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The current pandemic has added to the numerous challenges 
and changes that Europe is facing today. It has made us 
change drastically the way that we live and it will have a direct 
effect on European territories. It will be more important than 
ever to bring people and nations closer together, not only to 
continue our cooperation on mitigating climate change, 
encouraging digital transition and adjusting to demographic 
changes but also to face new realities that the coronavirus 
has brought upon us.
Cohesion policy is on the front line when it comes to 
responding to these changes and the needs of the Member 
States and regions, whether through the current crisis 
response initiatives or by supporting the economic recovery 
plan. Together with other EU Funds, the European Regional 
Development Fund and the Cohesion Fund have addressed 
the diverse needs in EU regions and cities. Urban or rural, 
large or smaller, cities and communities have all significantly 
benefited in the past, and the new multiannual budget of the 
EU will bring even more opportunities.

and to make our economies and communities more resilient 
and sustainable. However, not all regions have the same 
capacity to respond to the current crises and continue with 
these transitions. That is why Cohesion Policy is there: to help 
all regions and make sure that no one is left behind.

Foreword
Author: Normunds Popens, 
European Commission

ESPON is putting great efforts 
into a key challenge, namely 
translating scientific evidence 
and the language of scientists 
and researchers into the 
language of policy-makers

Cohesion policy is one of the main investment mechanisms at 
EU level, but it is more than just finance. It has a strong impact 
on the delivery of just, economic and sustainable transitions 
on the ground; it promotes reforms and good governance; it 
builds the capacities for all actors. As much as there is a lot of 
pressure on national governments to tackle the crisis, 
solutions can be found together with local and regional 
governments in new governance approaches by putting in 
place genuine partnership mechanisms based on bottom-up 
and multilevel governance approaches. 
Cohesion Policy provides a framework for cooperation at 
different territorial levels, for integrated territorial and local 
development strategies and for participative approaches. It 
supports the balanced development of all territories across 
the EU and results in real changes on the ground that benefit 
people, companies and the environment.
In spite of the challenges, the crisis has brought opportunities 
to accelerate the transitions to a digital, green and just Europe

Cohesion Policy supports the 
balanced development of all 
territories across the EU and 
results in real changes on the 
ground that benefit people, 
companies and the environment.

We strive to drive positive change in citizensô lives and to 
support job creation and business competitiveness while 
protecting our environment. It is the responsibility of all of us 
to take the opportunity to rethink the way we work, commute, 
travel and use energy, how we transit to a circular economy 
and sustainable tourism, and how we support sustainable 
food production. We will need innovative solutions to restart 
our economies while keeping Europe on track for inclusive 
and sustainable growth that reduces disparities between EU 
regions and works towards meeting our environmental targets 
set by the European Green Deal and abandoning our 
polluting and unsustainable habits.
Therefore, today, when public resources are limited, informed 
policy-making based on quality evidence is more crucial than 
ever when it comes to responding with the right policies to the 
different development challenges that our regions and cities 
are experiencing.
Programmes such as ESPON serve this ambition to help a 
broad audience of policy-makers at EU, national, regional 
and local levels to make the right policy choices at all stages 
of the policy process, from design and implementation to 
monitoring and evaluation. In addition, ESPON is putting 
great efforts into a key challenge, namely translating scientific 
evidence and the language of scientists and researchers into 
the language of policy-makers. Innovation in communicating 
the outcomes of studies to policy-makers is a vital part of the 
successful transmission of research findings in policy-making.
This online magazine is a clear example of how ESPON is 
able to communicate its results and reach out to its audience.
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 Of course, reaching the goals of 2050 is not an easy 
scenario. We need to mobilise public and private investments. 
The European Green Deal Investment Plan will provide 
around EUR 500 billion from the EU budget, but we will need 
at least EUR 1 trillion of investment to achieve the desirable 
neutrality. The European Investment Bank Group, in 
particular, is expected to provide loans, guarantees and 
financial instruments, such as Private Finance for Energy 
Efficiency and the Smart Finance for Smart Buildings 
guarantee facility. Moreover, in that framework, InvestEU is 
expected to finance small-scale, cost-effective social housing 
renovation initiatives and services. These funding sources 
have different mechanisms and requirements, but it is hoped 
that, through EU investments, private organisations will be 
encouraged to invest.

