, Wolfshagen 
belongs to the city of Langelsheim, which lies at quite 
a distance. Wolfshagen is severely affected by a loss of 
population, in particular young people, and the increas-
ing vacancy in the core of the village. The dissolution 
of some shops and social facilities could be temporarily 
avoided by the engagement of a highly energetic civic 
society, and in particular the citizens’ organization of 
“Wolfshagen 2030,” who contacted us initially.
Due to their continued efforts, it was, for example, pos-
sible to maintain the operation of the municipal outdoor 
swimming pool that greatly fosters the social cohesion 
and livability of the community, and also adds to the 
attractiveness of the area as a tourist destination, which 
the local community considers as one of their main eco-
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9
Urban intervention at 
Brome’s main street
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10
Students invite citizens 
to design and build a 
bench together and to 
start a discourse about 
village development 
and revitalization.
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11
Revitalization of Brome’s center: Renovations and new construction 
activate the area around main street and the Ohre creek 
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Barnstorf

In 2009, the municipality of Barnstorf together with their 
citizens adopted a resolution for sustainable land man-
agement following the paradigm of inner densification 
translated to a village (Innenentwicklung vor Außenent-
wicklung). Since then, the village’s political administra-
tion puts an effort to cover the demand for new housing 
or other necessary infrastructure within the existing 
settlement pattern by converting or densifying the use of 
land. One example is the conversion of former barracks 
into a small business park. In response to the aging of 
residents, age-based housing and barrier-free public 
places are developed. The river Hunte, flowing through 
the village, is a far under-utilized potential place for rec-
reation and for connecting the surrounding landscapes 
that the municipality seeks to better exploit.
Daniela Eichinger’s project “Barnstorf Garden Court-
yards” fits well into that strategy, since it builds on 
Barnstorfs planning attitude of land-saving development. 
After a careful analysis of areas that could still be densi-
fied through the village, Daniela Eichinger proposes a 
differentiated functional mix for all of the empty sites. At 
strategic locations, empty sites are enriched with social 
functions (for example, community gardens and sports, 
etc.) and the sites become new meeting places for the 
local community. By the densification of free lots, the 
author proposes land-saving housing typologies with 
communal gardens (for example, housing for multiple 
generations), which replace the “dominance” of single-
family houses.

Bersenbrück

While Wolfshagen is struggling with shrinkage, Bersen-
brück is confronted with the opposite—high develop-
ment pressure. Furthermore, agricultural production is 
thriving in the municipality. The municipality presents 
itself as a dense production and cultural landscape. The 
so called Niedersachsenpark, an intercommunal business 
park, is planned to be one of the biggest commercial 
zones in the whole of Lower Saxony. Agriculture, energy 
production, the need for housing, and the recreational 
and tourism sector are therefore competing for the same 
land resources. Further population growth is forecast 
and the development of infrastructure and housing is 
necessary. Accordingly, a development strategy on the 
larger scale of the region is much required.
The project “Sensitive Landscape” by Tomi Šoletić ad-
dresses this issue. The student from Croatia addresses the 
limited resource of land in the municipality of Bersen-
brück. Infrastructure and built-up areas are concentrated 
along two axes connecting Bersenbrück with the region. 
In response to the high demand of land for animal farm-
ing, a skyscraper typology is proposed, where stables are 
stacked and where manure is used to produce energy. 
This scenario is intended to stimulate thinking about 
future forms of hyper-effective and sustainable produc-
tion landscapes. Even though both proposals remind us 
much of Belgian and Dutch precedents by XDGA and 
MVRDV, their translation into the context of Bersen-
brück seemed promising (f13).
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2020. Concentration of public buildings at the main street,
          Activation of ground floors, social/collective housing

