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Up until now, fifty-seven Expos (recognised by the BIE1) happened and several more are being planned 

for the next years. This study aims to understand how the Expos were constructed until today, identify 

what happens to an Expo site and facilities after the event ends plus, what is the Expo’s role on the 

city plan and life - originally and now. This analysis also intends to analyse whether there is a successful 

model for an Expo to follow and what is the future for this type of event.  

PURPOSE 

First, the Expo's organisers aimed to show the world their development towards industry, agriculture 

or technology. Through the architecture chosen (in the buildings), they imposed their power, greatness 

and development to all visitors. In a way, it was a competition between nations to see who had been 

the more advanced, who had made more progress and whose Expo would be more memorable. To 

the outside world, the most visible aspect of an Expo were its pavilions or other infrastructures, shown 

in the press. Therefore, architecture played a huge role on the first Expos, encompassing urbanism on 

public spaces. The first international fair was in London in 1851, almost 100 years after the Industrial 

Revolution started. In other words, it was the perfect time to show the world what had been developed 

and successfully used after a period of initial discovery and later, consolidation and development 

consequent of a new era of mass production. The beginners of Expos had themes meeting those 

purposes such as “The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations” (London 1851). Besides 

being a display of technological progress, it was also a place for colonial nations to show the exotic 

cultures they had discovered. Expos were a display of remarkable architectural and technical 

achievements such as the famous Crystal Palace (London 1851) and the Eiffel Tower (Paris 1889). 

Nonetheless, beyond architecture novelties, Expos were also a place to show or create another kind 

of breakthroughs. 

On 1928, it was realised the need to regulate the fairs so, in the Paris Convention the BIE was formed 

(which implemented a regulation on the frequency and on the rights and responsibilities of organisers 

and participants). From them on, World Fairs were baptised as World Expos and as the BIE explains, 

the purpose of world’s Expos was no longer to show a country’s power or technological innovations 

but to find a solution for a better and peaceful future together with the different countries. Thus, 

themes were evident in that search: “The World of Tomorrow” (1939-40, New York), “Peace Through 

Understanding” (1964-65 New York) and “Progress and Harmony for All Mankind” (1970 Osaka). It is 

important to notice that the 1928 Paris Convention was in between the two World Wars (1914-1918 

and 1939-1945) and the post-wars consisted of a period of tension provoked by the Cold War (1947-

1991 approximaly). Such realities were the main factors that contributed to the desire and hope for a 

                                                           
1 BIE – Bureau International des Expositions 
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worldwide peaceful international communication. Nonetheless, technology was still present on Expos 

topics although more as a tool for the mankind and not as the most crucial element. Some themes 

reflected that interest, such as “Progress and Mankind” (Brussels 1958) and “Man in the Space Age” 

(Seattle 1962). Moreover, it was an era of decolonisation which allowed more and more new 

participants on the event. Obviously, during the years of the two World Wars, very few world fairs 

occurred and only after 1945 Expos had their great comeback with all the subjects referred. Two 

decades after, between the years of 1965 and 1972, the 1928 Paris Convention was revised with the 

aim to adapt the BIE first regulation to the economy and life of that era.  

Moreover, on 1988, the BIE defined a new kind of Expos: the Specialised Expos. These Expos have the 

purpose of discussing solutions for certain world’s issues and have more specific themes than World 

Expos. Assuring there are never two consecutive Expos, Specialised Expos take place between World 

Expos. Plus, the size was limited by the BIE at 25ha and the buildings are built by the organisers. On 

the other hand, the World Expos have no size constraint and the biggest one up to date had 532ha in 

Shanghai 2010. Besides, in the biggest Expos the pavilions are made by the corresponding participant. 

Nowadays, World Expos take place every five years and in years ending in “0” or “5” but after the Paris 

Convention, the dates were not yet defined. Evidently, regarding the size differences, World Expos 

attract more visitors (average of 22 million) than Specialised Expos (average of 7 million). Naturally, 

the division in two sizes was a helpful way for smaller cities to host an Expo and to help countries to 

participate since they tend to be cheaper. When the BIE distinguished two Expos’ format, it was 

identified as well which past Expos fit within those parameters.   

Aware of the international concerns, after the Agenda 212, the BIE in 1994 decided that Expos ought 

to deal with the attempt of environmental protection. Since then, all themes emerged concerning the 

environment, being two examples “The Oceans: A Heritage for the Future” (Lisbon 1998) and “Nature's 

Wisdom” (Aichi 2005). 