Transforming our buildings 
means that our cities will be 
scaled up and regenerated. 

Transforming our buildings means that our cities will be 
scaled up and regenerated. That urban transformation with 
sustainability benefits that include social, capital and human 
investments combined with investment in transport and 
telecommunication infrastructure for sustainable economic 
development is, in fact, sustainable territorial development. 
This city regeneration will require not only reusing spaces 
and reforming buildings but also significant shifts in 
technology and political regulations such as pricing regimes 
and tariffs, as well as behavioural changes of users and 
adopters. The speed at which regeneration can take place is 
a vital element for consideration.
All in all, the focus should be on how to transform problems 
into economic, social and technological opportunities to 
regenerate cities. Itôs not an easy task! Reaching the goal will 
require substantial changes and investment in technical 
infrastructures, urban physical planning and service 
provision, which in many cases are local and regional 
competences. Above all, there is a need for a significant 
change in consumer behaviour to make the demand for 
energy, and thus our daily lives, more sustainable.
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Green Infrastructure in the 
Netherlands: a policy-maker's 
perspective

I was asked to reflect on the ESPON Policy Brief óGreen 
Infrastructure in Urban Areasô from the point of view of a 
policy-maker in the Netherlands. The thing that immediately 
struck me is the sentence: óIn terms of the distribution of 
values, there is a concentration of core cities with lower 
shares of green (and blue) urban areas in a corridor from the 
UK, over the Benelux countries, to Germany and the north-
eastern part of Europe (Poland and the Baltic countries).ô
Based on this research, it seems that we, as policy-makers in 
the Netherlands, need to step up action to create green and 
blue spaces in urban areas. But, for me, this research 
contradicts what I see as the reality in the Netherlands. The 
thing I love most about living in the Netherlands, besides the 
fact that the bike is such an important mode of transport, is the 
fact that, by bike, no matter where you live, in about a quarter 
of an hour you are in a green area. 
Polycentricity and concentration have been core principles of 
Dutch spatial planning for decades. We have buffer zones to 
separate cities from each other, a three-step system ( ) for 
sustainable urbanisation and a vast green agricultural area, 
the ógreen heartô, within our most densely populated area. 
This type of planning has led to the aforementioned benefit of 
being close to green space wherever you live, and also to 
less sprawl.
But does this automatically entail the non-sustainable 
urbanisation of core cities as defined within the ESPON 
ESPON GRETA (Green Infrastructure: Enhancing Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services for Territorial Development) project?
Maybe it is not that black and white. The book Amsterdam 
Urban Jungle ï Unseen Nature (Lemmens et al., 2017) 

Different tree species are effective in different ways. Some are 
better at cooling, some are better at absorbing peak rainfall, 
etc. There are a lot of private initiatives such as Operatie 
Steenbreek (meaning óoperation breaking the stonesô), an 
initiative supporting municipalities, provinces and water 
boards to make the living environment greener. In other 
words, it supports the replacement of unnecessary pavement 
in private and public spaces with a diversity of greenery with 
the indispensable help of residents and businesses. 

New locations for housing and 
employment are above all 
needed in our cities and urban 
areas, preferably within 
existing city boundaries, so 
that open spaces are retained 
between the various urban 
centres

Author: Marcia van der Vlugt

highlights the amount of wildlife that can be found in the city of 
Amsterdam, a city that has, by the way, a dedicated tree 
specialist. I became aware of the importance of trees while 
working as alias programme manager for the incentive 
programme for spatial adaptation within the Dutch delta 
programme. 
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More than 100 acres of new 

green surfaces in Ljubljana

Degraded, overlooked and unused areas of the city of 
Ljubljana are being converted into new green surfaces. This 
contributes to mitigating climate change and enhances the 
quality of life of citizens and visitors alike.
Green infrastructure (GI) should not be understood as 
something new. The concept of GI, which includes the 
concept that nature is essential for improving peopleôs quality 
of life and well-being in cities, can be traced back to the first 
half of the 19th century. From that time, different planning 
approaches, embedded in societal needs, started to emerge, 
such as green belts, public parks, garden cities, regional 
green systems and greenways. It is important to build on 
experiences gained and adapt them to meet new needs and 
circumstances.
In the early 1990s, ógreen system planningô started in 
Slovenia, and it has been part of municipal spatial planning 
since then. The Ljubljana green system, for example, has 
been developed to provide an interconnected system of 
natural elements that stretch into the city and scattered green 
areas, managing the ecological, cultural and morphological 
role of green areas in the urban tissue.
 
