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Abstract - The aim of this contribution is to re-examine traditional urban values and the sense of culture 
in the new urban dimension, in order to put forward ideas for best practice for local sustainability. 
Today it appears that capitalism, globalizing relationships and organization, has not yet destroyed the 
European structure of towns and cities, but their traditional pre-eminence consolidated in the history of 
place is being called into question. If they are unable to improve their organization and value, we may 
see a downward spiral of dissatisfaction and decline, leading to gradual loss of businesses, capital and 
inhabitants. The role that a city played in the past is no longer enough to keep it preeminent and 
competitive today. New ways of territorializing the economy are required to prevent cities from being 
destroyed by globalization. Diversity and specificity are important features of European culture which 
need to be maintained and enhanced. Cities and towns today need to find a new identity and develop 
urban innovation to help local development and international competitiveness in a sustainable context. 

 
 
 
 

Aesthetic values and cultural identity in the face of globalization - The global economy today is organized around 
a small number of cities, which are also the focus of its continuous innovation. They make up an 
increasingly dense and complex global network of management, planning, implementation and 
coordination activities by firms and markets (Sassen, 2006, p.27). This highly competitive scenario is 
dominated by big urban metropolises with ever rising skylines and combinations of ever growing 
inflows of people following activities which can only be carried out there. Often, international attention 
is amplified by their aesthetic characteristics, prestigious architectural designs and urban renewal 
projects, which are also often an ongoing attraction for new functions and enable the city to carry them 
out.  
Global companies have become “a constellation of relationships involving entire social words of 
production, trade, organization, negotiation and power games. They are extremely strong and 
importantly their power lies in a very particular kind of economic space which is more than a place” 
(Amin & Thrift, 2001, p.98). They have an extremely complex structure without fixed functions or 
locality, very different from the familiar urban hierarchies of Christaller’s Central Place Theory. In the 
network economy, cities are points of exchange and transmission (Castells, 2004). 
The processes of globalization can of course interact with national and international dynamics and can 
upset traditional political communities. And cities themselves are actors in this process and need to 
participate, resist and adapt (Le Galès, 2006, p.75). 
The very concept of centre as opposed to periphery is itself different from a global perspective. As 
Vittorio Gregotti has recently noted, centrality “is no longer attributed on the basis of history or even 
locality, but mainly on the basis of being a temporary hub in a network” (Gregotti, 2011, p.10). The 
interest of cities is closely linked to economic factors extending far out of the local dimension, and 
often reflects the interests of marketing rather than urban life. It has more to do with big projects to 
attract outside interest than the quality of architecture in the buildings used by local people day to day. 
For all these reasons the idea of the city has altered. And for smaller towns, which are usually outside 
the network, the role is tending to decline. 



