


Sustainable regeneration in urban areas, URBACT II capitalisation, April 2015

Published by URBACT 
5, Rue Pleyel, 93283 Saint Denis, France  
http://urbact.eu

Editorial advisory board:  
Melody Houk  
Jenny Koutsomarkou  
Emmanuel Moulin  
Maria Scantamburlo  
Ivan Tosics

Graphic design and layout:  
Christos Tsoleridis (Oxhouse design studio),  
Thessaloniki, Greece

Printing:  
bialec, Nancy (France)

©2015 URBACT II programme



urbact ii capitalisation, april 2015

Sustainable  
regeneration  
in urban areas



This publication is part of a bigger 
capitalisation initiative set by the URBACT 
programme for 2014–2015 with the objective 
to present to Europe’ s cities existing urban 
knowledge and good practices about: 

	� New urban economies

	� Jobs for young people in cities

	� Social innovation in cities

	� Sustainable regeneration in urban areas

These topics have been explored by four 
URBACT working groups (workstreams), 
composed of multidisciplinary 
stakeholders across Europe such as urban 
practitioners and experts from URBACT, 
representatives from European universities, 
European programmes and international 
�R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���R�Q���W�K�H�V�H�����H�O�G�V��
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sustainable regeneration in urban areas

Welcome to the publication  
of the URBACT workstream  
‘Sustainable regeneration in urban areas’!

A group of experts, urban policy-makers 
and practitioners from across Europe have 
worked together since June 2014 to answer 
the overarching question: how can cities 
develop long-term strategies that integrate 
the goals of more sustainable resource 
use, reduced carbon emissions and more 
equitable social development? To this end, 
we have examined key challenges that cities 
�I�D�F�H���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H���
�H�O�G�V���D�Q�G���G�R�F�X�P�H�Q�W�H�G���V�R�P�H���R�I��
the solutions that they have applied to tackle 
them through environmentally focused urban 
actions across Europe. While our emphasis 
is on physical interventions at local level 
in towns and cities, we have also looked at 
the wider relationships to the social and 
institutional dimensions of sustainability. 

This publication presents a selection of the 
evidence, analysis and concrete solutions that 

we have brought together over the course of 
�W�K�L�V���Z�R�U�N�V�W�U�H�D�P�����$�����U�V�W���D�U�W�L�F�O�H���V�H�W�V���W�K�H���V�F�H�Q�H���E�\��
providing an overview of the main challenges and 
types of approaches applied across Europe. The 
following article, “Why ‘Think Global, Act Local’ is 
no longer enough”, frames our discussion about 
local solutions in the wider context of pressing 
global challenges by introducing the notion and 
evidence on ‘environmental limits’, calling for a 
move beyond the well-known ‘Think Globally, Act 
Locally’ motto of sustainable urban development. 

Following our conceptual framing, we move on to 
innovative approaches and concrete solutions. We 
begin by looking at the physical environmental 
�G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�����R�X�U�����U�V�W���L�Q���G�H�S�W�K���F�D�V�H���V�W�X�G�\�����R�Q���W�K�H��
IBA Hamburg (International Building Exhibition), 
discusses in detail the implementation of the 
innovative ‘Cities and Climate Change’ strategy and 
actions towards a climate neutral urban district. 
An interview with the co-ordinator of the Power 
House Europe project tells us about the challenges 
and solutions that housing providers are facing 
�L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���T�X�H�V�W���W�R���U�H�W�U�R���W���(�X�U�R�S�H�
�V���K�R�X�V�L�Q�J���V�W�R�F�N����
as well as on the importance of linking energy-
�H�����F�L�H�Q�W���K�R�X�V�L�Q�J���U�H�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���X�U�E�D�Q��
regeneration. Lastly, in an interview with Luís 
Carvalho from the URBACT workstream ‘New 

WHAT IS  
THIS PUBLICATION  
ABOUT?
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�X�U�E�D�Q���H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�H�V�Ö�����Z�H���U�H� �O�H�F�W���R�Q���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���W�K�H��
latter with sustainable urban regeneration and 
the possibilities and limits of current policy trends 
such as the ‘smart city’ or the ‘green economy’. 

A second set of articles investigates the importance 
of institutional and social aspects in achieving 
sustainable urban regeneration. In ‘Governing the 
�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���F�L�W�\�Ö�����Z�H���U�H� �O�H�F�W���R�Q���W�K�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H���R�I��
cross-sector integration in sustainable regeneration 
projects and propose a set of recommendations 
for cities to become better at that. We then look 
at the residents’ perspective on these processes, 
particularly at what happens next following 
completion of a given sustainable regeneration 
project, through an interview with one of the 
leaders of the residents’ movement that gave rise 
to the IBA Hamburg in Wilhemsburg. Following 
this, Francois Jégou, co-ordinator of the URBACT 
workstream ‘Social innovation in cities’, gives us 
his views on the importance of social innovation 
not only from the grassroots when it comes to 
sustainable urban regeneration initiatives, but also 
from local authorities leading these projects. 

