
 

 
CITY SCANNING REPORTS 

 

  

CITY SCANNING REPORTS 
 

Madrid, Essone - Paris, Copenhagen, Helsinki, Ljubljana, Amsterdam and Venice  

 



 

 
CITY SCANNING REPORTS 

 

 

City Scanning Reports 
Madrid, Essone - Paris, Copenhagen, Helsinki, Ljubljana, Amsterdam and Venice 

December 2021 

_________________________________________________________________________  

  

Urban GoodCamp – Tackling urban challenges  
Proj. No: 621686-EPP-1-2020-1-ES-EPPKA2-KA  

  

 
 

Partners  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Support  

  
The European Commission's support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of 
the contents, which reflect the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any 

use which may be made of the information contained therein.  

 



 

3 
 

Content 
 

Introduction ................................................................................................ 5 

European Union Challenges ............................................................................. 6 

Jobs and skills ........................................................................................... 7 

Housing ................................................................................................... 8 

Circular economy in cities ........................................................................... 10 

Urban mobility and accessibility .................................................................... 11 

Sustainable use of land and nature-based solutions in cities ................................... 12 

Culture and heritage .................................................................................. 13 

Urban Poverty ......................................................................................... 14 

City Challenges .......................................................................................... 15 

Madrid ..................................................................................................... 16 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 17 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 17 

2.1. Projects ...................................................................................... 20 

2.2. Stakeholders ................................................................................ 22 

2.3. Educational Programs ...................................................................... 23 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 25 

Essone, Paris ............................................................................................. 30 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 31 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 31 

2.1 Projects ......................................................................................... 33 

2.2 Stakeholders .................................................................................... 35 

2.3 Educational Programs ......................................................................... 38 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 39 

Copenhagen .............................................................................................. 42 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 43 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 43 

2.1 Projects ...................................................................................... 44 

2.2 Stakeholders ................................................................................ 46 

2.3 Educational programs ...................................................................... 47 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 49 

Helsinki ................................................................................................... 51 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 52 



 

4 
 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 52 

2.1 Projects ...................................................................................... 52 

2.2 Stakeholders ................................................................................ 55 

2.3 Educational programs ...................................................................... 56 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 57 

Ljubljana ................................................................................................. 58 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 59 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 59 

2.1 Projects ......................................................................................... 60 

2.2 Stakeholders .................................................................................... 64 

2.3 Educational programs ......................................................................... 65 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 66 

Amsterdam ............................................................................................... 68 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 69 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 69 

2.1 Projects ...................................................................................... 70 

2.2 Stakeholders ................................................................................ 74 

2.3 Educational programs ........................................................................... 76 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 77 

Venice ..................................................................................................... 80 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 81 

2. Urban challenges ................................................................................. 81 

2.1 Projects ......................................................................................... 82 

2.2 Stakeholders .................................................................................... 85 

2.3 Educational Programs ......................................................................... 87 

3. Conclusion ........................................................................................ 88 

 

 

  



 

5 
 

Introduction 
 

Please find in this overview the 7 city scanning reports that contain the results of partners 

primary and secondary research and the expert interviews, as well as the more general 

European Union challenges that underpin them. 

In the first phase of the Urban GoodCamp project, the groundwork for the remaining project 

activities, i.e. building urban communities as well as developing and delivering the learning 

interventions, was laid. Urban challenges have been scanned and streamlined in connection 

with pre-identified city challenges priority lines in the 7 partner cities, and types are 

identified as well as the entrepreneurial skills necessary for challenge-based and multi-

disciplinary learning practices addressing urban issues.  

To get a good understanding of the challenges that a city faces and how challenges are faced 

by stakeholders, in-depth interviews were conducted with local and national experts in the 

field of urban sustainable development, green transport and green living, urbanization and 

migration, civic engagement and public services, health infrastructure and access, and so on 

from knowledge institutions, industry and social partners and public authorities in 7 partner 

cities. Besides expert interviews, a mixed method approach was used consisting of desk 

research, case studies and interactive tools, such as the scoping wheel and horizon scanning.  

The national scanning reports will serve as a foundation for the formation of Urban Innovator 

Communities (WP3) – stakeholder identification as well as the feed for the consultation 

within the communities on the final selection of concrete challenges for the Urban 

GoodCamp programme implementation (WP5). The city scanning reports will also help to 

contextualize the content dimension of the UCAMP programme (WP4).  

Enjoy reading!  
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City Scanning Reports | European Union 
Challenges 

 

Jobs and skills 
 
Some of the main challenges for European Union cities are related to the area of Jobs and Skills in the 
Local Economy. These challenges are the result of automation and digital transformation processes 
that have changed the dynamics of the labour market, and therefore, the skills demanded by 
employers (European Commission, 2021). 
 
In some regions, unemployment remains a problem, particularly affecting disadvantaged groups such 
as women, young people, and people with disabilities. One of the reasons is the mismatch between 
the skills developed in the education system and those required in the labour market (European 
Commission, 2018).  
 
70 million Europeans lack adequate reading and writing skills. The number increases when it comes to 
digital skills. The long-term unemployed are identified as low-skilled. This has resulted in 40% of 
companies having difficulties in finding the profiles they are looking for (European Commission, 2016). 
The situation is particularly common in smaller cities and towns due to the concentration of talent 
and qualified jobs in the largest cities of each country. 
 
Within this area, several challenges are identified (European Commission, 2018): 
 

• The necessity for skills development. The transition to a digitized economy requires the 
development of different types of qualifications to increase the productivity, 
competitiveness, and innovation inside business. COVID-19 has only exacerbated this situation 
making more evident the mismatches among demand and supply skills. In this way the 
necessity to upskilling and reskilling is a priority for economic development. 
 

• Capital investment in R&D and business locations. In local economies, SMEs are faced with 
the challenge of either continuing their traditional growth or embracing innovation. 
Facilitating their cooperation with universities and research centres and providing them with 
business park locations can facilitate their productivity and increase their growth.  
 

• Effective local governance. In order to stimulate the economy to create new jobs, it is 
necessary to support economic activities by developing common regulations to facilitate 
business operations and attract investors. 

 
 

References 

European Commission (2016) A new skills agenda for Europe. Available at: https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52016DC0381 

European Commission (2018) Final Action Plan of the Jobs and Skills in the Local Economy Partnership. 
Available at: https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/jobs-and-skills-local-economy/action-
plan/final-action-plan-jobs-and-skills-local-economy-partnership 

European Commission (2021) European Skills Agenda. Available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223 

Digi Skills Map (2021a) DigiKomp. Available at: https://digiskillsmap.com/en/projects/digikomp 

Digi Skills Map (2021b) Omnia Makerspace. Available at: 
https://digiskillsmap.com/en/projects/omnia-makerspace 

Digi Skills Map (2021c) BASIC-Building Alternative Skills Innovative sChemes. Available at: 
https://digiskillsmap.com/en/projects/basic-building-alternative-skills-innovative-schemes 

URBACT (2021) Introducing URBACT digital buddies. Available at: https://urbact.eu/introducing-
urbact-digital-buddies 
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https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/jobs-and-skills-local-economy/action-plan/final-action-plan-jobs-and-skills-local-economy-partnership
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223
https://digiskillsmap.com/en/projects/digikomp
https://digiskillsmap.com/en/projects/omnia-makerspace
https://digiskillsmap.com/en/projects/basic-building-alternative-skills-innovative-schemes
https://urbact.eu/introducing-urbact-digital-buddies
https://urbact.eu/introducing-urbact-digital-buddies


 

8 
 

City Scanning Reports | European Union 
Challenges 

 

Housing  
 

Lack of affordable housing is increasingly becoming a problem in the EU, with housing prices and rents 

steadily growing relative to incomes over the years (Caturianas et al., 2020). In 2021, the European 

Parliament called on EU countries to act on the housing crisis to invest more in decent homes and 

ensure everyone has access to affordable housing. For the past decade, the housing situation has 

especially got worse for low-income owners and private renters, but also for people with an average 

income are burdened by housing and maintenance costs. Especially single parents, large families and 

young people on their first jobs have an income that is too low to afford market rents, while too high 

to make them eligible for social housing. 

Cities have become a space for people to find jobs, education and higher living standards (European 

Commission, 2011). Cities are places where culture, innovation, and technological advancements are 

blended to foster new values for living. Additionally, cities have also become a place where problems 

are encountered, and people have been experiencing systemic segregation, unemployment and 

poverty (ibid.). After the current global pandemic, worldwide cities confronted a new era of 

disruptive transformation, which, as a consequence, abruptly influenced the way cities are planned 

and designed (Singru, 2021). 

In Europe, there have already been some projects that tried to tackle these challenges. The European 

Fund for Strategic Investment (ESIF) and the Urban Innovative Actions (UIA) are just two of a more 

broad pool of investment funds that the EU initiated to mitigate exclusion challenges (European 

Commission, n.d.). The systemic nature of these challenges drove EU-driven initiatives to tackle 

housing issues by looking at them with a cohesive and sustainable perspective. Re-Block, for example, 

was a project initiated to combat poverty in cities and improve neighbourhood regeneration through 

sustainable practices (RE-Block, 2015). Another project is URBACT, where the topic of mixed 

population, inclusion, and cultural heritage worked as lenses to engage citizens by improving the 

efficiency of integrated and sustainable urban development policies in Europe (URBACT, 2013). 

By reflecting on how this challenge presents serious threats to the economic and social fabric of urban 

centers, it is worth considering how more empathic ways to change our urban areas are needed. 

Indeed, Higher Educational Institutions play an important role in addressing a strong contribution to 

this topic. HEIs, together with local communities are capable of accelerating regional economic and 

social development. Therefore, reinforcing the partnership between HEIs and local stakeholders 

already involved in the community’s social fabric presents an obvious case for the Urban Goodcamp 

project. HEIs’ provision of knowledge together with their proactive role in communities, could 

strongly influence high-level decision making processes and contribute in shaping tomorrow’s urban 

cities. 

 

References 

Caturianas, D, Lewandowski, P., Sokołowski, J., Kowalikm Z, Barcevičius, E. (2020), “Policies to 
Ensure Access to Affordable Housing”. Policy Department for Economic, Scientific and Quality of Life 
Policies.  

European Commission. n.d. “Housing in Cities.” Text. European Commission - European Commission. 
Available at:. https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-
urban-development/priority-themes-eu-cities/housing-cities_en. 

European Commission. Directorate-General for Regional Policy (2011), Cities of Tomorrow : 
Challenges, Visions, Ways Forward. LU: Publications Office. Available at: 
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2776/41803. 

RE-Block (2015), “RE-Block Final Report.” URBACT. 2015. Available at: https://urbact.eu/files/re-

block-final-report. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-urban-development/priority-themes-eu-cities/housing-cities_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-urban-development/priority-themes-eu-cities/housing-cities_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-urban-development/priority-themes-eu-cities/housing-cities_en
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2776/41803
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2776/41803
https://urbact.eu/files/re-block-final-report
https://urbact.eu/files/re-block-final-report
https://urbact.eu/files/re-block-final-report
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Circular economy in cities 
 

One of the priority themes for EU cities is to advance the circular economy in cities. “A circular 

economy aims to maintain the value of products, materials and resources for as long as possible by 

returning them into the product cycle at the end of their use, while minimising the generation of 

waste.” (Eurostat, 2021.) Cities produce over 50% of global waste and emit 60-80% of greenhouse gas 

emissions (Eurocities, 2021). Also, being the places where a major part of Europeans “live and work, 

consume and dispose, cities and regions play a fundamental role in the transition to the circular 

economy” (OECD 2020). In 2015, the European Commission adopted the first Circular Economy 

Package, which was an action plan to promote the adaptation of circular economy. Since then, the 

plan has been completed, and a new Circular Economy Action Plan has been adopted under the 

European Green Deal strategy. The aim of a circular economy model is to contribute in “achieving 

climate neutrality by 2050 and decoupling economic growth from resource use, while ensuring the 

long-term competitiveness of the EU” (COM/2020/98 final).  

 

The Commission’s plan focuses on seven key areas in a circular economy model: plastic; e-waste; 

textiles; food, water and nutrients; packaging; batteries and vehicles; and constriction and buildings. 

The Action Plan includes 35 steps, most of which will be implemented from 2021 onwards. To 

implement the plan and find innovative solutions to circular economy challenges in city- and country 

level, EU funds multiple programs, offers assistance, and organizes competitions, such as European 

Green Leaf Awards (COM/2020/98 final). 

 

One of the EU-funded projects is the European Circular Cities Declaration, which is a commitment 

document for cities and regions to establish circular economy goals. So far, 43 European cities have 

signed the declaration (Circular Cities Declaration, 2021). 

 

References  

Circular Cities Declaration (2021). Available at: https://circularcitiesdeclaration.eu/  

COM/2020/98 final (2020), A new Circular Economy Action Plan For a cleaner and more competitive 
Europe. Communication from the commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. 

Eurocities (2021), Circular economy. Available at: https://eurocities.eu/goals/circular-economy/  

Eurostat (2021), Circular economy - Overview. Available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/circular-economy  

OECD Urban Studies (2020). The Circular Economy in Cities and Regions. Synthesis report.  

https://circularcitiesdeclaration.eu/
https://eurocities.eu/goals/circular-economy/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/circular-economy
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Urban mobility and accessibility 
 

Over 60 % of EU citizens live in urban areas, while there are additionally a number of those who 

commute daily to these hubs of economy. Transport in general accounts for a quarter of the EU’s 

greenhouse gas emissions, while cities in particular face specific challenges related to urban mobility, 

which contributes 40 % of all CO2 emissions of road transport. Emissions that cause pollution and have 

serious effects on the health of citizens and the environment, congestions, and accidents are some of 

the key problems increasingly caused by traffic and transport. At the same time, the EU needs to take 

into account and respond to the growing mobility needs of people and goods, as well as making it 

accessible in a just and equitable way.  

Urban mobility is therefore at the crossroads of policy objectives that require a concerted approach – 

including socio-economic objectives, facilitating growth and employment, energy dependency and 

efficiency, and it is also a crucial element in tackling climate change. The EU is addressing policy 

initiatives through a number of incentives included for instance in the Urban Mobility Package (2013), 

the European Commission’s low-emission mobility strategy, while transport is furthermore part of the 

European Green Deal, which seeks a 90% reduction in the transport-related emissions by 2050. As 

cities themselves are best equipped to respond to their specific mobility-related challenges within the 

specific social, economic and other contexts, the European Commission encourages and empowers 

towns and cities in developing their Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans. These consider the whole 

functional urban area, foreseeing cooperation across different policy areas, levels of government, and 

engaging with local residents and other stakeholders.  

The key developments and initiatives foreseen on EU’s path towards sustainable(r) urban mobility 

might be different from one urban area to another, but will most likely involve a stronger integration 

of digital technologies to increase the efficiency of the transport system (including automated 

mobility, smart traffic management systems, smart pricing, or mobility as a service and shared 

mobility solutions), deployment of low-emission alternative energy sources for transport, encouraging 

a shift to active travel (cycling and walking), as well as a growing market and availability of 

infrastructure for zero-emission vehicles. The European Green Deal foresees that by 2025, about 1 

million public recharging and refuelling stations will be needed for the 13 million zero- and low-

emission vehicles expected on European roads. Fully implemented, these initiatives are aimed to lead 

in particular to improvements in air quality, the reduction in noise levels, lower congestion levels, 

improved safety, while also resulting in a number of socio-economic benefits for EU citizens. 

References  

COM/2013/913 final (2013), Together towards competitive and resource-efficient urban mobility. 

Communication from the Commission to the European parliament, the Council, the European 

economic and social committee and the Committee of the regions. 

European Urban Mobility Framework (2021), Together towards competitive and resource-efficient 

urban mobility. Available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_6729 

Partnership on Urban Mobility of the Urban Agenda for the EU (2021), Available at:  

https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/urban-mobility   

Partnership for Urban Mobility (2021), Final Action Plan. Available at: 

https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/urban-mobility/action-plan/final-action-plan-urban-

mobility-partnership-available   

The European Green Deal (2021), Sustainable Mobility.  Available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6726 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_6729
https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/urban-mobility
https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/urban-mobility/action-plan/final-action-plan-urban-mobility-partnership-available
https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/urban-mobility/action-plan/final-action-plan-urban-mobility-partnership-available
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6726
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Sustainable use of land and nature-based solutions in cities 
 

The EU biodiversity strategy aims to halt the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services both in the EU 

and globally by 2030. The EU Research and Innovation policy agenda on Nature-Based Solutions and 

Re-Naturing Cities aims to position the EU as leader in ‘Innovating with nature’ for more sustainable 

and resilient societies. Nature provides for businesses: half of global GDP, €40 trillion, depends on 

nature. Biodiversity and ecosystems provide us with food, health and medicines, materials, 

recreation, and wellbeing. They filter our air and water, help keep the climate in balance, convert 

waste back into resources, pollinate and fertilise crops and much more.  

However, we are losing nature like never before because of unsustainable human activities. The 

global population of wild species has fallen by 60% over the last 40 years. 1 million species are at risk 

of extinction. Restoring forests, soils and wetlands and creating green spaces in cities is thus essential 

to achieve the climate change mitigation needed by 2030. The biodiversity strategy aims to put 

Europe’s biodiversity on the path to recovery by 2030. In the post-COVID-19 context, the strategy aims 

to build our societies’ resilience to future threats such as: the impacts of climate change; forest fires; 

food insecurity; and disease outbreaks - including by protecting wildlife and fighting illegal wildlife 

trade.  

More specifically, the 2030 EU biodiversity strategy aims to restore degraded ecosystems at land and 

sea across the whole of Europe by means of: increasing organic farming and biodiversity-rich 

landscape features on agricultural land; halting and reversing the decline of pollinators; restoring at 

least 25 000 km of EU rivers to a free-flowing state; reducing the use and risk of pesticides by 50% by 

2030; and, planting 3 billion trees by 2030. 

 
 
References 

EU Factsheet (2021), Bringing nature back into our lives. European Commission: May, 2020. Available 
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solutions in cities. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-

development/topics/cities-and-urban-development/priority-themes-eu-cities/sustainable-use-land-
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Culture and heritage 

 

In Europe, culture represents a highly valuable resource for residents as well as visitors. Cultural and 

creative industries are indeed a fundamental asset for economic competitiveness and attractiveness.  

Cultural heritage plays a key role in crafting the image and identity of cities and regions, and also 

somehow increasing the focus of cities on tourism.  

Tourism is an important resource for economic growth indeed; it employs just over 13 million people 

in the European Union (Eurostat figure for 2017), nearly 8 million in the food and beverage industry 

and 2 million in transport. The three industries that rely almost entirely on tourism (accommodation, 

travel agencies/tour operators and aviation) employ 3.6 million people in the EU. 

However, while tourism can be an excellent tool to provide access to cultural heritage and to support 

the economic growth of urban areas, many European tourism destinations are currently facing serious 

challenges relating to over tourism, including loss of authenticity. This is contributing to a rejection of 

tourism by local citizens and cultural and heritage experts. 

The coronavirus outbreak has had though a severe impact, not only on the health and well-being of 

Europeans, but also on the economy: closed borders, cancelled flights, cities and communities in 

lockdown for months put the EU’s tourism sector under a stress test. To ease the impact of the 

measures taken to contain the outbreak, the European Commission presented a recovery plan on 13 

May 2020. Since EU countries are responsible for their own culture-sector policies, the role of the 

European Commission is to support and help them address challenges they all face: the impact of the 

digital shift, changing models of cultural governance and the need to promote innovation in the 

cultural and creative sectors. That said, the COVID-19 crisis made it clearer than ever that it is 

necessary to find alternative ways for funding that complement the support offered by Member 

States’ budgets. For this reason, the Directorate General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture 

organised a workshop on complementary sources of funding for cultural heritage, and will further 

develop and publish information on complementary funding for cultural heritage, which includes a 

collection of best practices from Member States and heritage stakeholders.  
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Urban Poverty 

The Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth set targets to lift at least 20 

million people out of poverty and social exclusion and to increase employment of the population aged 
20-64 to 75%. The flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 strategy, including the Platform against 
Poverty and Social Exclusion and the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs, supported efforts to reach these 
targets. 

Through its Social Investment Package, the Commission provides guidance to Member States to 
modernize their welfare systems towards social investment throughout life. 

The package complements: 

• the Employment Package, which sets out the way forward for a job rich recovery, 

• the White Paper on Pensions, presenting a strategy for adequate, sustainable and safe 
pensions, 

• the Youth Employment Package, which deals specifically with the situation of young people. 

The role of institutions is to provide communities with relevant tools and data to help them face 

challenges brought upon by urban poverty. In addition to offering financial support to communities, 

institutions like the EU can rely on the power of their network and their central role to put forward 

models of successful sustainable solution, thus inspiring local European communities. The URBACT 

project showcases 97 Good Practices for sustainable urban development from 25 European countries. 

They cover a wide variety of topics a city might work on climate adaptation to city transport plans, 

from inclusion of migrants to digital innovation and so on. 

The European Parliament, the Council and the Commission also proclaimed the European Pillar of 

Social Rights in 2017 at the Gothenburg Summit. The Pillar sets out 20 key principles which represent 

the path towards a strong social Europe that is fair, inclusive and full of opportunity in the 21st 

century. 

More needs to be done so that the 20 principles of the Pillar help us build fairer and more well-

functioning labour markets as well as good welfare systems for the benefit of all Europeans. With 

the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, the Commission has set out concrete initiatives to 

achieve just that. Delivering on the Pillar is a joint effort by EU institutions, national, regional and 

local authorities, social partners and civil society. 

 

Refences 

URBACT (2021), Driving changes for better cities (2014-2020). Available at: 
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1. Introduction  
 

As the capital of Spain and the most important financial, economic, social and cultural hub, the city 

of Madrid has experienced an exponential growth both in population and urban territory during the 

last century, accounting for almost 15% of the Spanish population today. This fast urban growth has 

endangered the sustainability of the city, creating a strong pressure on urban air and green space, and 

has undermined the quality of life of urban residents, leading to socioeconomic inequalities, a 

situation worsened by the pandemic. After this, the city needs to focus on the development of healthy 

neighbourhoods that are equally accessible for everyone and that have clean air, green areas, shared 

space and a proper public infrastructure. Thus, we want to know what are the most pressing 

challenges that should be addressed in order to achieve a more sustainable and liveable Madrid. 

For the purpose of this study, six different experts have been interviewed, from doctors to industry 

professionals, including leading researchers in a variety of disciplines. They all have shared their views 

on the actual challenges faced by the city of Madrid and how local stakeholders are currently acting to 

tackle them, sometimes insufficiently. It has been made clear how urban planning in Madrid needs to 

incorporate the concept of climate change, both mitigation and adaptation, in order to advance 

towards a new paradigm of sustainability, and it has to be addressed by local authorities without 

neglecting citizen participation.  

Carlos Martí, journalist and editor of the journal Ciudad Sostenible as well as organizer of the Cities 

Forum Madrid IFEMA, acknowledges that climate change adaptation is one key challenge for Madrid, a 

city that has mainly focused on mitigation until now, together with a rampant inequality, a chronic 

problem traditionally reflected in spatial imbalance that has been worsened with COVID-19. Gustavo 

Romanillos, Architect, PhD in Geography and coordinator of the Smart and Sustainable Cities Masters 

from the Complutense University of Madrid, has also pointed out that socio-economic polarization, 

together with housing, mobility and energy issues, is one of the most pressing challenges of the city. 

Familiar with these topics, Itziar Rosado, Sociologist and Coordinator of Citizenship and Social Base at 

ONGAWA, Engineering for Human Development, has clearly explained the need for rethinking the 

current unsustainable living model. Pedro Gullón, Doctor and Researcher in the Alcala de Henares 

University, specialized in Preventive Medicine and Public Health, has confirmed the existing high risk 

of air pollution in citizens’ respiratory health and has also highlighted the close relationship between 

cardiovascular health and some other urban aspects such as food sovereignty, traffic, pedestrian areas 

or green space. According to Susana Saiz, PhD in Architecture and Director of ARUP Spain and its 

Sustainability and Energy team, nature-based solutions can have an exceptional impact on the urban 

eco-climate of Madrid and increase resiliency against climate change, but they need to be conceived 

from a long-term perspective, including an adequate maintenance plan. Jaime Moreno, PhD in 

Organizational Engineering and Technical Director at the Center for Innovation and Technology for 

Human Development of the Polytechnic University of Madrid, agrees that the biggest handicap of 

infrastructure-associated interventions is the inadequate maintenance, pointing out at the design 

process as key phase of a successful nature-based intervention.  