This is the background to this article. Globalized flows of migration tend to follow economic patterns 
and localization of transnational firms round the world, and we can do little to check them. But I argue 
that there is a structural scaffolding of smaller towns based on local areas which have potential to 
ensure stability and development. Even in times of rapid change and socio-economic turbulence it is 
possible to intervene in these. 
Cities and towns today need to find a new identity and develop urban innovation to help local 
development and international competitiveness at the same time. 
Today it appears that capitalism, globalizing relationships and organization, has not yet destroyed the 
European structure of towns and cities. But their traditional pre-eminence consolidated in the history 
of place is being called into question. If they are unable to improve their organization and value as 
towns, we may see a downward spiral of dissatisfaction and decline, leading to gradual loss of 
businesses, capital and inhabitants. The role that a city played in the past is no longer enough to keep it 
preeminent and competitive today. New ways of territorializing the economy are required to prevent 
cities from being destroyed by globalization. New challenges lie on the horizon. 
An additional complication is the pressing need to resolve the issue of the environment, which has 
been increasingly damaged by heavy use of land, often excessively urbanized for profit.The importance 
of this concept of sustainability may appear to have been somewhat inflated in recent years, but it 
remains the only path towards dynamic equilibrium between the economic, environmental, and social 
dimensions of urban development. Adalberto Vallega notes: “When culture and nature are considered 
jointly, conservation and development strategies of local systems conform more closely to the principle 
of sustainability” (Vallega, 2003, p.90). 
But urban centers today are not proving unsustainable for purely environmental reasons, which could 
be solved with research and technological innovation for lowering human impact on the environment. 
The problems are also demographic and psycho-social. They include segregation, overcrowding, crime 
and social malaise, and are linked to the gradual loss of urban identity and physical and psychological 
safety. They are in part caused by urban expansion and dispersion of housing, manufacturing and 
services (Miani, 2009, p.99). 
The current model of organization of today’s city does not aim at sustainability or even reducing impact 
on the environment. But for some time, the idea of the “green city” has been spreading as a principle of 
sustainable urban structure. A green city involves eco-friendly projects and new solutions for housing 
and collective spaces. These new trends are mainly aimed at countering the spread of centers with high 
concentrations of inhabitants and activities. They include large-scale integration between constructions 
and green areas including hanging and roof gardens, vertical gardens and urban vegetable growing in 
individual private gardens, as well as the more traditional public parks (Miani, 2010, p.479). 
Efforts being made to improve the quality of environmentally sustainable urban life are shifting the aim 
of urban transformation towards a new technological pathway for environmentally sustainable 
development. But for now, in Europe at least, these projects are mainly limited to urban areas within 
towns or to individual buildings, where what was technological innovation has largely become a matter 
of new planning systems. There is still no overall vision to transform consolidated cities into completely 
sustainable systems, although numerous projects and ideas are being put forward for many European 
cities.  
In the complex organization of the old continent, made up of towns and cities with consolidated 
history often subject to cultural and historic constraints, there is the need for equally complex and 
differentiated intervention in order to ensure a better quality of life in a regenerated environment.  
There exist however very different ideas on how to reach these aims. Because no single city is the same 
as any other, there can be no single vision for all of them. As we remarked above, the global network of 
urban organization does not replace the existing hierarchy. Rather it will be superimposed and will 
reproduce it in certain nodes and intersections. Some cities will bear the brunt of this and lose out, 
while others will benefit. But all will need to maintain the value and meaning of tradition and the 
identity conferred by centuries of European tradition. This does not mean a ‘mummification’ of the 
urban fabric, but it means that the history and identity of each city needs to be taken into account in its 
structural and functional innovation.  



In this, it is necessary to take into account what is happening around the world, not copying blindly but 
taking inspiration from the best ideas. The vision for the future needs to take account of the cultural 
heritage of European cities which has been the model of for urban construction in the rest of the 
world.  

 
 

