
INNOVATIVE &
SUSTAINABLE CITIES

The report ‘Innovative and Sustainable European Cities’ is intended to serve as an overall
evaluation as part of the review of the Foundation’s Innovations for the Urban Environment
Programme. 

It falls into four parts. 

• Part One discusses the nature of innovation, the idea of best practice, urban benchmarking
and the need for a broader definition of sustainability. 

• Part Two proposes a methodology and taxonomy for assessing urban innovations,
highlighting how conceptual shifts, such as the idea of sustainability itself cascades down
into urban innovations and best practices.

• Part Three synthesises a composite, ideal sustainable city highlighting a wide range of
innovations, best and good practices that have occurred in European cities. This is found
useful, because it allows cities to benchmark their performance, to explain trends in urban
innovations and to reveal gaps where further innovations might be desirable. 

• Part Four draws the threads together, reaching general conclusions, and indicating where
the next steps for urban innovation might emerge and how databases of best practices
might develop in the future.

The report draws on a wide range of information on urban innovations, totalling over 500,
including 105 innovative projects which were highlighted as best practice examples within the
Foundation’s programme; 116 European Union examples from UN-Habitat’s best practice
database; 100 corporate initiatives putting into practice the European Declaration of the
Business Network against Social Exclusion (EBNSC); over 70 from Euronet’s and the
International Council for Local Economic Initiatives database; 60 from the Good Practice in
Urban Development, produced by the European Academy of the Urban Environment in
Berlin. These were supplemented by many other sources including examples known to the
authors, but not documented, as well as those provided by organisations such as the Prince of
Wales Business Leaders Forum and Social Venture Network Europe. 
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■ Making sense of the innovation process
The authors note how writings about
innovation come from different traditions and
that definitions are plentiful - many drawing on
Schumpeter’s classic formulation, the
commercial exploitation of an invention
(Schumpeter 1939). The report discusses recent
work on innovations such as that of Tudor
Rickards who argued that innovation is a
process beginning with a creative idea and
ending with implementation, from which point
it becomes routine (Rickards 1990, 1991,
1996). Creativity is important at every stage.
Crucially innovations also have life cycles:
something may be innovative at one time, but
may later need to be adapted and reinvented.

As urban affairs are largely managed by public
bodies they do not usually or necessarily seek
direct commercial return; so the criteria to
judge urban innovations may be different from
normal commercial criteria. Criteria may
involve public good arguments and actions may
include: reductions in resource use or pollution
levels; the encouragement of social cohesion
and reduction of social fragmentation; affecting
changes in behaviour such as a move from
private car use to public transport; or greater
appreciation of the potential benefits of inter-
cultural understanding; or stimulation of new
kinds of business activity. Importantly though
these initiatives may have longer term
commercial benefits for the cities involved as
they increase their attractiveness,
competitiveness and quality of life. 

Thus our definition of innovation is broad-
ranging: an innovation is the realisation of
some new idea in actual concrete practice,
whether commercially or in the public and
voluntary sphere. Significantly what is
innovative for one city may be common
knowledge to another, and to some extent
innovation is in the eye of the beholder. But it
is possible to judge innovativeness from a
Europe-wide perspective, which the report
attempts to do.

■ Best practice and benchmarking
Interest in urban innovations coincides with
concern for ‘best practice’ and ‘urban
benchmarking’; and the Foundation was a
pioneer in this field. The consensus is that best

practice essentially means ‘good projects, that
have worked elsewhere, and that may be
replicable in my city’, particularly through
active implementation or ‘learning through
doing’.

■ Urban sustainability
The notion of sustainability originally
developed within the environmental sphere,
gaining world-wide credibility first through the
Brundtland Report of 1987 and then through
the Rio Summit of 1992 and the development
of Local Agenda 21. But the 1995 UN World
Summit for Social Development in
Copenhagen reinforced the new idea that
sustainability also has strong social dimensions.
In this report sustainability is discussed as an
overarching concept with environmental,
economic, social and cultural dimensions, in
short multiple sustainability. Urban
sustainability thus provides the capacity for a
city to be self-supporting, flexible and
responsive according to changing
circumstances. 

■ A taxonomy and assessment of urban
innovations

The report develops an ‘innovation matrix’ as a
means of describing where the sparks of
innovations emerge. Innovations imply some
process of creative thinking: the capacity to see
a problem in a new way, perhaps even
reformulating it as a quite different problem
with a quite different range of possible
solutions. Sometimes this can be quite
fundamental, as when it was suggested that
mental illness could be better treated outside
mental hospitals, or that traffic planning
consisted not in changing the city for the car,
but in restraining the car in order to maintain
the environment of the city. Sometimes it is of
a second order, not involving a fundamental
paradigm shift, but nevertheless redefining the
problem and thus opening up a different range
of solutions. 

There is thus an entire spectrum of innovative
solutions; their number depends to some extent
on judgement, but it is useful to distinguish at
least seven levels: the meta-paradigm shift,
which is a completely new way of ordering
reality and conceptualising the world. The
notion of sustainability is the most obvious
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example in recent years. The paradigm shift, a
fundamental redefinition of a problem within a
particular field such as in transport. A basic
innovation, which is a new way of achieving a
specific objective. Best practice, an outstanding
realisation of a project. Good practice, a
realisation that reaches a standard benchmark.
Bad practice, the continuation of a practice that
has recognised weaknesses and appalling
practice, which consciously works against the
principle of sustainable development. 