In our second in-depth case study, in the city of 
�9�L�O�Q�L�X�V�����Z�H���O�R�R�N���D�W���W�K�H���V�S�H�F�L���F���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���W�K�D�W���S�R�V�W��
�F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�V�W���F�L�W�L�H�V���I�D�F�H���L�Q���W�K�L�V�����H�O�G���D�Q�G���D�G�R�S�W���D��
process-perspective to understand the root causes 
of problems and the way forward. In addition, we 

asked the Head of the Urban Planning Department 
of Vilnius to give us her view on how to best work 
with the private sector to achieve win-win solutions 
in sustainable urban regeneration projects. 

But none of the above can be achieved and 
sustained over time without the adoption of new, 
pro-environmental behaviours by individuals 
and institutions. Our last article explores this 
issue and sheds light on concrete actions that 
cities can take to encourage their citizens to 
change their behaviour in that direction.

We conclude with a set of policy recommendations 
in our last article, followed by a word on our working 
methods to carry out this work and by a list of useful 
literature and online resources for the curious reader. 

Enjoy the reading!

Darinka Czischke 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of Architecture  
and the Built Environment,  
�'�H�O�7�W���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���R�I���7�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�\�����7�K�H���1�H�W�K�H�U�O�D�Q�G�V���� 
�D�Q�G���F�R���R�U�G�L�Q�D�W�R�U���R�I���W�K�H���8�5�%�$�&�7���Z�R�U�N�V�W�U�H�D�P�� 
‘Sustainable regeneration in urban areas’

Source: Freepik
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THE BIG GREEN CHALLENGE FOR CITIES

With around three quarters of Europe's 
population – approximately 359 million 
people – living in cities and urban areas of 
more than 5,000 inhabitants, Europe is the 
world's most urbanised continent. Urban 
living has many advantages, including more 
and better job opportunities, the diversity 
and vibrancy of urban life, and other social 
�D�Q�G���H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���E�H�Q�H�
�W�V�����7�R�Z�Q�V���D�Q�G���F�L�W�L�H�V���D�U�H��
also engines of regional and national growth. 
However, the very attributes that make them 
such desirable places to live and invest bring 
a series of challenges to their sustainability.

O�Y�H�U�F�U�R�Z�G�L�Q�J�����Q�R�L�V�H�����S�R�R�U���D�L�U���T�X�D�O�L�W�\�����W�U�D�����F��
congestion, waste production and industrial 

emissions are just a few of the many externalities 
of contemporary urban production and 
consumption patterns. Cities are currently facing 
major challenges to their quality of life and to the 
range of opportunities that urban environments 
�F�D�Q���R���I�H�U���W�K�H�L�U���U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W�V�����2�Q�H���F�D�Q���V�S�H�D�N���D�E�R�X�W��
three main families of challenges for sustainable 
urban regeneration: environmental (climate 
change, carbon emissions and resource use), social 
(inequality, cohesion and health), and institutional 
(governance and geographical disparities).

The reality of climate change presents particular 
challenges for cities. Flooding, heat waves, droughts 
and other extreme whether events impact physically 
on urban neighbourhoods and infrastructures, 
and consequently on the health and mortality of 
urban populations. They can also impact indirectly 
on urban communities and economies through 
damage to key assets and creation of uncertainty 
�D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H�����Z�K�L�F�K���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U���H�U�R�G�H���F�R�Q���G�H�Q�F�H��
�L�Q���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�P�H�Q�W���E�R�W�K���L�Q���V�R�F�L�D�O���D�Q�G�����Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O���F�D�S�L�W�D�O����

Socio-economic inequalities should also be seen as a 
major challenge to sustainable urban regeneration. 
In a global context, the increasing competition 

*�� ��'�D�U�L�Q�N�D �&�]�L�V�F�K�N�H �L�V �$�V�V�L�V�W�D�Q�W �3�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U �D�W �W�K�H �)�D�F�X�O�W�\ �R�I �$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H �D�Q�G �W�K�H �%�X�L�O�W �(�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�� �'�H�O�;�W �8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\ �R�I  
�7�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�\ ���7�K�H �1�H�W�K�H�U�O�D�Q�G�V�� �D�Q�G �F�R���R�U�G�L�Q�D�W�R�U �R�I �W�K�H �8�5�%�$�&�7 �Z�R�U�N�V�W�U�H�D�P �Õ�6�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H �U�H�J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q �L�Q �X�U�E�D�Q �D�U�H�D�V�Ö 
�&�R�Q�R�U �0�R�O�R�Q�H�\ �L�V �+�H�D�G �R�I �6�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H �3�O�D�F�H�V �D�W �%�L�R�5�H�J�L�R�Q�D�O�� �8�. 
�&�D�W�D�O�L�Q�D �7�X�U�F�X �L�V �O�H�F�W�X�U�H�U �L�Q �6�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H �8�U�E�D�Q �'�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W �D�W �%�D�U�W�O�H�W�W �6�F�K�R�R�O �R�I �3�O�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J�� �8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\ �&�R�O�O�H�J�H �/�R�Q�G�R�Q�� �8�.

