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The Auto*Mat civic association press release from August 24 2010
Visegrad countries searching for a receipt for the improval of living conditions in their cities
PRAGUE – How much inferior are the living conditions in Prague or Budapest compared to those in Berlin or Wien? Why is that so and how can we change this situation? It’s principally these issues on which is aimed a new international project of the Visegrad 4 NGOs, which was launched this week by an experts’ meeting in Prague. The NGOs’ efforts are based on international surveys on the quality of urban life and are focused on the improval of the situation in the former eastern block region.
„The Visegrad cities occupy much inferior positions in various international quality of urban life surveys then the cities of western Europe. “ This trend will tend to get worse and worse going to the near future,” comments Michal Křivohlávek from the Prague based Auto*Mat initiative, which coordinates the whole project in which it also represents the Czech Republic. In his opinion, the causes are to be attributed to the low interest in environmental and sustainable development issues rather than the lower economical power in the region.

“The cities like Paris, London or Copenhagen are currently competing for the position of the European ecometropolis of the future. This way their interest is to offer the best and greenest living conditions and environment possible. In contrary to this the Visegrad cities still follow the oldfashioned functionalistic conception while sacrificing their lives to the car transport” explains Křivohlávek. 

Pawel Wisniewski from the Toruń cycling association adds: „The western European cities have been radically decreasing the car traffic within their city centers and instead of that they put an effort on the general quality of public spaces, pedestrian and bike traffic. All this got reflected in a steep improvement of the quality of air, reduction of noise and dust. Also the local commerce profits from this trend as the streets are once again used by the people and not just only their by their cars. The cities are getting safer. In the countries of former socialist block, this is not the case. There it’s the car traffic that rules on the streets and the quality of public spaces is not yet among the priorities of local city governments,“ states Wisniewski.

The experts from Budapest, Toruń and Košice arrived this week to Prague to discuss together with their Prague based colleagues the problems that the Visegrad region cities have in common. The aim is to find a way how to coordinate the parallel effort performed to solve these problems.
There’s also a first common event coming up on the horizon. This September event called in Czech republic Zažít město jinak (Experience the City in a New Way) is a streetfestival connected with the big autumn Critical Mass bikeride. The organizers expect that in all the 4 partner cities the total number of participants should exceed 50 000. An important part of the festival is a temporary transformation of several streets in the city center into pedestrian zones animated by a cultural programme and by spontaneous activities of the participants as well. While Prague and Budapest connect the streetfestival with big Critical Mass rides, in Košice there it is a motorfree carnival for people on bikes, in-lines, wheelchairs, skateboards, etc.
„When the streets are not full of moving and parked cars, they may very well serve to promenades, rest on a terrase of a café, as playgrounds for kids, as a market place or as an art space open for public space installations and performances,“ explains Virág Bencze-Kovács from the Hungarian Cycle Club. „The urban bike transportation is a key factor in this transformation. It’s a cheap, healthy, social and environmentally friendly mean of transport, that has no big space requirements. That’s no more just only Copenhagen the city of bikers. In nowadays Europe it’s also Paris, Berlin, Milan, Wien or Barcelone and in all these cities these changes are quite evident on the quality of life“ says Kovács. It’s tens of thousands of people attending the Critical Mass in Budapest every year and these event belong to the largest of it’s kind in the world.
According to the representatives of organizations from Poland, Hungary, Slovakia and Czech Republic, the Visegrad cities lag behind the rest of Europe in questions of transport and use of public space. ``The demand for better quality of cities and healthier way of organizing the cities exists across all Europe, the work of our organizations is not isolated,’’ says Ladislav Korán from the Košice beautifying society.

The Prague meeting started a close collaboration between the organizations from four cities. Their long term project has the goal of searching common ways how to transfers the positive changes happening in the last years in western Europe into the Visegrad teritory.

Přílohy:

1) Quality of life in the Visegrad cities
	Rank
	Mercer 2009 (2007*)
	Economist Intelligence Unit (2009)
	European Green City Index

(2009) 
	Monocle lifestyle magazine
	Top ten best places to live – Forbes magazine


	Set of criteria
	Quality of life
	Quality of life
	Greenness / sustainability
	Quality of life
	Quality of life

	Reference cities
	
	
	
	
	

	Vídeň
	1
	2
	4
	7
	2

	Kodaň
	11
	21
	1
	2
	not in top 10

	Berlín
	16
	22
	8
	10
	not in top 10

	Paříž
	33
	17
	10
	8
	not in top 10

	Londýn
	38
	51
	11
	not in top 25
	not in top 10

	Milán
	41
	50
	--
	not in top 25
	8

	Visegrad Cities
	
	
	
	
	

	Praha
	72
	60
	24
	not in top 25
	not in top 10

	Bratislava
	99
	65
	20
	not in top 25
	not in top 10

	Varšava
	85
	70
	16
	not in top 25
	not in top 10

	Budapešť
	74
	55
	17
	not in top 25
	not in top 10

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Reference cities medium
	23,3
	27,2
	6,8
	--
	--