 

2. Urban challenges  
 

At the core of a very populated area, the city of Madrid has been subject to an intense urban sprawl 

and a decentralization of production, commercial and employment activities for the last decades, 

leading to unsustainable and inefficient mobility practices, an increase in the air pollution and a 

decrease in the number of areas dedicated to nature and leisure, all of which has caused a strong 

polarized segregation in the city. All challenges in the city of Madrid are closely interlinked, being 

both cause and effect of the same unsustainable city model and also potential solutions to achieve a 

more liveable urban space that is also prepared to climate change. Most pressing challenges are 

https://www.ucm.es/masterciudadesinteligentesysostenibles/
https://www.uah.es/es/
https://www.uah.es/es/
https://www.arup.com/es-es/offices/spain
http://www.itd.upm.es/
http://www.itd.upm.es/
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stated below, but it is worth noting the list is not exhaustive as there are many other related 

challenges such as energy issues, food sovereignty or waste management.  

Atmospheric Pollution  

Spain has been referred to the European Court for systematically disregarding air pollution laws, 

specifically in Madrid, turning atmospheric pollution into a key challenge for the city, not only 

because it favors climate change but also because it has an immediate impact on health and reduces 

the quality of life of citizens. Currently, the severe air pollution has turned Madrid’s air into one of 

the most toxic in Europe, mainly linked to the use of private transportation. Therefore, air pollution is 

a cause of the current unsustainable lifestyle that predominates in Madrid, but it is also the effect of 

inefficient transport model and the lack of green areas that could alleviate the negative outcome of 

pollution, which makes it necessary to address both related topics: transport and urban green space. 

Both challenges are discussed below. Obviously, air pollution affects all urban residents, but specific 

areas are directly affected by higher pollution levels, mainly linked to neighbourhoods with lower 

income. This socioeconomic inequality is also a topic that needs to be addressed.  

 

Sustainable Urban Mobility 

The metropolitan area of Madrid has been shaped by transport infrastructure along corridors, 

following a centric model. Many residents, outside of the Madrid Central circle, feel abandoned by the 

City Council, accusing the Government of benefiting eminently rich areas while very little has been 

done for the lower-income areas on the outskirts of the city, and for whom Madrid Central is very, 

very far away. While radial mobility (from the city center to the periphery) is normally covered by 

public transport, orbital movements between the peripheries are usually difficult due to the lack of 

mobility infrastructure and no continuity of streets for walking and cycling, increasing the use of 

private cars in these areas. 

This means cars are still a reality in Madrid, a situation that has been worsened after the lockdown. 

Instead of taking advantage of the situation to reduce traffic congestion like other cities such as Paris 

have done, Madrid has not caught up on public transport. It still has not reached 75% of pre-COVID-19 

occupancy but it has exceeded pre-pandemics levels regarding private transport rates. The pressure 

this situation places on environment is huge, which turns transport into a very important factor in the 

context of sustainable development in Madrid.   

Despite the advances made in technology and cleaner transport solutions such as electric buses or 

bikes, citizens still think they need their cars to reach certain areas of the city or just don’t conceive 

the use of public transport. Therefore, this challenge is based on three axes: the need of more 

efficient clean public transport; fostering the uptake of cleaner private vehicles; promoting the use of 

public alternatives and enabling safe walking and cycling paths. Currently, the guiding principle of 

Madrid’s mobility strategy is the restriction of car use to make the city people-friendly but 

infrastructure is still not enough to absorb and compensate all the private transportation.  

 

Urban green space and biodiversity 

The accelerated urban growth in the city of Madrid during the last decades has also endangered urban 

green space and caused its fragmentation, acting to the detriment of Madrid’s biodiversity. This 

accelerated reduction in local populations of fauna and flora has also had a domino effect on the 

functioning ecosystems and on human well-being, having a negative impact on cardiovascular and 

respiratory health. The walkability of Madrid neighbourhoods, the existence of green space and the 

access of vehicles to specific areas seriously affect Madrid citizens’ health.  

Human interventions have led to changes in natural systems, being climate change the most 

conspicuous change that affects natural ecosystems, particularly in urban environments, endangering 

urban sustainability. As urban green space is key to increase urban resiliency against climate change -
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it contributes to reduce heat stress, water stress and the urban heat island-, it should be a key 

priority in Madrid right now. Even roadside verges contribute to a range of microbial communities that 

are critical for sustaining ecosystem services, such as filtering pollutants and sequestering carbon 

dioxide. Green space in the urban environment is a great asset to the city of Madrid: it improves the 

quality of air and it can extend the resilience and security of energy, health, water, food and 

biodiversity systems in the city. But it is also a key asset to facilitate social interactions and promote 

health and wellbeing amongst urban residents: more green space will have a positive impact on urban 

segregation and social inequalities that are frequently unintentional, as well as help promoting mental 

and physical wellbeing of Madrid population. Moreover, human exposure to soil microbes has been 

shown to be beneficial to human health by promoting effective immunoregulation functions and 

reducing allergies. 

They main challenge here is that urban green areas and woodland are alive systems that need to 

involve public, private and social participation, for which public-private partnership models are 

fundamental, mainly considering four vital aspects of urban green space: economic, aesthetics, 

ecological and social. This means all relevant stakeholders need to be involved for the success of any 

nature-based project.  

 

Housing and segregation  

As we have discussed, cities can play a crucial role in fighting inequality but they are also responsible 

for the creation of new patterns of social and spatial inequality. Madrid holds both historical and new 

patterns of social inequality, which have been increasing over the past decades and now worsened 

with COVID-19. The pandemic has reinforced the importance of homes as a center of coexistence, 

work, entertainment and rest, while evidencing the difficulties to access affordable housing in Madrid. 

This has affected households with lower incomes, increasing the already existing gap, but has mostly 

hit young people. Together with France, Spain is the European country where youths spend a larger 

share of their income on rent, which in the case of Madrid represents more than 50% of residents’ 

income, according to a study released by two major housing apps.  

These unequal opportunities for certain citizen groups such as youths in most European cities causes 

political and social disconnection, as those citizens who can afford living in the most successful area 

of the city, working in the most demanded financial or high-tech services or using private services 

(health, transport, education, security, leisure) define an exclusive social space with higher rates of 

investment in private infrastructure and better services, while those citizens that cannot afford to 

live or commute to these areas are segregated.  

The polarized inequality among neighbourhoods is articulated by the interaction between immigration 

and housing, traditionally associated to the real estate bubble that hit the country two decades ago. 

While immigration has a strong territorial dimension and poses specific challenges to the Madrid 

government, housing and its location are one of the main axes of social inequality in Madrid. This 

whole situation has led to the disappearance of mixed social spaces in Madrid, previously located in 

the center of the city, producing opposite territories in terms of social advantage and disadvantage 

such as education, health, leisure or care. Furthermore, spaces of persistent privilege have been 

expanded and existing frictions in Madrid’s co-existence have been worsened with COVID-19, leading 

to a lack of awareness and under-use of cultural diversity in the city.  

Another trigger for inequality in Madrid is its system of urban waste management, based on its 

centralization in one sole treatment center, Veldemingomez, complemented with the Migas Calientes 

composting plant. Over a decade ago, this main dump that belongs to the city of Madrid was on track 

to close down its incinerator by 2025 in favor of sustainable disposal. However, a governmental plan 

in 2019 brought in all of the neighbouring cities’ trash to Madrid as well. The dump, which is located 

just outside of Vallecas, will now be burning more rubbish than ever while those who live nearby – 

many of whom are low-income and immigrants – have to deal with the noxious smells and toxic fumes. 
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2.1. Projects  

 

In 2018, the Madrid City Council introduced its Low Emissions Zone (ZBE) in order to make 472 

hectares of the city center off-limits to traffic. This was meant to play a crucial role in reducing air 

pollution in the capital by achieving the lowest pollution levels in the last decade. Now this initiative 

is part of the Madrid 360, the Council’s tool to comply with the air quality limits established by the 

EU, whose main purpose is the reduction of emissions through restricting private transport in the city 

center and promoting the use of public transport.  

The Council has its own Air Quality Web, where citizens can check the air quality index predictions 

and learn about appropriate protocols in case of pollution episodes and it since 2010 it operates the 

Madrid COMPENSA Programme (Municipal Emission Compensation Programme), that allows 

organizations to voluntarily contribute to fight against local and global atmospheric pollution 

compensating their greenhouse gas emissions through tree planting in Madrid. 

Another initiative recently launched by the City Council is Madrid Green Urban Mobility Lab, a project 

to position Madrid as an international benchmark in innovation and technology in the urban mobility 

sector bringing together institutions and public administrations, companies, professionals and sectoral 

associations. This is meant to be another example of public-private partnership, following the success 

of the Madrid electric bicycle rental service, BiciMAD, with a total of 264 stations and 2,964 bicycles 

spread over 15 districts. Madrid in Motion is another PPP initiative of the Council, together with the 

consultancy firm Barrabéz.biz and the Municipal Transport Enterprise (EMT) for the creation of an 

urban mobility hub whose epicentre is Madrid, but it works to have a global impact. 

Madri+d Natural, a project led by the Madrid City Council in collaboration with ARUP, is another 

perfect example of public-private collaboration. It initially started as a project and became a 

framework programme, establishing a new vision on strategies to increase resiliency towards climate 

change thanks to nature-based solutions. The so-called urban acupuncture projects are meant to 

integrate natural elements within the city of Madrid, in order to achieve a greater resiliency of the 

city regarding temperatures that are affected by climate change, droughts, flooding, air quality and 

human wellbeing. Within this programme, the Madrid's Metropolitan Forest is a project to build a 74 

km-long forest belt around the city’s perimeters with hundreds of thousands of new trees that will 

also help improve the capital’s poor air quality. Madrid authorities believe it could purify the air of 

polluting particles, reduce emissions overall and act as a thermal regulator for the city by addressing 

the ‘urban heat island’ effect. From a social standpoint, the project will bring more green spaces to 

parts of Madrid where there is currently a scarcity, connecting the entire city through a green ring. 

Madrid authorities hope that by the time of the project’s completion, which it estimates to be in 12 

years, the Metropolitan Forest will have the capacity to absorb 170,000 tons of CO2. 

An improvement in the mobility infrastructure or the increase of green spaces sometimes have an 

impact on these urban segregation and social inequalities that most of the times is unintentional. An 

example of this dynamic could be Madrid Rio, a huge recreational enclave parallel to the Manzanares 

River. The recent renaturalization of the area could have risen the price of housing in the surrounding 

area, causing displacement of the former inhabitants and benefiting new tenants or owners that can 

afford the area. The government could revert these gentrification process through protected housing 

policies that guarantee equal access of Madrid citizens to specific areas. 

This ambitious Plan for the Renaturalization of the Manzanares River, as it passes through the city, 

mainly focuses on the environmental recovery of the urban section of river, as a response to the need 

for an ecological and landscape improvement of the area. For some experts, this is one of the most 

beneficial actions for biodiversity developed in the city of Madrid, showing how a local initiative can 

https://madrid360.es/
http://www.mambiente.munimadrid.es/
https://sede.madrid.es/portal/site/tramites/menuitem.62876cb64654a55e2dbd7003a8a409a0/?vgnextoid=6226b7bd0634b210VgnVCM2000000c205a0aRCRD&vgnextchannel=5ecaa38813180210VgnVCM100000c90da8c0RCRD&vgnextfmt=default
https://www.madrid.es/portales/munimadrid/es/Inicio/Actualidad/Noticias/Nace-Madrid-Green-Urban-Mobility-Lab-para-impulsar-la-movilidad-sostenible-y-conectada/?vgnextfmt=default&vgnextoid=de642fbcebdca710VgnVCM1000001d4a900aRCRD&vgnextchannel=a12149fa40ec9410VgnVCM100000171f5a0aRCRD
https://www.bicimad.com/
https://www.arup.com/es-es/perspectives/publications/research/section/madrid-and-natural
https://www.esmadrid.com/sites/default/files/dossier_plan_naturalizacion_manzanares.pdf
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contribute to preserving and improving diversity within an urban space, even if it is a densely 

populated and intensely intervened area.  

The Plan for Green Infrastructure and Biodiversity of Madrid includes biodiversity for the first time in 

the strategic planning of green infrastructure, considering sustainability, connectivity, increasing the 

degree of connection between green areas and the outside of the city, and climate change, helping to 

mitigate effects and to have a mass plant that can absorb the maximum amount of emissions. It also 

helps promote the permeability, water retention and biological improvement of the soil, through the 

implementation of sustainable drainage techniques. This Plan also promotes the endowment balance 

between the city’s districts. Within this Plan, some projects are to be highlighted, such as the 

Microreserve pilot project in Madrid. A small area of only 700 square meters located around the island 

and lagoon of the Emperatriz María de Austria Park is since 2019 the new home of insects, amphibians 

and birds that are attracted by a favorable environment.  

From a European perspective, it is worthy to highlight the extensive work of the EIT Climate-KIC 

“Deep Demonstration” of Healthy Clean Cities, a project aimed at prototyping a breakthrough model 

of orchestrated systems of innovation within 15 cities, including the city of Madrid. The City Council 

agreed its adherence in 2020 in order to address the transformation into a climate-neutral city in the 

future and design joined-up innovations capable of unlocking wholesale transformation across all city 

systems, from mobility to waste, from energy to health, and the built environment. Together with the 

Polytechnic University and Spanish company Ferrovial, the city is working with many other 

organizations such as Matadero Madrid, the Castellana Norte District or Iberdrola, to set up actions 

related to mobility, urban renewal or the recovery and improvement of neighborhoods and homes, 

among others in a participatory co-creation process that satisfies the common interest of the citizens 

of Madrid. 

From the academia, the Polytechnic University of Madrid was leading PULSE (Participatory Urban 

Living for Sustainable Environments), a H2020 project that finished on 2020 engaged in a collaborative 

dialogue with a range of stakeholders across seven global cities to transform public health from 

reactive to a predictive system focused on both risk and resilience. The European University of Madrid 

was part of In the Air, a visualization project to make visible the microscopic and invisible agents of 

Madrid´s air (gases, particles, pollen, diseases), to see how they perform, react and interact with the 

rest of the city. 

Another example is the H2020 Urbanome, a project focusing on research areas related to the climate 

and the environment and their interactions with health and wellbeing in urban settings. WeCount is a 

European citizen science project to count and measure mobility in the cities, implemented both in 

Madrid and Barcelona, and promoted by Ideas for Change. The initiative has distributed sensors to 

residents of Madrid who are installing in their windows to collect data on how many cars, heavy 

vehicles, bicycles and pedestrians pass through their streets. LEAD is another project for the creation 

of Digital Twins of urban logistics networks in six cities. Momentum, a project on modelling emerging 

transport solutions for urban mobility, launched in 2019 with the goal of developing a set of new data 

analysis methods, transport models and planning support tools to capture the impact of these new 

transport options on the urban mobility ecosystem, in order to support cities such as Madrid in the 

task of designing the right policy mix to exploit the full potential of these emerging mobility solutions. 

SolutionsPlus brings together highly committed cities, industry, research, implementing organizations 

and finance partners and establishes a global platform for shared, public and commercial e-mobility 

solutions to kick start the transition towards low-carbon urban mobility. The CIVITAS project tries to 

analyze mobility patterns in urban peripheries, which normally lack of proper infrastructures through 

its ECCENTRIC research. Tecnaire  (Innovative technologies for the assessment and improvement of 

urban air quality), a scientific Programme aimed at implementing new techniques for diagnosing air 

quality issues in urban environments. But the public administration is known to act slowly, motivating 

the creation of citizens’ movements seeking for solutions. This is the origin of the MadAire project, a 

citizen science project that aims to democratize scientific environmental knowledge and make the 

population aware of the consequences of living under such levels of pollution. 

https://www.madrid.es/portales/munimadrid/es/Inicio/Medio-ambiente/Parques-y-jardines/Proyecto-piloto-de-microrreserva-en-Parque-de-Emperatriz-Maria-de-Austria/?vgnextfmt=default&vgnextoid=aaf68970b37c2710VgnVCM1000001d4a900aRCRD&vgnextchannel=2ba279ed268fe410VgnVCM1000000b205a0aRCRD
https://www.climate-kic.org/programmes/deep-demonstrations/healthy-clean-cities/publications/
https://www.climate-kic.org/programmes/deep-demonstrations/healthy-clean-cities/publications/
https://www.project-pulse.eu/
http://intheair.es/index.html
http://www.urbanome.eu/
https://www.wecountmovilidad.eu/
https://www.ideasforchange.com/
https://www.leadproject.eu/
https://h2020-momentum.eu/case-studies/madrid/
http://www.solutionsplus.eu/madrid.html
https://civitas.eu/cities/madrid
https://www.interreg-central.eu/Content.Node/ECCENTRIC-Mobility-solutions-Madrid.pdf
http://tecnaire-cm.org/es/portada/
http://madaire-usera.biodiversiacoop.net/madaire-usera-ciencia-para-la-accion-social-y-la-interculturalidad
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Madrid is also part of business-oriented initiatives such as the Future of Mobility, an initiative where 

the City Council (Madrid 360), the EMT and the CRTM have partnered with the main private actors 

such as Iberdrola, Seat, Ferrovial, Renfe or Alstom to create a commitment to accelerate 

sustainability in the urban environment. They do so by generating lead projects around specific 

challenges such as multimodal mobility, proximity mobility, zero-emission electric mobility or last 

mile logistics. All these industry actors are key players in the Spanish mobility sector and can 

facilitate the shift towards sustainable mobility. Some other initiatives are the Urban Mobility 

Challenge, a competition between companies framed within the European Mobility Week or the Global 

Mobility Call, a project to lead international mobility from Spain, to promote debate and to 

implement sustainable mobility policies from Madrid and Spain, with a transversal vision of all 

economic and social sectors and its impact.  

As an alternative to the current waste treatment, a privately supported Zero Waste policy is promoted 

across Madrid, focusing on stopping new incinerators and landfills projects. This Clean Air Zero Waste 

Madrid Platform is composed of a wide range of civil society organizations, from environmental NGOs 

to trade unions and neighbourhood associations that work for the protection of the environment in the 

Community of Madrid in general, and in the southeast region in particular. Since 2000, this Platform 

has been a focal point of resistance to environmental damage in the waste management area against 

the creation of hazardous waste projects, harmful waste facilities and plans primarily in the 

Southeastern region of Madrid, Valdemingomez, where the waste management plant is located. 

Therefore, this project is extremely related to the implementation of new circular economy projects 

and fighting against the socio-economic segregation associated to the location of waste management 

plants in Madrid. 

Another example of interest is the Cities Forum, a meeting point for the exchange of ideas, projects 

and visions on the path that cities must follow to become more habitable, sustainable, inclusive, 

participatory and resilient spaces. Its main objective is to offer a networking space both to cities that 

have already begun this transition and to dozens of organizations that work with local governments to 

make their proposals for change possible. 

 

2.2. Stakeholders 

 

The intensity of the role of each stakeholder mainly depends on the specific challenge. As it is 

evident, the City Council and the regional authorities both play a crucial role in all of them, together 

with some public companies such as transport operators. Regarding mobility, it is important to 

highlight that the City Council is only responsible for the buses in the capital through the Municipal 

Transport Enterprise (EMT), while the Community of Madrid is responsible for the metro underground 

service and the Cercanías suburban train system. This means that most of the transport planning is not 

made by the Council but the CRTM (Madrid Regional Consortium of Transport). However, the EMT is a 

very relevant stakeholder as a public company. It has even made its contribution to the new European 

guide on urban mobility planning, reflecting its initiative to increase the number of bus lanes to 

facilitate public transport in Madrid. Both the City Council and the EMT are members of POLIS Cities 

and Regions for Transport Innovation, the leading network of European cities and regions working 

together for the development of innovative technologies and policies for local transport.  

Competences in environmental matters in Spain are not municipal, but they are primarily the 

responsibility of the regional Autonomous Communities, with local administrations fulfilling the 

residual role or urban planning for their municipalities. However, municipal urban planning has a 

strong impact on the conservation of biodiversity and local populations, such as the projects 

abovementioned.  Thus, the role of local administrations, such as the City Council, in improving 

biodiversity and protecting areas of significant environmental value is huge, but neighbourhood 

associations, researchers, companies or social groups with powerful public participation are of great 

relevance. Some social groups or neighbourhood agents have a key role in the maintenance of green 

areas, keeping safety or organizing activities.  

https://elfuturodelamovilidad.com/en/
https://www.urbanmobilitychallenge.com/
https://www.urbanmobilitychallenge.com/
https://www.ifema.es/global-mobility-call
https://www.ifema.es/global-mobility-call
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From the private sphere, industry play a crucial role in advancing some of these challenges such as 

mobility or the implementation of nature-based solutions as we have seen examples of public-private 

partnerships.  

With respect to academia, we have seen how Higher Education Institutions play a relevant role in the 

participation of EU funded research and development projects, many of them addressing the outlined 

challenges, which has somehow created citizen consciousness. However, the knowledge generated in 

the academic environment is sometimes disconnected to the industry and the public sector, 

translating in inadequate or insufficient policies or initiatives. Transversal topics in Madrid such as 

atmospheric pollution, green areas or mobility are normally considered by Environmental Studies, but 

not by other disciplines where its study would be highly beneficial for the curriculum in many other 

fields such as medicine, humanities, philosophy, medicine, engineering, technology, etc. Luckily, 

students show a growing interest in learning more about them.  

Some specific University centers are central to many topics discussed here. The Transport Research 

Center Transyt, an organization launched in 2004 by the Polytechnic University of Madrid with the aim 

of participating in programs, projects and advanced research in the field of transport and mobility. 

Transyt takes part in several R&D projects focused on sustainable urban mobility, both at a national 

and European level, and is part of the moviTUR Cluster, formed by 8 R&D institutions working on 

transport and mobility. This center also coordinates the Observatory of Metropolitan Mobility, a 

coordination instrument that brings together the main public agents of mobility to make public 

transport the backbone of urban mobility and sustainability in cities.  

The Center for Innovation in Technology for Human Development itdUPM, an interdisciplinary center 

of the Polytechnic University, gathers researchers, professors and students interested in addressing 

the Sustainable Development Goals. They also work in collaboration with experts in various fields, 

companies, civil society organizations and public administration to address sustainability and co-

create practical solutions. Platforms such as El Día Después or Plataforma Ciudades address topics 

such as air quality, climate change monitoring or mitigation, working in the co-design with citizens of 

solutions that contribute to addressing the social and environmental challenges posed by large cities 

like Madrid.  

The Open Lab at Autonomous University of Madrid (UAM) was the first CIVIS Open Lab to launch. In 

May 2020, UAM opened its first Call for Projects, to help implementation of proposals presented in 

response to challenges and needs such as Health & Inclusion, Circular Economy, Environment & 

Sustainability and Education & Digital Transformation. This initiative includes a Forum for Smart 

Mobility. 

The Carlos III Health Institute and the Center for Energy, Environmental and Technological Research, 

both in Madrid, are creating the Madrid Urban Living Lab, where citizens can get involved in the 

solution of their own environmental problems. CIEMAT is very active in the development of this kind 

of projects, such as Sinergia, for the characterization of mechanisms that produce adverse health 

effects over the Madrid metropolitan area due to the exposition of atmospheric pollutants during the 

events of long-range transport of African mineral dust, which frequency and intensity are expected to 

increase as results of climate change. 

Working towards circular economy, the new Municipal Circular Economy Innovation Center is an 

independent R&D center whose main goal is to collaborate with universities, technological centers, 

enterprises and institutions in order to accelerate this transition. Its main goal is to research, 

innovate, disseminate and educate in circular economy, both within and without the educative 

ecosystem. 