RAISING THE GAME  
IN ENVIRONMENTALLY  
SUSTAINABLE URBAN REGENERATION
��  By Darinka Czischke, Conor Moloney and Catalina Turcu*
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for energy and resources is 
likely to combine with the 
�H���I�H�F�W�V���R�I���F�O�L�P�D�W�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H���W�R��
impact disproportionally 
on the poorest and most 
vulnerable. This is no less true 
in Europe and in particular in 
its cities, where inequalities 
are intensifying due to a 

number of demographic and economic phenomena, 
notably ageing (with many elderly people being 
less able to cope with environmental impacts), 
increasing ethnic diversity and rising numbers 
of people experiencing poverty and/or social 
exclusion. These developments are inter-related 
�D�Q�G���F�R�P�E�L�Q�H���W�R���S�U�R�G�X�F�H���G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���F�R�Q���J�X�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V��
of environmental vulnerability in a given city. 

Institutional challenges to urban sustainability are 
linked to tensions between top-down technical 
and managerial approaches to urban regeneration 
and bottom-up or grassroots 
environmental needs, expectations 
and initiatives. It is widely accepted 
that in democratic societies urban 
regeneration processes should 
adopt governance approaches 
that involve multiple stakeholders 
including residents and other civil 
communities-of-interest. However, 
�W�R�R���R�;�W�H�Q���Z�H���V�H�H���X�Q�U�H�V�R�O�Y�H�G���F�O�D�V�K�H�V��
between what local communities 
want for their neighbourhoods 
on the one hand, and the plans of 
city administrations on the other. 
In addition, corporate interests 
of commercial developers add 
to the mix, which can create 
long-term blockages in decision-
making, or win-lose situations. 

The URBACT workstream 
‘Sustainable regeneration in 
urban areas’ has examined these challenges and 
documented some of the solutions that cities 
across Europe have applied to tackle them through 
environmentally focused actions. We have put a 
particular emphasis on physical interventions at local 
level in towns and cities, and consider innovative 
�O�R�Z���F�D�U�E�R�Q���D�Q�G���H�Q�H�U�J�\���H�����F�L�H�Q�F�\���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�K�L�O�V�W��
also looking at the wider relationships to the social 
and institutional dimensions of sustainability.

WHAT ARE wE TALKING ABOUT  
wHEN wE TALK ABOUT  
‘SUSTAINABLE URBAN REGENERATION’ HERE?

Before we proceed, it is useful to clarify what we 
understand by ‘sustainable regeneration’. While 
�D���F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�W���G�H���Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���Õ�X�U�E�D�Q���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�Ö���R�U��
‘sustainable urban development’ has proved to be 
elusive, in most policy and academic circles it is 
�D�J�U�H�H�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���F�D�Q���E�H���G�H���Q�H�G���D�V���D�Q���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���R�I��
four basic pillars: economic, environmental, social 
and institutional (see Figure 1). On the same vein, 
the URBACT programme uses the term ‘integrated 
sustainable approach’ to describe the integration 
�R�I���W�K�H�V�H���G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���R�I���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���O�R�F�D�O��
development. Taking this quadruple bottom-
line as an overall framework, this workstream 
understands urban sustainability from the direction 
of the environmental pillar; hence environmental 
urban sustainability, while considering links with 
the social, institutional and economic pillars. 

Urban regeneration is a way to reorganise and 
upgrade existing places rather than planning new 
urbanisation (Puppim de Oliveira and Balaban, 
2013). Urban regeneration is primarily concerned 
with regenerating city centres, former industrial 
areas, early / inner ring suburbs and also post 
war (post 1945) housing areas facing periods of 
decline due to compounding and intersecting 
pressures. Factors underlying the adoption of 

Urban ENVIRONMENT
(protection / safeguarding)

Urban ECONOMY
(development / growth)

Urban SOCIAL CONTEXT
(cohesion / justice / equality)

Urban GOVERNANCE
(empowerment / integration)

SUSTAINABLE
URBAN DEVELOPMENT

Figure 1. The Prism of urban sustainability

Source: Turcu, C., 2010, on the basis of Valentin & Spangenberg, 1999

Source: Dreamstime.com
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urban regeneration policies and projects include 
pressures from major short- or long-term economic 
problems, deindustrialisation, demographic changes, 
underinvestment, infrastructural obsolescence, 
structural or cyclical employment issues, political 
disenfranchisement, ethnic or social tensions, 
physical deterioration, and physical changes 
to urban areas. Typically, urban regeneration 
actions involve economic, social and physical/
environmental improvement measures in the areas 
under intervention. Urban regeneration at its most 
basic contributes towards the implementation of 
sustainable development through the ‘recycling’ 
of land and buildings, reducing demolition 
waste and new construction materials, as well as 
reducing demand for peripheral urban growth 
�D�Q�G���I�D�F�L�O�L�W�D�W�L�Q�J���L�Q�W�H�Q�V�L���F�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���F�R�P�S�D�F�W�Q�H�V�V��
of existing urban areas (Turcu, 2012). Accordingly, 
we understand sustainable urban regeneration 
as regeneration actions, policies and processes 
within a city, which address interrelated technical, 
spatial and socio-economic 
problems in order to reduce 
environmental impact, mitigate 
environmental risk, and improve 
environmental quality of urban 
systems, lifestyles and assets. 