Despite the ideology intended by the BIE, since ever, international fairs have been a touristic publicity 

of nations and today that approach may be even more present. Due to the plateau in terms of 

technological improvements we are reaching, it is a logical consequence. Plus, the fact that information 

nowadays spreads swiftly worldwide via the internet, not needing an Expo to reach the other side of 

the world. Besides, there are several more events on specific topics like technological conventions or 

even the Horticultural Expos and The Triennale di Milano, both also oriented by the BIE 

                                                           
2 The Agenda 21 is an action plan of the United Nations with regard to sustainable development. It is a consequence of the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro, in 1992. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rio_de_Janeiro
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PLAN 

Throughout the years, a multitude of plans was tried by the organisers and experienced by the visitors, 

leaving in some cases present traces.  

The initial international exhibitions were formed by a huge garden and with one or more main big 

buildings. The fair’s buildings either occupied most of the area or a great percentage of it, and all the 

exhibitions happened within them. Unlike today, nature had a major role in the fair’s public spaces 

since basically, all were green spaces. There was a significant rupture between being inside – seeing 

the exhibitions – or outside, in a tremendous garden or sometimes almost like a forest. Most of the 

green areas on these events, had the appearance of well-defined gardens, resembling the renaissance 

gardens of palaces. They did not transmit the feeling of a natural garden or forest, neither of a street. 

The ambience was the same of a garden of a palace, more private and a consequence of a defined 

combination of green spaces and pavement. Related to the purpose of these first fairs – tell the world 

the great achievements of each country but especially, the one rich enough to host such a great 

exhibition– the buildings were constructed by the organiser. 

There was an important turning point on Expos plan and architecture: the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair. 

First, the plan was more organic, on his limits as well as its public spaces. The site was along the shore 

of the Michigan Lake which by its configuration suggested a less rigid plan. The Expo outdoors space 

was no longer a direct consequence of the interior spaces, the space between or adjacent to the 

buildings. On Chicago, public space started to have a more considerable role on Expos. They were 

drawn as space generator. On the photo of the site, it is visible the winding large path resembling a 

large pedestrian street. Along with that path, there were on both sides what seems to be uncountable 

pavilions. Each pavilion was unique, detached from one another, surrounded by opened accessible 

space and some of them had a more modern architecture. The private ambience of a traditional 

palace’s garden was abandoned for a public modern urban experience. In other words, Expo’s 

urbanism was born and consistent to the current ideas, modern. However, the natural elements did 

not completely disappear as water had a major role on this fair and there were also some punctual 

green spaces. Essentially, this case was an approach to the Expo we know today.  

Until 1933 most Expos had a plan based on the orthogonal design even if with some variations. Usually, 

the parts that were not orthogonal were demanded by the shape of the plot or architectural desires. 

After the 1933 event, some fairs had more organic plans while others more regular, some with a strong 

presence of green elements, others with almost only pavement (and water possibly). Nevertheless, all 

tended to the same kind of ambience or space, coming from public open space dominating the plan, 
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very wide exterior spaces, independent and detached buildings plus, freedom to circulate wherever in 

the Expo area.  

INTEGRATION IN THE CITY DURING THE EXPO 

When international fairs first appeared, cities haven´t yet grown to their full potential thus, there was 

a lot of space available for an exhibition. Even if they may have been located outside the city or on the 

periphery, its distance to the city centre was much smaller comparing to that distance in modern cities. 

Nowadays, finding several hectares free within a city is in most cases, if not always, merely impossible. 

Therefore, there were identified different types of locations chosen for Expo sites as well as their 

relations with the surroundings during the event.  

The first kind of location to analyse is when an Expo is located in the middle of nature or green lands, 

likely just outside a city or in its periphery. Choosing a site with these characteristics commonly is due 

to the lack of space within the city. However, being embedded in the middle of nature may improve 

an Expo standards and experience.   

Secondly, an Expo can be in the middle of the city fabric, surrounded by defined blocks either 

residential or with other functions. The initials world’s fairs were exactly as described since they were 

located within a pre-existing garden and usually, those gardens were already well integrated into the 

cities. Therefore, the relation with the city was dependent on the relation between the garden and the 

city. It was a way of assuring easy accesses to the fair (since the means of transport were hardly any) 

and its closeness to the city centre.  