The role of green systems in Slovenia
Green systems are contingent on spatial circumstances. They 
encompass different types of green areas such as parks, 
trees, playgrounds, urban forests, water and green spaces 
along waterways, urban gardening areas and formerly 
degraded areas turned into various types of green areas. This 
illustrates, in my opinion, that green system planning and GI 
planning have similar if not the same purposes and benefits.
Nevertheless, the GI initiative gave new impetus to the 
argument that high-quality and well-functioning natural 

systems translate into high-quality and well-supported 
societal development. This is particularly important in cities, 
where there is more demand for social and cultural functions: 
green systems can reduce heat island effects, contribute to 
stormwater management and support soft mobility, all of 
which can make cities more attractive and liveable? I believe 
that the amelioration of urban green areas improves the 
attractiveness of cities and counteracts, to at least some 
degree, suburbanisation, which requires new land take and 
soil sealing.

 
 
 

Author: Blanka Bartol

SEA is mainly used separately 
from planning, which means that 
it cannot effetively contribute to 
the improvement of planning

Green infrastructure in spatial and urban planning
The EU strategy on green infrastructure highlights that GI 
should be óa strategically planned networkô. It should be 
embedded in spatial planning and management. As such, it 
could give appropriate strategic orientation, which results 
from reconciling different needs, opportunities and 
restrictions, and taking into account multiple interests at 
different levels.
However, when adapting the GI concept to spatial and urban 
planning, we are confronted with many policy, methodological 
and technical questions. To name just a few of them: What 
does GI mean to compact cities? How do we cope with zero 
net land take in GI planning? Is GI a type of land use or not? 
As rightly highlighted by the GRETA (Green Infrastructure:
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Enhancing Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services for Territorial 
Development) project, ‘GI development requires space’, 
which may, at the same time, ‘increase land-use competition’.
There are two other aspects of the GI concept, namely 
multifunctionality and connectivity. Experts claim that GI 
provides multifunctionality per se because ecosystems in 
principle provide multiple benefits through ecosystem 
services.
But, in practice, multifunctionality should be achieved in a 
concrete spatial and urban setting.
As described in the GRETA project, ecosystem services can 
provide support for multiple policies, especially when the 
former are in synergy. But ecosystem services can also 
contradict one another, affecting each other negatively. That is 
why a place-based or ‘functional’ approach, as it is called in 
the GRETA project, is crucial, because it is the only approach 
that addresses different opportunities and needs in different 
spatial contexts.
However, this also gives rise to concerns about the GRETA 
recommendation to use strategic environmental assessment 
(SEA) to include GI in spatial development plans. SEA is 
mainly used separately from planning, which means that it 
cannot effetively contribute to the improvement of planning. In 
the SEA process, requirements from environmental, health, 
water, nature and culture conservation policies are addressed 
separately; they are not interrelated and not adapted to the 
level of a spatial plan.

The case of Slovenia
In Slovenia, we are currently preparing a long-term spatial 
development strategy, which includes GI as an integrated 
element of spatial development together with polycentric 
urban
 