Environmental actions in urban 
regeneration are embedded 
within complex economic, policy/
political, social, cultural and 
geographical contexts. In this 
workstream we argue that to be 
successful, environmental actions 
should not only be technically 
�H���I�H�F�W�L�Y�H�����W�K�H�\���V�K�R�X�O�G���D�O�V�R��
respond to a series of conditions 
of sustainability addressing the 
above contextual factors at a 
local scale, and be calibrated to 
achieve impacts necessary to 
ensure sustainability at a global scale. In addition, 
�Z�H���S�R�V�L�W���W�K�D�W���W�K�L�V���V�S�H�F�L���F�L�W�\���Q�H�H�G�V���W�R���E�H���W�D�N�H�Q���L�Q�W�R��
account to assess the relative merits/successes of 
�F�R�Q�F�U�H�W�H���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���L�Q���V�S�H�F�L���F���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���G�H�S�H�Q�G��
�W�R���D���O�D�U�J�H���H�[�W�H�Q�W���R�Q���G�L���I�H�U�L�Q�J���V�W�D�U�W�L�Q�J���S�R�L�Q�W�V����

We use the distinction between ‘progressive’ and 
‘stepping-up’ cities to indicate the level at which they 
are at in improving the environmental sustainability 
of their regeneration actions. In this publication, 

�Z�H���Z�L�O�O���L�O�O�X�V�W�U�D�W�H���W�K�H�V�H���S�R�L�Q�W�V���E�\���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���D�W���V�S�H�F�L���F��
�F�L�W�\���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�V�����D�Q�G���L�Q���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���W�K�U�R�X�J�K�����Q�G�L�Q�J�V��
of two city case studies of this workstream, each 
�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���D���G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���W�\�S�H���R�I���F�L�W�\���L�Q���W�K�L�V���T�X�H�V�W����
Hamburg as an example of a progressive city 
and Vilnius as a stepping-up city. We will look at 
�G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���W�\�S�H�V���R�I���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H�V�����D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K�H�V�����V�X�F�F�H�V�V��
factors and pitfalls in each of these cities in their 
�U�H�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O���U�H�J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q���H���I�R�U�W�V��

WHAT IS EUROPE DOING ABOUT  
URBAN SUSTAINABILITY?

�7�K�H���H���I�R�U�W�V���D�Q�G���L�Q�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V���W�K�D�W���F�L�W�L�H�V���D�U�H��
undertaking to tackle these challenges can and 
should be strengthened and facilitated by the 
wide range of EU-level strategies, programmes 
�D�Q�G���L�Q�L�W�L�D�W�L�Y�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H�����H�O�G�V�����$�V���F�D�Q���E�H���V�H�H�Q��
from Tables 1 and 2, both EU institutions and 
European-level networks have been working for 

the last decades to support 
environmental sustainability of 
our regions and urban areas. 

Promoting sustainable urban 
development is a key element of 
the European Cohesion Policy and 
a continuous process. In 2007 the 
European Ministers responsible 
for urban development signed the 
Leipzig Charter on Sustainable 
European Cities. With this charter, 
the Member States outlined, for 
�W�K�H�����U�V�W���W�L�P�H�����D���M�R�L�Q�W���Y�L�V�L�R�Q���I�R�U���W�K�H��
European Sustainable City and laid 
the foundations for an integrated 
urban policy. Ever since, a series 
�R�I���V�S�H�F�L���F���S�R�O�L�F�L�H�V�����V�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V��
and actions have developed in 
that direction. The current EU 
Cohesion Policy (2014–2020) seeks 

to reinforce territorial cohesion through an increased 
focus on sustainable urban development. This should 
be achieved through the earmarking of a minimum of 
5% of European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
resources for sustainable urban development, the 
establishment of an urban development platform 
to promote capacity-building and exchanges of 
experience, and the adoption of a list of cities where 
integrated actions for sustainable urban development 
will be implemented. In addition, a new focus is 

We understand sustainable 
urban regeneration as 
regeneration actions, policies 
and processes within a city, 
which address interrelated 
technical, spatial and socio-
economic problems in order to 
reduce environmental impact, 
mitigate environmental risk, 
and improve environmental 
quality of urban systems, 
lifestyles and assets.
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proposed on connecting rural and urban programmes, 
notably through building rural-urban partnerships.