The European city: history in the urban form - The urban landscape is an area which has acquired its identity 
through close links with local elements. In this conceptual framework, each landscape represents a 
unique reality (Vallega, 2003, p.92). Moreover, identification with place determines sentimental 
attachment to landscape and cultural values of an area, and motivates conservation and promotion of 
such values. And because sustainable development is based on the promotion of local specificities, 
strong local identity favours sustainable development models. Local identification is thus an essential 
component of place, and could even be defined as the essence of place. It is around its identity matrix 
that a place is structured and distinguished from its geographical surroundings (Pollice, 2003, p.112). 
These principles are particularly important with reference to historic cities of Europe, the outcome of 
long and rich history which has shaped them, and still today home to an incomparable wealth of 
monuments and architecture. Recent economic and cultural changes however have led to big changes 
in the relationship between urban morphology, use of space and social systems. This has led in some 
cases to weakness; precisely their rich cultural heritage can become a critical point for organization and 
urban development in traditional centres. Policies therefore need to be specific and fitting for individual 
areas.  
The functional model of a European city today is a historic city centre emptied of its functions, which 
have been shifted outwards in urban sprawl. But we appear to run less risk of losing the image of the 
historic city centre, with its old streets and monuments, because renovation is restoring many of these 
to their former appearance. What we do run the risk of losing is the concept of the city as a centre of 
vitality and economic activity, our urban essence (Miani, 2010, p.480-481).  
Today city regulations focus on lowering pollution and environmental sustainability in order to meet 
EU requirements. Limiting private vehicle access to city centers, or time zones without traffic in whole 
towns may be partially successful in lowering pollution, but they are measures which impact on the 
social and trade fabric of town centers. The closure of small shops in streets once full of life and 
commerce is happening at the same time as the opening of new outlets in shopping malls located along 
city ring roads and in suburbs. The freer and wider the spread of people and functions over suburban 
space, the higher the risk that the characteristics of local communities will be lost. Urban identity is a 
specific aspect of place. And given that a city belongs to its inhabitants, who are part and parcel of it, 
physical urban organization is an important factor in improving the quality of life for these inhabitants. 
Technology should be able to resolve many organizational problems presented by the old formal and 
functional structure of many European towns. The new ideas for building smart cities appear for 
example to be innovative and practicable solutions for sustainability in the near future (Miani & 
Albanese, 2013). 
But here again the technologies used in areas of recent or new urbanization are not suitable for the 
complexity of old cities. Processes are different and solutions are often partial and difficult to put into 
practice. There is thus a need to move away from standardisation of cities towards individual urban 
identity.  
Particular emphasis must be placed on medium-sized cities, where ‘being a city’ is still an important 
value and sustainable development is a real possibility (Miani, 1999, p.127). These are cities which can 
learn from their own urban culture developed down the years as a result of their ‘human dimension.’ 
There is of course nothing new in questioning the paradigm of a town. Throughout history the town 
has always been subject to theoretical rethinking and renewal. What is striking today is the global 
dimension of the problem and the speed of change, necessitating continuous reflection and adaptation 
to changing circumstances. Today we are living in times where nothing appears to be stable and lasting, 
especially not the city as a complex system subject to continuous modification and change.  



Among schools of thought prevalent outside Europe, one of the most interesting is New Urbanism, an 
American school which for some decades has sought to reproduce the structure and functionality of 
compact small European towns (Katz, 1994). New Urbanism projects have been extensively described 
elsewhere, and in this article we focus on the Charter of the New Urbanism (CNU, 2007). It notes 
gradual disinvestment in US city centers in the second half of the 20th Century, balanced by the huge 
spread of suburban residential and service areas. It emphasizes the increase of social separation in race 
and income, environmental deterioration, loss of agricultural lands and wilderness. It especially 
emphasizes the erosion of society’s built heritage caused by urban sprawl. The interesting aspect of the 
Charter is that before proposing building new cities it invokes renewal of existing ones particularly 
centers within cohesive metropolitan areas. It also invokes the redesign of sprawling urban peripheries 
into communities made up of complete and diversified areas, and calls for the conservation of wild 
areas and existing urban fabric. 
A Smart Code and Manual of New Urbanism gives planning guidelines that take into account the ideas 
in the charter. It emphasizes the concept of transect, a key method of identifying the main qualities of 
the local environment. Transect principles are applied to rectifying the inappropriate intermixing of 
rural and urban areas, given that the proper balance between rural and urban elements results in places 
appropriate to every point of the spectrum, and counters sprawl. (Duany, Wright and Sorlien, 2006, 
Chapter 1).  
New Urbanism emphasizes overall regional organization as an integral part of local planning, and the 
European historical town is an essential point of reference. Its small-medium size and traditional 
neighbourhood structure, characterized by varied land use and differentiation of buildings, means city 
centres are walkable, allows for smart transportation and connectivity, and leads to a density of 
population and activities which, together with the quality of architecture and urban design, promotes 
quality of life and sustainability.  
These general principles help define the density of population and business for a town, which along 
with the quality of architecture and urban planning promote an improved quality of life in a sustainable 
manner.  
The principles are not exempt from criticism by European researchers, and there is clearly no need to 
create new small towns in the old continent. But they highlight an important part of our roots and 
cultural heritage.  
Italy, for example, has a dense network of towns of this size, spread over the entire country. These have 
been nodes for development of the urban system and even today they constitute outstanding 
landscapes thanks to their wealth of history and monuments. Local culture has fostered a sense of 
identity and citizens are aware and proud of being part of a community. Moreover, these towns are 
often well able to face the changes and requirements of sustainability: their policies and government 
provide interesting opportunities, because good practice is easier to implement in a community of this 
size. (Miani, 2001, p.432). Many however are today finding themselves at a crossroads between the need 
to increase surface area and the pressing need to solve problems in the old city centre structures.  
It is important to identify the main issues and whether they can be solved by technology, organizational 
structure or innovation in urban theory. We need to decide whether they are exclusively problems of 
planning, management policy or market interests. One of the founders of New Urbanism, the architect 
Peter Katz writes: “Cities have to move to a new system. They should look at the streets they like and 
the public spaces they like and then write the rules to get more of what they like and less of what they 
don’t. Conventional zoning doesn’t do that. It just gives a use and a density and then you hope for the 
best”. 
A key role in ensuring environmental and social sustainability is played by legislation and urban 
planning regulations. In many cases, as in Italy, it is very complex and bureaucratic. Urban 
Transformation Companies (Società di Trasformation Urbana) were set up in many towns in the 1990s with 
the aim of bringing flexibility and speed to intervention for renewal by mediating private and public 
interests, and at first they appeared to be effective. Today however it is unclear whether they were a 
solution or perhaps rather a form of deregulation, sleeping away bureaucratic obstacles but without 
clear objectives or costing procedures (Miani, 2012).  