development, wider urban areas and rural areas. One of the 
strategy’s objectives is to improve the quality of life in urban 
and rural areas. Green systems or GI at regional and local 
levels play an important role in this endeavour.
GI is connected to similar areas in a wider space to enable 
ecological connectivity among naturally preserved areas of 
the Alps and Dinaric Mountains, cross-border rivers and the 
sea. Thus, it also contributes to the implementation of the 
Alpine Green Infrastructure Declaration, ‘Joining forces for 
nature, people and economy’, adopted in 2018 within the 
framework of the EU strategy for the Alpine region (EUSALP).
In addition to supporting ecological functions, GI increases 
climate change resilience at the national level. At regional 
and local levels, GI can be implemented as regional green 
systems within regional spatial plans and green systems of 
settlements within local spatial planning documents. 
Providing appropriate connections among them will enable 
the development of genuine GI, supporting sustainable 
societal development.
The implementation of GI at the regional level is being tested 
as part of the Interreg project PERFECT – Planning for 
Environment and Resource Efficiency in European Cities and 
Towns (1), which aims to develop a regional GI strategy for 
the Ljubljana urban area. The strategy will provide a basis for 
a regional spatial plan and other plans and future investments 
in this field. One of the outputs expected from the PERFECT 
project is more awareness and an improved understanding of 
GI among local decision-makers, which will be crucial for 
implementing the GI concept in the future.
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In many cities, population growth puts pressure on scarce 
urban land and affects relationships between core cities, and 
suburban and rural areas. Such pressure could result in 
uncontrolled urban development (sprawl) that is generally 
considered unsustainable. Urban sprawl could, for example, 
increase travel times and transport costs, cause pollution and 
environmental degradation, intensify segregation and 
undermine the vitality of existing urban areas.
An effective way to counteract urban sprawl and reduce 
environmental impacts is to reuse spaces and buildings, in 
accordance with the principles of a circular economy. This 
can be considered an attractive alternative to new 
construction.
In the spirit of a circular economy, industrial sites could be 
reused and abandoned industrial installations could be 
dismantled and either sold for reuse or recycled. Vacant 
buildings could also be adapted to new circular industrial or 
non-industrial uses, or be transformed into public spaces, 
thereby contributing to regenerative spatial and urban 
planning. 

In the process of achieving sustainable urbanisation, green 
infrastructure, that is, incorporating green (and blue) spaces 
and other physical features into terrestrial and marine areas, 
can be a useful tool. It contributes to the environmental vitality 
of urban areas and can reduce energy use for heating and 
cooling buildings by shading in the summer and providing 
shelter in the winter.
 
who can steer?
Countries have distinct territorial development strategies and 
spatial planning systems in place, leading to considerable 
differences in the extent and spatial distribution of urban 
development. These developments can vary from relatively 
compact cites with efficient uses of land and mobility systems 
to areas of diffuse suburbanisation with more affordable 
housing.
The Leipzig Charter on sustainable cities, followed by the 
thematic strategy on the urban environment, enlarged the role 
of cities in establishing territorial development strategies and 
spatial planning systems. 

)PX�HSFFO�JT�UIF�SFVTF�PG�

TQBDFT�BOE�CVJMEJOHT Author: Marjan van Herwijnen 
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Despite overall growth in the maritime sector, many European 
port cities are challenged by the migration of port-related 
activities from inner-city areas to other locations. The 
relocation of these economic activities results in the 
emergence of brownfield sites in strategic urban locations. 
Reusing these sites in a sustainable manner can contribute to 
preventing new land take and the regeneration of port cities. 
The city of Brest (France) is a good example of a port city that 
rejuvenated its inner-city area in a sustainable way. 
There is widespread recognition that to be sustainable the 
development of the European territory will require more 
efficient and active land management and the consolidation 
of existing urban footprints. A key opportunity for European 
cities in this regard lies in the regeneration of former 
brownfield sites and, in many cities, these take the form of 
waterfront sites. Across Europeôs largest cities, such as 
Rotterdam and London, waterfront or dockland regeneration 
has been going on for close to 40 years. But, given that the 
majority of Europeôs urban areas are small or medium-sized 
cities, it is also important to understand the potential 
regeneration capacity of these types of cities.
The opportunities and challenges related to the regeneration 
of small and medium-sized port cities are broadly similar 
across Europe. However, significant differences are found 
between port cities in terms of their governance structures, 
land ownership, degrees of separation between port and 
urban functions, and the pace of the phasing out of port and 
industrial activities along the harbourfront.