 

2.3. Educational Programs 
 

https://diadespues.org/
http://www.itd.upm.es/plataforma-ciudades/
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The platform RE-HAB was created in 2012 by the Polytechnic University of Madrid to disseminate and 

discuss on the results of the studies of cities’ adaptation to new urban challenges, including the works 

and contributions of the Architecture, Urbanism and Sustainability Research Group (GIAU+s) of the 

Higher Technical School of Architecture of Madrid (ETSAM) and the Polytechnic University, associated 

with the Department of Urban Planning and Land Management (DUyOT). The Polytechnic University 

has also partnered with the Complutense University of Madrid to launch a Master’s Programme on 

Strategies and Technologies for Development, which faces the challenge of searching innovative 

responses to social and environmental lack of sustainability. It also has the support of the Center for 

Innovation in Technology for Human Development itdUPM. Likewise, the Complutense University of 

Madrid offers its own Master’s on Smart and Sustainable Cities, aimed at training professionals capable 

of analyzing and interpreting the reality of cities, as well as designing urban projects and programmes 

to improve the well-being of citizens through the implementation of new technologies. 

In the framework of the Deep Demonstration of Clean and Healthy Cities within the EIT Climate KIC, 

Madrid will widen the political, economic and social workspace to launch a portfolio of connected 

projects where the triad Industry, University and Research is considered for a further impact and 

speed in the implementation of the best solutions. One of the first initiatives launched within this 

Deep Demonstration is El Día Después (literally “the Day After”), a platform to generate 

transformative alliances that address the challenges posed by the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Within this platform, there are different knowledge and practice communities: Cities transformation; 

cooperation and global governance, inequality and new economic model, environment and health. 

These communities actually apply for any of the challenges identified for the city of Madrid. This 

platform is also led by the Center for Innovation in Technology for Human Development. 

Some private Universities in Madrid have specific programmes for mobility, such as the Master’s 

Degree in Engineering for Mobility and Safety of the Comillas University or the Course of Logistics & 

Mobility parameters in the City of Madrid of the University Camilo José Cela, a two weeks 

international course that provide students with the fundamental aspects related to the logistics and 

mobility in Madrid, aimed at learners interested in expanding their global vision in management, 

transport logistics and comparing megacities and historical cities with emblematic centers.  

Some examples of citizenship intervention are the so-called Jane Walks, organized by Global 

Challenge and Neighborhood Associations, conceived for University students to learn and interpret the 

urban landscape together with activists and specialists in the field; the School Orchards from the 

Madrid Municipality (Programa de Huertos Escolares del Ayuntamiento de Madrid), currently working 

from a citizen science perspective as a revitalization element of the school community working with 

teachers, students and neighbourhood associations or Ecología a pie de barrio, a project promoted 

from the Polytechnic University in the framework of the EIT Climate-KIC, with the purpose of making 

young people aware of the environmental situation in their immediate environment, especially about 

water and air, encouraging their empowerment and initiative for the ecosystem improvement in their 

neighbourhoods. 

In order to fight against Madrid segregation, a space for citizen Science, culture, dissemination and 

reflexing on the fast lifestyle we are currently holding has been created by citizenship initiatives the 

Urban Orchards Network (Red de Huertos Urbanos). They collaborate with students through the 

Project Global Challenge in order to discover the realities of different neighbourhoods in the city of 

Madrid, the different problems they face and the commonalities. For instance, topics such as food 

sovereignty, food waste, mobility, leisure models, intergenerational co-existence, etc. From this 

collaboration, Global Challenge started working on the topic of cultural diversity. Global Challenge is 

a collective of university students concerned about the environment and willing to contribute to 

improve their universities and also the world. With the support of ONGAWA, InspirAction and a great 

deal of Spanish Universities, they have developed several student actions in the fields of sustainable 

mobility, energy, climate change or waste. Global Challenge collaborates with relevant partners for 

each one of these topics, such as the collaboration with the Community Development Process of 

Tetuan Neighborhood (Proceso de Desarrollo Comunitario de Tetuán), a hub of initiatives in a specific 

neighborhood of the city of Madrid that work alongside certain axes such as food, health, feminism, 

inclusion, co-existence.  

http://www.aq.upm.es/
http://www.aq.upm.es/Departamentos/Urbanismo/
https://www.upm.es/master/etd/?page_id=77
https://www.upm.es/master/etd/?page_id=77
http://www.itd.upm.es/
https://www.ucm.es/masterciudadesinteligentesysostenibles/presentacion
https://www.climate-kic.org/programmes/deep-demonstrations/healthy-clean-cities/publications/
https://diadespues.org/
https://www.comillas.edu/en/masters/master-degree-in-engineering-for-mobility-and-safety
https://www.comillas.edu/en/masters/master-degree-in-engineering-for-mobility-and-safety
https://ucjc.edu/pdfs/studies/LOGISTICS_&_MOBILITY_PARAMETERS_IN_THE_CITY_OF_MADRID_v6.pdf
https://ucjc.edu/pdfs/studies/LOGISTICS_&_MOBILITY_PARAMETERS_IN_THE_CITY_OF_MADRID_v6.pdf
https://globalchallenge.es/
https://globalchallenge.es/
https://diario.madrid.es/huertosescolares/
https://diario.madrid.es/huertosescolares/
https://blogs.upm.es/ecologiaapiedebarrio/inicio/
https://redhuertosurbanosmadrid.wordpress.com/
https://globalchallenge.es/
https://globalchallenge.es/
https://tetuanparticipa.org/
https://tetuanparticipa.org/
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3. Conclusion  
 

All experts agree on something: while the COVID-19 crisis has worsened most of Madrid challenges, it 

has also strengthened the city’s understanding of the vital relationship between healthy environments 

and the need for a proper public infrastructure, which opens a space for the development of new 

solutions that aim at tackling these issues and achieving a more liveable and sustainable Madrid for 

the future. 

It is evident that most of Madrid stakeholders and key actors from academia (HEIs), public sector and 

industry are aware of the patent and underlying challenges existing both in the city and the 

Community of Madrid, but taking action is a whole different thing. In order to tackle Madrid’s 

challenges associated to unsustainability and inequality, there is a need both for a multi stakeholder 

collaboration and for a transformation in cultural aspects, beliefs and value systems in all segments of 

society. Raising awareness about the challenges and the need for solutions is a key starting point, all 

the more reason to the creation of the Madrid Urban Innovators Community within the work of the 

Urban GoodCamp project. Bringing academic knowledge to citizenship and connecting industry to 

research are two major aspects to address from the Knowledge Foundation Madri+d, as we are a key 

liaison body for these entities. This would probably be the biggest challenge for Higher Education 

Institutions in Madrid (and around Europe): to connect the results from research activities to actions 

implemented both in the public and private sphere. Therefore, main stakeholders from the private 

and public sector should be brought into the discussion and be connected to researchers and 

producers of academic knowledge.  

After researching the existing literature, initiatives and projects associated to the challenges selected 

in the first phase of the project, we have narrowed them down to atmospheric pollution or air quality, 

mostly related to unsustainable urban mobility and the unequal distribution and maintenance of urban 

green space; both of which are leading to segregation and polarized inequalities, which are even 

worsened by a housing crisis and a dubious waste management system. Moreover, all these issues are 

interdependent, and an improvement in one of them can positively affect the rest. Without a doubt, 

all these issues directly affect climate change in the urban space and citizens’ health, highlighting the 

need for more sustainable and equal neighbourhoods across the city. We will work in engaging all 

relevant actors and making all information and initiatives available for students, researchers and long-

life learners interested in the achievement of a more human, liveable and sustainable Madrid for all, 

but we will also try to provide them with the adequate tools to take an active role in the solution of 

traditional and brand-new urban challenges.  
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1. Introduction  
 

The region selected for France is the department of Essonne, with the city of Evry and its prefecture 

as its central point. This region is centred around large cities which are plagued city-specific problems 

specific in addition to large agricultural areas in the south of the department. It links to Paris, the 

immediate Paris region and basin and to the surrounding Île-de-France region.  

Among the problems in Evry, inclusion, housing, social issues and pollution are the most prevalent. 

These challenges have been addressed for many years by regional planning policies and by developing 

points of attraction around research and a strong university pole. Despite this, Evry's problems 

continue to increase every year and do not respond today’s challenges of ecological transition, 

including sustainable communities, short circuits, and urban agriculture. 

These problems are relatable to the Île-de-France region, which as a whole is characterized by 

problems of food dependence and supply. Following the Second World War, the French State 

practiced a policy of intensive cultivation and monoculture with the aim of rapidly relaunching 

agricultural production to feed the rationed population. This policy, combined with rapid 

urbanization, had large impacts on the region. Paris, though surrounded by an agricultural belt, is not 

able to produce enough food in terms of diversity or quantity to feed its population. Nearly 50% of 

fruits and vegetables consumed in France are imported, as are 25% of pork and 34% of poultry. In 

total, France imports about 20% of its food. If borders were to close, Paris would only have 72 hours of 

food reserves. 

5 experts were interviewed to produce this report. Diego Guidi is an expert in the organization of 

solutions to urban challenges around the world based on the involvement of civil society; Julien Perrin 

has launched a community initiative in peri-urban agriculture; Paul Rousselin has launched a start-up 

in urban agriculture; Flavien Guitard is responsible for the development of a short circuit offer for a 

Red Cross subsidiary; and Edourad Stalin founded La ferme des Rufaux and is emblematic of a specific 

growing movement, neo-farmers who work on small surfaces to feed the population through short 

circuits. 

 

2. Urban challenges  
 

The Essonne department, part of the Greater Paris South agglomerate, has overcrowded cities with 

security and inclusion concerns. Essonne ranks as the 83rd safest department in France out of 107 

analysed while the poverty rate of Essonne rests at 13%, in addition to pollution problems (2019). 

Essonne was the first department to sign an ecological transition contract. The contract was signed by 

Emmanuelle Wargon, the Essonian Minister of Ecological Transition and Housing, in Evry-

Courcouronnes in July 2019 and supports ecological transition projects. 

Another solution to ecological challenges is urban agriculture, referring to different practices from 

relationships to multifaceted food production. They must, however, begin to move on contemporary 

stereotypes of industrial farms in close proximity to cities. Regional planning is held back by questions 

of cultural practices in urban, peri-urban, and city centres, as well as urban soils that may be unable 

to accommodate plant crops (Chalmandrier et al., 2017; Granchamp-Florentino, 2016). 

Despite these challenges, 150 initiatives exist in France assisting ecological planning of territories, 

local city groups, neighborhoods reducing fossil fuel consumption, and rebuilding local economies. 

Short circuits link economic imperatives, aid in land-use planning, and enable agriculture to 

circumvent current constraints, even if new models are not well established. Populations increasingly 
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call for biological products to be transported in short circuits, making peasant resources difficult to 

access and preventing the development of many actors in the sector. Success stories such as 

Baluchon, a caterer, Appro 77, a Red Cross subsidiary, or the start-up Out of Standards, are too rare 

to supply the entire market. 

The CCI Essonne partners with local authorities and business associations to identify material, by-

products, energy, and equipment deposits as well as services that can be used, valued, or shared with 

other companies under the operation “Essonne: Territory Zero Waste Zero Waste”, signed in 2015. 

The project optimises the use of the resources available in the territories and to promote economic 

development and companies’ competitiveness. 

The Cœur d'Essonne Agglomération has made a circular economy a priority through its Agenda 21 with 

the objective of inscribing the circular economy into the DNA of the territory 4 ways: 

• Local jobs that cannot be relocated, creating values 

• Reduce environmental impact of major projects 

• Increase territorial attractiveness for companies seeking synergies by increasing economic 

activities and reducing waste 

• Reduce territorial dependence of imported raw materials and energy 

Essonne imports 107 ktonnes of mineral water and exporting 307 ktonnes of non-alcoholic beverages 

per year via lorry. Delivery lockers and electric delivery vehicles in city centres can help reduce lorry-

related congestion. Limiting empty journeys of trucks, optimising hangar occupation or encouraging 

residents to drink tap water can have similar effects. Other methods include digital tools for data 

collection and monitoring to stimulate waste management and energy usage and “Development and 

circular economy charters”, which have tools for future projects for coordinating logistics transition in 

territories. 

Essonne has a lower production ratio per inhabitant than Île-de-France, 0.16 tonnes/year < 0.5 

tonnes/year. The territory imports and exports 3 times more agricultural and food products than the 

Île-de-France average. The territory imports and exports three times more agricultural and food 

products than the Ile-de-France average, including most of its 31 kilo tonnes of agriculture product 

each year. 7 actions, preservation of agricultural land (land watch), improving awareness of 

environmentally friendly agricultural practices (sectorising), supporting installation and conversion to 

organic agriculture (technical support), capitalising on the agro-ecological market (varying production 

base), developing urban agriculture (shared gardens), supporting the “Made in Coeur d’Essonne” 

brand (labelling), and developing short circuits and food autonomy (local factories) were designed to 

set up the transition of actors going "from the field" to the "plate". 

Essonne has competent waste treatment facilities, though struggles with managing and collecting up 

to 16 kilo tonnes of cardboard waste a year. Essonne has identified and publicised collection and 

recycling channels and has created a facility for the reuse of business waste to use cardboard in eco-

construction. Essonne’s major projects lead to large stocks of construction waste, and is dependent 

on importing, sorting, storing, and processing sites for the re-use of materials. A collaborative digital 

platform was developed to allow the inhabitants of Coeur d'Essonne to easily give or exchange their 

tools and work waste. Local eco-materials, particularly agricultural, are promoted. 

The region imports 25 times more fossil fuels than it exports, leading to higher energy costs than Île-

de-France averages. Renewable energy usage is does not cover the region’s needs, though the 

Renewable Energy Master Plan is helping set energy objectives and make companies aware of energy 

savings and support possibilities. The Master Plan of Light Development rationalizes public lighting 

energy expenditures. CO² emissions average around 549 kilo tonnes/ year. 
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2.1 Projects 

 

Sustainable communities 

A recent unexpected point concerns funding. In recent years, initiatives have been developed from 

civil society and business structure funding, where previous funding for this type of project came from 

institutions. Beyond this, France does not engage much at all in building sustainable communities. 

 

Collective investment through a venture capital structure 

Time for the Planet is an initiative that believes in the power of entrepreneurship. While 

entrepreneurship refers to an “ability to rapidly deploy solutions, its political and financial 

independence and its culture of invention, are tools that must be resolutely used to safeguard the 

Planet". Time for the Planet is fully committed to devoting human and financial resources to resolving 

the ecological crisis by renouncing and sharing the benefits generated. Their logic is based on a very 

large crowdfunding with a community logic, reaching nearly 4 million people. Other initiatives such as 

We do Good offer positive impact financing that allows the department to open the possibilities, 

through accessible, humane, and connected financing, to the needs of companies and territories, 

aimed at empowerment compared to traditional financing. 

Third Places, autonomous places of organisation, are bastions of ecological transition dedicated to 

innovation for the ecological transition to reach local challenges. Third places are an important 

contribution to sustainable communities. They can be a relay of communication, bring feedback on 

the structuring of local communities and allow for network development for self-organisation and 

knowledge sharing. The digital experience of these groups offers operational solutions to local 

authorities and local actors to accelerate the economic transition in urban and peri-urban 

environments. One Third Place, Looma, defines itself: "We have designed our spaces so that they can 

accommodate a multitude of activities and that each user finds the resources to carry out his 

projects". 

 

Urban Agriculture 

Two typologies are still developing in traditional agriculture in peri-urban soil and highly technological 

above-ground urban agriculture. The logic of urban agriculture is to bring urban and rural communities 

closer together with multidisciplinary projects based on the knowledge and initiative of the 

agricultural world. Urban specialists are brought in to experiment with new civic lifestyles and new 

modes of "production and distribution" in cities such as Evry. 

Some companies already have significant experience in urban green architecture, urban agriculture, 

zero waste campus and urban land use. Other solutions combine observations of living, innovation and 

low-tech business models, such as Worm Generation which uses a particular type of worm to degrade 

plastic. This is a low-tech, local solution to a global problem, and provides value to the territory.  

Cultivating in cities reconnects people with nature, food, land, other people with a sense of meaning. 

There is a critical short circuit link between urban agriculture and traditional agriculture, as 

pesticide-heavy traditional agriculture will pollute other types of agriculture with heavy metals. 

Thanks to peri-urban farms, relocation of production can play an essential role whatever the form of 

agriculture. The Aunette Farm in the Urban Community of Greater Paris South is a project to relocate 
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local agriculture within the urban fabric, born of a political will of the municipality of Ris-Orangis, and 

the Greater Paris South, which bought all the land for the site. The Objective is to improve the soil 

and develop hydraulic drilling and has partnerships with the Terre de Liens association. 

Micro farms struggle with high land prices and some initiatives are created from the goodwill of 

society. Pecking, a local initiative which wants to be "an island of greenery in the city", is socially 

useful. A collective of people organises itself to produce while recycling their household waste. It is a 

project based on the fluid organisation of a community with common interests but with a reduced 

impact. 

Another example is the initiative vergersurbains.org, a collective and non-exclusive appropriation by 

the residents. It aims to build “edible cities”, by turning streets, sidewalks, roofs, wastelands and 

balconies edible, and directly involving citizens to support a sustainable community. 

The “Flight agroecological farms” initiative aims to prove the viability and profitability of 

agroecological farms, a main objective of the Envol Farm. These farms are environmentally friendly, 

create jobs and respond to the challenges of better food self-sufficiency. The Envol Farm is an 

innovative prototype, which could be replicated throughout France. The promotion of new viable 

models of agro-ecological agriculture is an important element for the evolution of a food industry 

requires a detailed understanding of the issues, actors, and good practices, especially in the context 

of these new dynamics. 

Agri-Ville.info aims to monitor and relay information, empowering experts to decipher results of 

funds, research and experimentation. It highlights the experiences of those who work for food 

resilience, healthy and good food for all, fighting against food waste and promoting the recycling of 

organic waste. 

The institutions also have an awareness role. As a generalist centre of expertise for urban agricultural 

projects, Les Portes de l'Environnement de l'Essonne aims to defend and protect the environment, the 

quality of life of the inhabitants of Essonne and the territories associated with it by executing studies 

and concrete actions. It contributes to participatory territorial intelligence in the context of its 

studies and actions, which is vital to allow communities to exist in a territory without a strong 

identity.  

The sustainable innovation prize is awarded by the Department of Essonne with a reward of €30,000 

to focus on promising projects by mediatising them. Concrete support is provided thanks to the 

exploitation of fertile neighborhoods (ANRU). To accelerate the development of urban agriculture in 

the NPNRU districts, ANRU, which already supports over 100 initiatives in integration gardens and 

micro-farms among other things, has launched a call for projects titled “Fertile Neighborhoods”. The 

winners selected must support the structuring of local sectors by closely involving the inhabitants in a 

productive logic and receive financial assistance and technical support for the project 

implementation. The notion of neighbourhood and collaboration requires skills that are more central 

than technical skills. 

 

Circular economy and short circuits 

SNCF Réseau looks for students to reach their ambitious goals of recycling or reusing 95% of the 

products and materials produced by the operation of the network by 2030. This challenge is open to 

students from all walks of life, whether they are future engineers, designers, economists, architects 

or anything else. Participants can contribute to the work of Research and Development SNCF Réseau 

by proposing circular economy projects, proving corporate research and assisting development 

implications. 
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The Open Innovation Programme for a Circular Economy identifies and supports innovative solutions, 

an ability it has proven in five years both in France and abroad while creating an ecosystem of 

committed actors. We as a society must go further to transform our economy towards circular models. 

To facilitate the market's adoption of impact solutions, Circular Challenge Citeo launched its 

accelerator of positive innovations in 2021 to detect and develop innovative, non-risky and 

operational circular savings solutions for Citeo customers and companies contributing to the 

community. 

GobUse specialises in the collection and recovery of various plastics and received a grant from the Île-

de-France Region as part of the Call for Expressions of Interest to promote recycling and reuse of 

disposable masks. GobUse will be able to deploy its mask collection system in the Val-de-Marne 

department to collect masks in supermarkets and recycle them into bricks to fight against the 

pollution of land and marine environments impacted by plastic production. 

 

2.2 Stakeholders 

 

Sustainable communities 

Natural and built environments creating safe, accessible and navigable places to live, as well as 

quality of life, can be added to environmental, social and economic factors of creating sustainable 

communities. Laws and regulations from both government and non-government actors can also have 

significant effects, both positive and negative, on communities 

Non-profit organisations remain essential and blur boundaries between the typologies of initiatives, 

increasing their importance to inclusion and social issues. The Association Spaces for Caregivers has, 

since 2018, offered family caregivers a few hours of relief thanks to a volunteer. The employment 

situations of caregivers, who are essential to inclusivity and a hallmark of sustainable communities, 

are central issues that are insufficiently addressed in France. That’s why urban pressure problems can 

only be solved if the solutions are inclusive. 

The role of the state is essential and uncomfortable on this point. It seems natural in Essonne on 

certain themes such as the specific plan for disabled mobility. The Mobility Inclusion Card (CMI) aims 

to make life easier for people with disabilities and loss of autonomy. It is granted under certain 

conditions and allows certain rights to be enjoyed, particularly in transport. As part of its "Regional 

Solidarity" plan, the Ile-de-France wishes to support people with disabilities. Since the beginning of 

2019, the Region has spent nearly €4 million on projects for people with disabilities. This essential 

typology of public policy can be a source of inspiration and a basis for the construction of local 

community solutions.  

ADEME is a particularly dynamic and essential government body for the ecological transition. They 

provide essential information to businesses, authorities and the public regarding funding. Though they 

are a large corporate group initiative, they remain relatively unknown to the public. 

Agorize is a corporate initiatives with a goal of (re)newing the cities of Cergy-Pontoise and Veolia. The 

initiative calls start-ups, students and SMEs to imagine their city of tomorrow, a pleasant city to live, 

work and study. Solutions are based on the social and environmental issues of the city and actively 

includes citizens to participate in the solutions to reinvent the Grand Centre de Cergy-Pontoise.  

Education has its role to play in this context in Essonne. Of course, it is mobilised to some extent even 

if the links could be with autonomous initiatives that do not collaborate with schools and universities. 

The constitution of a network is extremely important both in terms of geographical proximity and to 

open proximity to longer practices. The example of Make Sense, a support network and challenge 
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solving tool, is interesting. Make Sense allows citizens to implement sustainable solutions close to 

home, through fun, collaborative, and educational mobilisation tools to support entrepreneurs in their 

designs within incubators and programs associated with funding. It is also aimed at organisations, 

companies, NGOs and public authorities of councils, providing trainings to help them transform at a 

deep level. Make Sense is a very popular challenge among younger generations. In terms of digital 

community animation, the system is very well organized and coherent. 

Urban Agriculture 

These actions were also carried out in partnership with Terre de Liens, an organisation that facilitates 

access to agricultural land for peasant settlements, the Organic Farmers Group, the Atelier Paysan, 

which mobilises producers’ choices for farm tools to give them technical autonomy, and SAFERs. 

SAFERs initially helped reorganise rural farms to be more productive but now also focus on rural 

artisanal, service, residential and environmental sustainability projects. 

La Ferme des Ruffaux has been experimenting with those challenges for the past 10 years. Director 

Edourad Stalin has planted 200 fruit trees on 2 hectares, creating an agroforestry orchard agroforestry 

during the 2011-12 winter. The farm now measures 3.5 hectares, with vegetable crops & perennials 

planted between the rows of trees. He is passionate about nature and dedicated to agroecology while 

developing an educational component for project leaders in organic market gardening. For Edouard, it 

is demanding physically and mentally, as well as low-paying in comparison to other professions.  

He noticed that many engineers are converting to agriculture. Agro-ecology is a movement from the 

civil society, as discourse from institutions tend to be ambiguous. They need to consider the 

ecosystem, with the Chamber of Agriculture telling him, “‘be careful, biodiversity is good but not too 

much’. It takes a sterilised environment so as not to attract insects and other crop-damaging 

complications”. People tell him “It’s a job of enthusiasts", which contributes to the embarrassment 

that some farmers face, often when getting paid.  