It is also unclear whether the desire to return to the countryside and nature with its laws and rhythms 
solves problems or perhaps creates them. It is a shift in tastes that is occurring precisely as urban areas 
are spreading. The project Rethinking happiness presented by the Aldo Cibic group at the Venice 
Biennale Exhibition in 2010 puts forward a new ‘rural urbanism’ shifting features of urban life into the 
countryside. But it does not constitute a point of reference for the sustainable future of European 
cities. It is an idea which after all goes back a long way to schemes such as the ‘Garden city’ a ‘City 
which is not a city’of Ebenezer Howard, Patrick Geddes (Merlin, 1971). 
The theme of the imminent 2015 Milan Expo is Feeding the Planet, energy for life and it puts forward 
a model of urbanisation that limits uncontrolled urban expansion and preserves rural areas needed to 
maintain the already compromised urban ecosystem. The Planetary Food Garden (Parco Alimentare 
Planetario) will cover a large area bounded by canals, enriched by bioclimatic greenhouses and vegetable 
gardens to display the marvels of food crops from all round the world. This is clearly a valid idea, but 
the Food Garden will last for the duration of the Expo, and the fate of the area afterwards is as yet 
undecided. It appears that yet again the initiative may be a temporary disguise for property speculation 
(Miani, 2012). 
And it is also noticeable that many of the few remaining green areas in the city, larger areas as well as 
gaps between existing buildings are about to be taken over by enormous works for new management 
and residential buildings. This is largely the result of the urban planning regulations and opportunities 
for making a profit and speculation from urbanization duties that are boosted by important events like 
the Expo.  
Many proposals for innovation are probably in fact local marketing than real development projects. But 
real attention is being paid to eco-sustainability for building for those aspects where innovation appears 
to be more feasible (Miani, 2010, p.254). Many new schemes and architectural designs today use 
technologies for energy sustainability, although these are often not visible. Today it is relatively feasible 
to meet objectives for spatial efficiency, innovative design and new techniques. But it is clearly not 
feasible for efficiency to be the same for new and old buildings, everywhere in a city from the centre to 
the periphery. There are substantial differences between the structure of historic centers and the 
structure of new urban areas. Rules and regulations need to be suited to each type of place. Rigid 
regulations which take no account of environmental and geographic factors, cultural landscape and 
local identity need to be replaced by more flexible systems of governance that match specific criteria 
and potential for each separate urban area. 