Sustainable regeneration of 
port cities

The ENSURE (European Regeneration through Port City 
Regeneration) projectôs Good Practice Framework for 
European Sustainable Urbanisation through Port City 
Regeneration ï An Operative Guide proposes a set of 
solutions based on experiences from small and medium-
sized European port cities. Three key policy 
recommendations serve as a backbone to this good practice 
framework, which highlights the importance of political 
commitment and active leadership in supporting regeneration 
processes.
The first policy recommendation for starting an integrated 
regeneration process is to gain an understanding of existing 
port city relationships, using spatial analysis tools and by 
evaluating plans and policies at national, regional and local 
levels.
The second policy recommendation argues for the use of 
suitable planning approaches that address ports and cities as 
systems with interlinked components. Strategic plans, cross-
district master plans and land-use plans for the port and the 
city hold the key to resolving portïcity mismatches, and 
addressing port city regeneration as part of a wider 
sustainable urban development strategy.
The third policy recommendation advocates the 
establishment of suitable governance models and funding 
arrangements for each of the regeneration projects or plans. 
Engaging all stakeholders and involving civil society 
organisations, citizens, landowners and local businesses are 
essential to ensuring that all relevant perspectives are taken 
into consideration and that any planned regeneration 
receives widespread support and benefits all.
Basically, port city regeneration is often part of a boosterish 

Authors: Xavier Le Den, 
Daniele Ronsivalle
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agenda to retain and enhance global competitiveness and 
attract foreign direct investment, workplaces and tourists to 
both the city and the wider region or even country. The 
successful regeneration of waterfront areas can be a stepping 
stone to the revitalisation of urban centres in port cities, 
maintaining or redeveloping economic and leisure activities 
and increasing housing capacity, while reusing abandoned 
spaces and preventing net land take.

Capucins Workshops in Brest: an example of smart reuse of 
spaces and buildings in former port locations
In Brest, regeneration projects have improved the integration 
of port areas into the city and improved the city’s 
attractiveness for residents and visitors. In the 1980s and 
1990s, the vision for the regeneration of this port city 
originated mainly from the public sector, which initiated and 
implemented a lengthy process of revitalisation of the 
traditional industrial port.
The beacon for the regeneration process was the restoration 
of the Capucins Workshops, a former navy-owned area along 
the Penfeld river mouth. In 2005, Brest Métropole awarded a 
contract to architect and urban planner Bruno Fortier to devise 
a plan for the regeneration of the Capucins area and the 
Capucins Workshops. The overall result of the regeneration 
was a new mixed-use neighbourhood with cultural, economic 
and residential functions, which responded to the ambition of 
reconnecting Brest with its maritime and industrial heritage. 
The regeneration of the Capucins neighbourhood was mainly 
based on the reuse of sealed soils. This resulted in new 
urban facilities (covering a surface of 25 000 m2 and 
attracting 3 million visitors in two years), an eco- and 
inclusionary 

neighbourhood and an innovative sustainable mobility 
solution, crossing the Penfeld river. The naval/industrial 
identity of the place was maintained with a permanent 
exhibition on the history of the Capucins area and the 
perseveration of remaining machinery. In the future, a new 
naval industry campus will be hosted in the Capucins 
Workshops.
These highly successful outcomes are the results of a long-
term sustainable governance process. Brest Métropole 
created a semi-public satellite organisation to redevelop the 
area. This reduced the risk for the public sector by sharing the 
risk with the private sector, attracting their investments.
For the Capucins Workshops regeneration project, public 
involvement took place at the planning stage and in the early 
stages of the works to create a sense of ownership of the new 
public space. Today, the Capucins Workshops form the 
flagship infrastructure of Brest Métropole, which is now 
deploying a new and ambitious urban strategy called ‘Brest 
Coeur de Métropole’.

Strategic plans, cross-district 
master plans and land-use plans 
hold the key to resolving port–
city mismatches, and addressing 
port city regeneration
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Improving knowledge about the 
reuse of spaces and buildings 

The new ESPON Policy Brief Reuse of Spaces and Buildings 
shows very comprehensively what procedures, interventions 
and tools could be applied when considering the sustainable 
use of land, spaces or buildings. This topic is generally not 
new, but the policy brief offers the opportunity to build on 
good examples and share knowledge.
From my point of view, it gives complex information about 
factors that could influence the sustainability of land use and 
also instruments that could be used to ensure sustainable 
urbanisation. On the other hand, it also illustrates the 
hindering factors and challenges for redeveloping built-up 
areas, mainly with regard to port cities. However, these 
challenges are valid generally and could apply to different 
spaces, not only to port cities, as many different settlements 
face the same (re)development issues.
The comprehensive applied research project SUPER 
(Sustainable Urbanization and Land-use Practices in 
European Regions) goes into even more detail and provides 
useful information on different kinds of territories. As the 
SUPER project is producing a handbook containing 
recommendations, the use of this projectôs findings could be 
very widespread. My impression is that policy-makers and 
other stakeholders will find important knowledge and advice 
in this handbook, in relation to their roles in redeveloping 
deprived sites in built-up areas and also in preserving 
greenfield sites as valuable commodities that are slowly 
disappearing.