The European Commission provides a general 
understanding of what they consider an ‘integrated 
approach’ to sustainable urban development: “The 
various dimensions of urban life – environmental, 
economic, social and cultural – are interwoven 
and success in urban development can only 
be achieved through an integrated approach. 
Measures concerning physical urban renewal 
must be combined with measures promoting 
education, economic development, social inclusion 
and environmental protection. In addition, the 
development of strong partnerships between 
local citizens, civil society, the local economy 
and the various levels of government is a pre-
requisite.” (European Commission, 2014).

�(�X�U�R�S�H�������������L�V���W�K�H���(�X�U�R�S�H�D�Q���8�Q�L�R�Q�
�V���W�H�Q���\�H�D�U��
growth and jobs strategy that was launched in 
2010. In addition to the core goal 
of overcoming the crisis from 
which European economies are 
gradually recovering, the strategy 
aims to address the shortcomings 
�R�I���(�X�U�R�S�H�
�V���J�U�R�Z�W�K���P�R�G�H�O���D�Q�G��
create the conditions for smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth. 
Five headline targets have been 
set for the EU, to be achieved 
by the end of 2020. These cover 
employment; research and 
development; climate/energy; 
education; social inclusion 
and poverty reduction. Within 
this framework, another key 
initiative for sustainable development is Horizon 
�������������W�K�H�����Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O���L�Q�V�W�U�X�P�H�Q�W���L�P�S�O�H�P�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H��
�Õ�,�Q�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���8�Q�L�R�Q�Ö�����D���(�X�U�R�S�H������������� �O�D�J�V�K�L�S���L�Q�L�W�L�D�W�L�Y�H��
�D�L�P�H�G���D�W���V�H�F�X�U�L�Q�J���(�X�U�R�S�H�
�V���J�O�R�E�D�O���F�R�P�S�H�W�L�W�L�Y�H�Q�H�V�V����
Horizon 2020 is the biggest EU Research and 
Innovation programme ever with nearly €80 billion 
of funding available over seven years (2014–2020), 
in addition to the private investment that this 
money is due to attract. Sustainable development 
�L�Q���J�H�Q�H�U�D�O�����D�Q�G���P�R�U�H���V�S�H�F�L���F�D�O�O�\�����H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O��
sustainability, feature amongst the key priorities 
to obtain research funding from Horizon 2020.

WHAT’S IN FOR CITIES IN THIS PUBLICATION?

The articles in this publication provide a variety of 
perspectives on key approaches applied by cities to 
address the above challenges. From a physical perspective, 
�G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���S�D�U�D�G�L�J�P�V���R�Q���K�R�Z���F�L�W�L�H�V���V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H���V�S�D�W�L�D�O�O�\��
organised represent contrasting views on environmental 
problems and solutions. For example, some argue that a 
�V�K�L�;�W���W�R���G�H�Q�V�H�U���X�U�E�D�Q���O�L�Y�L�Q�J���Z�R�X�O�G���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���D�Q���R�X�W�O�H�W���I�R�U��
social interaction and conditions under which humans 
can prosper. Following this view, ‘compact city’ advocates 
posit that urban systems can be more environmentally 
sustainable than rural or suburban living. However, the 
‘compact city’ approach to urban development is not 
uncontested. There are thresholds in urban density, for 
example, beyond which negative impacts can undermine 
the positive aspects of living in close proximity. The more 
compact cities become, the greater their complexity and 
�K�H�Q�F�H���W�K�H���E�H�W�W�H�U���F�R�Q���J�X�U�H�G�����G�H�V�L�J�Q�H�G���D�Q�G���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�H�G��
they must be in order to mitigate the potential impacts 
of density. Alternative approaches include more 

expansive lower-density solutions 
that provide greater scope for high 
quality landscapes and habitats, 
local energy generation, food 
growing, and general open space 
leisure activities. Again, this poses 
�V�L�J�Q�L���F�D�Q�W���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H�V���W�R���(�X�U�R�S�H�D�Q��
cities in terms of planning, urban 
design and governance systems. 
In this publication, we will look 
�D�W���S�O�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J���F�K�R�L�F�H�V���W�K�D�W���G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W��
cities have made when it comes 
to decide on where to prioritise 
regeneration (strategic location), 
how to deliver it (e.g. densities, 
provision of transport links and 

green areas, etc.), and what contribution regeneration 
can make to the environmental sustainability 
of the area in question and of the city as a whole. 
Through case studies and city examples, we also 
look at the innovative use of technology in urban 
environmental design and regeneration, including 
energy mapping and master planning, use of smart 
technologies and urban greening – all of which aim 
to step up responses to the above challenges.