 
 

Experiences of living: ‘Fordisation’ in Asia and social housing - Today there is interest in regulations on urban 
sustainability in bio-building techniques, among other aspects, and financial interest too. Initiatives and 
projects are flourishing. But the issue of housing, public spaces and accessibility of work and services 
appears to be somewhat neglected in overall urban design.In particular, the issue of urban housing was 
largely put to one side in the 1980s and 1990s, as though it had been permanently solved. Requirements 
of housing almost seemed to have disappeared in a world where globalization and communications 
seemed ot be meeting the deepest needs of cities for community life (Turchini & Scramaglia, 2010, 
p.48). Local government on the other hand was able to promote and sell an international image of a 
city with policies of renewal of abandoned or decaying areas.  
But in reality, poverty and social exclusion are affecting increasing numbers. Changes in the labour 
market, income distribution, population and family composition as well as rising flows of migration 
have led to problems in small and medium towns as well as large cities. And the recent economic 
recession has worsened a situation which previous policies and institutions had failed to solve. 
Economic crisis is having severe consequences on cities today. Rising unemployment is inevitably 
affecting household consumption as well as payment of home mortgages, which had enabled many to 
enter the property market. And the widespread cuts in spending on infrastructure and public services 
have called into question the overall level of urban welfare, largely based on housing. A downward 
spiral of uncertainty is the result.  



The problem of housing has become in almost all countries a clear sign of socio-economic change 
underway. But in Europe we are still a long way, especially culturally, from the metropolises of Asia, 
where a stark separation of people from their home and what it means in the European sense is taking 
place.  
Seoul in South Korea is an example of this separation, and is discussed by Lucia Tozzi in a recent 
article in the Italian magazine ‘Abitare’. Tozzi writes that Seoul appears to be ‘a metropolis without 
ideological prejudices; a place where everything is indifferent to urban relations or to the public 
context (Tozzi, 2011, p.102). Apartments in enormous tower blocks can be bought from large-scale 
dealers where customers examine model homes in catalogues, as if they were cars or consumer goods. 
They are called apart houses (catalogue houses), and are usually tiny, without windows, and unsuited for 
the social functions of homes in other countries. If you want to meet friends or invite them for dinner, 
you rent a bang, a room by the hour. Apartments are bought in order to be sold, although in the 
meantime they are lived in (Tozzi, 2011, p.103). And as they are destined to be sold rapidly, they are 
chosen on the basis of price, not position or size. South Koreans move constantly from apartment to 
apartment, and from district to district, in a never-ending cycle of buying and selling which keeps the 
property market running smoothly. The ceaseless rebuilding of housing districts is part of a demolition 
and reconstruction process still taking place in South Korean towns and cities. This process has 
generated a property market that affects the entire population. It turns city-dwellers into nomads, 
without the opportunity to form a community in the true sense of the word. The basic principle is that 
an apartment is not a place to live in for long period of time, but a way to climb the social ladder 
(Tozzi, 2011, p.102-103). 
A similar mechanism is also operating in the fast-growing cities in China. Housing is bought in the 
hope that rising property values will mean it can be sold at a profit in order to buy a larger house in a 
better position, moving closer towards a big city centre with each purchase (Miani, 2009, p.219). Today 
the forecasts for Chinese growth are somewhat less optimistic than a few years ago because of the 
worldwide economic crisis, but the urban Chinese middle class is still aiming to climb up the social 
scale by buying increasingly expensive goods, a house being one of the most desired items.  
The dynamics of the new economy and increasing urbanization are bringing about significant changes 
in lifestyle, and it is important to bring these into focus. A process we could term ‘Fordisation’ of 
housing is destroying the concept of living, and it is taking place at the same time as urban dwellers 
who are often attached to their homes and quarters are being forced out by urban renewal in a different 
process which we could term ‘Manhattanisation’. The two processes are part of a complex current 
urban dimension, which is increasingly based on incessant land use fuelled by global financial capital, 
rather than fair and reasonable development (Gregotti, 2011). 
Of course, as Turco remarks, “The way humankind is on the earth is that we live here, we have our 
home” (Turco, 2003a, p.7). Without an attachment to the place we live, there is no basis for identity or 
sense of belonging. We need to ask if a society without roots can survive, and whether nomadism based 
on the search for economic advantage can be a way of living globally. Stretching relationships further 
over space does not necessarily imply cosmopolitan living. It implies a cultural inclination to consider 
an area wider than the local environment and to integrate global responsibility unto daily practice. To 
live somewhere today means taking into account the different dimensions of global belonging, 
involvement and responsibility in a multi-scale environment in a balanced manner. Post-modern society 
implies “multi-scale living” in that the sense of belonging to a place or community can develop in local, 
regional, national and global dimensions” (Varotto, 2006, p.275). 
The concept of living today is being called into question today not so much by changes in scale or the 
extent of processes but by the loss of its dimension. There has been a loss of affection and sense of 
responsibility caused by excessive reliance on economic decisions, technocracy, commercialization of 
real estate and standardization and lowering in quality of towns and cities (Varotto, p.276). 
In the European mindset, close attachment to home area, city or quarter has always prevailed. There is 
a sense of belonging to local society, which in some cases is stronger than the attraction of elsewhere 
even if there is economic disadvantage. The family home has always been considered a fixed point of 
reference and a good to hand down to the next generations. This is a big strength and ensures 