2015. Current situation:
          Potentials for redeveloping the main street

2025. Development of the bike rental station,
          Connecting into the recreational network of Harz

2015. Current situation:
          Abandoned houses, potential for reuse

2035. Grassland and forest are entering more and more,
          and occupy some recently abandoned houses

2045. Grassland and forest are merging with the village,
          Reinvention of rural and natural infrastructure

12
Designing the process of de-growth: Wolfshagen (Harz) turns 
into a green “Oasis.”

2015. Current situation: 
potentials for redeveloping the main street

2015. Current situation:  
abandoned houses, potential for reuse

2020. Concentration of public buildings at the main street, 
activation of ground floors, social/collective housing

2035. Grassland and forest are entering more and more, 
and occupy some recently abandoned houses.

2025. Development of the bike rental station,  
connecting into the recreational network of Harz

2045. Grassland and forest are merging with the village, 
reinvention of rural and natural infrastructure.
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own challenges. On the other hand, structurally similar 
trends and issues were exposed: rural spaces thus show 
un-similar similarities. To give some examples, all mu-
nicipalities have to deal with “grand” societal challenges 
such as demography, new refugees, structural changes 
in the supply and development of local buildings and 
infrastructure, and also with deficits in the provision of 
public transport and facilities, or resources in general. 
It seems that many rural spaces have to solve similar 
questions that cities have to tackle. And as with cities, the 
level of prosperity in the community or in the region has 
a significant impact on the development opportunities a 
village or a small town has.

Participation and Civic involvement as  
motor for Development in Rural areas

The small size of the villages and small towns seems to 
have a very positive effect on the implementation of proj-
ects. New themes and ideas can easily be introduced and 
discussed in small groups. Flat hierarchies and decision-
making structures are helping to realize creative strategies. 
Particularly, active citizenship and personal networks are 
much more effective than they are at the scale of a large 
city—at least that’s what many of the villagers brought 
forward in our discussions. Is this a mere stereotype of 
thinking about rural spaces? Nonetheless, through citi-
zens’ involvement, communities like Barnstorf and Wolfs-
hagen (Harz) brought empty sites or facilities threatened 
by vacancy back into use. There is an equally large interest 
of citizens to get involved in the design of their villages 
and small towns as there is in larger cities. 

Conclusions: Potentials of the Cooperation

The Academy of Future Rural Spaces was a great 
experience for everyone involved. Both students and 
the representatives of the municipalities enjoyed their 
exchange—and we were happy to be the brokers of that 
exchange. For us, it was fascinating to see how seriously 
the students considered the local people’s needs and 
thoughts—and how very seriously, on the other hand, 
the professionals took the students’ proposals, especially 
the bolder ones.
Furthermore, the students’ fresh ideas triggered an in-
tensive exchange among the people in the villages, and 
also among the municipalities. Some villages were great 
at using the academy to promote a public discourse on 
the challenges and opportunities their communities do 
face.
The transfer of knowledge and experience between local 
actors and academics is an essential element in the co-
operation and opens up a great potential for partnership. 
In this way, the often pragmatic but promising everyday 
planning of municipalities meets knowledge-based ana-
lytical methods developed at the university and the more 
visionary planning approaches of the students. Just bring-
ing together and reconciling these two approaches can 
add value for both the municipalities and the university.

un-similar similarities

Most importantly, the Academy of Future Rural Spaces 
has shown that rural municipalities of Lower Saxony 
have very distinct characteristics and, therefore, their 
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13
Regional trans-
formation around 
Bersenbrück: The 
concentration of 
settlements along 
two infrastructure 
axes allows to 
create a hyper-
productive and 
sustainable land-
scape.
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Note

The project Academy of Future Rural Spaces was funded 
by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research, 
funding code 01PL12043.

Regional strategies Based on local  
Visions

In dialogue with the community representatives, we 
concluded that a local and solution-oriented planning 
approach should be pursued. This reflects the hands-on 
attitude the villages presented to us. However, a culture 
of inter-communal cooperation is paramount and must 
be fostered, even though this often turns out to be rather 
difficult. Joint municipal development concepts can work 
with collective strengths to promote regional identity 
and culture. Especially the development of long-term 
visions and strategies in the context of the region offers 
enormous design freedom for a forward-looking future. 
Planning the interface between the village and region, 
however, requires new innovative “rural” design tools, 
of which we believe the Academy of Future Rural Spaces 
has discovered some.
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