However, technical solutions are not enough to 
achieve sustainable urban regeneration. This goal 
�U�H�T�X�L�U�H�V���E�U�L�Q�J�L�Q�J���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U���D���Y�D�U�L�H�W�\���R�I���R�;�W�H�Q���F�O�D�V�K�L�Q�J��
�D�J�H�Q�G�D�V���D�W���G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���O�H�Y�H�O�V���D�Q�G���D�F�U�R�V�V���V�H�F�W�R�U�V���L�Q���R�U�G�H�U��
to achieve coherence and long-term solutions. To 

Technical solutions are not 
enough to achieve sustainable 
urban regeneration. This goal 
requires bringing together 
a variety of often clashing 
agendas at di�erent levels 
and across sectors in order 
to achieve coherence and 
long-term solutions.
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this end, urban governance arrangements, including 
cross-sector co-operation and citizen participation 
channels, need to be up-to-date with the new reality 
of social innovation and co-production of the built 
environment. Furthermore, on a societal and cultural 
�O�H�Y�H�O�����S�H�R�S�O�H�
�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���W�K�H���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W��
needs to change accordingly, which means changing 
�P�L�Q�G���V�H�W�V�����:�H���Z�L�O�O���U�H� �O�H�F�W���R�Q���F�R�Q�F�U�H�W�H���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G��
�S�U�R�F�H�V�V�H�V���W�K�D�W���G�L���I�H�U�H�Q�W���F�L�W�L�H�V���K�D�Y�H���D�G�R�S�W�H�G���D�Q�G��
�R�U���F�R�X�O�G���D�G�R�S�W���W�R���P�D�N�H���W�K�L�V���F�K�D�Q�J�H���H���I�H�F�W�L�Y�H����

It is time to raise the game in environmentally 
sustainable urban regeneration. We hope that the 
examples and ideas presented in this publication 
inspire you and your city to be up to the challenge! �•

Table 1. Main European programmes, strategies and initiatives in the field of sustainable urban development

7th Environment Action 
Programme (EAP)

Launched by the European Commission in 2013, the 7th Environment Action Programme (EAP) 
sets out a strategic agenda for environmental policy-making with nine priority objectives 
to be achieved by 2020. It aims to help establish a common understanding of the main 
environmental challenges Europe faces and what needs to be done to tackle them e�ectively. 
Protecting and enhancing natural capital, encouraging more resource e�ciency and accelerating 
the transition to the low-carbon economy are key features of the programme, which also 
seeks to tackle new and emerging environmental risks and to help safe guard health and 
welfare of EU citizens. The outputs should help foster sustainable growth and job creation to 
set the European Union on a path to becoming a better and healthier place to live. In order to 
enhance the sustainability of EU cities, the 7th EAP set the target that by 2020 a majority of 
cities in the EU will be implementing policies for sustainable urban planning and design. 

Website: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/

Thematic Strategy on Urban 
Environment

The Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment, adopted by the European Commission 
in 2006, followed on from the Commission’s Sixth Environmental Action Programme. 
It aims to promote a more integrated approach to urban management and to support 
cities in their e�orts to this end. A dedicated area on the Commission’s website provides 
guidance and information about integrated environmental management.

Website: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/urban/thematic_strategy.htm

Reference Framework for 
Sustainable European Cities 
(RFSC)

In 2008 in Marseille (France) Ministers responsible for urban development decided to create the 
RFS as a tool to translate into practice the common sustainability goals and the Leipzig Charter 
objectives. The RFSC aims to provide a common framework for sustainable urban development, 
promoting the bene�ts of integrated urban development policy approaches. The tool seeks to 
allow for communication within and between cities on the basis of a common format that can 
also be adapted to the cities’ individual needs. It also encourages dialogue and exchange within 
and beyond the cities of Europe on sustainable urban development policies and best practices. 
Signed-up cities can use the RFSC to develop and improve current strategies and projects and to 
learn from other European cities. The tool can be used by politicians, planners, project managers, 
stakeholders and citizens. It is built around the four key pillars of sustainability (‘Economy, 
Social, Environment and Governance’) and covers a wide range of topics including housing, 
green space, transport and youth unemployment. To make the most of the bene�ts o�ered by 
the RFSC, cities and municipalities can also apply for the RFSC City or Ambassador City status.

Website: http://www.rfsc.eu/

��	� more information
	� State of the Art on sustainable  

regeneration in urban areas:  
http://urbact.eu/capitalisation-and-dissemination
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Table 1. (cont’d) Main European programmes, strategies and initiatives in the field of sustainable urban development

Roadmap for a resource-
e�cient Europe

The European Commission has set out a roadmap aimed at transforming Europe’s economy 
into a sustainable one by 2050 and to help achieve a resource-e�cient Europe. It proposes 
increasing resource productivity and decoupling economic growth from resource use and its 
environmental impact. 

Website: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_e�ciency/about/roadmap/index_en.htm

EU Sustainable 
Development Strategy

In July 2009 the Commission adopted the 2009 Review of EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy. While it stresses that in recent years the EU has mainstreamed sustainable 
development into a broad range of its policies (particularly in the �ght against 
climate change and the promotion of a low-carbon economy), it also recognizes that 
unsustainable trends persist in many areas and the e�orts need to be intensi�ed. The 
review takes stock of EU policy measures in the areas covered by the EU SDS and launches 
a re�ection on the future of the EU SDS and its relationship to the Lisbon strategy.