However, gardens are not the only way an Expo can take part of a city’s fabric. A few Expos occurred 

in the middle of the city, surrounded by blocks, and possibly water, occupying the equivalent of several 

blocks. 

Another kind of surroundings is when the surroundings are composed by technical facilities or 

agricultural lands. Normally, this may only happen when the Expo is on a city’s periphery, suburbs or 

outside the city. It is not such a common panorama since Expos usually are in an urban area.   

Finally, the last type of surroundings analysed on this work is when there are one or more fixed 

elements that break (or seem to break) the connection between the Expo and the city. Elements like 

roads, highways, rails or even water.  

Evidently, due to urban richness and complexity, some Expos had mixed surroundings. Even the ones 

segmented in these types of surroundings may not have totally just one kind of surrounding. 

Nonetheless, it was necessary to categorise them as fair as possible and using cases where one type 



5 
 

overlapped the other, to allow clear conclusions towards the urban success of Expos. Success in terms 

of whether the Expo site is integrated on the city’s urban fabric or life, or even better, both.  Although 

there is no doubt in the uniqueness of each Expo, it is not realist to assume that a fair success can only 

be analysed within its situation or that is not somehow related to any previous Expo. Especially, after 

more than one century of their existence. 

Nowadays, the site of most initial Expos probably is already integrated into the city while in more 

recent cases, it may still remain on the periphery or even without a well-defined function and proper 

use of the space. 

Choosing a site for an Expo may be based on the accesses and transports, the proximity to a city or on 

the site qualifications. Taking, of course, in consideration the fact the area demanded is very big and 

usually, the options are highly limited. Unfortunately, only very few times the reuse and reintegration 

of the site post-event were taken into proper consideration. Naturally, the cases that are today better 

absorbed by the city’s fabric were the fairs that already occurred in the middle of the urban grid. Cities, 

tend to grow in size, facilities and population as it has happened since the beginning of international 

fairs until today (reaching evidentially a plateau). So, it would be very unlikely for an area of a city to 

stop being part of it. However, in cities where the growth has already ended, it is even harder to find 

a huge place available for a fair except, probably in a park like in the 1851 London’s fair or in the 1867, 

1889 and 1900 Paris’ exhibitions cases. Perhaps, it could be an available approach for the Expos of the 

present generation. Nevertheless, having in mind the city’s tendency to spread through the empty 

lands nearby, opting for an empty area on the periphery may result on a site well integrated years 

later. At least, in theory, it is a possible scenario though it demands a planned growth of the area. This 

happened in both Buffalo 1901 and Seattle 1909 fair’s site and demanded an organised plan for both 

surroundings development and plot’s reuse. The 2005 Aichi’s fair was also on the outskirts of a city 

where there were almost only green lands but had a different approach for the site. Here it was 

planned to restore the site as it was before – a forest. Although it has merely past twelve years since 

this fair comparing with the centennial Americans fairs just referred. The Hannover Expo was indeed 

created on the limits of the city but the lack of a defined plan for the reuse of the fair did neither allow 

it to be properly integrated with the surroundings nor with the city. Although this site is mainly 

surrounded by agricultural lands and not urban fabric which makes it harder to dialogue, this could 

have been overcome if the site itself had become a lure to the citizens either from Hannover or from 

the towns around it. The last type of implantation is probably the hardest to merge with the 

surroundings, the Expos limited by fixed elements. The difficulty does not depend much on the 

function of the site but on the fact that it has strong limits which separate it from everything. Zaragoza 

(Expo2008) overcame this problem by creating new accesses that cross its limits – more bridges and 



6 
 

more important, pedestrian ones plus pedestrian paths. While in Osaka (Expo 1970) the accesses and 

plot limits were not overcome or changed in any way and in New York (after the fair of 1964) only on 

one side the connections were improved – through the implementation of a park. Obviously, the 2008 

Expo had a greater chance to overcame this problem to the extent that it is close to the city centre and 

that a river easily offers pleasant views and ambience, contrary to a wide road.  

 

CASE STUDIES 

Both case studies – Seville’s 1992 Expo and Lisbon’s 1998 Expo – were placed in an area in the external 

limit of the city yet near the city centre since there is a river (that faced the Expo site) shaping the city 

that influenced the direction of the urban growth. With these conditions, they could have become 

urban places of high quality but instead, they were not completely integrated into the city – concerning 

the reality previous to both Expos. Being the Seville’s case a wide area of agricultural lands with barely 

any accesses and the Lisbon’s case, an abandoned area of industrial activities that had become 

disactivated and without good accessibility.  

