Dunkerque 20 Maggio 2010

Bonjour Mesdames et Messieurs.

Good morning Ladies and Gentlemen. 

First and foremost thank you for being here. It is my pleasure also to be here with you. I would like to thank the organisers of this great 6th European Conference on Sustainable Cities and Towns and especially the city of Dunkerque. 

This morning my job is to stimulate and to coordinate the various contributions and the debate in this session of the Conference. I’m not an urban planner, but for a long time I have been engaged in environmental urban problems; at present also as scientific team leader of the national Group dealing with “Sustainable cities” in the ambit of Local Agenda 21 Italy and located in Modena.

To begin I would like to suggest a general approach to urban planning issues, because European cities and their spatial organisation are facing new and difficult challenges. 

Our thematic session “Urban planning” is taking place while the global economic and financial crisis is still heavy and its effects are weighing like a mill stone on our nations and cities. Real estate market speculation is among the because of financial crisis. 

At the same time, fear and genuine concerns, are inducing increasingly larger citizens group to isolate themselves, in there “little homeland”, against foreign issues and integration among the people. All this weakens the European feeling and urban social cohesion, needed in a global vision. 

New environmental problems in the urban context are more evident, chief among them being, climate change and its local effects. 

All together these economic, social, cultural and environmental problems, made the urban policy-makers look for answers, in the direction of a new urban framework.     

It is well known that cities are the main way of organizing human society. Throughout history, above all in Europe, cities have promoted growth of economic, social and cultural rights, not without struggles, conflict and defeat. Today our cities are the most dynamic and creative place, to generate new sustainable economic and social growth. The current urban model, in most European countries, delivers higher living standards and prosperity, but maybe fails to deliver “quality of life”. However this may be, it’s not sure this model will be valid in the future. At present, growing cities and changing lifestyles demand an ever-increasing supply of natural resources. The question is: can we make a new European model city resilient and sustainable?

The city based on guaranteed right of citizenship, what we in Italy call “the city of rights” throughout the 20th century exploited land and many other natural resources for economic development and the incredible extension of consumer society with its mass market. Also the welfare state policy needed natural resources to give to all people more social rights. The last century closed with a searching question: is it possible to increase and improve the citizen’s rights, in the world, without putting more pressure on the environment? Rather: is it possible to have more rights and more “quality of life” without increasing the quality of the urban environment? With the Campaign on Sustainable City and Towns, as well as with many other global, European and local declarations and experience, we have said no.     

Allow me recall above all the 5th commitment Planning and design, that stated: “We are committed to a strategic role for urban planning and design in addressing environmental, social, economic, health and cultural issues for the benefit of all”. The 5th commitment it’s a very effective summary of all our goals for a European model of new city, but maybe we need to go further. Economic, social, cultural and environmental challenges call the cities, local government and citizens, and urban planner in the direction of a higher adaptation ability of urban framework.

For this challenge we need directly involved the citizens and local 21 Agenda instruments are still topical.

Recently European Urban Charter: Manifesto for a new urbanity, returned to the concept of urbanity, known in planners circles. New urbanity like a claim for new urban quality is first and foremost a cultural question addressed to local policy-makers and involving the relationship between supply and demand in the local real estate market, and other economic local issues. 

Well, I think that local authorities have been engaged for a long time in these challenges maybe in some countries much more than central authorities. 

In theory, we know how to achieve sustainable development of the city, but in practice the path is not so easy. In the last 20 years the use of greenfield for urban development has increased in all European countries, above all in small and medium size towns. In many European countries, we have urban sprawl and “the diffused city”.  

Cities are hugely dependent on regions well beyond their own boundaries and have many interactions with local hinterlands. Therefore the first item, on the political and technical agenda, is integrated planning between urban and surrounding territory. On this issue we are meeting with some problems of governance structure, administrative and financial power. 

Another main point is to increase the potential of the cities with higher efficiency and mainly energetic efficiency of urban framework and not only of the single building. In the urban context, this goal means creating a compact city, reducing urban sprawl and making better use of brownfield, regenerating old buildings, the existing stocks, and the urban energy and environmental grid.

The European climate and energy strategy needed the contribution of the cities. The Covenant of Mayor is another strong signal coming from the local community. “The fight to tackle climate change will be won or lost in cities” said Ken Livingstone, Mayor of London. That’s true. Cities are committed to both in mitigation and adaptation actions to be undertaken. 

How do we make resilient sustainable cities in the era of climate change? Not only with more efficiency. Adapting to create comfortable cities against climate change, in many ways involves similar actions at the same time. Urban green or green belt can be considered as multifunction plants, similar to a thermic regulator supply, which also captures CO2, and is a public space for social activity. Reflective surfaces of buildings, preferably with solar energy systems, increase thermic comfort of houses in summer. The efficiency of the water grid reduces water loss with energy savings.     

Climate change is a real challenge for cities, but it is also a fantastic opportunity for regenerating and developing in a sustainable way. For many European cities and towns this means approaching the replacing or rebuilding ’50s - ’60s parts of the city, including houses and urban heritage of the last century. If we have had for sometime extensive experience of post-industrial sites or other brownfield regeneration, old housing constitutes a more difficult problem.

During the last century urban standards was increasing with more hygienic safety, comfort, urban utilities, green and social services. But many parts of global and European cities the urban standards are customized like an industrial product. How to become now the way to build sustainable cities like urban standards, also for economic issues?

For urban policy-makers, urban planner, urban designers and architects it is a challenging undertaking. 

Finally, city and town lay-out suggest a cultural identity and sustainable cities must also become beautiful cities. Urban planning isn’t only spatial and formal organisation of the city, and urban design isn’t only an aesthetic exercise for archistars. Urban quality is closely connected with a formal quality of public space and private buildings. This last issue poses questions about the relationship between architecture and urban planning.       

We intend to organize the session in two closely related parts. The first part is about general reflections and proposals and the second will deal with direct experience.

Well, now the real session begins with Emilio D’Alessio architect and spatial planner, Former President of Local Agenda 21 Italy. 