Serres de Beaudreville transformed an old wasteland abandoned by Gometz-la-Ville into a welcoming 

place with an agricultural focus in addition to side projects including fruit juices, aquaponics and 

workshops. Julien Perrin, who is at the base of the project, comes from a family of dairy farmers in 

Auvergne; his aunt took over the farm from his grandparents when he was 10 years old. He passed the 

exam of biology (in France: Agregation) and became a teacher in preparatory classes where he started 

hives at that time and returned to beekeeping. The buying process has been long. 

They used greenhouses until 2012 for horticulture. They remained at the same location until 2020. 

From the first COVID lockdown, the project of creating a place where everyone could be both not at 

home nor at work, a Third Place, was born, called "the Greenhouses of Beaudreville". A collective was 

quickly formed, with around fifteen motivated project leaders added to the initial core. 

Julien Perrin, a beekeeper and breeder, is at the forefront of the project. A beekeeping innovator and 

aware of the necessary transformation of agriculture and farmers, Julien is concretising 10 years of 

building research commensurate with this issue and its values: innovation, work and connection. It has 

been 12 years since Julien started beekeeping. At first, he wished to be alone and was happy to be a 

teacher, but the project has mutated into a collective allowing everyone see his work. It is not 

salaried; everyone is independent, and the collective is very rewarding to the community. He 

transposed his way of working in a broader way. Many successful engineers want to do engage with 

something that is senseful, so he decided to build around the community’s motto of “work, innovation 

and connection”.  

They work in an agile method, meaning that when they have a project, it launches the minimum 

possible achievable to see what it gives in the real world with the unanticipated constraints and then 

iteration according to the real world and the real needs and opportunities. 



 

37 
 

City Report | Essone, Paris 

All the challenges are related to sustainable communities. As Julien explains, “sustainable 

communities are communities that emphasise multiple human needs at the same time, allowing 

human diversity to prosper and different groups to impact decision making”. A focus is put on ensuring 

not only meeting current needs, but also the future needs of the community. There was one problem, 

“on the Plateau de Saclay, the building, it is impossible to have an agricultural land because there are 

already all the hubs, schools etc., so the place was too big but no choice.” From there he had to fight 

with a lot of people. The SAFER, land development and rural establishment companies created in 

France by the agricultural orientation law of 1960, wanted to build large companies of exploited day 

labourers, but he didn't want to. SAFER fought hard, but Julien had strong political support and today 

the reports have changed and the SAFER has become aware of what they wanted to do. 

Julien does not support the pyramidal system that infantilises people and creates a society where 

people are not accountable. Organisations shouldn’t be based on a managerial pyramid scheme where 

the decisions are divided. For example, people propose their salary increase with justifications, then 

a collective meets and they debate it, and it is ultimately the people who decide for themselves 

according to the debate. The responsibility lies with the people, meaning there is in a sense a local 

currency. 

 

Circular economy/short circuits 

Public policies are mobilised both for economic support and to push mentalities to change. An 

important tool is labelling. B Corp is the leading label about corporate social inclusion. Since their 

establishment in 2006, B Corp has strived to make companies a “force for good”, distinguishing those 

who prioritise profit over the greater community. Their mission is holistic, impacting “governance, 

employees, community, environment and customers.” The goal of the organisation is to give 

recognition to companies seeking to do what is best for the world. The interdependence between 

partners is crucial, with B Corp encouraging growth between suppliers, customers and partners.  

The Circular Economy Institute is a multi-stakeholder organisation composed of more than 200 

companies, federations, communities, institutions, associations, NGOs and universities. The diversity 

of these members offers a holistic view of the circular economy, considering economic, social, and 

environmental issues. The Institute is one of the first organisations to have structured a network 

through various associative, academic, and commercial actors and the support of the department with 

the Essonne Développement agency. Its missions and offerings are based on a logic of coordination 

and action with the Regional Strategy, public institutions of intermunicipal cooperation (EPCI), 

consular partners, and academics, among other things. The agency aims to connect different actors 

and could have an impact through its network and its ability to connect people from different worlds. 

The DRIEAT Île-de-France is a decentralised department of the Ministry of Ecological Transition and 

the Ministry of Territorial Cohesion and Relations with Local Governments. It implements policies on 

transport, development and sustainable development, the environment, energy, and urban planning 

under the authority of the prefects of the Île-de-France region. DRIEAT participates in the 

construction of an environment that meets the needs of current and future generations of Île-de-

France residents, bringing an integrated vision of environmental, cohesion and balanced development 

issues. 

Appro 77 is an interesting example of a short circuit. Headed by Flavien Guittard, Appro 77 supports 

producers at different levels to offer flow solutions and ensure diversification. Since production is 

absorbed in part by the supply, they can slowly increase their diversification and improve their 

calibration, quality, cleanliness and packaging. Each order can be somewhat customised to meet the 

needs of the customer. For example, if a “producer lacks the means to put in calibration or 
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packaging, Appro 77 can do it internally to help them and therefore propose the level of quality 

expected by the customer or can help them to find direct solutions.” 

Concretisation of food must be stopped because all the saved agricultural land will be able to feed 

these cities. The next step is finding coherent logistical solutions to help break supply chain 

partitioning. There is a lot of talk today about bicycles and scooters as last-mile solutions, but this 

does not help issues in the rest of the chain and there is no global reflection on food arrives to a 

customer.  

While there is a global reflection on ecological transitions, there is no coherence between rural and 

urban areas. Many policies, including urban agriculture, bike delivery and the consideration of banning 

diesel in cities, are reflected in urban Île-de-France because it is where 90% of the population of lives. 

However, if all public subsidies are earmarked for bicycle deliveries, for example, there is little left 

for urban agriculture and begs the question of how production can be organised on the outskirts of 

cities. 

Anything that can promote healthy food and bring people closer to the production of living things is 

good. For Flavien Guittard, urban agriculture “remains limited and suddenly, in reflection, there is a 

lot about urban agriculture, but not a lot about peasant agriculture.”  

 

2.3 Educational Programs 

 

The methodologies used are varied, ranging from courses to other activities involving narrative photo 

cards and reflective newspapers to analyse what has or can been done for climate change (French 

initiative: climate fresco). Students must be introduced to the different ways of becoming an actor in 

the fight against climate change and in favour of the Sustainable Development Goals to allow progress 

to be made in spite of them having different values. 

The barriers identified are similar from one program to another. Each program has limited the 

duration of the exercise which inhibits the development of links between people. To do so requires 

significant mobilisation of human resources to follow the students' path, creating frescoes and 

organising the external testimonies. 

COVID has made it difficult this year to maintain the attention and follow-up of students throughout 

the program since it took place entirely through Zoom. There were also many themes to deal with and 

not enough time to deeply address each concept. 

The challenges are complex, and it takes time to produce a coherent solution. Students struggle to 

conduct extensive and in-depth research at the beginning, but when the analysis part unlocks, the 

solutions are extremely interesting and structured. 

The facilitating elements are also similar from one program to another, including the desire to testify 

from outsiders and the richness of testimonies. These programs can see the positives in the process of 

communicating their initiative to our students. The course has inspired students to try to act here and 

maintain in their environment which allow them to see an immediate impact, even small impacts, 

with the hope of making it grow tomorrow. 

Everything is based on the interest of the students. If the variety of issues to discover is to some 

extent a hindrance due to the limited time, it is also an asset because there are many things to 

discover and in fact, students are not bored at any time of the program. 

Access to the HEC bookstore database and the ability to mobilise relevant stakeholders to help 

students understand the issues are benefits. 
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Success factors 

The theories, practices, institutions, and people are the most important factors. The hope and 

commitment of the student to develop a powerful project are also key, aided by motivation from the 

teachers' team. Everyone involved must trust the process, share, be positive, opt for novelty, take 

risks and ask for help. 

Diego Guidi, who is experienced in tackling urban challenges around the world, never invites himself 

into a community, instead he must be invited, no forced interventionism. It's about getting to the 

same level as someone who is part of a community or an NGO, not just going to make a report or 

perform a study to show something he's not interested in.  

Community engagement is the most important stakeholder for value to be created. The program must 

be energetic and can be concrete, providing reflectivity around subjects and around oneself. Diego 

tries to keep the influence of local politics away if possible by rejecting leaders’ attempts to get 

involved. 

Marion-Emi launched The Academy entrepreneurship with and objective of impact and development 

based on SDGs through HEC. For her, an academic program has to be concrete so that the students 

can see immediate results: 

“Measurement of the impact of those program shows that students particularly appreciated the very 

concrete side of the program, to be able to come out with a practical culture of themes as well as 

with tools directly applicable to any project.”  

IMTBS is also developing its own programs. The Innovations, Digital, Social and Solidarity Economy 

(INESS) lab supports digital social and solidarity economy (SSE) innovators as they attempt to 

transition societies towards those that respect natural ecosystems.  

The Disrupt Campus Challenge sees 40 students from France collaborate with companies and 

researchers for three days to discuss potential innovations and actions that digital innovation can 

provide for a company.  

 

3. Conclusion  
 

Though IMTBS is developing several initiatives in terms of inclusion and ecological transition, links 

with the territory are still rare and the institution could be more open to civil society. The Essonne 

department includes a diverse array of actors it should be possible to practice a systemic approach 

alongside them to establish initiatives with a bottom-up approach, based on reality and endowed with 

an immediate application capacity. 

The expertise of these actors is enriching, and it is not necessary to accompany them, but rather to 

rely on their knowledge to connect them and develop in populations wishing to invest listening skills, 

empathy and human connection more than expertise in terms of know-how. 

A systematic approach to the territory, its different types of agriculture as well as the logistical logics 

that result from it also seem essential. The urban transition is a chain, a system to rethink and not 

isolate problems to be solved one after the other. 
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1. Introduction  
 

Copenhagen is the capital of Denmark and one of the few large cities in the Scandinavian 

region. The city’s population rose sharply from around 2006 and has been relatively high ever 

since, with this trend expected to continue for many years to come (Naess-Schmidt et al., 

2018). Today, Copenhagen holds 600,000 of Denmark’s 5.8 million inhabitants, and the 

population is expected to reach 700,000 by 2025. As urbanisation is a well-known 

phenomenon in many Western metropolitan areas, Copenhagen is no exception. Indeed, the 

phenomenon has led to a number of challenges faced by the city that are heavily linked to 

the increasing housing demand. However, these challenges still sit within the context of 

Copenhagen being known as a well-functioning and enjoyable city. This has only recently 

been proved by the Monocle’s Liveable Cities Index (The Lokal dk, 2021), which has voted 

Copenhagen as 2021’s the most livable city in the world – making Copenhagen claim the title 

for the fourth time in a row since 2007. 

Nevertheless, and given Copenhagen’s strict geographic and regulatory supply restrictions, 

the housing supply has not been able to respond adequately to the increasing demand (Naess-

Schmidt et al., 2018). This gap between supply and demand has been one reason for the 

city’s socio-economic challenges, which the Urban GoodCamp project is setting out to 

investigate.  

As these challenges are all interdependent and interrelated, we have sought to interview four 

experts (two practitioners, two academics) with backgrounds ranging from urban planning, 

sustainability, integration, and civic engagement to address the city challenges from a holistic 

perspective.  

The identified urban challenges that Bespoke will address are the following: 

● Housing and Social Inclusion 

● Urban Biodiversity 

● Circular Economy and Waste Management 

2. Urban challenges 
 

The above listed challenges all relate to the larger trend of urbanisation and represent 

further complex macro-level questions. Indeed, it has been pointed out how “transitions 

occur through the dynamism of relations between technologies, infrastructures, markets, 

norms, regulations and other constituents of systems” (Watson, 2012). In order to address the 

introduced challenges, we thus argue how understanding them as multi-linear and -

dimensional to be helpful. Following this, we believe adequate and sustainable answers 

require multi-stakeholder approaches, including governmental action. 

Nevertheless, it is also possible to identify interesting issues within the challenges that pose 

as more visible and local challenges for Bespoke to approach. These will be addressed using 

the mentioned multi-stakeholder approach which employs both scientific and urban 

communities of practice. Part of such an approach has been the aforementioned interviews 

with diverse experts who are working to solve these challenges professionally and 

academically, who contributed to identifying the above listed challenges. 

One of the interviews was with Sofie Thorsen, Industrial Ph.D. at Gehl Architects and the 

TechnoAnthropology Lab at AAU, who leverages computational capabilities to ‘re-tool’ the 

traditional anthropological approaches to help urban planners design more inclusive areas. 



 

44 
 

City Report | Copenhagen 

Thorsen helped us understand how the urban planners and policy makers lack tools to 

identify, map out and redesign (politically) homogeneous areas in the city, who otherwise risk 

the creation of bubbles that aggravate social exclusion related to housing and the urban 

cityscapes. For Thorsen, part of creating a more inclusive and diverse city scape means to 

include a more data-based approach to city planning. A second interviewee was with Morten 

Goll, founder of Trampolinhuset, a community center that worked to include asylum seekers, 

refugees and immigrants into Danish society, who gave his perspective on creative ways to 

integrate people into society. Stemming from his early exposure to the asylum centres in 

Denmark, he noted that one of the most stigmatising features of the asylum system is that 

asylum seekers are placed in a space where it is clearly communicated that they are neither 

wanted nor needed. Exemplified by Trampolinhuset, Goll demonstrated the perspective that 

in order to integrate immigrants, the notion of free-will needs to be emphasised which allows 

immigrants to decide for themselves and to provide spaces that integrate and provide a 

community for individuals who have a similar experience. Additionally, Goll indicated that 

the Danish government is one of the key proponents behind the key challenges of immigration 

and social inclusion in Copenhagen and Denmark as a whole, especially in regard to the New 

Public Management policies. Further, we interviewed Sanne Stephansen, founder food waste 

firm Rub&Stub and Head of Sustainability at the Roskilde Festival, one of the largest music 

festivals in Europe, who holds extensive experience with waste management and circular 

economy practices. She stressed the importance of holistic approaches when it comes to 

fighting waste, and taught us to understand that prior to circular systems of distribution 

comes our everyday behaviour. For Stephansen, part of developing a more regenerative city is 

to educate the citizens and nudge them towards a more sustainable behaviour. Finally, we 

had an interview with Nicola Morelli, professor in Service Systems Design at AAU, who 

addresses inclusion as a design challenge, and underlined what civic design criteria are 

necessary to include all user groups in the public space. In continuation with the former 

interviews, Morelli was emphasising the importance of a designer’s mindset because solving 

sustainability-related urban challenges requires a human-centered approach. 

As we will outline in the conclusion, Bespoke will draw on user-centred approaches 

introduced by the mentioned experts and case studies to create communities. As Bespoke 

holds no primary expertise within any of the three urban challenges, it will utilize its position 

as a facilitator and will deploy its design expertise to help design communities. 

During the process of identifying the urban challenges, we made use of a Scope Wheel to map 

out a broad horizon of challenges related to the three domains. A Scope Wheel is a design 

tool that helps to approach a subject openly and explorative while limiting preconceived 

assumptions. 

 

2.1 Projects 

 

Social Housing and Inclusion 

This first urban challenge is related to the limited housing supply, which means that only the 

relatively wealthy citizens can afford to live in the city, potentially resulting in conflicts such 

as loss of potential jobs and growth. For years, Denmark developed new strategies to ensure 

affordable housing considering inclusivity and accessibility; in this way, co-housing and 

alternative tenure structures were born in the 1970s (Larsen, 2019). 

The limited supply may further result in social difficulties such as weakened social coherence 

and inequality among owners and renters. As Industrial PhD. Sofie Thorsen states that “there 

are actually very few diverse places in Copenhagen” and how “several places function a lot 

like political bubbles”. Questioning different uses of the city is a relatively novel design-
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based way of approaching urban planning: “Over recent years, we have become more and 

more aware that what we think qualifies as ‘the good city’ is not a universal thing”. The 

user-oriented approach that Sofie Thorsen uses in her research mirrors Nicola Morelli, 

professor in Service Systems Design at AAU, who argues that “we need to generate public 

innovation places in cities”. Morelli is involved in various projects and initiatives such as 

Open4Citizen and the Civic Innovation Center (CIC). Another example of how cities create 

places for public innovation is that of hackathons, which are regularly hosted in Copenhagen. 

Public hackathons allow for people with diverse backgrounds to come together and 

collaboratively develop solutions to a specific problem or challenge. Often, companies or 

cities host hackathons in order to create a community of experts that will bring new 

perspectives, approaches or even solutions to well-established challenges. In this, it mirrors 

Bespoke’s approach towards addressing the identified urban challenges that Copenhagen is 

facing, as we build upon the knowledge of experts and ultimately aim at engaging 

multidisciplinary stakeholders within the same community. 

 

Urban Biodiversity 

The second challenge in Copenhagen is the declining rate of biodiversity and biological 

diversity, as rapid loss of species and degradation of ecosystems, and the concomitant loss of 

their services, threaten human societies. In Denmark, almost 2,000 animal species are 

threatened with extinction (Danmarks Naturfredningsforening, 2019), and the main reason is 

due to lacking habitats where flora and fauna can eat, breed and have space, light and 

climate allowing them to grow and reproduce. Thus, a significant challenge in a growing city 

like Copenhagen is developing, organising, and utilising public areas and city parks. According 

to the city’s urban nature strategy, parks, nature areas and trees help make Copenhagen a 

great place to live, as it impacts the “quality of life, health and general well-being” (City 

Development, 2015, p.13). Furthermore, Copenhagen’s urban nature even plays an active and 

crucial role in making the city more climate-resilient, thus becoming a topic important on 

many dimensions. 

Sanne Stephanson, Head of Sustainability at the Roskilde Festival, is connecting the socio-

economic gap in Copenhagen with the sustainability agenda. She believes that the biggest 

urban challenge in Copenhagen “has something to do with inequality and the accessibility to 

sustainable solutions. For example, if you have the money you can buy more sustainable 

solutions (...) you have the ability and the possibility of changing your behaviour and how 

you consume, or act in society”. As Stephanson approaches sustainability on a broader scale, 

she is not concerned with the challenge of biodiversity in specific and raises the concern that 

sustainable solutions have a wider behavioural component to it that needs to be designed for. 

Despite biodiversity being recognised as important, it has been an intensely (politically) 

debated topic. In 2021, as a large part of Amager Fælled (Eng. Amager Common) — one of the 

largest city-based wild areas in Europe — risks devastation due to a lack of housing in the 

capital (Zahle&Dungan, 2021). The municipality of Copenhagen plans to construct Fælledby, a 

city-within-a-city, containing two thousand apartments, a school, a hotel, and businesses. 

These plans have been heavily protested by citizens and a group of more than 20,000 

residents, called The Friends of Amager Common, have recently won a case in court to keep 

Amager Fælled free from new developments in order to secure the rich biodiversity in the 

area (W., 2021). 

 

Circular Economy and Waste Management 

As the population of Copenhagen is increasing, the pressure on natural resources will be 

intensified over the next decades, positioning the circular economy and waste management as 
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the third challenge. As a result, it is crucial to develop circular economy models in 

Copenhagen that are restorative and regenerative by design, and that aim to keep products, 

components and materials at their highest utility and value at all times (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, n.d). This challenge relates to Copenhagen's overall goal to become the world's 

first carbon-neutral capital by 2025. To achieve this, it aims to put people at the centre of 

everything it does and focuses on using urban development as a tool for creating a greener, 

more sustainable city. Copenhagen believes the circular economy to be an integral part of 

carbon neutrality. Indeed, a fully implemented circular economy has evidently environmental 

and economic advantages (Københavns Kommune, 2020), as it allows materials to circulate 

for decades, and even centuries, without emitting more CO2, thanks to renewable energy. 

Moreover, a circular economy also leads to a reduction of CO2 emissions from the incineration 

of waste. Copenhagen’s Waste and Resource Management plan, titled Circular Copenhagen, 

follows these insights and has three overall targets: 70 % recycling of Municipal Solid Waste 

(MSW) by 2024; Tripling reuse rate in 2024 from 2018 levels; CO2 reduction of 59.000 tonnes. 

Copenhagen is dedicated to being a driving force in developing a circular economy and thus 

takes responsibility for sustainable development in society. This requires the city to 

constantly be at the forefront of technology development to ensure the best possible 

treatment of the resources. Yet, at the same time, the implementation of technology must be 

accessible and simple enough for residents in order to build sustainable habits into their 

everyday life. 

 

2.2 Stakeholders 

 

Social housing and inclusion 

According to Morten Goll, founder of Trampoline House — a community space for refugees, 

asylum seekers and other citizens, a central argument to improving Social Housing and 

Inclusionis to develop methods to do inclusion rather than raising concern about inclusion. 

Morton Goll described one of his initial frustrations being how most people seem to be 

“talking about refugees but not to them”. As he explains, refugees are often confined in 

traumatic camps that would only inadequately (if not worsening) respond to the traumas 

experienced by those seeking asylum. By gathering a multi-disciplinary group of anthropology, 

journalism and art students, he started to think about the idea of how “one of the most 

stigmatising features of the asylum system is that you're basically put in a place where it is 

clear that no one wants you”, and initiated dialogues in these places. Eventually, as these 

experiences became too traumatic (even to the students as well), the idea of a physical place 

for dialogue outside of these camps was born. The Trampoline House now offers several 

educational courses such as Danish and English classes. Even though these educational aspects 

were crucial, Morton argues how the real “heart of the house” are the dinners and house 

meetings that create a sense of community and safety. As such, the Trampoline House 

attempts to build a strong community while simultaneously developing capacities, finding 

community and counselling among asylum seekers, rejected asylum seekers, and refugees 

with a residence permit. HEIs, in this context, might struggle to find a place to intervene in 

beneficial (and legal) ways as these challenges officially belong to Ministry of Integration and 

other public institutions involved in integration, residency and refugees. 

 

Urban biodiversity 

There are several initiatives located in Copenhagen, that do address the issue of biodiversity. 

Some of these seize the opportunity to increase biodiversity while simultaneously enhancing 

more aesthetically pleasing city environments. One example of this is Copenhagen 
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Municipality’s Flower Roofs on top of bus stops, an idea that is currently being discussed in 

parliament. Another example is TagTomat, a plant box consultancy, which focuses on urban 

gardening by pioneering a green circular business that creates jobs and green communities. 

Finally, SPACE10’s Bee Home aims to tackle urban biodiversity by bringing the bees back to 

the city while also triggering social inclusion within the urban area of Copenhagen, through 

employing a democratic design approach the allows anyone to design, customize and 

fabricate a bee home (SPACE10, 2020). 

 

Circular economy and Waste management 

To integrate and operationalise an efficient circular economy practice, the municipality of 

Copenhagen is a key stakeholder for testing and developing future solutions for collecting, 

sorting and treating resources. But the municipality will need to enable a wide range of 

public, civic and private stakeholders to participate and collaborate on innovative solutions to 

the waste management challenges. Bespoke, representing the private sector, will seek to 

engage all stakeholders in participant-led co-creation workshops on these challenges. Indeed, 

one of the central challenges to establishing circular economy practices is to set up 

partnerships (Jäger et al, 2020). Following the interview with Sanne Stephansen, partnerships 

among different stakeholders help make circular practices more concrete and hands-on. 

According to Stephansen, what we need is to bring down the wider socio-economical 

conversation about circular economy down to a level where ordinary people can get a sense 

of what behaviours need to change to contribute to the larger whole. For that reason, 

Stephansen has established The Circular Lab, which is a platform within Roskilde Festival that 

gives young entrepreneurs a testing ground to develop their “circular economy solutions” on a 

festival audience in a temporary environment. The Roskilde Festival poses an interesting 

backdrop of opportunity mapping and solution testing as a large festival is a temporary living 

lab where behaviours and waste management practices can be restructured based on new 

circular ideas.  