On the one hand, an Expo can manipulate a territory into creating something the city needs by 

regeneration and improvement. On the other hand, an Expo may not enhance the previous state of 

the site if there is no plan or action in the site after the event and it is left to natural degradation.  

Seville thought about occupying the Expo facilities after the event with a technological park, while 

Lisbon thought about constructing a new part of the city. Perhaps, the main difference was not the 

future purpose of each post-Expo but rather its level of planning and effort to make it real. No plan 

was made or even sketched about the technological park. In fact, when the Expo streets and 

pavements started to be constructed there was not even the plan for the Expo. Therefore, the plan 

chosen was not considering the best solution for the future use or the best solution to serve both post-

Expo and Expo. It was a solution to assure a possible Expo to fit in, with less necessary changes as 

possible. So, the orientation was to make a simple and practical plan that would result in easy mobility 

within the site. As for Lisbon, there was a defined plan for the day after. The future of the site was 

taken into serious consideration. Actually, that was the objective of the Expo, to create a new area of 

the city. Thus, the project had to be a plan for the future neighbourhood that could also support an 

Expo. In order words, the streets of the Expo were the same of the new neighbourhood. Consequently, 

there were very few changes on the blocks limits, once the event was finished.  

About the design of Expos, they both resulted in an orthogonal design, though with some variations. 

In the Expo of 1998, the variations were not on the Expo site rather in its surroundings and consisted 
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of diagonal streets. As for the 1992 Expo, the variations were the lake and the area surrounding it plus 

the fact the site did not have a rectangular shape. 

The two Expos profited from the proximity to the river by using its water to contain a wide area of 

water and several other presences in the site. These were combined with gardens and plenty of green 

elements all over the site. Facing the river, in Lisbon there are several pleasant wide areas and in Seville 

there are gardens with paths next to the bank. The fact that both 1992 Expo and 1998 Expo had cooling 

systems could have been a great asset for the after use. In Seville, it was not maintained as it was in 

Lisbon for some years, though it was recently restored. 

The Lisbon’s new neighbourhood emerged on time for the Expo since some blocks were erected to 

accommodate Expo participants or staff members. After the event, the rest of the plan started to be 

built. First, more buildings appeared which brought new inhabitants. People were attracted by the 

river’s closeness that resulted in nice views and spaces, besides its good accesses that brought the city 

centre “closer”. Once people lived there, their needs had to be fulfilled so it was the perfect place for 

services and commerce to appear. Plus, several companies choose to set their offices or facilities on 

the new neighbourhood. This meant there were at least the workers’ needs or interests to be fulfilled 

during the day, besides the residents’ needs at night or weekends.  All these characteristics made the 

neighbourhood to grow more and more over the years. Now, the site has plenty of life and use with a 

huge diversity of services, activities and spaces. 

On the other hand, in Seville, after the event companies and universities started to occupy the Expo 

pavilions instituting the PCT Cartuja. Having so many people working there attracted a few services, 

mainly restaurants. The site presented good conditions for workers such as vast space for parking, 

closeness to the river, wide gardens, proximity to the city centre and good accesses. Nevertheless, as 

there was no plan whatsoever, public spaces and not used spaces started to decay. Most Expo gardens, 

structures, streets, pavements and urban equipment are now in very poor conditions. Even though the 

site has a high potential and on the northern added area, there are sports facilities and a big park in 

good conditions. The in-between spaces are not defined, giving visitors a sense of being lost even if 

perhaps there is an active facility in the next corner. As a result, despite being a very important 

technological and scientific park, its place become a forgotten area in the city.  

Seville and Lisbon Expos had mainly public but also private funding. The difference strategy on the plan 

may have been due to the fact that in 1992 there was no economic crisis to have in mind. On the 

contrary, usually, businesses developed fast thus, a preventive attitude did not seem necessary. Six 

years later, in Lisbon, it was already taken into consideration the expenses of the Expo and how to 

minimise them by implementing a project reusable as much possible for the future purposes.  
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The Lisbon case is a clear successful example on how an Expo can be a catalyst of an injured area within 

a city and transform it into part of the city. One determinant element this case has more than the 

Seville’s case is the residential occupation. Residences are an added value as they first, assure the use 

of the site including on not working hours or days and second, lure several different services and 

commerce, which again may even attract people that are not inhabitants of the site. Although Seville’s 

Expo site is now a major technological park in Spain, there are almost no more significant uses besides 

it, on a regular basis. On the other hand, the 1998 Expo’s site was able to achieve a lot of activity on 

account of its high multifunctionality.  Being hard to point out a service or function not present in the 

area plus, almost all the spaces have defined functions and are in good conditions. 