continuity. It gives European society an aspect of reliability in the face of the non-stop and 
instantaneous change in today’s economic and social system. Angelo Turco writes that the act of living 
somewhere can only be conceived as constant mediation between the past and the future, memory and 
project. This does not imply being immobile and closing minds to change and innovation, but it means 
there is a balance of tension between past and future, stability and mobility and moves towards 
innovation . 
Economic and social change impacts on historical continuity of traditions. Past certainties are being 
gradually eroded. Job market instability and rising housing costs especially in renewed urban areas 
means that certain sectors of the population are shifting towards outer suburban areas where the 
property market is more accessible. This is ending the traditional rooting to places and central areas of 
cities. It seems unlikely that the trend will become as strong as it is in Asia, but it risks bringing about a 
vacuum as well as numerous social problems. 
New risks and global uncertainty are raising levels of feelings of insecurity and fear among urban 
inhabitants (Vicari Haddock, 2004). It is therefore particularly important today to consider the home as 
the essential component of a city and a basic right for the individual. The home needs to be considered 
as the main ingredient in producing an urban fabric and significant living space, able to solve at least 
partially problems of insecurity. 
In Italy, as in other European countries, legislation on private social housing has been passed to try to 
solve the socio-economic problem. This allows for schemes to increase the supply of social housing 
through resources and mechanisms of the private housing market. The aim is to build housing at 
accessible prices for households not eligible for public housing but who are not wealthy enough to buy 
or rent on the free market (Decreto Ministeriale 22 April 2008). Local administrations are obliged to 
make available free of charge areas and buildings, and adopt efficient transparent procedures in public-
private partnerships for allocation and construction of accommodation.  
This new concept of social housing is different from the council housing of the post-war 
reconstruction period. It aims to ensure the integration of different bands of inhabitants and solve the 
urgent problem of social isolation existing in today’s cities. The supply of accommodation carries a 
connotation of welfare benefit through the implementation of public spaces and services, not only to 
supply a roof over people’s heads. The aim is to recreate artificially the sense of community that once 
existed in urban life, and recover the sense of belonging, solidarity, mutual help once typical of a 
neighborhood. It poses the challenge to look for new thinking on different opportunities of a particular 
concept of living accommodation. It is not just a matter of giving people a roof over their heads but 
also building a social dimension covering more than bureaucratic administration matters. But 
everything will depend on local government decision and capacity to implement projects (Miani, 2011). 
At the time of writing, the economic crisis is biting into building and construction and less finance is 
available for social housing, so there is a pronounced slowdown in meeting the objectives.  
And it is also important to note that society today is somewhat individualistic, and the home is generally 
considered a dimension of life and family. Society is more open to intangible than tangible relationships 
and links. It is therefore uncertain whether society is ready to dilute or extend private space inside the 
private home into space open to others for socialization. 

