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Good evening to everybody, 
Honourables, Excellencies, Professors, Doctors, 
Ladies and gentlemen, dear friends, 
 
 
1. A very warm welcome to tonight’s Design Dialogues at the Swiss Embassy. 
I am delighted to see once again so many aficionados of urban planning and 
architecture. In 2013/14, during our Year of Swiss Architecture, Design and 
Engineering in India, I had promised that we would continue activities in these 
fields. Today, seeing you all here, I can proudly come back to my promise: 
Our Embassy truly became one of Delhi’s repositories of architecture, design 
and engineering thinking. This is the third time within one year that we were 
asked by outside organisers to partner up. This time, we are partnering with 
Architecture and Design magazine and the Burda Media Asia group. 
 
2. Building upon the Year of Architecture and on the occasion of the landing 
of Solar Impulse in India, we launched in March this year the Year of Swiss 
Innovation in India 2015/2016. Solar Impulse is a solar-powered aircraft 
designed to remain in the air day and night without using a single drop of fuel. 
As an idea born in Switzerland, the Solar Impulse project embodies many of 
the features that characterize Switzerland as a global leader in innovation: 
pioneering spirit, entrepreneurship, excellence in research and development, 
well-educated and -trained people and a fine-tuned collaboration between the 
private and the public sector. During this year, the spotlight is on topics such 
as renewable energy, green buildings, robotics, intellectual property rights, 
digital innovation, design and artistic performances based strongly in science 
and innovation. These are disciplines which Switzerland excels in. These are 
also strongly emerging fields of study and practice in India. Our events aim at 
initiating and enhancing collaborations between India and Switzerland by 
reaching out to architects, urban planners, designers, engineers, builders, 
artists, scholars, students as well as the general audience.  
 



3. We are organising a series of events around these topics in India. To 
mention just the two most recent: Two weeks ago, we inaugurated our new 
temporary office building on the other side of the main building: a culmination 
of innovation in energy efficiency and new construction materials. Last 
Saturday in Chandigarh, I inaugurated the “Le Corbusier – Mastering the 
Image” exhibition organized by the Embassy of Switzerland in India in 
collaboration with the Museum of Fine Arts of Le Corbusier’s hometown La 
Chaux-de-Fonds. This exhibition will be travelling to Delhi and will be opened 
on 6 November on the Embassy premises, so please do save the date and 
do come again! 
 
 
4. Ladies and Gentlemen, tonight you are in for a treat in the form of a 
conversation on the topic of “The journey continues: from Le Corbusier’s 
Chandigarh to future smart habitat”. 

 I am delighted to once again welcome Rahul Mehrotra, practising 
architect, urbanist and educator, eminent author of books on 
conservation issues and Indian architecture i.a. 

 For the first time, I welcome architecture historian and critic William JR 
Curtis to our Embassy. William is a scholar of history and theory of 
architecture, specialized in 20th century, particularly Le Corbusier and 
Alvar Aalto. He is also a writer, painter and photographer. 

 Welcome back to Professor Alfredo Brillembourg, the moderator of our 
discussion. He holds the Chair of Architecture and Urban Design at the 
Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich, Switzerland, where he is also 
in charge of U-TT, which stands for Urban Think Tank. His department 
publishes a highly inspiring magazine called SLUM lab, SLUM standing 
for Sustainable Living Urban Model.  

Many thanks to all of you and good to have you with us tonight!  
 
 
5. Let’s dive into tonight’s topic: Smart habitat. Undergoing a major 
demographic transition, cities are growing fast in India. While its burgeoning 
population will likely stabilize at about 1.6 billion in 2060, a rural to urban 
migration will add 500 million people to the country’s urban areas during the 
same period. The rising pressure on city systems due to these phenomena is 
further accentuated by increasing climate change risks. Hence, cities are 



being increasingly challenged by urban growth, poverty and climate change 
risks and therefore looking for solutions and support for dealing with these 
challenges.  
 
6. Switzerland is proud to contribute to the discussion about smart habitat, 
also through the work of the Swiss Agency for Development Cooperation. 
Switzerland supports city authorities in addressing upcoming challenges due 
to climate change impacts through a new project called “Capacity Building for 
Low Carbon and Climate Resilient City Development in India (CapaCITIES)”. 
It aims at strengthening cities’ capacities for planning and implementing 
measures for reducing greenhouse gas emissions and for coping with the 
effects of a changing climate in an integrated manner. 
 
 
7. As we all struggle to find out what makes a “smart city” meaningful for its 
citizens, important for a pluralist society and how the emergence of a kind of 
new social contract between different groups can be facilitated through 
spatial arrangements and urban planning, I am pleased to invite you to 
tonight’s debate. 
 
 
8. But before trying to look far into the future, let’s not oversee the fact that 
there are valuable lessons to be learnt from the past: More than half a 
century ago, under the leadership of the visionary first Indian Prime-Minister 
Pandit Nehru, Swiss architect, urban planner and thinker Le Corbusier laid 
the foundation for a new city that still seems to fulfill most requirements of a 
what even today could be termed a “smart city”. By integrating the principles 
of light, space and greenery in the planning of Chandigarh, he showed that 
“smart solutions” are not necessarily driven just by technology.  And by 
listening to the needs of society and merging old traditions with modern 
techniques and building upon neighborhood concepts he was able to give 
people access to basic services and a decent life. Security concerns were 
addressed through soft concepts like enhanced social interaction and 
sustainable development through educational facilities and manufacturing 
jobs near the city. The promotion of walking and cycling and the creation of a 
public transport system eventually also contributed to improve the quality of 
life of all inhabitants. 
 



 
9. While I leave the floor to the experts on how to tackle challenges of habitat, 
I would suggest that we focus on the people living in these cities. Urban 
planners and architects cannot (or should I say should not?) work in isolation 
from society. The role and the needs of society in the planning and building 
process, at a local and regional level will be pivotal to any future smart 
outcome. 
 
 
10. Dear friends, I feel that it is high time to talk about the res publica, the 
common good, the citizens and the civic spirit. In the context of democracy, 
which as we know is a process and not a status, we need a vibrant civil 
society that is capable of deliberation, of autonomous thinking vs. expert-
driven or bureaucracy-imposed programmes, imagination and representation 
of the whole. We need a society that can put political processes into the 
bigger context and forms its political will in a legitimate, fair and sustainable 
way. The art of argumentation, debate and discussion, of pondering, 
negotiation and compromise is crucially linked to public space, in architecture 
and in discourse. That is what the Greek “agora” stands for, a place to market 
products, certainly, but also and more importantly, to meet, to think, dream 
and celebrate together and a public space to take democratically legitimized 
decisions. 
 
Thank you for your attention and looking forward to a passionate debate! 