Looking back to all the past Expos and their sites present reality, a few elements seem to have a 

significant impact on the post-Expo success.  

One element that can make a difference in the post use of an Expo site, considering it has active 

establishments, is the public transport services. Obviously, for the public transports network to access 

the site, it must have good accesses. Besides, the more integrated the site is within the surroundings 

and pedestrian accesses it has, the more it will be used. It is highly significant its integration within the 

city, otherwise it may become a forgotten place. 

Evidently, as understood on the comparison between Seville and Lisbon extensive planning play also a 

huge role on the Expos future, though it may not be completely decisive. In case there was no defined 

plan for the day after the Expo, a new plan can be made and implemented. The problem is that in some 

cases, instead of searching for an appropriate use of the site and plan, some Expo facilities started to 

be reused, randomly. Most likely, the reuse came from private initiatives without a public control 

which means the rest of the facilities that no one cared for, was left to abandonment or were at some 

point demolished or dismantled. Having within a city, a huge plot with some used buildings, others 

abandoned and several vacant plots or undefined spaces, consists of a neglected attitude towards the 

site and the city’s value. Besides, being a rejection of all the city’s theories, trials, experiences and 

studies executed in both past and present. After the Expo, the site should never become worse than it 

was. When applying for an Expo, it is lacking an intention for the post-Expo, perhaps the best solution 

is to return the site to its original state. If this principle is assumed during the Expo plan, structures can 

be designed to be temporary, being dismantled after. Probably, expenses would be a lower plus, the 

site would be spared of great damage. A great example of this approach is the Expo of Aichi 2005 

where, as referred, the initial forest maintains its original condition. The majority of Expo previous sites 

are now occupied with several public facilities of distinct uses. Various Expos transformed their site on 

a huge park which is always a good gain for the city and for the environment. Lacking from information, 
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it is hard to whether these green areas were planned ahead of the event nevertheless it can be a 

solution for most the unplanned post-Expos. Especially, being a type of structure easily changeable 

and adaptable to the city’s future needs. 

CONCLUSIONS 

An Expo is an international big scale event that uses a lot of resources and has a vast amount of costs. 

Aiming to avoid all the efforts and expenses stop having returned income the day the Expo closes, it is 

mandatory to have a long-term objective. This type of event can be an urban catalyst when there is a 

well-structured plan.  

If the target is a project for the future of the site, to understand and chose which is the best suitable 

one, it is necessary an analysis concerning social, topographic, political, economic, environmental, 

cultural and transportation aspects, as well as other specific issues relevant to the site. The plan of the 

Expo and of the post-Expo should communicate and compromise with each other. This way, a great 

reduction of resources and costs can be achieved plus, avoiding creating structures that could 

undermine the execution of the after plan. The plan should be able to predict potential problems, 

avoid them and solve or mitigate existing problems. Planning an Expo should include different scale 

plans so that the maximum of distinct issues and details can be treated. 

 With or without a previous detailed plan, from past experiences, an Expo site will always serve the 

community as long as it is replaced by public facilities, spaces or parks, especially if it meets its needs. 

Having the last one, a positive impact on the environment, it usually leaves no undefined spaces and 

can be adaptable to future requirements. Regardless of the function chosen for the site, it is very 

important to assure maintenance for not only the closed facilities but also the exterior spaces. One 

way to guarantee the site use is to include housings in its occupation. Residences are a benefit not only 

since they bring people daily to the site but also, they attract other activities and ease the site’s 

integration within the city. Multifunctionality and integration in the city are two characteristics the site 

ought to have to become a new or regenerated area of the city. As for the integration in the urban 

fabric, it can be assured by creating several different types of accesses to the site including pedestrian 

plus, opening the site to the surroundings. 

Moreover, an Expo can be sustainable and good for the environment, if it integrates and profits from 

the natural resources of the site, increases green spaces and if the Expo construction does not waste 

resources or materials. Previously to the event, it should be decided which structures and facilities will 

only be temporary and which will be permanent.  