 
 

Cultural heritage and sustainable future for the European city: concluding remarks - Sustainability is an overall issue 
that affects all aspects of society in cities and areas. It necessitates a new awareness and a rethinking of 
daily individual behaviour in order to face up to the complex challenges in terms of lifestyle, new social 
relationships and urban spaces. These new ideas are underpinned by the basic idea that the city is 
culture. It is after all true that the adjective ‘urban’ can describe attitudes or behaviour that are civilized 
or cultured, as well as meaning pertaining to a town (Vicari Haddock, 2004, p.147). A city is culture not 
only in its artistic and cultural heritage and monuments but also because it is the place where culture is 
produced and consumed as well as comprising its raw material. The city can be designated as the 
natural source of cultural innovation.  



As Paul Claval writes: In contemporary urban archipelagos culture has become a key factor in shaping 
forms. This does not mean that culture is a thing which explains spatial realities and representations; it 
is the code through which social and spatial realities and organizations are expressed’ (Claval, 2007, 
p.158). Only culture is able to provide adequate responses to the constant dialectic between innovation 
and memory of place, and identity and sense of belonging.  
It is important to decide how cultural issues of the contemporary urban scene can be interpreted today, 
at the height of globalization. Claval discusses the new relationships between the form of a city and its 
culture, and asks whether social and cultural life are structured in the same way as the past, whether 
society or something similar still exists today and whether there are still communities based on 
neighbourhoods.  
Communities were in fact once conceived of as the neighbourhood or local ‘scene’ which allowed for 
emotive expression of the individual. This concept clearly is not the same today. Increasing mobility has 
led to agglomerations where flows, communications and information follow different trends. Many 
community links are no longer localized but are fluid and variable. Urban areas no longer have fixed 
and lasting values and meaning. They comprise places and spaces which have different meanings for 
people using them, and often attraction is based on economics and marketing rather than real 
requirements.  
Moreover, virtual relationships and social networks often replace physical contact, which is making 
meeting places typical of towns and cities less important. In the past, these places often played a key 
role in urban socialisation and maintained the essence of the community. Today, public spaces typical 
of the traditional historic city are gradually altering in significance and spaces and are often being 
moved in space.  
Leon Krier, the architect from Luxembourg, focuses his research on the historic compact town and 
was one of the founders of Poundbury in the UK. Speaking at the 10th Biennale Exhibition in Venice 
he stated, “The beauty, harmony aesthetic qualities and promotion of social harmony of a public space 
are never produced by chance; they are the result of a vision and a will to civilize” (Krier, 2006, p.78). 
With the increase in sprawling cities generated by zoning and the arrival of suburban agglomerations, 
streets, squares and places for public meetings have been largely replaced by other spaces, often private, 
where free time rituals and commercial activities are carried out (Miani, 2010b). This has generated “a 
uniformity without dimension, aesthetic poverty and general vulgarity of contemporary towns and 
villages which are due to a metaphysical global crisis rather than a lower level of social relations” (Krier, 
2006, p.78). 
There is widespread awareness that cities need innovation and need to recover their functional 
centrality, key to maintaining a balance between local dimensions and globalization. But there are many 
unresolved issues. What precisely should urban societies in Europe do to maintain position along with 
the meaning of their history? How can these changes be governed? And of course, European cities can 
be discussed as a single entity, but each nation has followed a different trajectory in urban development 
so that even today towns in different countries show different features reflecting national history, 
geography and social and institutional structure. We can only hypothesize that common origins mean 
that overall a European city exists, even though it is a very general concept (Le Galès, 2006, p.105).  
So while there is general agreement that transformation processes should not violate the cultural 
heritage of a city, there is none on how this can best be achieved. Good architecture, an efficient 
transport system, sustainable and compact urban morphology, well designed and user friendly public 
spaces and good governance would undoubtedly help to bring about a balanced urban society. These 
elements would be particularly effective in low profile but necessary intervention to solve the increasing 
problems of day to day life. Current literature reveals that they type of intervention that receives the 
least attention tends to be that concerning daily life or “what is left once all systems have been broken 
down into factors”(Amin & Thrift, p.74). It is noticeable that attention to local marketing and big 
renewal schemes, perhaps under archistars who are able to promote the image of a city internationally 
is sometimes in conflict with less glamorous needs which may in fact be more urgent. 
Paradoxically it may be the historical European city which is facings the most problems. It is in fact 
simpler to plan completely new cities based on the strengths of the European model, modernizing and 