What I perceive as negative aspects of current practice for 
enhancing the reuse of spaces are the political will, financial 
investment, budget and, of course, the map of landowners. 
Especially in Slovakia, the identification of the various 
landowners concerned and their anticipated cooperation are 
probably the biggest issues in the process of redeveloping 
built-up areas and areas in decline. This can probably be 
summarised best by the following statement from the policy 
brief: ómulti-level and multi-agency governance turns out to be 
a key feature in the city regeneration projectsô.

Nevertheless, emphasising cooperation on the one hand and 
underlining the positive aspects (environmental and 
economic) of the regeneration of spaces on the other hand 
could be the basis for further development for local policy-
makers and planners. In fact, the policy brief and the SUPER 
project, with its valuable data, analyses and gathered 
interventions, could be well suited to serving this purpose.

My impression is that policy-
makers and other stakeholders will 
find important knowledge and 
advice in the SUPER handbook

Author: Tamara Slobodov§

30



https://www.corkcity.ie/en/council-services/public-info/boundary-extension/history-and-legislation/
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.corkcity.ie/en/council-services/public-info/boundary-extension/history-and-legislation/
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE
https://www.corkcity.ie/en/council-services/public-info/boundary-extension/history-and-legislation/
https://www.espon.eu/ENSURE




the economic impacts of natural disasters in European cities 
and regions. These findings can help urban authorities to 
assess their options and respond in a timely manner to 
prevent undesired effects. The second relates to methodology 
and best practice examples, which are often identified and/or 
defined through the research. One of the examples is the 
methodology presented as part of GRETA, aimed at helping 
cities to assess the long-term benefits of GI development, 
especially regarding its monetary value, which is often one of 
the most important aspects when deciding whether or not to 
implement a GI project. Finally, what can be considered the 
most important aspect of ESPON research projects in terms of 
their application are the recommendations that are formulated 
based on the findings and results. While the level of detail 
and specificity of the recommendations depends on the 
project itself and its specific theme, the recommendations 
represent clear steps that urban authorities can adopt or 
incorporate into existing policies, and implement to govern in 
a more sustainable manner and effectively reach 
development objectives.
To support policy-makers and planners in enhancing the 
reuse of spaces and buildings, enhancing GI and developing 
more sustainable urbanisation, they should be included more 
intensively when identifying the challenges that are likely to 
be faced when taking action. This refers for instance to limited 
capacities and knowledge on topics such as financing options 
and determining the benefits of certain decisions. The key to 
applying the results of ESPON research projects and the 
findings in documents such as ESPON policy briefs is to 
increase their visibility and disseminate them to urban 
authorities across Europe. The SUL-NBS Partnership 
considers ESPONôs project results and findings to be very 
valuable, and many of them were used by the partnership as 
a starting point when developing and implementing many 
actions.

The Urban Agenda partnerships on the 
circular economy and on the sustainable 
use of land and nature-based solutions 
decided to work together because the reuse 
of abandoned or underused buildings and 
spaces emerged as a relevant topic for both 
partnerships. For this reason, we agreed to 
make joint efforts to develop a shared 
handbook merging the different 
perspectives, from national, through 
regional and FUA (functional urban area), to 
local level. The topic ñurban regeneration 
and re-use of buildingsò presented in this 
handbook covers SDG (Sustainable 
Development Goal) 11 (Sustainable cities 
and communities) and SDG 15 (Life on 
land) concerning land saving.
The book is intended to serve as a stimulus 
and an incentive for strategic planning at the 
urban level, especially carried out by public 
authorities, but also supported by the 
regional and national levels. With a wide 
review and analysis of good practices of 
urban reuse offered by the handbook, cities 
and regions and nations may learn about 
the different solutions that can be adopted, 
taking into account their specific urban 
features. The approach could be bottom-up 
or, vice versa, top-down, adopting different 
models of governance for the management 
of specific situations. Moreover, involving 
the media in communication and, in 
particular, in telling the story of the 
regeneration process of unused spaces and 
buildings is the first step in making citizens 
an active part of change. Informing citizens 
on the decision-making process is crucial to 
sensitise them and to promote reuse and 
regeneration as keystones for urban 
development. Thanks to ESPON projects 
and knowledge, we could include and take 
into account all the recommendations and 
findings regarding this topic.