After the festival, The Circular Lab will harvest and evaluate their tests and bring that 

knowledge to other stakeholders such as private companies for further testing or investment: 

“Testing is one thing, but getting knowledge and changing your product, especially when you 

see how it interacts with people – f.e. What kind of behaviours does the product or the 

solution create – is a way to make sure that solutions are actually lifted up and become real 

alternatives in the general market.” As such, Stephansen has established a lab that connects 

entrepreneurs with users and public/private organisations. Interestingly, Stephansen doesn’t 

mention the role of HEIs in any aspect, and it might indicate that the societal role of HEIs is 

either unclear or non-existent to her. Therefore, a project like Urban Goodcamp should also 

make sure to focus on “branding” HEIs in a direction that makes stakeholders like Stephansen 

aware of the role and impact HEIs can play to refine, improve and further test the initiatives 

she’s already engaged in. 

 

2.3 Educational programs  

 

Social housing and inclusion 

The challenge of available housing has not only been addressed through voluntary initiatives 

but also by official projects initiated by the municipality. One example of this is the newly 

built part of Sydhavn. As the apartments in this area are considered rather expensive, most 

residents are international expats or otherwise more financially secure Danes from outside of 

Copenhagen. The new Sydhavn raises several questions and points to keep in mind when 
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aiming at creating communities. When talking about the creation of more housing, it poses 

questions such as for who?, leading to bigger debates around who is considered attractive and 

whose needs might be silenced. Additionally, the instant creation of living spaces highlights 

further conversations surrounding culture and community. Contrary to the new part of 

Sydhavn, the old part holds a long history of appropriation which has created valuable 

cultural places such as Karens Minde. These places have heavily impacted the community of 

their area, showing how a strong sense of community can be (amongst others) be built 

through DIY Urbanism, a term that refers towards the act of creating something new while 

positioning the urban and the city as something you can do yourself. DIY urbanism and 

experimentation with participation are currently strong influential factors in Danish planning 

(Fabian &Samson, 2016) and might pose interesting opportunities for HEIs to engage 

communities with capacities to navigate social housing issues. 

 

Urban biodiversity 

One educational programme that represents an interesting best practice case for Urban 

Goodcamp is Sustainable Bottom Line 2.0, a program that arises from the collaboration 

between the NGO Gate21 and the Innovation Pilot program for the Technical University of 

Denmark (DTU). The program aims to position the “converting [of] outdoor areas to new 

nature” as a valuable business model, as this “can result in lower electricity bills and water 

consumption, less maintenance, fewer operating expenses, improved working environment, 

fewer sick days and other recreational values” (Gate21, 2021). Additionally, biodiversity has 

also raised recognition within urban planning as a means to protect against harsh weather 

conditions caused by climate change. Indeed, the program argues how “[t]here is something 

to be gained both environmentally and socially” (Gate21, 2021). Lise-Lotte Schmidt-Kallesøe, 

the senior project manager at the program, supports Sannes argument and states how the 

program is “tackling circular economy and biodiversity from a holistic perspective” by not 

outlining specific learning objects, but rather a number of interventions such as packaging 

and food waste management. This, for Lise Lotte, translates further into the teaching 

methods as she believes there to be no size-fits-all: “Working with sustainability, climate 

issues and biodiversity, there are so and so many methods to reduce CO2 emissions and reach 

climate change effects. These are all calculative methods to reach our goals. However, for 

me, the most important factor is the human factor. If you want to change anything, you have 

to start with the mindset of the people inside the company. It is a pedagogical-psychological 

area, and the methodologies to address these factors vary from case to case.” The 

programme Sustainable Bottom Line 2.0 provides an example of how HEIs can collaborate 

with a wide range of stakeholders by bringing students together with private sector 

enterprises on urban challenges. 

 

Circular economy and waste management 

To this day, many techniques, tools and approaches to circular economy practices have been 

developed and tested either on a lab scale or in pilot buildings around Europe. Several 

interesting educational programmes aim to bridge the gap between practice and theory. 

We’ve chosen to include two programmes from The Technical University of Denmark (DTU), 

which we believe represent inspiring examples of educational ways to approach the circular 

economy and waste management. CIRCuIT – Circular Construction in Regenerative Cities is an 

educational programme that aims to bridge the gap between theory, practice and policy by 

delivering a series of demonstrations, case studies, events and other dissemination activities 

that showcase how circular construction approaches can be scaled and replicated across 

Europe to enable cities to build more sustainably and transition to a circular economy on a 

wider scale. The other example is an educational program that builds bridges between 
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industry and knowledge institutions is CATALY(C)ST. CATALY(C)ST runs a variety of courses, 

part of DTU, webinars, bootcamps and hackathons. The purpose is to bring best practices 

from the research world, the maker communities, the youth movements and industry into one 

strong initiative. The aim is to accelerate Nordic companies' transition to a sustainable 

circular economy by engaging students, manufacturing companies to speed up their circular 

economy transition by a collaborative approach for Circular Economy development projects. 

 

3. Conclusion 
 

Above, we have outlined three major challenges the city of Copenhagen is facing, which 

Bespoke aims to address throughout the project of Urban Goodcamp. These challenges, social 

housing and inclusion, urban biodiversity, and circular economy and waste management, have 

been identified through desk research and Bespoke’s scope wheel, while expert interviews 

and case studies helped to further explore and define them. While these challenges are 

already addressed by both the municipality, as well as by private initiatives, there still 

remain further issues to account for. Indeed, the interviewees such as Morten Groll have only 

highlighted that even though urban challenges are addressed, they often relate to more 

systemic problems that cannot be solved solely through small actions on a local level. This 

then links to the case studies outlined in these pages, as they aim at discussing the meta level 

and enable individuals to shape and take part in such. 

Therefore, we can summarize that the interviews have shown how there are many promising 

initiatives taking place already, while the case studies put emphasis on the need for 

addressing these challenges also on a systemic level. What Bespoke will thus aim for, is 

utilizing its design experience in order to bring these levels together, and to create a 

community that will allow for a sustainable and fruitful collaboration. In this process, 

Bespoke will build upon the different insights generated by the expert interviews and case 

studies. Examples of this include the importance of time and possible appropriation for a 

sense of community, the acknowledgement of the need to design for diversity on both the 

local as well as the meta level, the interconnectedness of urban biodiversity and circular 

economy to factors such as social exclusion and privilege. Through Bespoke’s position as a 

private enterprise, we have experienced a wide range of topics and clients while always being 

able to forage information from seemingly unrelated fields, and bring them together in a 

holistic manner. This has enabled us to approach complex matters that take place on many 

levels within society, and to translate abstract insights into tangible and visual scenarios, 

which then can inform actual strategies and actions. Indeed, it is this process of creating 

data, understanding patterns and designing answers that outlines how Bespoke will approach 

the introduced urban challenges and help to create valuable communities between 

educational institutions, private initiatives and individuals. 
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1. Introduction  
 

The Helsinki region in Finland is transitioning towards sustainability on multiple fronts. 

Endeavours towards socially, economically and ecologically sustainable city are often 

interconnected and require cross-sectoral collaboration for effective coordination. Based on 

the desk research, the Aalto University team has identified urban challenges relevant to 

Urban GoodCamp. The challenges we have identified are very pervasive and visible in the 

Helsinki region’s development agenda. Ambitions of the Helsinki region are well in line with 

goals of the United Nations, the EU, and Finnish National Government. 

The challenges introduced in this report are important for the Helsinki region because they all 

support the wider goal of transitioning to environmentally sustainable society while 

maintaining good economic and social standing. Finland hopes not only to survive the climate 

crisis, but to make it economically advantageous by being in the forefront of sustainable 

development and innovation. The Helsinki region as the biggest urban conglomeration in 

Finland is well positioned to nurture the necessary changes with country’s leading research 

and innovation institutions and a well-educated workforce. It is hoped that the practices and 

solutions tested and adopted in the Helsinki region will migrate to other cities, domestic and 

abroad, strengthening the Helsinki region’s standing as an attractive and notable global city. 

For the purpose of creating this City Scanning Report, we have interviewed 7 local experts 

who are working with the topics of circular economy & waste management, carbon-free city 

& energy transition, and sustainable urban mobility. Experts interviewed represented 

government, innovation funding, academia and businesses, both privately and publicly owned. 

We interviewed two experts for each of our three urban challenge topics and one additional 

expert on behavioural change who’s insights we thought would be valuable across all three 

challenges. 

 

2. Urban challenges  

The urban challenges identified in preliminary research and interviews overlap and are 

interconnected in many ways. Many actions towards solving one challenge are also steps 

toward solving another challenge. In this way the challenges identified form a cohesive and 

compatible whole that can, and indeed should, be simultaneously addressed. Understanding 

of and communicating with adjacent challenges is still important for effective coordination 

and implementation of solutions to overlapping challenges. 

The six initial urban challenges identified were Urban mobility, Energy transition, Housing, 

Jobs and skills, Circular economy, and Digital transition. During our further investigations, we 

found it sensible to narrow these down to three combined challenge themes, which were the 

most present overall in discussions of urban challenges of Helsinki region: Circular Economy & 

Waste Management, Carbon-Free city & Energy Transition, and Sustainable Urban Mobility. 

 

2.1 Projects  

 

Circular economy & Waste management 

In creating a sustainable city, Helsinki aims to transition from a linear economy to a circular 

one. A key idea in the circular economy is keeping products and materials in circulation for as 



 

53 
 

long as possible by reusing products and recycling materials to be used in new products at the 

end of their service life. The circular economy is also closely connected to the sharing 

economy, which focuses on using products efficiently instead of owning them, for example, 

through renting and sharing. Re-using materials reduces the need for new products. Long 

term goal of Helsinki is to operate in a carbon-neutral circular economy by 2050. 

The City of Helsinki has identified four main focus areas considering circular economy / waste 

management: construction, procurement, green waste and sharing economy. In the 

construction sector, efforts are made to adopt increasingly sustainable practices. The goal is 

to implement a carbon-neutral circular economy in land use and construction by 2035. Actions 

towards this goal are, for example, adding circular economy requirements to the planning and 

implementation of service buildings and housing and compiling comparable data on the 

lifecycle costs of construction projects. Thanks to the systematic mass coordination 

implemented in Helsinki since 2014, 47 million euros,6.9 million litres of fuel and 17,100 tons 

of carbon dioxide emissions have been saved by the end of 2019. It is essential to consider the 

perspectives of the circular economy in entire construction processes, from land use planning 

to the pre-construction of area construction projects, infrastructure and building 

construction, maintenance, and demolition. 

Solutions related to the processing of green waste are developed and made more efficient to 

keep the value bound in the waste in circulation and reduce the emissions from the 

processing and transport of waste. Actions towards this goal are, for example, participating in 

projects that study and promote the use of biochar. One of these projects is the Hiilipuisto 

project that launches scientific monitoring of biochar-based soils in Jätkäsaari’s 

Hyväntoivonpuisto park in Helsinki centre. 

Sharing economy means the sharing and co-using supplies, facilities and services, often with 

the help of digital platforms. In a sharing economy based on circular economy principles, 

existing resources can be used efficiently, which will reduce the need for new products and 

the consumption of resources. One goal is to create conditions for urban and industrial 

symbioses where operators add value for each other by using each other’s material and 

energy side flows, technology and services. Ways of bringing this about are, for example, 

flexible use of spaces, both public and private and car and boat sharing platforms. 

Closed Plastic Circle project by Smart & Clean Foundation for example is quite successful 

format for cross-sectoral collaboration and local ecosystem creation. It is however notable, 

how slow and difficult it is to create a real collaboration between cities and companies. Lack 

of immediate and tangible value created in the collaboration creates lots of difficulties 

between public and private sector partners. 

 

Carbon-free city / Energy transition 

Finnish Ministry of the Environment senior specialist Heikki Sorasahi, Senior Specialist Jaana 

Palkonen of Smart & Clean Foundation, as well as Aalto University manager Samuel Cross put 

forward decarbonizing Helsinki’s district heating as the most important urban challenge. Long 

term goal of Helsinki is to reach carbon neutrality by 2035. 

Helsinki’s goals are in line with the EU’s long-term targets as well as the Paris agreement. 

This goal will be achieved by reducing the greenhouse gas emissions in Helsinki by 80 per 

cent. The remaining 20 per cent will be compensated for by Helsinki taking care of 

implementing emissions reductions outside the city. 

An important way of bringing this change about is transitioning to renewable energy. 50% of 

Helsinki’s heating is still powered by coal, and the city plans to get rid of it. As a way of 
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achieving this goal, Helsinki organised a global challenge competition, the Helsinki energy 

challenge. The competition produced four winning solutions that can be utilised around the 

world. 

Another way of reducing Helsinki’s carbon footprint is the creative usage of biomaterials in 

the city. Aalto University is involved with testing biochar-soils for carbon sequestration in the 

city. The Carbon Park project is piloting in a new residential area of Jätkäsaari in an attempt 

to scientifically study the effects and applicability of biochar in sinking carbon. Hopes are 

high since it is estimated that adopting biochar all over the city would cut Helsinki’s carbon 

emissions by approximately 2%. Design thinking is also utilised in ushering in carbon 

neutrality, as in the Designs for a Cooler Planet framework in Aalto University. 

At HELEN (Helsinki Energy), they are trying to solve the energy-transition challenge and make 

business out of it. Task is to create new economic activity that is in line with new and 

emerging policy goals, which change the business environment. Task is not to sell more 

energy, but to make it viable business to sell less energy and to increase energy efficiency. 

Helsinki Energy Challenge was a great example of how cities can really reach the global 

marketplace of innovative ideas and not just stick to local knowledge. Currently, City of 

Helsinki seems to be doing good job in decarbonising the heating and energy system. City of 

Espoo has also taken strides towards energy-positive districts in SPARCs- project and Espoo 

CleanHeat- project. 

Business Development Manager Pirjo Janatuinen from HELEN thinks that the Carbon-neutral 

Helsinki project is both successful and unsuccessful. There are ambitious goals and the 

projects has moved the city towards actually doing things towards those set goals. Previously 

the goals were not enforced in such a high level as today. Goals were not as visible on the 

operational level. However the allocation of resources has not been targeted to the most 

impactful actions. 

 

Sustainable urban mobility 

Mobility and transport is a major contributor to Helsinki regions CO2 emissions. Developing 

sustainable transit modes to make them an attractive option for moving around is important. 

However, transit must be designed in tandem with other built environment to make all spatial 

elements work well together. Thus, city- and transit planning must go hand-in-hand to create 

living environments that support the use of sustainable transit. 

Helsinki region has undertaken municipal collaboration and carried out investments to 

sustainable mobility in tandem with other land use planning. The extension of the metro 

system to the west is a concrete example of this, as is the ‘Jokeri’ light rail connection. 

Overcoming the difficulties of working together on matters of land use over municipal borders 

has proved crucial. Alongside massive transit projects such as the two aforementioned, 

municipalities in the Helsinki region have adopted lighter structures to encourage sustainable 

mobility. These include, for example, adding city bikes to regional transit system alongside 

more traditional rail and bus service. Centralised mobility platforms such as Whim and car 

sharing such as Bloxcar add to the convenience and usability of a multimodal transport 

system. 

The central urban challenge being addressed is getting people out of using their cars 

especially in commuting. Using mobility-as-a-service helps in reducing congestion and 

pollution in urban areas. The task is to nurture behavioural change to a more ecologically 

sustainable mobility. The great challenge in this is the inconvenience of public transit options 

in many everyday tasks, and this needs to be overcome by providing better mobility services 
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for all sorts of needs. Reducing the use of private cars would free up a lot of valuable space 

in city centres that could be used to improve city-life in many ways. 

There are thousands of people moving in the capital region every year and the capacity of the 

road infrastructure cannot support all of them moving around in their private cars. With the 

influx of new inhabitants to cities worldwide, the ways of moving must change from the 

current practice. 

 

2.2 Stakeholders 

 

Circular economy & Waste management 

According to desk research and expert interviews, the most important stakeholders 

considering Circular economy & Waste management are the cities in the Helsinki region, 

waste management authorities, businesses and HEI- partners. There are also some 

NGOs and governmental units that are of relevance. 

Helsinki will implement emissions reductions and circular economy projects in cooperation 

with the corporate world and residents. Some of these collaborative practices are HEI-driven 

projects like HELSUS Co-creation lab for circular economy and VTT:s circular economy 

challenge competition. There are also specific education and research projects like the study 

track Zero Defect Manufacture for Circular Economy. 

Sari Laine, Leading Specialist in Sustainable living at Finnish Innovation Fund SITRA 

emphasizes that HEI’s are important in creating the core knowledge to be built upon in 

addressing urban challenges. Having this knowledge in an accessible and easily digestible 

format would be very useful as well. Multidisciplinary approach in research is needed to make 

research less of a single-viewpoint study and thus more useful. People-centred research 

should often be more highly involved in development plans. 

Finnish Ministry of the Environment senior specialist Heikki Sorasahi mentions that securing 

space for deposits of overflow construction material and landmasses would be needed for 

effective reuse of materials. Jaana Pelkonen, leading specialist at Smart & Clean Foundation 

adds that there is too much focus on single solutions, while challenges that are by nature 

systemic, need systemic ways of addressing them. Cities don’t currently have these 

capabilities. 

 

Carbon-free city / Energy transition 

According to desk research and expert interviews, the most important stakeholders 

considering Carbon-free city / Energy transition are the cities in the region, other authorities, 

NGOs and the energy corporations, especially HELEN and Fortum. Companies overall play an 

important role in tackling urban challenges for example in creating their solutions and 

businesses independently of administrative decrees. 

There is potential in trying to find a collaboration for student projects with cities in the 

region around topics of energy transition and urban mobility. This is something we could 

already consider as part of the Urban GoodCamp -project. Aalto has good connections with 

the industry especially in engineering sector. The next step to take in collaboration is to get 

these companies to commit in student projects and creating more long-term partnerships. 
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Sustainable urban mobility 

According to desk research and expert interviews, the most important stakeholders 

considering Sustainable urban mobility are cities in the region, local transit providers, 

mobility providers, users & commuters, and the Finnish ministry of transport. Nurturing 

meaningful collaboration between these actors requires legitimate intermediaries. 

Finnish Ministry of the Environment senior specialist Heikki Sorasahi notes that the availability 

of data is important for new mobility solutions to arise. Public actors opening their data is an 

important challenge and possibility in this. Jarkko Jakkola, CEO of MaaS Global agrees with 

Heikki Sorasahi about the importance of data in creating new solutions. Mobility data is an 

important tool in understanding how people actually move and behave. Data by itself 

however has its limits in seeing into the future. Sharing-based mobility solutions are closely 

connected to circular economy and carbon-free city targets of Helsinki region. These are not 

isolated developments and transitioning to multimodal Mobility-as-a-Service framework can 

help address several urban challenges in the Helsinki region. 

Milos Mladenovic, Assistant Professor at Aalto, points out that there is lack of relevance and 

applicability to some academic work considering solving many urban challenges. This hinders 

cities for example in taking academics on-board in their projects. Milos underscores the 

importance of behavioural change. Behavioural change is at the core of bringing systemic 

transition towards sustainability about. Just adding another application will not suffice. We 

need to change the built environment. Most important lacking tool organizationally is 

enabling empathetic organizations. Empathetic organisation can create positive energy within 

their organization, but also in the field they are working in. We already have a lot of data and 

knowledge, but we lack basic empathy and that is a fundamental problem for bringing 

positive change about. Value-based change within organizations is needed. 

Aalto University manager Samuel Cross points out that moving to electric personal vehicles 

might reduce emissions, but it does not really solve the low efficiency problem and land-use 

intensity of car infrastructure and lifestyle. Effective public transport and environments built 

to support it are still more sustainable than electric car- based cities. Samuel continues on to 

stress that the Covid-19 pandemic has presented us with a possibility to change the paradigm 

regarding emissions, and this might be our last chance to do it. Travelling patterns, both local 

and international, could be changed now. 

 

2.3 Educational programs 

 

HEIs are actively involved in addressing urban mobility issues. One example of this is the 

robot bus pilot on the Aalto campus. The robot bus trial aims to see how automated vehicles 

perform in an urban environment and how they should be accounted for in traffic control and 

traffic safety planning. The aim is also to offer companies an opportunity to test new services 

and products, such as different kinds of sensors, and be a part of the development of 

automated traffic. 3 of the 6 partner organisations on consortia piloting the bus are HEIs.  

At Aalto University, there are three Master’s programmes ongoing that are closely linked to 

questions of sustainable mobility: Master's Programme in Spatial Planning and Transportation 

Engineering, Master's Programme in Urban Studies and Planning and Master’s programme in 

Urban Mobility. Urban mobility issues are also addressed with challenge-based learning 

methods, for example, in ‘Solve the SDGs’ hackathon and on ad hoc projects such as ‘Green 

Mobility’. 
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Aalto University encourages integrating sustainability themes into courses through integartive 

pedagogics and challenge-based learning. One of the Aalto University cross-cutting strategic 

themes for 2020-2024 is ‘Solutions for Sustainability.’ The strategic theme is a call-for-action 

for educators and researchers alike to bring multidisciplinary sustainability themes into 

disciplinary teaching. 

It is important to have educators that have experience in working in the industry before 

coming to teach future generations. Also, interdisciplinary collaboration demands a lot more 

work to function efficiently. Too many scholars and practitioners are too strictly entrenched 

in their points of view and their organizational logics. Academia-to-industry collaboration 

needs careful nurturing and patient building of trust. Also, alumni networks need to be more 

robust to have information and contacts fresh on both sides, academia, and industry. 

 

3. Conclusion  
 

HEIs have an important role in knowledge-creation, without which good initiatives and 

solutions are not possible. However, good collaboration between HEI and industry partners is 

needed to ensure the knowledge created is actually useful in practice. It is important to bring 

real projects to students and not just teach theory. City-themed real-life challenges are very 

engaging for the students, since they get to be agents of change in their own everyday 

environment. This produces great learning as well as great and usable ideas on how to 

develop the city around us. 

During the first phases of future collaborations to address urban challenges, it is necessary to 

define what the challenge to solve actually is. What is needed next, is clarity on what the 

solution could be and what impacts it would have if implemented in the real world. 

Measurable targets are very beneficial in tracking the impact of new solutions. Only at the 

point when challenge and the solution are sufficiently well defined and understood, we can 

start building the ecosystem of relevant stakeholders. Too often it is the other way round, 

with stakeholders first coming together and only then thinking about what they could be 

doing. There needs to be specific ecosystems for specific challenges. Ecosystems need 

someone to coordinate it. 

Aalto University manager Samuel Cross notes that there is a strong tradition of engineers 

doing planning in Finland with little to no expertise on behavioural change. Participation in 

planning practices has only recently emerged. 
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City Report | Ljubljana 

1. Introduction  
 

Ljubljana is the capital city of Slovenia, located at the border between Central and South-

eastern Europe. It is one of the smaller EU capitals, with a population of slightly less than 

300.000. While cars could still be seen rushing over the Three Bridges some 20 years ago, the 

centre has since been closed for traffic, which might mark the beginning of Ljubljana’s path 

towards sustainability. In 2016, Ljubljana was awarded the European Green Capital title, 

recognising its green and sustainable transformation.  

Urban mobility is therefore one of the key challenges being addressed at various levels – to 

reduce the number of cars, strengthen the insufficient public transportation, encourage 

sustainable(r) modes of mobility, design new mobility services. The availability of affordable 

housing is at a record low and related to this is the quality of housing – buildings of historical 

and cultural significance on the one side and aging blocks of flats on the other side impact 

the energy efficiency and the indoor environmental quality of housing. Likewise, a growing 

population results in a growing challenge related to waste production and management, and 

on a wider scale, overall supporting the transition to a circular economy.  

In spite of the many achievements in the city’s sustainable transformation, there are still 

challenges ahead, many of them interrelated and requiring a concerted, cross-sector 

cooperation to address them effectively. As part of the UCAMP project’s research into the 

specific challenges faced by Ljubljana, we have also interviewed five (5) experts from diverse 

sectors. We talked with a representative of a regional research and strategy development 

organization, who offered us insight into urban planning. We interviewed a representative of 

an NGO, who is active across a number of urban challenges, widening our understanding of 

the roles of NGOs in citizen awareness-raising, knowledge-creation, and policy-making. We 

discussed with two academics at University of Ljubljana and the Research Centre of the 

Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts, in order to understand how urban challenges are the 

integrated into teaching, learning, and research. Finally, we talked with an expert on future 

of urban mobilities, involved in business initiatives on digitalization of mobility and mobility 

as a service. The desk research, horizon scan cards, and the interviews with a selection of 

experts have enabled us a better understanding of urban challenges in Ljubljana, some of 

which we address in more detail in the following section. 