applying innovation. It is harder to apply innovation and solve consolidated problems of historical 
centres solidified in complex urban contexts (Gregotti, 2011, p.11). 
This does not mean that the European city can be allowed to wallow in its glorious past or in its 
problematic present where its historical structure is only a hindrance. Any specific situation, historic 
background or original resource has the potential to become a factor of attraction or competitiveness, 
giving the urban landscape its full value without losing advantages of history or local culture. This 
would of course require enormous effort and synergy between politics and citizens. But it is the 
challenge we face today.  
Political and economic decisions taken above local level can have negative repercussions on cities and 
even entire regions. The requirements of international competition can themselves cause conflict and 
tensions if they are not adapted to individual cities. This is true of big international events, where local 
marketing and city promotion aim at attracting them. Conflict plays out differently according to the 
social economic and institutional fabric. If the city over-reaches its own capabilities, there can be 
damaging consequences which outweigh any benefit accruing from the event. There is a frequent 
impression that local politicians, elected to manage proactively ongoing processes in towns and cities 
are tending instead to find themselves on the receiving end of these processes, and reacting towards 
them. This is leading to more uncertainty and may lead to decision-making with even more negative 
consequences and even higher costs. This would leading to local council indebtedness and problems 
for the whole community. To make cities sustainable and lower their environmental impact, robust 
principles and planning are needed, rather than emergency procedures and untried remedies. The way 
forward is not further building in peripheries and new estates outside city centres, but policy 
encouraging a compact city through urban renewal.  
Leon Krier maintains the absolute value of “stone cities” and emphasises that functional zoning is a 
way of destroying physical and social urban communities. He maintains that intelligent energy 
consumption policy is possible only by integrating the main urban functions in smaller areas. Each area 
or quarter needs to be a town within a town, with its own centre, outskirts and boundaries, integrating 
daily functions of urban life in a liveable dimension, with everything within walking distance (Krier, 
2006, p. 78).  
But as noted above, applying technological innovation to renewing historic town centres in a 
sustainable manner, using eco-compatible building and energy-saving heating systems is not always 
possible and does not involve the same costs as for a new building in newly urbanized areas. It is 
therefore indispensable that as a first step local institutions be equipped to deal with change.  
City centers cannot be reduced to obsolete spaces living only on historic memory, without a future. 
They need to become once again a point of reference. In Europe, cities are associated with civilization 
and the very concept of urbanity. The historic city with its heritage of monuments is particularly 
attractive in comparison with other types of city and anonymous metropolitan areas (Le Galès, 2006). 
Its long time span must be more than a constraint making it unoriginal and immobile in structure. 
“Not only history and age, but structure, ideas and ecology give quality to an urban context. Historic 
centers are not interesting because of their age and history, but because of the genetic power of their 
organizational principles ” (Krier, 2006, p.79). 
The European city model is important precisely for its combination of ancient city and capacity to fit 
into the global dimension. The model is not without conflict and social tensions, and presents diverse 
extremes and substantial differences. All versions of the model however are based on the common 
denominator of cultural heritage. It is this which has allowed creativity and innovation during its history 
and which expresses the unique heritage built up over the centuries, an indispensable basis for 
sustainability. Today, processes of transformation often take place with no regard to history and 
characteristics of place. There is often a mismatch between technological innovation and the 
conservation of local identity symbols, between sediments of local knowledge and national policy. 
Cities must not be considered as the output of financial logic. They have the capacity for a proactive 
role as the place where capital and wealth from production is accumulated. They have the potential to 
become the driving force of the economy through the enhancement of local potential, innovative 
functions and creativity used as an attraction. 



So to meet the challenge of sustainability and make it a driver of development for historical cities we 
need new concepts. Urban decay and decline is unacceptable. Day to day life of the inhabitants, the 
structure of local economic and social organization, needs to be safeguarded. What is needed for our 
cities today is transformation, integration and innovation.  
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