CITIES: SKYLINES & BRUSSELS
A SUMMARY

WHAT IS CITIES: SKYLINES?
Cities: Skylines is a video game developed by Finnish studio Colossal Order and
published by Paradox Interactive in 2015. It is a singleplayer sandbox and simulation
game, which allows players to imagine, build, and manage their own virtual cities.
Starting from an empty plot of land, players are tasked with laying down infrastructure
such as roads, railways and public utilities, zoning land for residential, commercial or
industrial purposes, and managing tasks such as finances and public transport.
Unlike some video games, the “point” of Cities: Skylines is not to win: expanding and
perfecting your own virtual city is the core focus of the gameplay. However, besides
fictional cities, real-life cities can be created as well - lending the game potential as a
“serious game” that will be explored further in this document.
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So how does the game work? I will briefly illustrate it with the following example.
Everything starts with roads, bike lanes or pedestrian paths, as buildings and zoning
plans are attached to these networks. After creating roads, the automatically generated
building plots are filled in with residential (green) and commercial (blue) zones. The game
generates houses in the green zones and shops in the blue zones accordingly.
Additional buildings, trees, and decorations can be placed by hand by players. And just
like that, a small neighborhood can be designed in minutes.

This is just a small example of what’s possible in Cities: Skylines with relative ease - but it
illustrates simultaneously the range of freedom and the ease of building in the game.
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WHAT’S POSSIBLE?
One of the main unique selling points of Cities: Skylines is that any 3D model of a
building, ‘prop’ (e.g. street light, tree, or statue) or infrastructure network objects (e.g.
trains, cars, or trams), can be imported. These imported and shareable models are
usually referred to as ‘assets’, and they can be freely placeable and functional, as e.g.
residential, commercial, industrial buildings, public services, or transport networks. The
possibilities of the game are as such theoretically limitless; with the caveat that creating
3D assets takes considerable time. For an example, see this recreation of Amsterdam’s
RAI Nhow Hotel building by OMA architects, modeled and imported in Cities: Skylines by
player Jerenable (Cities: Skylines model on the left).

Another unique aspect of user customization in Cities: Skylines is the use of game file
modifications, usually called ‘mods’. Mods allow players to change any of the workings of
the game, and they can be uploaded to the Steam Workshop to be shared with other
players. As such, the functionality of the game has been thoroughly modified over the
years. The potential of these modifications will be discussed later in this paper.
A major limitation is the availability of assets: virtually no buildings in Brussels have been
imported into Cities: Skylines yet (aside from the Atomium). There are many assets with
Belgian-style architecture however, so an approximation of Brussels’ architecture can be
made, but for specific buildings, commissions may need to be made with asset creators.
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(RE)CREATING BRUSSELS IN CITIES: SKYLINES
For a little over a month now, I have worked on a virtual recreation of Brussels in Cities:
Skylines, partly for my thesis research about the potential of using Cities: Skylines as a
public participation and education tool related to urban planning, partly for bringing a
gamified version of urban planning to a wider audience, and partly out of personal
interest. The project is still a work in progress - while the majority of roads are in place,
many buildings are still missing, especially outside the Pentagon.

While some areas of the Brussels Capital Region - such as the North Quarter - are largely
done with most buildings in place, the majority of the city consist of merely roads.
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WHAT CAN THE MAP BE USED FOR?
1. (re-)Designing streets and neighborhoods
In public participation projects in Cities: Skylines thus far, the game has been used to
give people free reign to (re)design neighborhoods in existing cities. As such, the
player’s creativity is challenged while they are given the opportunity to express their
personal vision of a city’s future development. For example, people could play with future
ideas for Rue de la Loi, and whether skyscrapers could be built here.

Alternatively, on a smaller scale, players could experiment with the design of local
streets, changing street furniture, foliage, or road types.
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2. Playing with traffic
One of the main draws of Cities: Skylines is its traffic simulation. The game simulates the
lives of all inhabitants of your city, meaning that they will need to travel to go to work, go
shopping, and go back to their homes using any travel modes available in your city. As
such, there will be real car traffic, cyclists, pedestrians and public transport vehicles on
the streets. In-game modifications allow players to manage traffic in various ways, such
as customizing traffic light settings, enforcing parking restrictions on certain streets, and
setting speed limits. In a playful way, people could be challenged to reconfigure
congested intersections such as Meiser or Trône. Perhaps car-oriented streets could be
turned into pedestrian alleys, with an eye on how it affects traffic in surrounding city
blocks.
For example, four-way intersections could be turned into roundabouts:

It is also relatively easy to change road types in the game, to downgrade or upgrade
roads, giving room to pedestrians and cyclists or increasing the amount of lanes, to test
the effect of these interventions:
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3. Playful visualization of proposals
Public participation has become increasingly important in the urban planning field in
recent decades, but providing understandable, interactive models of future development
proposals and urban interventions continues to be challenging. Architectural drawings
are difficult to understand, and renders are limited in their scope.
These pictures are from an earlier project of myself, in which I developed a fictional,
contemporary desert city based on walkable urbanism - a different setting, but I believe it
showcases the potential of Cities: Skylines to be used for detailed, meticulously created
scenes, which can be interacted and played with.
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