 

2. Urban challenges  
 

Following our desk research, interviews and informal discussions, we analyse three urban 

challenges that prove particularly important for the city of Ljubljana, namely: (1) Urban 

mobility, (3) Energy efficiency; and (4) Waste management and circular economy. We briefly 

describe these challenges and the ways in which they have been addressed in the city, 

provide an overview of interesting projects that have been or are being implemented in 

relation to those challenges, as well as the stakeholders involved in those projects. The 

projects differ in scope, purpose and type, and range from small-scale applied or pilot 

projects, to national and international research and development projects. In addition, our 

research focused on identifying projects which incorporate an educational dimension 

(teaching and learning, training, workshops, or life-long learning elements). 
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2.1 Projects 

 

Urban mobility 

Urban mobility projects and programmes aim to accelerate positive change in the way people 

move around cities to make urban spaces more liveable. The key developments and initiatives 

foreseen on EU’s path towards sustainable(r) urban mobility frequently involve a stronger 

integration of digital technologies to increase the efficiency of the transport system 

(including automated mobility, smart traffic management systems, smart pricing, or mobility 

as a service and shared mobility solutions), deployment of low-emission alternative energy 

sources for transport, encouraging a shift to active travel (cycling and walking), as well as a 

growing market and availability of infrastructure for zero-emission vehicles. Fully 

implemented, these initiatives are aimed to lead in particular to improvements in air quality, 

the reduction in noise levels, lower congestion levels, improved safety, while also resulting in 

a number of socio-economic benefits for EU citizens. 

There have been several developments, which have created a positive impact on mobility in 

Ljubljana. Below is a summary of the strategic and policy interventions that paved the path 

towards Ljubljana as a green city: 

• With the vision “Ljubljana 2025”, adopted in 2007, Ljubljana drafted a 

comprehensive approach to sustainable development of the city. 

• In 2010, for the first time in 25 years, Ljubljana drafted a Municipal spatial plan (MSP) 

– Implementation Part (IP) and Strategic Part (SP) for the period of 2011–2027, which 

is a key document for the city development. Ljubljana also drafted the Expert 

Guidelines for the Regulation of Public Transport in LUR in cooperation with the 

Regional Development Agency of Ljubljana Urban Region (RDA LUR). 

• In 2011, Ljubljana launched BicikeLJ bike-sharing system. 

• In 2012, Ljubljana adopted the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan of the City of 

Ljubljana, whose emphasis is the limitation of personal motor vehicle traffic and the 

change of people’s travelling habits to more sustainable ways – on foot, by bicycle or 

by public passenger transport – and the distribution of mobility in such a way that one 

third of journeys will be made by public transport, one third on foot or by bicycle, 

and one third by a private vehicle. 

• In 2017 Ljubljana upgraded the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan from 2012. It 

redefines the objective for an even better quality of living in Ljubljana in cooperation 

with different stakeholders and according to achievements so far. They have 

committed themselves that by 2027, two thirds of journeys are going to be completed 

in a sustainable way – on foot, by bicycle and by public passenger transport. 

Despite the positive strategic, infrastructural, and pilot projects that have already been 

implemented, it has been recognized that there are also a number of challenges still ahead, 

which hamper a speedier transition to sustainable mobility in Ljubljana. 

The two most impactful Ljubljana’s green achievements related to urban mobility are one of 

the most used bike-sharing systems in Europe per capita (BicikeLJ), as recognised by the 3 

consecutive features in the Copenhagenize Bicycle Friendly Cities Index and having been a 

(motorised) traffic-free city centre since 2008. 

As explained by Matej Gojčič, Deputy Director for Development and General Affairs at the 

Regional Development Agency of Ljubljana Urban Region (RDA LUR), traffic was one of the 

first reasons why municipalities in the Ljubljana Urban Region initiated stronger cooperation. 

One of the first outcomes of the enhanced cooperation was a study prepared by the RDA LUR 

(established in 2000), was a study on P+R (Park & Ride system) and the potential locations. 
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Namely, as he explains, “the biggest generator of changes in mobility has been the parking 

policy, while the daily migrants (students, workers, recreational visitors) are the biggest 

generator of traffic.” The parking policy (payable parking lots) has been pushing the visitors 

outside of the city centre, which has created a pressure on alternatives, such as the P+R, 

bicycle tracks, public transportation (buses and trains) etc. Solving the challenges of 

Ljubljana’s urban mobility therefore necessarily involves a concerted action and close 

cooperation between all municipalities of the Ljubljana urban region – as the majority of the 

traffic is created by daily migrants. In Gojčič’s assessment, the key challenges that need to 

be addressed include: 1) extension of the P+R network and their connectivity with public 

transportation; 2) Inadequate railway connections between surrounding municipalities and 

Ljubljana; 3) Finding options to separate public transportation from personal vehicles traffic 

(to allow e.g. buses to function despite potential traffic jams); 4) Disconnection of different 

types of public transportation (currently functioning as competing systems that do not 

complement each other). 

Marko Javornik, expert in digital mobility, agrees that Ljubljana has not been successful in 

addressing the challenge of daily migrants. In particular, there is a lack of incentives which 

would promote the use of alternative transportation, including the lagging behind in terms of 

mobility digitalization (including, for instance, digitized public transport timetables, 

digitalized biking paths etc.). One of the successfully implemented recent initiatives has been 

the Avant2Go car-sharing system, which managed in 5 years to become the 2nd most 

successful car-sharing system in the world in the category of up to 750.000 inhabitants. 

The experts we interviewed as part of our UCAMP research agreed that one of the key 

challenges in transforming Ljubljana’s urban mobility is also that there is a large number of 

stakeholders involved, while there is also a strong pressure from the public that may see 

some of the incentives as largely unpopular (e.g. cost of parking, transforming lanes into 

public transportation-only). Marjeta Benčina, representative of Association Focus, explained 

in our interview, that the most NGOs can achieve is through media pressure and engagement 

of the public. Nevertheless, NGOs in Slovenia also possess the knowledge and know-how, were 

involved in the processes of relevant traffic and mobility-related policy-making in line with 

the Aarhus convention, while they are also engaged in research projects. 

Finally, most of our interviewees agreed that a major part of mobility transformation towards 

sustainability will not be achieved by only introducing new technologies and that the crucial 

part of the process will be tackling the social practices and supporting behavioural change 

through a diversity of initiatives – including the required infrastructure. 

 

Urban Mobility projects 

Care4Climate (LIFE) - an integrated project that, through awareness-raising, education and 

training of key stakeholders, will encourage the implementation of measures to help Slovenia 

meet its greenhouse gas emission reduction targets by 2020 and 2030, including through the 

pillar of sustainable mobility. 

CIVITAS ELAN (2008-2012), which aimed to address several sustainable mobility issues, 

including an introduction of clean vehicles and supporting infrastructure (new vehicles, 

alternative fuels, energy management, efficient driving); Stakeholder involvement and 

awareness raising (maps, brochures, workshops, individual marketing, citizen participation); 

Improved information, quality and trip safety on sustainable modes (real-time information, 

electronic ticketing, bus priority, better service); Walking and cycling services (cycle streets, 

bike lanes, bike parking, shared bikes, theft prevention); Improved access for all travellers 

(bus driver training, workshops for seniors, low-floor buses and trams). The project also 
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involved researchers from several Faculties of the University of Ljubljana, including one of 

our interviewees, Dr Matjaž Uršič from the Faculty of Social Sciences. 

Currently, the City of Ljubljana is involved in the TRIBUTE project with the aim to enhance 

capacity for integrated transport and mobility services and multimodality in the Adriatic-

Ionian area (Interreg ADRION). Project started on 1.1.2021 and lasts till 30.6.2023. The 

project will implement eight living labs on sustainable urban mobility, which will be the 

means to discuss transport policies and solutions (best practices), and to share views about 

the future needs following a participatory approach involving governmental institutions, 

businesses, researchers, and citizens (i.e. the quadruple helix). The results will converge into 

eight action plans and pilot actions including innovative and sustainable solutions ranging 

from innovative public transport and on-demand responsive services using electric vehicles, to 

“green” cycling routes network and integrated management systems of public transport and 

cars along highly congested corridors. 

 

Circular Economy 

A circular economy aims to redefine growth, focusing on positive society-wide benefits. It 

entails gradually decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite resources and 

designing waste out of the system. Underpinned by a transition to renewable energy sources, 

the circular model builds economic, natural, and social capital. It is based on three 

principles: (1) Design out waste and pollution; (2) Keep products and materials in use; (3) 

Regenerate natural systems. Paths towards circular economy also include leasing instead of 

buying, services instead of products, sharing instead of ownership and industrial symbiosis. 

The City of Ljubljana prepared a list of circular economy examples and initiatives which 

include: baskets for abandoned animals; steam condensate tank; E-cycle; Park path paving 

with recycled construction material; Bag dispenser; Against plastic bags in Ljubljana; Worn-

out bus seats; Recycling audio guide earphones; Kabiné Šerinjon, first Slovenian clothing e-

library; Hygienic paper from packaging waste; Reuse Centre and Repair Café at Povšetova 4; 

Bicycle sharing – BicikeLJ; Street cleaning with recycled water and rainwater etc. 

Therefore, there have recently been several initiatives and projects related to circular 

economy implemented in Ljubljana, however, these seem to have not yet been part of a 

systemic approach and integration into urban policies and programmes (in comparison to 

urban mobility, for example). Nevertheless, circular economy was the main theme of the year 

2017 and of the EUROCITIES international conference, which Ljubljana was hosting in 

November 2017. At the invitation of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, Ljubljana joined the 

Circular Cities Network aimed at the dissemination of good practices through a special web 

platform which can serve as inspiration to the cites for innovation in the field of zero waste 

and circular economy. In addition to Ljubljana, eleven cities earned their membership in the 

network with their progressive good practices (membership is by invitation only), namely, 

Boulder, Copenhagen, London, New York, Peterborough, Phoenix, Rio de Janeiro, Tel Aviv, 

Toronto and Vancouver. This demonstrates that circularity is an important aspect of creating 

sustainable and resilient cities and that Ljubljana has taken the first important steps towards 

making a change. 

 

Circularity projects 

In addition to the pilot projects, mentioned in the description of the challenge, IRI UL is also 

involved in a research and development project, which integrates circularity aspects into 

building renovation and construction industry, thus bridging between circular economy and 
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energy efficiency in buildings (Drive0, H2020 Project: accelerating deep renovation processes 

by enhancing a consumer centered circular renovation process in order to make deep 

renovation environmentally friendly, cost effective and more attractive for consumers and 

investors). 

 

Energy efficient buildings 

Several years ago, Ljubljana created an energy plan to make the city more sustainable and 

efficient. The Slovenian capital wanted to renovate its landmark castle, insulate public 

buildings and modernize schools, libraries and theatres. The plan would cut waste and 

heating bills and improve air quality. Heating is also important in Ljubljana, because average 

temperatures rarely climb above freezing for several months in the winter (although this has 

been changing in recent years). Because of cold weather and inefficient buildings, Ljubljana, 

with a population of about 280,000, has one of the costliest heating infrastructures in Europe. 

The ELENA (European Local Energy Assistance) is a programme run by the European 

Investment Bank and financed by the European Commission. ELENA provides funding for 

preparing energy efficiency, renewable energy and urban transport investments. The 

programme helps cities cover costs related to the market studies, business plans, audits and 

contracts needed to complete energy projects. The European Investment Bank started 

working with Ljubljana on energy renovation in 2013. A EUR 975,000 grant was approved to 

help the city plan energy renovations. Renovation was scheduled for more than 70 public 

buildings. The project called for new insulation, better windows, modern heaters, efficient 

street lighting. The project Energy Advanced (EOL) created more than 400 jobs and was the 

biggest Slovenia energy efficiency renovation to date. 

In the field of energy efficient buildings, Ljubljana’s public buildings have in particular been 

playing the role of best practice example and leading the way towards accelerating deep 

renovation, energy efficiency, and healthy indoor environments. In addition to the large-scale 

and ongoing project described above, the University of Ljubljana has likewise taken up 

important steps in improving the energy efficiency of its 359 buildings, including deep 

renovation and development of strategic mechanisms for achieving the goals of the energy 

policy of the UL: designing an energy concept for UL, appointing an integral energy manager 

as a safeguard for the implementation of the strategy, monitoring energy use through an 

appropriate information system, and introducing a standard to support active energy 

management 

 

Energy efficiency projects 

Energy Advanced project (City of Ljubljana) renovated forty-nine buildings - kindergartens, 

primary schools, public libraries, health centres and sports halls received better insulation 

and heating units. Cultural monuments like the dance theatre or the castle received new 

heating, ventilation and air-conditioning systems, as well as new electrical wiring. The city 

installed thermal heating units that use less energy. Electricity for city buildings now comes 

from renewable energy sources. In the City of Ljubljana, a part of the savings in the amount 

of 10% is intended for the education of children.  

Overall, energy efficiency in buildings is a central focus also at IRI UL, including involvement 

in a number of international R&D projects within the Horizon 2020 and Erasmus+ projects, 

e.g. TripleA-Reno, Mobistyle, Infinite, Drive 0 (all H2020). 
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Waste Management 

Five tonnes of waste per capita are generated every year in the EU, most arising from the 

construction and mining sectors, with municipal (household) waste accounting for 

approximately 10%. Waste management encompasses several challenges, including promotion 

of recycling and availability of recycling infrastructure, protecting consumers against harmful 

chemical substances in recycled materials, energy recovery of waste, as well as – importantly 

– waste prevention (cf. source). This challenge is therefore closely related to the transition to 

circular economy. 

Ljubljana is the first European capital that has committed to the Zero Waste goals in 2014. 

The city has managed to multiply its separate collection of organic waste and to reduce the 

amount of waste sent for disposal by 95% while maintaining waste management costs among 

the lowest in Europe (source). This is mainly the result of infrastructure and awareness 

strategies: containers for separate waste collection in every household and the introduction 

of door-to-door collection system specifically focused on collection of organic waste, and 

intense sustainable waste management awareness campaigns, focusing on prevention and 

reuse. The achievements include: total waste generation decreased by 15 %, recycled or 

composted waste average went up to 68%, and the amount of waste sent to landfill decreased 

by 95 % (ibid.). This significantly helped Ljubljana to obtain the 2016 European Green Capital 

Award. In the past, Slovenia did not have a waste-to-energy (WTE) facility, and its waste 

management strategy relied on exports. The Regional Centre for Waste Treatment and 

Recovery was built in Ljubljana (RCERO), a waste treatment plant including an energy 

production facility. RCERO is one of the most advanced and the larger ones in Europe, serving 

700,000 citizens of 43 municipalities (source). Overall, there have been numerous projects 

dedicated to waste reduction and management implemented in Ljubljana, of different scope 

and focus, including projects with a strong educational, or awareness-raising element, all of 

which have contributed to the recognition of Ljubljana’s efforts on international levels. 

 

Waste Management projects 

Visualising and imagining the amount of waste we produce is often difficult – an applied R&D 

project is led by the Research Centre of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts (ZRC 

SAZU) to explore and tackle challenges related to urban waste management and bring 

awareness of the issue to the front: Invisible Life of Waste. The project also includes an 

educational dimension (e.g., development of an educational board game, involvement of the 

project in problem-based learning programme as part of the UCITYLAB Erasmus+ project). 

 

2.2 Stakeholders 

  

Urban Mobility 

The key stakeholders include the Municipality of Ljubljana (Development Projects and 

Investments Office -Development Projects Unit); Regional Development Agency of Ljubljana 

Urban Region; Public sector companies (SI Railways, AMZS, Ljubljana Public Transport); 

private companies (AvantCar, Voyego/ENDAVA, Nomago), and NGOs (Focus, IPoP). 
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Circularity 

The key stakeholders include the Municipality of Ljubljana (Development Projects and 

Investments Office - Development Projects Unit); Public sector companies (Snaga, VOKA); 

NGOs (Focus, Ekologi brez meja, Umanotera), private companies (KNAUF, Rifuzl, Library of 

things, 3 muhe). 

 

Energy Efficiency 

The key stakeholders include the City of Ljubljana (municipality; Energy Management); 

Energy companies (Petrol, Gen-I); Public sector companies (AGEN, ELES, Energetika 

Ljubljana, ESCOs); NGOs (Focus), private companies (KNAUF, Rifuzl, Library of things, 3 

muhe); Housing Associations and Funds. 

 

Waste Management 

The key stakeholders include the City of Ljubljana (Development Projects and Investments 

Office - Development Projects Unit); Public sector companies (Regional Centre for Waste 

Management, SNAGA waste management company); NGOs (Ekologi brez meja, Focus), 

Research organisations (ZRC SAZU). 

 

2.3 Educational programs 

 

Urban Mobility 

An example of a project that involved an educational element on primary school-level is the 

Active Travel to School and Healthy Cities project (led by NGO IPoP – Institute for Spatial 

Policies) - through various organizational, planning and educational measures, the aim of the 

program is to support schools and municipalities in facilitating walking to school and to 

promote the concept of a healthy city by drawing up local walking plans and conducting 

regional training seminars. 

Urban mobility is also a topic which IRI UL has been somewhat engaged in, specifically in the 

field of integrating the topic into the teaching and learning at higher education level 

(projects UCITYLAB – concluded, and Active8-Planet - ongoing). In both of these projects, 

urban mobility challenges have been placed at the centre of a problem-based teaching and 

learning process, where student teams explore the topic by applying the research 

methodology and theory to a specific challenge with the aim of designing a concept for a 

people-centred solution.  

 

Energy Efficiency 

Energy Advanced – within the project, the City of Ljubljana, Zavod 404, Montel 

Energetika.NET and Petrol have prepared and started implementing activities for the 

education of children in schools and kindergartens in the field of energy efficiency and energy 

saving - the program is intended to run for 15 years, hoping for a long- term impact on 

changing energy use habits. 
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Waste Management 

Invisible Life of Waste - the project also includes an educational dimension (e.g., 

development of an educational board game, involvement of the project in problem-based 

learning programme as part of the UCITYLAB Erasmus+ project). 

 

3. Conclusion  
 

Our research demonstrated the complexity and inter-relatedness of the selected urban 

challenges – while there are several initiatives, which tackle(d) a specific challenge, the 

common denominator is the recognized need for the engagement of stakeholders across a 

number of sectors, including governance, administration, and policy-making on different 

levels (from neighbourhood engagement, to city, regional, and national levels), business and 

industry, non-governmental organisations, and – last, but not least – higher education and 

research organisations. 

Our desk research and interviews with experts show that the University of Ljubljana and other 

researchers are involved in R&D projects that focus on urban challenges. However, while 

several of the mentioned projects include an educational element (e.g. workshops, living 

labs, or activities targeting kindergartens and schools), as well as some specific activities 

involving students and/or adults (e.g. the UCITYLAB project, the Ljubljana mobility week 

etc.), there is an identified lack of systematically and strategically integrating a challenge-

based approach  

There are also several recently initiated projects, which demonstrate ongoing developments 

by either cutting across the different challenges (e.g. Care4Climate), by initiating an 

interdisciplinary problem-based approach on the higher education level, by stimulating 

engagement of students in developing solutions to contemporary challenges, or by focusing on 

the involvement of different stakeholders, including citizens, through a participative 

approach (e.g. TRIBUTE project).  

The Institute for Innovation and Development of the University of Ljubljana (IRI UL) is a non-

profit research institute with a mission to foster a long-run and reciprocal cooperation 

between the higher education environment and Slovenian industry, public sector and society 

at large. In the Urban GoodCamp project, IRI UL acts as an intermediary organization 

identifying and connecting the relevant urban challenge stakeholders. It will enhance joint 

research activities and contribute to development and assessing the impact of the Urban 

Challenge Programme. The involved interdisciplinary teams of students, researchers, and 

municipality and industry representatives will conduct people-centred qualitative research in 

the context of relevant urban challenge to provide meaningful and sustainable interventions 

for the city of Ljubljana, thus addressing one of the cross-cutting issues in urban challenges – 

reaching out and meaningfully involving the city-dwellers in addressing the urban challenges 

and supporting a faster-paced transition towards sustainable and resilient cities. 
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1. Introduction  
 

In the metropolitan region of Amsterdam, the historic and urban character of the city has a 

major influence on the typical challenges that the city faces. Many people live in a relatively 

small area, which leads to a struggle for space. This inevitably leads to problems, but also to 

necessary innovation, especially in the areas of mobility, air quality and clean energy; 

circularity and local food systems; biodiversity and climate proof design. For example: 

diminishing green areas are a problem for a variety of reasons. The unused space of roofs can 

be turned into green-blue areas as part of the solution. In doing that, the city also creates 

water storage to absorb downpours, and to re-use this rainwater in the increasingly frequent 

dry periods.  

Next to the physical aspect of the city, we explored the social structure of the region and 

challenges within the topics of digitalization and labour market. There are many companies, 

social institutions and HEIs active on finding solutions for the challenges that face the city of 

Amsterdam. We found that the Municipality of Amsterdam often plays a central role.  

This city scanning report is the result of extensive desk research, as well as interviews with 

representatives of 5 well-known and active organizations in finding solutions for urban 

challenges. We mainly focus on the city level in this report, but the municipality often works 

from the perspective of the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area, i.e. all of North Holland, up to 

Hilversum and Flevoland, and sometimes even from a national or European perspective.  

We will start with an overview of the challenges that we identified and important projects 

that have been implemented on these challenges. We will then introduce the interviewees, 

who are generally representatives of organizations that are active stakeholders in one or 

more of the challenges and related projects described. We discussed with them the most 

important opportunities and bottlenecks that they have encountered in addressing these 

challenges, as well as their vision for HEIs and education in addressing urban challenges. Their 

views on the latter will be presented in a new chapter, and we will conclude with some 

general recommendations. 

 

2. Urban challenges  
 

For the Amsterdam Metropolitan region, five urban challenges appear to be typical for the 

Amsterdam context, namely: 

 

1) digitization; 

2) labour market; 

3) circularity and local food supply chains; 

4) mobility, clean energy and greenhouse gas emissions; 

5) diminishing biodiversity and the need for climate proof design solutions.  

 

We selected these challenges during a scoping wheel session, in which we identified the most 

pressing challenges on the basis of existing projects in the fields and active stakeholders, like 

public, private and social partners. These are also identified as priority themes for EU cities. 

In paragraph 2.1, an overview will be given of the projects and activities that are already 

implemented in the region. In paragraph 2.2, we will introduce the interviewees and give 

insight into their ideas on how to address challenges in the city and important opportunities 
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and bottlenecks that they encountered. The information presented in the following 

paragraphs is exemplary in nature, and/or reflecting the interviewees views; it is by no means 

a comprehensive overview of what is going on in the region in these areas. 

 

2.1 Projects 

 
Digitization 

Digital technology and data have been on the agenda in Amsterdam for quite some time, and 

initiatives are already well developed with many stakeholders. According to the AMS Institute, 

who has Responsible Urban Digitization in their portfolio as one of their urban challenges, 

new digital tools and technologies, such as the use of big data, distributed sensor networks, 

artificial intelligence and robotics, can help solve the city’s most pressing urban challenges. 

Digital technology and data are believed to have positive consequences for sustainability, for 

example by making production processes more efficient and by enabling the integration of 

solar and wind energy in our energy system.  

But digitization does not automatically lead to a more sustainable society. Digitization also 

drives consumption, ensures a growth of the resource-intensive industry and an increase in 

greenhouse gases. LEAP is a coalition of data centers, business end users, telecom providers, 

hardware suppliers, network organizations, knowledge institutions, startups and governments 

in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area (MRA) that offers perspectives for the use and 

acceleration of (new) techniques and technological developments that should lead to a 

sustainable digital infrastructure. Questions LEAP addresses are: What can we do with existing 

technology, such as power management and virtualization, to increase energy efficiency, and 

how can we accelerate the transition to a sustainable digital infrastructure in which we 

integrate technological innovation into the core of the energy system and offer a spatial 

planning solution with circular use of materials? 