	Visegrad cities medium
	82,5
	62,5
	19,3
	--
	--

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of citites evaluated
	215
	 ~140
	30
	Top 25 published
	Top 10 published

	Scale
	worldwide
	worldwide
	European
	worldwide
	Worldwide


3) Surveys on quality of life show that east lags behind the west
European cities are under scrutiny of different research agencies that compare how these cities are convenient for life. Their evaluation are today considered equally important as the economics reports about the growth of the gross national product. The cities with better livability become more prosperous, the attract commerce, culture and tourists. Happy citizens are more effective in their work, and because they live in a healthy environment, they are less sick.
Mercer Quality of Life Index evaluates 320 world cities based on 39 key parameters. They include political stability, regulation of currency exchange, political and media censorship, quality of schools, housing, environment, solutions for transport and security in public spaces. 

More information: http://www.mercer.com/qualityofliving
Economist Intelligence Unit issues its own evaluation of quality of life in different cities every year as a part of the worldwide survey of costs of living. It includes 30 factors in 5 categories: stability, healthcare, culture, environment, education and infrastructure.
More: http://www.eiu.com/PublicDefault.aspx
European Green City Index was developed by the Economist Intelligence Unit and sponsored by the Siemens company. It evaluates cities according to 9 criteria: CO2 emisions, buildings, energy, transport, water, waste and use of land, quality of air and supervision on the quality of environment. 
More: http://www.siemens.com/entry/cc/en/urbanization.htm?section=green_index
4) Situation of cities in the Visegrad Project
Praha

Prague has very above standard conditions for implementation of improvements of the quality of life. The cultural heritage, well preserved historical city center and high quality system of public transport are still on spot. For last couple decades however, the city’s development isn’t directed the way that would valorize these advantages. Instead of developing these values, the city is oriented on extremely expensive and in the context of modern ways of urban development very low-effective  improvements of the car transportation and construction of building and areas isolated from their surroundings.    
Auto*Mat is permanently promoting the quality of public space, makes pressure on the municipal authorities, organizes experiments and demonstrations of the possible city’s change, that are oriented on the general public. The most important events of Auto*Mat are the annual street festival Zažít město jinak (Experience the city in a different way), big spring and autumn Critical Mass rides (Cyklojízdy) or the campaign for the improvements of the infrastructure for bike as a mean of transport within the city. These activities are a part of a whole European effort for the better quality of life in the cities.
More: http://auto-mat.cz
Budapest
Budapest has in the recent past years been changing towards a city friendly to people who choose to bicycle and the number of people who use bicycle every day doubles each year. Tens of thousands of people take part in the Budapest critical masses (cycle rides) However, the city is still seized by heavy car traffic. This is most noticeable on the riverbanks of the Danube river, which could otherwise be an ideal place for meetings and recreation.
The Hungarian cyclists club was founded in 2002. It’s ambicious goal is to promote the use of bicycle for transportation in Hungarian cities as a part of the national culture. A preprequisite for this is creating conditions in the street for safe, fast and pleasure ride. The Club elaborates its own expert studies, takes part in the decision making of the state agencies and functions as an advocate for people who want to use their bicycle on a daily basis.
More: http://kerekparosklub.hu
Košice

A big problem of the city is unsufficient infrastructure for ecological means of transport. Although the city has many wide sidewalks, the cyclists are not allowed to use them together with the pedestrians. If that would change and an effort was made to build parallel bicycle ways along main busy roads, the safety of transportation would improve dramatically even for beginner cyclist and children, and the number of people who would choose to bicycle would grow. That would bring a major positive effect on the quality of city life in the streets. 
The Kosice Beautifying Society was founded in 1882, it’s functioning was resumed in 2004. It points out the wrong decisions which have negative effect on transport and environment. It followed the issue of non-classifying first class roads, opposed the government plan of economical and social growth, it promotes better public transportation. Each week, the Society organizes critical mass rides and trips around town and it promotes bicycle as a means of transport.
More: http://mickosice.sk
Torun
The town in north Poland (200 thousand inhabitants) is inscribed in the UNESCO World Heritage list. One third of its extension is convered by green parks and forests founded in the past, and the whole city is encircled with a green belt. Although the historical core is a pedestrian zone, the rest of the city faces unregulated flow of automobiles. Public transport is very weak, despite the city trying to modernize it’s vehicle park of tramways and busses.
The Torun cyclists association considers as its success that the public stopped perceiving the bicycle as a menas of recreation only, but now takes it as an opportunity to develop the city. The city council has incorporated growth in bicycle use into the plans for the future development of city infrastructure. The cyclist infrastructure has newly become a part of new buildings and road reconstructions. A member of the association is employed as a consultant on cycling matters in the department of transport of the city. The association organizes public cycle rides and various educational programmes.
More: http://rowerowytorun.com.pl/
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