Website: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/

Europe 2020 Strategy 
(Resource e�ciency)

The resource-e�cient Europe �agship initiative is part of the Europe 2020 Strategy, the 
EU’s growth strategy for a smart, inclusive and sustainable economy. It supports the 
shift towards sustainable growth via a resource-e�cient, low-carbon economy.

Website: http://ec.europa.eu/resource-e�cient-europe/

INTERREG IV (2007–2013) 
and INTERREG EUROPE 
(2014–2020)

INTERREG IVC provides funding for interregional co-operation across Europe. It was 
implemented under the European Community’s territorial co-operation objective and 
�nanced through the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). The Operational 
Programme was approved in September 2007 and the period for INTERREG IVC lasted 
from 2007–2013. This programme followed on from the INTERREG IIIC programme, which 
ran from 2002–2006. Interregional co-operation continues in the 2014 to 2020 period 
under the name INTERREG EUROPE. The �rst call for projects will be in March 2015. 

Website: http://www.interreg4c.eu/interreg-europe/

The URBACT programme

URBACT is the European exchange and learning programme promoting integrated sustainable 
urban development. URBACT enables cities to work together to develop solutions to 
major urban challenges, rea�rming the key role they play in facing increasingly complex 
societal changes. It also seeks to help cites to develop pragmatic solutions that are new and 
sustainable, and that integrate economic, social and environmental dimensions. URBACT 
also works to enable cities to share good practices and lessons learned with all professionals 
involved in urban policy throughout Europe. URBACT is active in 550 cities, 29 countries 
and has 7,000 active local stakeholders. URBACT is jointly �nanced by the European Union 
(ERDF) and the Member States. The �rst call for networks will be in March 2015. 

Website: http://urbact.eu/
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Table 1. (cont’d) Main European programmes, strategies and initiatives in the field of sustainable urban development

LIFE+ – Funding for 
sustainable cities in the next 
phase of LIFE+ – DG ENV

LIFE+ is the European Union’s �nancial instrument supporting environmental and nature 
conservation projects throughout the Union and in some candidate and neighbouring 
countries. Since 1992 LIFE has co-�nanced some 2,750 projects with a total of €1.35 billion. DG 
Environment proposes to fund up to 15 large-scale projects (€10 million) each involving two 
or more cities in the next phase (2014 to 2020) of the environmental �nancing programme, 
LIFE+. The LIFE (the Financial Instrument for the Environment) Regulation, which was published 
on 20 December 2013, sets a budget for the next funding period, 2014–2020, of €3.4 billion 
in current prices. The 2015 Call for proposals for LIFE Action Grants will open in June 2015.

Website: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/about/index.htm

Table 2. A selection of actors and networks working on urban sustainability at European and international level

ORGaNISatIoN GeoGRapHICaL 
SCope

TYpe of eNtItY / tHematIC fIeLDS

CECODHAS Housing EuropeEU

Network of providers of public, social and co-operative housing. 
- Social and a�ordable housing
- Social inclusion
- Energy-e�ciency

Website: http://www.housingeurope.eu/

CEMR (Council of European 
Municipalities and Regions)

Brings together the national 
associations of local 
and regional authorities 
from 41 European 
countries and represents, 
through them, all levels 
of territories – local, 
intermediate and regional.

EU

Related areas of work: 
- Resource e�ciency and environment
- Waste
- Water
- Air quality

CEMR is also part of the Covenant of Mayors’ O�ce, where it is primarily 
responsible for relations with Supporters of the Covenant, which are 
associations of local and regional authorities committing to provide 
political, administrative or technical support to signatories. Around 20 
CEMR members are now Covenant Supporters.

Website: http://www.ccre.org/
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Table 2. (cont’d) A selection of actors and networks working on urban sustainability at European and international level

ORGaNISatIoN GeoGRapHICaL 
SCope

TYpe of eNtItY / tHematIC fIeLDS

Energy Cities

The European association of 
local authorities in energy 
transition

EU

Main objectives:
- �To strengthen cities’ role and skills in the �eld of sustainable energy.
- �To represent cities’ interests and in�uence the policies and proposals  
made by European Union institutions in the �elds of energy, 
environmental protection and urban policy.

- �To develop and promote cities’ initiatives through exchange  
of experiences, transfer of know-how and the implementation  
of joint projects.

In 2012, Energy Cities initiated a process aimed at making and debating 
proposals for accelerating the energy transition of European cities and 
towns. These proposals are based on innovative approaches, new ideas and 
ground-breaking practices. They provide practical answers and link today’s 
action to the long-term vision of a low energy city with a high quality  
of life for all.

Website: http://www.energy-cities.eu/

EUROCITIES

The network of major 
European cities. Its members 
are the elected local and 
municipal governments of 
major European cities. 

EU

EUROCITIES Environment forum supports cities in their e�orts to bring 
about a better environment and work towards achieving sustainable 
development by sharing knowledge and expertise. Led currently by the 
city of Birmingham, the forum has set itself the following 2014 priorities: 
- Sustainable, resource e�cient economy
- Healthy environment
- Climate change

Website: http://www.eurocities.eu/

ICLEI Europe

Association representing 
local governments in all 
relevant policy processes for 
Sustainability in Europe. 