Another focus point in Amsterdam that is addressed is: is everyone equally benefiting from 

the digital revolution? What happens to the available data now that more and more traffic is 

going online? And how do we ensure a fair digital playing field? The AMdEX initiative 

contributes to the development of a fair and sustainable digital society and thus to a smart 

metropolis. Partners in the AMdEX network will work in co-creation on a generic technical 

facility and organization that makes this possible. Partners continue to build on (partial) 

solutions that are already running and make these solutions accessible to SMEs and other 

organizations. In 2017, the Board, together with partners, drew up the Tada manifesto, 

containing the shared values for a responsible digital city. These values help to jointly and 

individually shape a digital society and make an important contribution to the smart 

metropolis of the future. Entrepreneurs who develop responsible digital alternatives play a 

key role in the further development of Tada. By supporting these entrepreneurs, participants 

see an opportunity to further mobilize the ecosystem and scale and accelerate the 

development and use of responsible technology. 

 

Labour market 

In Amsterdam, the Municipality and the Amsterdam Economic Board, established by the 

municipality to streamline the working relationships between the private sector, knowledge 

institutes and government organisations, strive towards a system where everyone can benefit 

from economic growth, and also have the opportunity to develop personally throughout their 

lives so they can continue to participate in a rapidly changing labour market. Major 
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investments are being made in developing new skills and promoting innovation in education. 

In recent years there has been a rapid growth in a wide variety of new courses, ranging from 

IT academies like Codam to public-private initiatives such as House of Skills and TechConnect, 

and tailor-made solutions aimed at specific target groups. House of Skills, together with 

partners among which the AUAS, has developed various free skills tools that enable workers 

and job seekers to discover online which work suits their skills. Organizations can also find 

employees with the right skills for their vacancies.  

The Borstlap committee, established by the cabinet and the Scientific Council for 

Government Policy (WRR) pointed out that the weakest in society most often work via 

insecure flex contracts. Around Amsterdam, more than a third of employment comes from 

sectors like the catering industry (70% flexible contract), employment agencies (72%) and the 

cultural sector (48%): exactly the sectors that are severely or very severely affected by the 

corona crisis. Layoffs and bankruptcies have become a reality. In times of economic 

downturn, it is often the easiest way for companies to terminate temporary contracts or stop 

calling on temporary workers: flex workers are the first to lose their jobs. The impact is 

particularly great for young people with a low level of education, says professor Wilthagen. 

Municipalities in the Amsterdam region are coming up with a Regional Work Center (Regionaal 

Werkcentrum Groot-Amsterdam) to link people who are out of work to employers who are 

looking for staff. The plan must offer a solution to the rapidly rising unemployment due to the 

corona crisis. At the same time, there is a great demand for talent in sectors such as 

technology, IT, education and healthcare. The Talent Ecosystem Guide (TEG) aims to make 

the ecosystem for talent development in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area visible and 

accessible to everyone. They are creating a tool that supports the effective deployment and 

development of talent initiatives in the region. By focusing on initiatives for retraining and 

upskilling digital, circular and energy talent, TEG is contributing to a smart and green 

metropolitan area. 

 

Circularity and local food supply chains 

Circularity is considered an important emerging urban solution. Amsterdam aims to halve the 

use of new raw materials by 2030 and to achieve a fully circular city by 2050 (Amsterdam 

Circular Strategy 2020-2025). In the strategy they use the Amsterdam City Doughnut  of the 

British economist Kate Raworth. The model describes how societies and businesses can 

contribute to economic development while still respecting the limits of the planet and our 

society. In its strategy, the municipality is focusing on 3 value chains: food and organic waste 

streams, consumer goods, and built environment.  

In our report, we focus in particular on the first chain, food and organic waste streams. 

Amsterdam citizens still separate relatively little waste: 91% of plastic, 78% textile, 60% 

paper and 42% of glass waste and 99% of GFE / T ends up in residual waste (Gemeente 

Amsterdam, 2021a). For circularity, the municipality now has an ambitious plan that aims to 

close more and more material cycles (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2021b)). We can identify 

different areas where an initial focus is currently being placed.  

Construction is an important sector in which there is a lot of experimentation with circularity, 

as the construction chain currently generates 40% of municipal waste (Gemeente Amsterdam, 

2019). There are a number of partially or fully circular buildings in the city that play an 

exemplary role in this, such as the circular pavilion of ABN AMRO, Circl, which also serves as 

an important venue for education about sustainability and circularity.  

https://www.codam.nl/
https://houseofskillsregioamsterdam.nl/
https://techconnect.org/
https://digitalsocietyschool.org/project/the-talent-ecosystem-guide-teg-making-lifelong-learning-upskilling-reskilling-easy/
https://assets.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/867635/amsterdam-city-doughnut.pdf
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In addition, a number of other 'value chains' have been identified in which the municipality 

tries to close the material circle, such as biomass, textiles and the separate collection of 

certain types of waste. The concrete challenge according to the project manager at the 

Waste & Resources Directorate of the municipality is to gradually reduce the collection of 

waste to at least half, and preferably less, and to separate materials early in the cycle. The 

reuse of waste resources is currently growing in collaboration with recycling parties, and 

there are also opportunities in building materials, although the volumes there are not very 

large. The challenge with regard to the business case of reuse lies mainly in the volume 

(space), transparency (insight, marking) and logistics (sorting, access), which involves a lot of 

manual work and processing steps.  

As a hotspot for festivals, the city is also a good testing ground for experimenting with 

circularity in festivals and events. Furthermore, circularity mainly takes place on a fairly 

small scale in the form of for example repair cafes. 

We cannot properly separate the theme of local food supply chains from the subject of 

circularity. Many initiatives on local food systems focus on the reuse of a certain residual flow 

from the food system. Think of collecting used coffee grounds separately as a basis for 

growing mushrooms, or collecting orange peels from supermarkets that sell fresh orange juice 

for processing into oils. Local public worm hotels or a company such as Instock also respond 

well to the growing need of city inhabitants to prevent food waste at the front, and to use 

valuable residual flows as functionally as possible at the 'back' of the food system.  

The website 'Van Amsterdamse Bodem' offers a good overview of all food initiatives that are 

taking place in the city, whereby it is striking that many Amsterdam entrepreneurs seem to 

be very enthusiastic to grow locally and organically, to produce socially and to involve 

customers in their new story about healthy and sustainable food. The goal of ‘Van 

Amsterdamse Bodem’ is to contribute to short food chains, so that less long distance 

transport is needed to feed the city (De Gezonde Stad, 2021). 

 

Mobility, clean energy and greenhouse gas emissions 

The air quality in Amsterdam is poor and the physical space is under pressure as a result of 

traffic congestion. According to the European Environment Agency, 12,000 premature deaths 

(2015) were related to air quality problems (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2020). In 2019, the 

municipality of Amsterdam drew up an ambitious plan to make Amsterdam traffic completely 

emission-free by 2030. Amsterdam is now experimenting with strategically placed green walls 

to absorb pollutants along busy points, such as through roads and intersections. Emission-free 

zones, discouraging car visits in the city center and promoting sharing platforms to reduce car 

ownership are other examples of initiatives the city is taking to improve this.  

Despite the doubling in the number of sustainable vehicles in 2018 compared to 2008, the 

share of sustainable cars in 2018 is still relatively small (4.7% is electric or hybrid) (Gemeente 

Amsterdam, 2021a). The aim is to have a total of 2,500 electric shared cars in the city by 

2020. Furthermore, the goal is to ensure that all shared cars are emission-free by 2025. In 

addition, a city-wide parking permit will be introduced for electric car sharing (at the 

expense of the number of regular resident parking permits) and it will be made easier for new 

parties to enter the Amsterdam car sharing market. 

Making the built environment more sustainable is also an important step in reducing CO2 

emissions. Amsterdam's total CO2 emissions must be 55% lower by 2030 than in 1990; by 2050 

it must be 95% (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2020). Making monumental buildings gas-free is not an 

https://vanamsterdamsebodem.nl/
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easy task, but the municipality is tackling this challenge in phases. De Gezonde Stad, an 

independent foundation that receives a partial subsidy from the Municipality of Amsterdam 

and the National Postcode Lottery, supports this by providing free energy advice to local 

residents and property owners, organize online webinars about energy and provide practical 

tips via social media (De Gezonde Stad, 2021). Together with TU Delft, they are also 

investigating the opportunities for using locally available sustainable energy sources in the 

Amsterdam city center, so that (sustainable) gas is hardly needed anymore. For example, by 

harvesting and storing the heat from the canal water and the soil in the summer, to use it in 

the winter.  

Many square metres on roofs for solar panels also offer an untapped potential for clean 

energy. Since 2013, the installed solar energy capacity has increased with a factor 14. In 2018 

there were 15,000 registered installations with solar panels, about 85.1 megawatts (MW). The 

goal, however, was that 160 MW of solar energy had been realized in Amsterdam by 2020. So 

it seems that the goal is far from being achieved. Fortunately, there is also a lot of solar 

energy in the pipeline. In 2018, many SDE (stimulation of sustainable energy) subsidies were 

issued, good for an additional 133 MW of solar panels. If these solar panels are installed 

quickly, the goal can still be achieved (De Gezonde Stad, 2021). Finally, from an industry 

perspective, closing the Hemweg power station is an important contribution to reducing 

emissions from Amsterdam. 

 

Diminishing biodiversity and the need for climate proof design 

Climate change is a worldwide problem that is becoming increasingly visible through recent 

floodings and forest fires. This is not different for Amsterdam. Due to climate change, 

extreme rainfall is becoming more frequent, and Amsterdam is not equipped for this. Cities 

used to be designed to drain rainwater as quickly as possible, but given the high volume of 

water during extreme rain, this is no longer possible. Amsterdam needs to focus on using 

rainwater, temporarily store it or let it infiltrate into the groundwater.  

In 2014, Rainproof Amsterdam was set up by Waternet with the aim of increasing awareness 

about the issue. The design of groundwater levels and the water system – and its 

consequences – is becoming increasingly important. The groundwater levels must be included 

in the development of new areas, which is not yet the case. In April, the Amsterdam 

Stormwater Ordinance was adopted, a legal instrument that makes it mandatory for new 

buildings to include water storage in the design, with a delayed discharge that can store 60 

litres/m2 of the built-up area and can be emptied within 60 hours after the rainfall, in time 

for the next shower. There needs to be enough space in the subsurface to store water in 

periods of extreme rainfall, but also, the groundwater level should not drop too far in hot 

summers. Adding greenery is increasingly seen as a solution to fulfil the buffer effect of the 

city. 

However, the amount of green space per inhabitant in the city is declining, especially in 

neighborhoods in and around the center (De Gezonde Stad, 2021). This makes the city extra 

vulnerable to heavy rainfall and long periods of drought. In a stony city, the water is less able 

to find its way to the soil, leading to overcrowded sewers and flooded basements. At the 

same time, the temperature in these areas rises even higher during dry periods, and the 

damage to existing nature is greater. Enough greenery is an important condition to find 

relaxation and coolness, but also to provide sufficient space for natural life in the city.  

An adapted mowing policy and the use of roofs for blue-green areas offer additional solutions 

here. Projects that have greening as their focus, are for example: ‘Park om de Hoek (Park 

around the Corner)’ where local residents, the municipality, schools, social enterprises and 
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companies cooperate to make streets and squares greener; and ‘Green Light District’ where 

Groene Grachten, NV Zeedijk, Gemeente Amsterdam, De Gezonde Stad, Rooftop Revolution, 

TU Delft, EIT Climate-KIC give a street in the centre of Amsterdam a green makeover. The 

project manager of The Healthy City hereby underlines that, when working in public space, 

the municipality is an important partner. The process of creating greenery in public space 

takes a long time, because it involves different departments that need to check safety, cables 

and pipes, ground levels, etc.  

A well-connected green structure helps plants and animal in the urban climate and is of great 

importance to enhance biodiversity (Plan Amsterdam, 2020). A goal of the municipality of 

Amsterdam was to connect the nature reserves of Amsterdam with each other by 2020 and to 

solve all ecological bottlenecks (barriers and fragmentation). This has not yet been fully 

successful. Of the 351 bottlenecks in 2015, 239 have been resolved. When all nature areas in 

the city are connected, natural processes are not interrupted, which is considered good for 

the biodiversity in the city (De Gezonde Stad, 2021).  

Biodiversity is considered essential for maintaining ecosystems and thus a healthy living 

environment, and a healthy city (Wild Amsterdam, 2020). Various spatial services of the 

municipality are jointly working on the elaboration of the Puccini policy framework, 

Handbook Green, a manual for the design of the green public space of Amsterdam. This sets 

out basic principles for all planting types, from soil structure and dimensions of planting areas 

to lists of 'best practices' of species in Amsterdam. (Plan Amsterdam, 2020) Also, the 

municipality is working on a Handbook Climate adaptation. Further, between 2020 and 2050, 

10 large green projects will increase Amsterdam's biodiversity. These projects are described 

in “Wild Amsterdam: a Delta Plan on Biodiversity for an Amsterdam rich in nature 2020-2025” 

(Wild Amsterdam, 2020). 

 

2.2 Stakeholders 
 

At the municipality, we interviewed the program manager for bulky waste at the Waste & 

Resources Directorate. He is responsible for the direction of the waste chain from producer to 

reuse, processing and upcycling. Focus lies hereby increasingly on the reorganisation of the 

street collection of bulky household waste via waste points, including the processing 

contracts with larger parties and other market parties whose role it is to process this in the 

most sustainable way. The challenge for the municipality is to make citizens more aware of 

what they buy, and what will happen to it after it has been used. It is important to realize 

that Amsterdam is a city with many different people from culturally diverse backgrounds. The 

involvement of Amsterdam residents is considered very important, and is actively encouraged 

by the Municipality and other organizations. If people are involved in the process, are co-

owner or notice positive effects of the results, support for change increases.  

We interviewed the managing director at AMS Institute, a research institute that works on 

finding interdisciplinary metropolitan solutions in Amsterdam and that was founded in 2013 

after Delft University of Technology, Wageningen University and Research, and the American 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) won a competition organized by the municipality 

of Amsterdam. AMS Institute plays a large role in assisting the Municipality of Amsterdam in 

finding technical solutions for, among others, the recovery and strengthening of historic quay 

walls. Historically and in present time, the canal system is a vital element of the Amsterdam 

city infrastructure. It is part of the city’s DNA and is a dominant factor in the unique 

atmosphere of the inner city. Due to the age of the canal walls and changed conditions, many 
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walls are to be considered as sub-standard, and potentially unsafe. Also recent incidents with 

the collapse of canal walls in Amsterdam show the importance of taking immediate action on 

the topic.  

For AMS Institute, the cooperation with the municipality on these large scale urban challenges 

is crucial. Yet, the problem with addressing urban challenges is that there is either no 

momentum, or the exact opposite: a real sense of urgency and no time for experimentation. 

In the latter case, you move directly into the operational phase when addressing transitions, 

without being able to test if the proposed solution will be effective. AMS Institute can quickly 

deliver solutions, because there are 3 HEIs that can be consulted and that can share the 

required knowledge and people. And yet, still it is a challenge to combine the urgency of the 

challenge with the political agenda. 

The AMS Institute toolkit for success consists of a multi-year innovation agenda designed 

together with their partners, as well as a set of (long-term) cooperation agreements with 

various partners. Their program developers secure the connection with the partners and other 

stakeholders. They are in constant connection with internal and external stakeholders, and 

are usually extravert in character with a large network of their own. Finally, their main 

organizational goal is then to constantly break through silos, i.e. make sure that people are 

not mainly busy with their ‘own thing’ so that they can achieve their goals but instead work 

together to serve a common goal. 

We interviewed a policy developer at Rainproof Amsterdam, which is an organization that is 

part of the Climate Adaptation Program of the Municipality of Amsterdam. Overall, climate-

proof design is an important step to fulfil the buffer effect of the city. For example: adding 

greenery ensures that rainwater infiltrates better, the groundwater level is replenished, 

which in turn leads to less low groundwater levels in periods of drought, it provides cooling 

and it contributes to biodiversity. In climate proof design, Amsterdam encounters a typical 

problem in the inner city. In historic buildings that are founded on wooden poles, subsiding 

groundwater levels can cause the pole heads to become dry, so that the foundations are no 

longer solid and the buildings can sag. Legally, the groundwater level under a building is the 

responsibility of the building owner. But this cannot be mastered in one place. It’s part of a 

larger system, an issue that will play a role in Amsterdam in the coming years.  

To encourage greenery in the city, foundation The Healthy City (De Gezonde Stad) sets up 

bottom-up projects together with citizens to create tree parks, green roofs, compost for 

vegetable gardens, etcetera in Amsterdam neighbourhoods. We talked to one of their project 

managers about how to involve residents, build up communities and create practical, 

manageable and small solutions for challenges.  

The chair of the Executive Board of the AUAS, who is also member of the Amsterdam 

Economic Board, stressed in her interview the importance of HEIs in sharing their knowledge 

with a wide variety of stakeholders and connecting it to practice. In Amsterdam, the AUAS is 

therefore increasingly becoming a network organization. Urban challenges like climate change 

and increasingly limited physical space are forcing the city council, entrepreneurs, HEIs, 

social organizations, and residents to work together to come up with new solutions to keep 

the city liveable and healthy in the long term. In her own words: “A broad range of 

stakeholders need to be on board to be successful in addressing challenges: the population, in 

all its diversity, companies represented by the Amsterdam Economic Board and VNO, HEIs, 

financiers like Rabobank and ING, and players like energy companies, transporters and other 

parties in logistics, and housing corporations, among others. Everybody needs to be aware 
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that we will need to make financial sacrifices. At the same time, we need to make – for 

example the energy transition - affordable for everyone. If homeowners are forced to become 

energy neutral without affordable solutions, a certain group will not have the opportunity to 

be involved. We have to think carefully about what we ask of people in terms of behavior and 

personal responsibility. Subsidies can be beneficial, because they stimulate people and the 

group that will use them will increase. These are important conditions to get everyone on 

board, otherwise the transition to sustainability will remain an elite issue.” 

 

2.3 Educational programs 
 

Education about urban challenges and its solutions takes places in many forms. In this 

chapter, we will present some examples of how stakeholders are cooperating in exchanging 

knowledge on urban challenges. This is – again – not a comprehensive overview, but is meant 

to be indicative for the types of education that have taken shape around the mentioned 

challenges.  

For the AMS Institute, students are the backbone of the institute. At the institute, 

educational activities are geared towards accelerating transformations through iterative and 

co-creative learning. With Amsterdam as a living lab - they foster and develop the research, 

design and innovation skills of (future) urban engineers. Their 2-year master/ MCs MADE, a 

joint degree from Technical University Delft and Wageningen University and Research, is at 

the heart of their educational program. The master is strongly connected with the other 

activities on living labs, research & innovation, and entrepreneurship.  

On the premises of the AMS Institute, there is a lot of room for students to experiment and 

create innovative products and services with new material and data. For AMS, data are at the 

core of understanding the city, and helps with urban planning and decision making. There is a 

strict selection procedure for the master program. The quality of the students is of added 

value for the prestige of the institute. Students that apply come from many different 

backgrounds, and are mixed as much as possible throughout the program in order to create 

interdisciplinary teams. In those teams, students work on their urban challenge of 

preference. Team assignments revolve around an issue where the problem is fuzzy as well as 

the solution, just like in real-life. The students then need to clarify and sharpen it. 

As far as the municipality is concerned, they work close together with HEIs and other 

stakeholders in research and educational projects. For example the AUAS research group of 

the Heat Resistant City has set up a course for the municipality based on their minor The 

Climate Proof City which focuses on what civil servants need to know to make the right 

choices. Questions that are being discussed are: What is climate change how does it affect 

Amsterdam and what solutions are already available? The course was set up for 4 departments 

on the design of public space. Also, a Climate Adaptation Methodology has been developed in 

collaboration with Rainproof and the AUAS. Further, Rainproof is working on a Heat Safari, in 

which the effects of heat on the environment is examined together with residents and 

companies, and the AUAS is already offering a Thermal Walk. And there are many more 

educational projects that are worth mentioning.  

From a waste & resources perspective, there are cooperations with the AUAS, but also many 

opportunities. There is, for example, a concrete task to make a business case for a kind of 

second-hand hardware store, and also a knowledge or education centre where citizens can be 
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inspired by collaborating SME’s which produce beautiful circular products and applications for 

an affordable price. Also, it would be interesting for students to help think about the business 

cases that you could make to make it interesting for people to buy products that are more 

reusable or last longer, for example because they are of better quality, which may ultimately 

be cheaper and have less negative impact on the environment. Research by students into the 

motives of people from different city districts to purchase new or second-hand products is 

also interesting, or the calculation of other business cases and types of usage models in which 

total costs of ownership are calculated or in which consumers are stimulated via the 

government to buy more sustainable products. Further, HE students can play an important 

role in collaboratively reconsider and collect data with regard to the roles of different parties 

in the supply chain, including consumers and producers.  

The Healthy City organises some educational workshops, their focus is primarily on getting 

residents to act. At Green Light District, they have set up a lab about sustainable 

entrepreneurship, i.e. how to set up your own company within the Green Light District. They 

organized an ‘Act on your carbon impact’ program a few times, based on the Carbon Literacy 

project that originated in London. It was a multiple-day course in which people from the 

municipality, residents, and students participated. In the ‘30 Days Sustainability’ project, 

people were given assignments for a month to start living sustainably. The idea arose during 

COVID-19 when people were at home a lot and wanted to make a difference there, but did 

not know how. Together with partners, The Healthy City came up with simple but challenging 

assignments regarding energy saving, food waste and litter. There were 500+ participants. 

They also did the program ‘in-company’ for Rabobank. 

The AUAS has set up Centres of Expertise (CEs) where faculties work together to create 

internal and external networks on important urban challenges, like sustainability and energy 

transitions. Although the AUAS is already very involved in projects that address urban 

challenges in the city, often also together with the municipality, initiatives are fragmented 

and not always communicated enough to external partners. With the CEs, the AUAS hopes to 

better connect the networks and initiatives that already exist, and make their projects and 

impact in the city more visible. The AUAS also wants to investigate how it can better involve 

people in addressing sustainability challenges and Social Development Goals. Sustainability is 

an important theme that needs acceleration. The AUAS is currently developing a dashboard 

which faculties can translate their own sustainability ambitions into 4 parts: the curriculum, 

research, the AUAS as an organization (e.g., the sustainability ambitions for our buildings), 

and profiling in the city. In this way, he AUAS can make a scan of how all educational 

programs connect to sustainability targets and what further action is needed. Some faculties 

are leading the way, but there is still a lot that can be improved. 

Overall, the different interviewees highlighted that in Amsterdam the municipality is a huge 

driver of addressing urban challenges, and fortunately so because many solutions like 

greenery require an intervention in public space – and therefore need to be worked on 

together. 

 

3. Conclusion  
 

There are many different initiatives and players active on the theme of digitization. 

Together, they represent a great deal of expertise. They seem to be able to find each other 

well in a network that has clear shared goals and thus collaborates on a common agenda. 
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In the labor market theme, we see major challenges, reinforced by the current corona crisis. 

This has made the already weak position of flex workers in the labor market even worse. The 

problem is seen as such, and the municipality has and continues to play a central role in 

getting people back to work. There are also private initiatives that try to make a better 

match between supply and demand in the labor market, and help people find sustainable 

jobs. 

In circularity and local food supply chains, we notice that there are many plans, but these are 

mainly in an initial stage: a few pioneering projects, small-scale initiatives and, above all, a 

solution for the end product 'waste'. Much knowledge and experience is still lacking to 

actually close many material circles, although an important start has been made with the 

exploration of how to realize this in construction, which has a lot of physical environmental 

impact. The infrastructure of knowledge exchange on this theme is still fairly limited to a few 

partners.  