A practical handbook 
for SDG 11 and 15

Author: Albert Civit 
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We consider the topics of reuse of spaces and buildings and 
green infrastructure to be of utmost importance when talking 
about sustainable urban development and limiting urban 
sprawl. These two topics go hand in hand and it is extremely 
important for us to approach to them in that manner. When 
planning the reuse of existing spaces and buildings, we aim 
to incorporate green infrastructure as an element that 
contributes to sustainability and to the improvement of quality 
of life for our citizens. We are strongly dedicated to this. As a 
partner in SUL NBS Partnership, Zagreb is developing a 
guide that gathers all information on available financing and 
funding instruments and models. It also includes both private 
and public funds, the NBS reference framework and good 
practice examples of NBS projects implemented in EU cities. 
We aim to create a practical tool for local and regional 
authorities, as well as private investors, which will lead to 
improving the implementation of NBS, as they will be able to 
access the information on financing NBS projects more easily. 
In Croatia, Zagreb is one of the leading cities in implementing 
NBS. The city of Zagreb is currently implementing and 
preparing several NBS projects, such as ProGIReg, Zagreb 
on the Sava river, City of Youth and Črnomerec creek. 
ProGIReg, short for ‘Productive Green Infrastructure for Post-
industrial Urban Regeneration’ will develop nature-based 
solutions on the technical level through NBS implementation; 
on the social level through co-design, a joint creation and 
NBS implementation in cooperation with local community; 
and on the economic level through combining NBS with 
business models ready for the market. The project involves 
several stages in which various nature-based solutions are 
going to be implemented, such as reconstruction of the 
existing factory building using green walls and roofs; 
construction of a bike path that will connect marginalised 
areas through the green corridor; aquaponics – a link 
between aquaculture and hydroculture in a circular system 
that saves resources and mimics the natural nitrogen cycle; 
and construction of urban gardens. Findings of ESPON 
research projects and policy briefs are important to us, 
especially in the way that they help us to get new points of 
view on existing challenges we face and to determine our 
course of action.

Author: Sanja Jerković

The SUL-NBS Partnership started its activities in 
2017. The establishment of this particular network 
was a response to the growing need for better 
urban management and the acknowledgment of the 
benefits of using nature-based solutions to 
address the challenges facing cities in a context of 
scarce land resources. The network brought 
together over 20 partners from European cities, 
national governments and European institutions to 
jointly propose solutions and recommendations 
aimed at ensuring ‘the efficient and sustainable 
use of land and natural resources to help create 
compact, liveable and inclusive European cities for 
everyone’.
The Partnership implemented nine actions outlined 
in the action plan adopted in 2018. Based on the 
actions’ results, studies conducted and exchanges 
between partners, the SUL-NBS Partnership 
formulated the following summary 
recommendations:

A practical tool to implement 
nature-based solutions

Results of the urban agenda 
on sustainable land use and 
nature-based solutions
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Daniel BaliŒski is deputy director of the Strategy Department 
in the Polish Ministry of Funds and Regional Development 
and co-coordinator of the SUL-NBS Partnership
In the Urban Agenda Partnership we have been working on 
strengthening sustainable land use practices and 
implementation of NBS in Europe. The evidence from ESPON 
studies was an integral part of this work, and cooperation with 
projects such as GRETA and SUPER was established, 
whereby we looked for synergies and exchanged expertise. 
The results of the SUL-NBS Partnership show that a territorial 
approach is crucial for achieving sustainability goals, but it is 
still not sufficiently utilised. Cooperation in functional urban 
areas (FUAs) ï that is, beyond administrative borders of a city 
ï helps to manage land use and deal with urban sprawl, but 
joint FUA planning, especially spatial planning, is often 
lacking when looking at the European context. In order to 
promote the FUA approach to urban planning and 
management, especially in regard to urban sprawl, the 
partnership prepared a guidebook on FUA cooperation with 
recommendations to different governance levels. The 
guidebook draws from, among other things, ESPON projects, 
such as SPIMA (Spatial Dynamics and Strategic Planning in 
Metropolitan Areas) and adds best practices and 
recommendations from the partners. For example, in Stuttgart 
Region, Germany, coordinated spatial planning at the FUA 
level contributed to reduced land take; and, in Poland, 
integrated territorial investments in FUAs aim to reduce the 
costs of urban sprawl, e.g. through integrated transport 
projects. Following the work of the Urban Agenda, Lithuania, 
a SUL-NBS partner, decided to set mandatory guidelines for 
local spatial plans to introduce cooperation within regions on 
a partnership basis, with a view to a functional approach in 
urban planning and governance. This rising popularity of the 
FUA approach calls for even more territorial research 
showcasing the benefits of FUA collaboration in the land use 
and NBS context, as well as equiping decision-makers with 
easy-to-apply tools, targets and indicators.

Author: Daniel BaliŒski

European Union
Better anchor issues of land take and nature-
based solutions in EU policies, especially 
sectoral policies;
Conduct more European research to gather 
evidence of the benefits of, for example, FUA 
collaboration and nature-based solutionsô
Gather consistent and up-to-date data on land use 
and nature-based solutions, with widely agreed 
targets and indicators at the European level;
Ensure better mainstreaming and promoting of 
sustainable land use, FUA cooperation and 
nature-based solutions in cohesion policy.

National governments
Enable flexible forms of inter-municipal 
cooperation and more administrative flexibility for 
cities (facilitate FUA cooperation);
Include land take and nature-based solutions in 
national schemes for assessment procedures and 
planning;
Provide guidance for local authorities on compact 
and liveable city models and offer incentives 
(financial incentives, technical support).

Regional and local authorities
Ensure stronger enforcement of Strategic 
Environmental Assessment and Environmental 
Impact Assessment procedures and their 
adaptation at earlier planning stages;
Cooperate with the private sector to utilise land 
reuse opportunities and implement nature-based 
solutions;
Adapt local/regional binding guidelines on where 
to build and how to build to mitigate sprawl 
(coordinated spatial planning);
Include nature-based solutions in local flood 
prevention and climate adaptation strategies;
Establish a local/FUA/regional reuse agency for 
utilising under-used spaces.

Territorial approach is crucial 
for sustainability goals
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EU cities facing COVID-19: impact and responses
URBACT, EU’s programme dedicated to cities’ cooperation, 
sheds light on coronavirus’ impact and how cities respond to 
the current crisis, with a series of articles and an interactive 
map.
The most affected 
Covid-19 besides a health crisis it’s also a social and 
economic crisis that’s hitting poorest people, elderly, men and 
women in different ways. For the poorest, the access to 
employment, social networks and basic services has been 
compromised more than ever before. Many elder people, 
considered as the most vulnerable age group to the virus, 
have been straggling to fight social isolation.
Covid-19 has also shown a different face to men and women. 
While it appears that men are more likely than women to die 
from Covid-19, it is women who are at greatest risk of coming 
into contact with the virus since they are relying more on 
public transport than men. In addition, because of the 
confinement measures in most European countries, reports of 
domestic abuse on women have spiked – by over 30% in 
some places.
Environmental sustainability now 
On the positive side, confinement has led to drastic 
improvements in air quality and the return of nature in urban 
spaces. The presence of nature in the city, and especially 
access to green areas, prove important for people’s physical 
and mental health.
Where does cooperation amongst EU cities stand?
In a time where EU solidarity and cooperation is needed more 
than ever, around 40 EU cities have shared their solutions 
and tools on URBACT’s interactive map. 
URBACT will continue to standby EU cities with local stories 
and responses to COVID-19.

Author: Jenny Koutsomarkou
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