EU

In Europe ICLEI works on the following topics: 
- �Biodiversity
- �Climate Change Adaptation
- �Climate Change Mitigation 
- �Sustainability Management
- �Urban Governance
- �Sustainable Procurement
- �Energy
- �Water
- �Mobility
- �Sustainable Events
- �Capacity building through online training platform for local authorities 
and stakeholders involved in sustainable urban development. 

- �‘Green climate cities’: attempt to integrate resource e�ciency,  
mitigation and adaptation. 

- �Recognize di�erent levels amongst cities: ‘start-up cities’ and  
‘advanced cities’

Website: http://www.iclei-europe.org/
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Table 2. (cont’d) A selection of actors and networks working on urban sustainability at European and international level

ORGaNISatIoN GeoGRapHICaL 
SCope

TYpe of eNtItY / tHematIC fIeLDS

Covenant of Mayors EU

Voluntary commitment by municipalities to reach, or even exceed the 
European Union’s objective to reduce CO� emissions by 20% by 2020. 
In particular, the signatories of the Covenant commit to setting up 
plans of action in this domain and to tracking the results. More than 
5,000 local and regional authorities have signed the Covenant. 
The Covenant of Mayors’ O�ce is made up of �ve European networks: 
CEMR, Energy-Cities, Climate-Alliance, EUROCITIES, and Fedarene.

Objectives:
- �To inform local governments interested in joining the initiative;
- �To act as a platform for the exchange of good practices;
- �To support the implementation of signatories’ commitments, 
for instance through capacity building activities 
(technical workshops, training on �nancing, etc.);

- �To coordinate contact between involved parties such as European 
institutions and initiatives, or the stakeholders involved in the 
Covenant at national or regional level (regions, provinces, energy 
agencies, associations of local and regional government, etc.);

- �To facilitate networking activites.

Website: http://www.covenantofmayors.eu

Source: Freepik
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‘Think global, act local’ has been a core 
message in sustainable development 
policy since Local Agenda 21.

In the 20 years since the Rio Earth Summit from 
which it emerged, the evidence for climate change 

has become ever more robust and the case for 
action ever more urgent. Whilst the rate of resource 
consumption has increased exponentially, there is 
increasingly limited capacity for continued emissions 
and other environmental impacts before tipping 
points are reached, beyond which there is a high 
risk of catastrophic consequences. With mounting 
evidence of escalating environmental damage, it is 
essential that cities deepen their understanding of 
these environmental limits at all levels and devise 
better ways of accounting for pressures and impacts 
that are taking them up to and beyond these limits. 
Cities need to use this knowledge to inform the 
actions in neighbourhoods, cities and regions, as 
well as nationally and globally. Critically, climate 
change is only one of numerous environmental 
�O�L�P�L�W�V �L�G�H�Q�W�L���H�G �L�Q �W�K�H �O�D�W�H�V�W �U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�� �L�Q �D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q 
to biodiversity loss and land-use change for 
�H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����,�W�
�V���F�O�H�D�U���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���Õ�W�K�L�Q�N���J�O�R�E�D�O�����D�F�W���O�R�F�D�O�Ö��
message does not quite capture the gravity of the 
situation cities now face; it is commonly used to 
support localised and incremental improvements 
on current practice in environmental sustainability, 
rather than unlocking the systemic change required 

at neighbourhood, city, regional and national 
level to meet the scale of the challenge as it is now 
understood. So the question is this: how can cities 
refresh the message and build common purpose 
amongst stakeholders – citizens, communities, 
elected representatives, businesses, civil servants 
– to achieve the impacts that are needed in towns 
and cities across Europe and across the world? Below 
we introduce the latest thinking on environmental 
limits, and then consider what this might mean for 
European urban regeneration in the coming years.

�2�Y�H�U���W�K�H���S�D�V�W���G�H�F�D�G�H�����D���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I���V�F�L�H�Q�W�L���F��
approaches to the calibration of environmental 
limits have emerged. Foremost amongst these 
�L�V���W�K�H���6�W�R�F�N�K�R�O�P���5�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���&�H�Q�W�U�H�
�V�s ‘Planetary 

WHY ‘THINK GLOBAL, ACT LOCAL’  
IS NO LONGER ENOUGH 
A REALITY CHECK FROM THE EMERGING  
INTELLIGENCE ON ENVIRONMENTAL LIMITS 

��  By Conor Moloney*

*�� ��&�R�Q�R�U �0�R�O�R�Q�H�\ �L�V �+�H�D�G �R�I �6�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H �3�O�D�F�H�V �D�W �%�L�R�5�H�J�L�R�Q�D�O�� �8�.

1	� �K�W�W�S�������Z�Z�Z���V�W�R�F�N�K�R�O�P�U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���R�U�J��

Source: Freepik




















































