In mobility, CO2 emissions and air quality, there are many concrete plans and active partners 

who work together on solutions. The mindsets are very clear: working towards zero emissions 

by 2030 and an increase in shared cars, made possible by reserving physical space for this and 

opening up the market. Making homes natural gas-free and increasing the amount of solar 

panels installed are two other clear solutions that are steadily taking shape under the 

direction of the municipality and collaborating private partners and knowledge institutions. 

Shifting to a higher gear is the main challenge here. 

On the theme of biodiversity and climate proof design, we see two contradictory movements: 

a clear picture of the necessary solutions, namely increasing the amount of greenery, which 

fulfills many different goals for people, water and drought and thriving natural ecosystems. 

But at the same time we see an unruly reality, highly dependent on the right knowledge in 

the right place and effective cooperation, in a densifying city in which every m2 is fought 

over. 

In view of the above, we have identified the challenge of biodiversity and climate proof 

design as the most versatile and promising challenge for Amsterdam to explore further in this 

project. More than the other challenges described, the theme seems to be at the right stage 

to be taken one step further within the scope of the Urban Goodcamp project. There are 

various plans from the municipality and private initiatives, the urgency to take action is high, 

but there is a lack of a large-scale partnership with which this can be taken a step further. 

Also, educational initiatives are growing, but still lack scale. We express the hope that 

further research and education can be of significance to increase effective cooperation on 

this pressing urban issue. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Made a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1987, a major maritime power in the 10th century, 

Venice was founded in the 5th century, spread over 118 small islands. Venice and its lagoon 

form an inseparable unique ecosystem: 70,176 ha of land where nature, history, art and trade 

have been closely linked since its foundation. Venice and its lagoon landscape is the result of 

a powerful and dynamic interaction process over time, between people and the natural 

environment. High technical and creative skills allowed the realization of the hydraulic and 

architectural works in the city and the lagoon area. The whole city is an extraordinary 

architectural masterpiece, where even the smallest building contains works by some of the 

world's greatest artists such as Giorgione, Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese. 

Because of its unique traits, the Venetian urban life and economy have been mostly 

converted to the tourism industry. As a consequence, Venice is becoming kind of a “Company 

Town”, where its growth depends on only one “industrial” sector: tourism. This has not only 

impacts at an economic level, but at social, cultural, and environmental levels as well. Also, 

as an economic monoculture, being a touristified destination makes Venice very vulnerable to 

external events that cannot be controlled. Be them a pandemic, an extreme weather event, 

the re-emerging of an economic crisis, if the tourist inflow slows down or even stops, the life 

and economy of the city can be strongly affected and might ultimately collapse. The 

coronavirus outbreak has indeed dramatically shown that the monocultural model based on 

tourism that Venice adopted needs to be rethought. 

Therefore, the main question that we aim to explore within the Urban GoodCamp project is: 

how can we design a more sustainable Venice? The word ‘sustainability’ for this analysis 

refers to financial, social and environmental aspects, all intertwined. 

As reported by the New York Times (2020), in Venice, after the pandemic emergency, 

“residents and local leaders hope their city can develop an economy that doesn’t revolve 

entirely around tourism, one that would draw international investors, expand the footprint of 

the city’s two universities, and turn its empty buildings into environmental research 

facilities.” 

For the purpose of creating this City Scanning Report, we have interviewed 9 local experts 

who are familiar and work on the challenges that Venice is facing, specifically overtourism, 

depopulation, protection of the lagoon. Our pool of experts represents public authorities, 

academia and cultural system, the media and communication system, non-profit 

organizations. Even though each expert is more familiar with one of the challenges, somehow 

the three of them are all intertwined, therefore have been touched in the conversations we 

had with all of the experts.  

 

2. Urban challenges  
 

According to the Sustainable Cultural Tourism report, published by the EU in 2019, 

“Sustainable cultural tourism is the integrated management of cultural heritage and tourism 

activities in conjunction with the local community, creating social, environmental and 

economic benefits for all stakeholders in order to achieve tangible and intangible cultural 

heritage conservation and sustainable tourism development.” 

Europe’s cultural heritage is a rich and diverse mosaic of cultural and creative expressions, an 

inheritance from previous generations of Europeans and a legacy for those to come. Cultural 
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heritage enriches the individual lives of citizens, is a driving force for the cultural and 

creative sectors, and plays a role in creating and enhancing Europe's social capital. It is also 

an important resource for economic growth, employment and social cohesion, offering the 

potential to revitalise urban and rural areas and promote sustainable tourism.  

However, many European tourism destinations are currently facing serious challenges relating 

to over-tourism, including overcrowding, massification, cultural appropriation, over-

folklorisation of cultural heritage and loss of authenticity. This is contributing to a rejection 

of tourism by local citizens and cultural and heritage experts, who warn about the 

detrimental effects this phenomenon may have on our cultural heritage. 

Our analysis started from the concept of Culture & Heritage, with a focus on how to combine 

it with the concept of Sustainable Communities. By exploring these aspects during the desk 

research phase and interviews, we identified three main urban challenges:  

• Overtourism,  

• Depopulation,  

• Environmental Issues/Protection of the Lagoon. 

Even though, usually, research projects tend to focus on only one of these challenges, 

through the desk research, the literature available, and the interviews with experts, we 

realized that they are all interconnected and more multifaceted than expected. Therefore, 

actions taken towards working on one challenge may have an impact or may be at the same 

time steps toward trying to add value to the other two. This may represent an important 

starting point in order to identify innovative ways to approach the urban challenges that 

Venice faces: a consistent, cohesive and integrated approach that tries to reply to our 

research question that is “How can we design a more sustainable Venice?” 

 

2.1 Projects 

 

Overtourism 

The uniqueness of Venice has made it a worldwide attraction for centuries, so that now the 

city can be considered an epicenter of overtourism. Before COVID-19, hotels in and around 

Venice hosted 10.2 million mostly international guests a year, according to Italy’s bureau of 

statistics. This number does not account for day-trippers from cruise ships, the train station 

and bus tours. Estimates say that the actual number of tourists before the pandemic 

emergency used to be 20 million annually, largely concentrated in an area of 2 square miles 

and 50,000 residents. They used to contribute 3 billion euros a year. 

A 2013 study by Ca’ Foscari University estimated that the overall business brought to the city 

from the cruise industry accounts for 290 million euros annually. The study considered direct 

and indirect business with public as well as privately owned companies, and included fuel, 

food supplies, laundry services and money spent by cruise day-trippers in the city (as little as 

19 euros per capita, if they didn’t spend the night).  

However, the ‘hit & run’ tourism model doesn’t depend on cruise ships only. Many day 

trippers arrive by car, train and flights. And not all of them are respectful of the city and its 

dwellers. For some, Venice has the allure of a sort of Disneyland and they feel entitled to 

jump from bridges in the Grand Canal for example. Indeed, after a group of Belgian teenagers 

dangerously jumped from the Calatrava bridge into the Grand Canal, the City Council added 

regulations to ban taking a leap of a Venice bridge. Swimming or jumping into the canal now 
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comes with a hefty $500+ fine. Furthermore, to protect Venice from disrespectful tourist 

behaviours, in 2017 the city has introduced the #EnjoyRespectVenezia campaign. It’s an 

initiative that bans tourists from sitting down in certain parts of Venice, such as St Mark’s 

Square and on the steps of Rialto Bridge. Visitors are also banned from camping in the city, 

defacing public property with graffiti, placing padlocks on bridges or monuments and buying 

fake goods from illegal street vendors. 

While the number of visitors unsurprisingly dropped in 2020 due to the global pandemic, the 

city has decided to open a control room operation, which began working in September 2020. 

Its goal is to understand where, when, and how travelers are moving around Venice, so that 

the city may be able to create a sustainable tourism plan, including taking the decision about 

whether to implement turnstiles to charge entrance fees. The challenge here stays in finding 

a way to use this data in a smart way, that combines tourist flows with the presence of locals 

in an effective and productive way for both the parties. 

To support slow tourism and to help the city face the overtourism challenge, some cultural 

initiatives have been created as well, such as: 

• Hidden Venice, a set of audio guides created by the students of the Algarotti High 

School, the city's tourist institute, supported by Ca' Foscari University. These audio 

guides represent a new way to visit Venice and its lagoon by exploring five itineraries 

part of the nautical and shipbuilding tradition; 

 

• the Water Museum, a digital museum that collects the most representative heritage 

of water civilizations available in Venice and its surrounding areas. This platform is 

part of the UNESCO World Network of Water Museums, an innovative network to 

disseminate UNESCO's sustainable development goals to the largest number of 

museums in the world. It’s a digital project that represents a unique way to combine 

the heritage of Venice with local history and not well known traditions that can help 

tourists create alternative paths to visit Venice and its surroundings; 

 

• SMARTLAND, a network of local businesses and education partners, including Ca’ 

Foscari University, that wants to operate at a multi - field level for the enhancement 

of the Veneto Region, starting with the tourism sector. 

 

Depopulation 

The city’s historical center, consisting of two islands, had 175,000 residents at its peak in the 

1950s. In 2009, the population fell below 60,000, the conventional threshold to be considered 

a city in Italy. Today, the center of the city has about 50,000 residents. 

The decline of residents is linked to a dwindling number of jobs that don't involve tourism, as 

well as the rising cost of food, transportation and housing. The risk of flooding makes the 

scenario even more challenging. Who would buy a house that risks being flooded during high 

tides? 

To bring new residents, Venice needs ideas. Dreams of attracting multinational corporations, 

prestigious institutions and digital nomads have been discussed for years. More recently, 

Fabio Carrera, Director of the Venice Project Centre, got assigned the Cosma and Damiano 

Church, which doesn’t practice worships anymore, on the Giudecca island, to build a start-up 

incubator named SerenDPT, with the goal to create high-paying jobs in tech, to attract 

people who can live and work in Venice. This is not the only accelerator project in Venice. A 

new one has just been launched, indeed: VeniSia, which stands for Venice Sustainability 

Innovation Accelerator. It is a project created by Ca' Foscari University in partnership with 
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Boston Consulting Group. VeniSia aims to make Venice an innovation accelerator for the 

development of solutions related to sustainability and climate change. It also wants to attract 

highly qualified people to Venice, by favoring both temporary as well as permanent 

residency. 

In addition to the above projects, there is a new one, designed by Prof Warglien, one the 

experts we interviewed: VenyWhere. It’s a platform that aims to help remote workers choose 

Venice as their place to stay for long periods, as a sort of temporary citizenship.  

During the Covid-19 emergency, left without its main activity, tourism, Venice started 

rethinking to its dwellers and to new services focused on locals. Indeed, dwellers started 

helping dwellers. Row Venice for example, a group of women that normally teach tourists 

how to row alla veneta (Venetian style, or standing), started delivering food for free to 

neighborhoods where grocery shops are rare, to support the elderly. Following this path, in 

2020, Cocai Express was launched (cocai means ‘seagull’ in Venetian dialect), as the very 

first delivery app in Venice. 

 

Environmental Issues/ Protection of the Lagoon 

In the Mediterranean area, the lagoon of Venice represents an outstanding example of a 

transitional-water environment which has become more and more vulnerable as a result of 

irreversible anthropogenic and climate changes. In this co-evoluted ecosystem where the tidal 

flats and salt marshes are as important as the islands, pile-dwellings, fishing villages need to 

be protected no less than the palazzi and churches. In fact, few places in the world are as 

threatened by climate change as Venice. As the city is built in the middle of the lagoon, its 

existence has always required maintaining a careful balance between the city and the 

surrounding natural environment. However, in recent years, anthropogenic impacts and 

climate change have threatened to throw off the balance. Floods regularly damage lower 

floors of homes, restaurants and shops, and what was once a winter phenomenon is now 

happening more often. Experts say that climate change is likely to blame. Unfortunately, 

putting in place protective measures has proven difficult. These include an integrated system 

of public works, such as the mobile flood gates (MoSE - Experimental Electromechanical 

Module) to temporarily isolate the lagoon from the sea and some complementary measures 

capable of reducing the level of the most frequent tides in the lowest areas on the water. 

To study Venice’s environmental issues, in late 2018, partnering with the Italian Institute of 

Technology, Ca’ Foscari University launched a center to apply technologies to the 

preservation of cultural heritage. Still in 2018, with Italy’s National Research Council, Ca’ 

Foscari University also founded a program focused on climate change. The environmental 

aspects have a strong impact on the ability of Venice to thrive as an urban ecosystem. This is 

why the city has a strong focus on how to become climatically neutral and works hard to 

achieve the Sustainable Development Goals identified by the UN. Thanks to the work of 

Venice City Solutions 2030, a project that has the goal to involve all citizens by awakening 

their civic sense, together with governments, universities, businesses, Venice is now a 

candidate to be one of the European cities that aim to become climatically neutral by 2030. 

Following this candidacy, in March 2021, alongside the Veneto Region and the Municipality of 

Venice, institutions such as Ca' Foscari University, IUAV, Benedetto Marcello Conservatory, 

Academy of Fine Arts, Cini Foundation, Confindustria Veneto and some of the main industrial 

realities such us, Generali, Snam, and Boston Consulting Group have joined forces for the 

“Venice World Capital of Sustainability” project. Their goals are to develop shared and 

integrated actions, with positive impacts in terms of sustainable development, employment 

growth, improvement of the living and working conditions of the population, industrial and 

energy transition.  
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Other initiatives that have been recently launched to protect the Lagoon and the local 

environment are: 

• the Plastic Smart Cities initiative promoted by WWF, that Venice joined in March 

2021. It’s a project that aims to collaborate with at least 25 cities or islands in the 

Mediterranean to obtain real measurable results to stop the leakage of plastic in 

nature by 2030; 

• the birth of the Hydrogen Valley in April 2021. It’s a new clean energy hub for 

hydrogen and other low-carbon energy carriers that wants to support the city and the 

region in creating new sustainable forms of energy; 

• The LIFE VIMINE project (2013-2017) created by the University of Padua to define and 

implement a novel integrated approach to the protection of salt marshes from erosion 

and to landscape management in the Venice Lagoon. 

 

2.2 Stakeholders 
 

Stakeholders involved in the urban challenges we studied are: 

1. The City Hall that has created the control room to take under control the flows of 

tourists within the city, and has signed an agreement with the Mayor of Florence 

addressed to the Prime Minister, with the goal to identify ways to educate 

tourists behave in Art Cities. We interviewed Councilor Paola Mar - Councilor of 

Promotion of the territory, University and Urbanism. 

2. The Hospitality Industry that includes hotels, restaurants, bars and of course the 

brands part of the Travel Industry, such as cruise companies, airlines, travel 

agencies and also AirBnb. We interviewed Anthony La Salandra - Expert of 

Tourism with a strong knowledge related to the cruise industry and its impact on 

Venice.  

3. Local artisans, who not only represent a continuum with the city's past of textile, 

lace-making and glassworks, but they could lead the way in recreating vibrant and 

mixed urban spaces where people can both work and live. Unfortunately, the 

aggressiveness of the introduction of souvenirs made in China within the Venice 

local marketplace is creating an issue. These souvenirs are sold for very low 

money, causing difficulties for Venetian artisans in terms of maintaining their 

factories alive and sustainable.  

4. Museums and their civic role. The Musei Civici of Venice for example are 11 

structures that receive many visitors from all over the world. However, it seems 

some of them forgot the importance of their role regarding locals. Many of them 

apparently don’t build any relationship with residents, they seem interested only 

in tourists. Venice is a city full of museums, so the question here can be: what 

role can museums play other than simply exhibiting? We interviewed Luca Mizzan 

- Director of the Museum of Natural History of Venice.  

5. Residents. The more touristy Venice became, the more residents were pushed 

out; the fewer the residents, the more those who remained struggled to find 

employment outside tourism, thus reinforcing the pattern. Approximately 25,000 

Venetians are indeed now directly employed in tourism. 

6. Students, they are vital for the city's economy and should be protected, 

encouraged, supported, as part of the urban context, through various forms of 

initiatives, that go well beyond the discounted Actv card (Actv is the company 

that takes care of public transportation in the city). After all, students contribute 

in making the city 
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7. Non-profits. Some for the role they play for the Lagoon preservation, especially 

Venice Calls with the Clean Ups, We Are Here Venice, the Peggy Guggenheim 

Foundation. Others for the initiatives they develop to preserve the presence of 

dwellers in the city and their quality of life, especially for new generations, such 

as Venezia Autentica, Generazione 90, Gruppo 25 Aprile. We interviewed  

- Giorgia Fazzini - As part of the associations Ekos Club and Archeoclub 

Italy, she manages the island of Lazzaretto Nuovo that, from being an 

abandoned area, now it has become an ecomuseum. 

- Ludovico Dejak - Director of Innovation at the non-profit Venice Calls, an 

association founded in 2018 with the mission “to give its contribution to 

creating and supporting new projects with all those realities that pursue a 

sustainable city model: economically, socially and environmentally.” 

8. Media, for the role they play in communicating the city brand. We interviewed: 

- Fabio Bozzato - He is an Italian journalist, expert in investigating cultural 

and social aspects of cities, and dealing with urban transformations.  

- Rebecca Ann Huge - Journalist based in Venice and originally from 

Scotland 

 

In addition to the above, Universities play an important role within the urban context of 

Venice, mainly from 3 perspectives: 

• as facilitator of specific processes, where this role is usually played by a local 

authority, a municipality or a consortium. As a third party, not an administration nor 

a political one, it can provide the service to activate different communities on 

specific processes, and according to the transformation policies that each process or 

contract may require, the University can activate and engage with the appropriate 

stakeholders as a super partes entity. 

 

• inject young population with a high education level in the city. This is a very 

important role Universities already have in Venice. However it should be supported by 

public policies and other institutions, to facilitate the permanence of this “kind of 

population” that is then supposed to grow, get married, have kids and therefore from 

temporary residents they can become permanent residents. With a city based mainly 

on tourism though, this role at the moment is very hard to be carried out without 

external support. 

 

• a role in real estate. During this past year and a half of the pandemic emergency, 

together with the City Hall, Universities in Venice created the Study in Venice 

Program. The project also involves real estate companies that had no idea about how 

to rent empty houses and Airbnb apartments that had immediately gone out of 

business during the pandemic. The goal of the project is to reserve these apartments 

for students, building a series of concessions to get lower rents for them. The Study in 

Venice program wants the city to re-appropriate a part of the Venetian real estate 

that has been completely moved towards the tourist function and bring it back to a 

residential function. 

We interviewed: 

• Prof. Massimo Warglien - Full Professor at the Department of Management of Ca’ 

Foscari University.  

• Prof. Maria Chiara Tosi - Full Professor in Urban Design at IUAV University of Venice.  
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2.3 Educational Programs 
 

Regarding the overtourism challenge, in Venice we identified a couple of case studies: 

• Venezia Città Plurale (Venice, Plural City): this is an extracurricular lab created by Ca’ 

Foscari University, and focused on the development of projects that aim to rethink the 

historical identity of Venice - Plural City - in an innovative key, and read its present as 

a multicultural city in a proactive way, planning a future development that is founded 

on its past and present cultural heterogeneity. It represents an entrepreneurship 

education and mentoring program, where University students and graduates work in 

interdisciplinary groups with the goal of translating ideas, analysis and insights into 

innovative projects. This 150-hour workshop was launched 4 years ago and is managed 

through Design Thinking and Business Modelling methodologies. The aim is to stimulate 

students to design - and begin to build - a future Venice, a plural city, that knows how 

to enhance its historical, cultural, productive, entrepreneurial, human heritage, and 

above all, the heterogeneity that has characterized it and still does. A city that knows 

how to rethink its past in an innovative way, and reads its present in a proactive way, 

to build a future in which the various historical and cultural heritages that are part of 

it become instruments of social integration, growth and enrichment. 

 

• The Local Development and Sustainable Tourism curricular program: This 60-hour long 

course is part of the curriculum offered by Ca’ Foscari and focuses on the main 

concepts relating to environmental issues affected by tourism, in order to improve 

students' expertise in analyzing and explaining the complexity of the local 

environment. The course pays special attention to environmental and historical 

heritage protection and management, with focus on riverscapes and wetlands. A 

special case study considered as part of the course is about the historical European 

waterways, with regards to their evolution, focusing on their recent recovery as an 

opportunity to develop best practices for sustainable tourism. Rural landscapes, 

riverscapes and wetlands are deeply considered. Waterways are finally considered as 

noticeable opportunities to project and manage the improvement of local tourism. 

Outputs from this course brought to the creation of a research team that has obtained 

various funding, that led to the creation of the Water Museums Global Network, and 

it has been essential for Ca’ Foscari to obtain the UNESCO Chair at the University  

Regarding the depopulation challenge, we identified a case study by the University of 

Macerata:  

•  International Student Competition on Place Branding and Mediterranean Diet. It is a 

competition among international students organised by the University of Macerata 

(UNIMA) in collaboration with the Piceno Lab on Mediterranean Diet, aiming at 

increasing the attractiveness of the inner area of the Marche Region, according to the 

Mediterranean Diet umbrella brand, by promoting sustainable tourism in small villages 

and rural areas (educational tourism through experiential learning), as well as 

promoting the quality of life of dwellers by integrating the experiences of tourists 

with the residential ecosystem. Moderation, frugal meals (fruit from the earth), 

seasonality, conviviality, celebration, tradition and value of women: all those values 

are part of the program. Today the town of Montegiorgio boasts the “Piceno Lab of 

the Mediterranean Diet”, which has the mission to relaunch the Piceno area and 

Marche’s territory. This 1 week program is based on a blended learning approach that 

includes seminars led by academics, field trips in wineries and farms in Fermo area, 

https://www.watermuseums.net/
https://www.unive.it/pag/16584/?tx_news_pi1%5Bnews%5D=8419&cHash=c95bb17b64661a58c92aafc9ceeb0439
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educational tasting sessions and show cooking, meetings and workshops with local 

public and private stakeholders, folkloristic dinners and events in historical towns and 

villages 

Regarding the protection of the lagoon challenge, we identified two training paths that are 

worth to be mentioned: 

• The course on Globalization, Environment and Sustainable Development at VIU 

(Venice International University) - It is offered every Spring semester to about 20 

students of the Venice International University with different backgrounds, coming 

from universities from all over the world. The course introduces the sustainable 

development issue and in the last part engages the students in a laboratory of design 

thinking to apply the concept of environmental sustainability to the Venice context. 

In particular, students work in groups to develop projects to implement sustainability 

in the City, focusing on one or more SDGs. Interviews and meetings with the key local 

stakeholders are organized to better understand the context and needs, with whom 

the final project ideas are shared, for inspiring concrete actions. 

 

• The European Postgraduate Masters in Urbanism (EMU) offered by IUAV - It is a joint 

program that aims to produce highly qualified, university-trained urban designers, 

physical planners and researchers. The EMU program brings together the strengths 

and richness of different design approaches and methods, and the long traditions and 

experiences in urban planning and design of each of the participating universities. 

The 2 years master course is design-oriented and affirms the role of design in the 

knowledge process, while integrating different levels of scale. Since the Master is 

organized by a Consortium that includes Italy (Venice), The Netherlands, Belgium and 

Spain, the opportunity of sharing experiences given to all applicants makes them able 

to work on real cases, rethink them, and implement new ideas. 

 

 

3. Conclusion  
 

Urban challenges can be described as complex ecosystems that require the collaboration of 

different stakeholders to be tackled. Success in urban development can only be achieved 

through an integrated approach, where strong partnerships between local citizens, civil 

society, industry and various levels of government are deemed necessary. In order to achieve 

this, the role of HEIs is crucial. They are anchor organizations that can lead transformational 

change in their urban environments. 

Through the Urban GoodCamp project, Ca’ Foscari University aims to reach an even stronger 

role in tackling pressing urban challenges in Venice, by creating and actively engaging urban 

communities, developing and implementing multidisciplinary learning interventions for 

university students, young researchers and life-long learners to design real-life solutions that 

can be implemented to make Venice a more sustainable urban ecosystem. 

"Sustainable tourism — not altering the natural and artistic environment, and not obstructing 

the development of other social and economic activities in harmony with the daily life of 

residents — is necessary to preserve the extraordinary beauty and uniqueness of Venice," the 

official site for the city, which just celebrated its 1,600th anniversary, writes. 
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