There is a very long list of potential topics or
policy areas where the innovativeness of
initiatives can be assessed, including:

• Traffic e.g. restraint or public transport.

• Communications e.g. wiring cities.

• Economic regeneration: e.g. shifting a city
from manufacturing to services or
developments within specific industries.

• The encouragement of social cohesion.

• The creation of housing formulae and
means of building.

• Infrastructure: e.g. new forms of more
sustainable sewage systems.

• Leisure: e.g. rethinking the use and purpose
of parks.

• Cultural activities: e.g. the idea of the
festival city.

• Public space and the creation of shared
territories.

• Urban governance: e.g. new forms of
participation and democracy.

• New organisational structures to meet future
needs.

• Indicators, monitoring, evaluation and
benchmarking.

■ Dilemmas in thinking through urban
innovations

A series of tables attached to part two gives
illustrations of how the innovation matrix
works in ten such areas and how creative
thinking and reconceptualising problems has
led to a series of innovations and best practices.
In addition a number of problem areas and

strategic dilemmas for planning innovation are
highlighted, they include:

Multiple Dimensions: innovations can involve
end products; technology used; technique and
procedures applied; processes such as
consultation; implementation mechanisms; how
problems are redefined; who the target
audience is; how behavioural impacts can be
achieved and particular professional contexts
are viewed. 

Time and Space Dependence: innovations
develop, and are emulated, usually both at
particular times and in specific geographical
space. Certain innovations can only occur if the
objective conditions are right for them to
happen.

Cultural Relativity: are there principles
embedded within the idea of sustainable
development that hold true whatever the
cultural circumstances and whatever the local
circumstances? 

Innovative Clusters: innovations do not
necessarily come singly; rather, they seem to
cluster in certain places at certain times. The
report identifies a number of these clusters.

Replicability: many projects seem replicable in
principle, but in reality are not, because of
traditions, level of development and awareness
within a particular city and its cultural context.

Unforeseen Weaknesses: as a best practice
develops it can over time reveal unforeseen or
invisible weaknesses which may in turn require
further innovation in order to address the new
found source of a problem. 

Making Institutions Innovative: institutions
themselves are important sources of innovative
potential and can be turned into centres for
innovation. This might mean, for example,
changing the processes through local
authorities are run. 

■ The ideal sustainable city
In part three a series of “ideal cases” of
sustainable and innovative cities are developed,
based on best practices and innovations in a
number of topical areas. We were struck first
by the fact that best practices tend to occur in
specific areas - to an overwhelming degree,
around environmental sustainability issues such
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as transport, waste management or energy; and
second that they tend to cluster around specific
geographical locations such as Baden
Württemberg and Emilia-Romagna, which are
already well-known for innovation in other
spheres such as industrial development.

The “ideal cases” are listed under the main
categories developed in part two:
Environmental (transport and land use; energy,
waste and emissions, preservation and
enhancement of natural ecosystems, education
and dissemination, urban management);
economic (financial mechanisms, employment
generation, socially responsible business);
social (empowerment and human centred
environments); and cultural (identity, local
distinctiveness and civic pride; social cohesion,
intercultural and intergenerational
understanding; skills enhancement, urban
regeneration and culture). The analysis shows
that up to now, best sustainability practices
have focused very largely on environmental
examples. The question arises: why, if a city is
able to develop a working best practice in one
sphere, and if it is aware of best practices
elsewhere, should it not be able to develop
similar best practices across the entire field of
sustainability? 

■ Environmental initiatives

Often, a number of different cities seem to be
adopting very similar policies: in transport: 30
km/hr traffic zones; light rail extensions, with
co-operation on heavy rail tracks; travel cards;
dense networks of bicycle lanes with priority at
signalled intersections; in energy, city-wide
energy audits; district heating “islands” based
on co-generation of heat and power;
progressive energy tariffs designed to penalise
profligate users; in waste/emissions: separate
collection of organic waste; city-wide air
quality monitoring. Cities adopting similar
innovations tend to be geographically clustered
- for instance, the “transport-innovative cities”
in south-west Germany/eastern France/north
central Switzerland (Karlsruhe, Freiburg,
Mulhouse, Basel, Zürich) and north central
Italy (Bologna, Perugia, Orvieto, Spoleto) and
the “energy-innovative cities” in southern
Germany/northern Switzerland/Austria
(Saarbrücken, Zürich, Vienna). Other

innovations, such as bicycle priority, solar
heating, or separate collection of organic waste,
seem to be more widely diffused. In some
cases, the explanation may lie in pressure of
events: thus southern Germany has some of the
highest rates of car ownership in Europe,
though not all cities in that area seem to be
equally innovative. In others, the explanation is
more elusive: solar energy solutions do not
seem to be clustered in sunnier cities, nor
energy solutions generally in colder cities.

■ Economic initiatives

In the economic field common themes are
concerned with: providing access to capital for
marginalised communities; improving training
for the hard to employ; promoting racial
integration within companies; establishing
green business initiatives; finding innovative
means of avoiding redundancies and creating
new jobs. The popularity of these schemes
depends on two factors, first the nature of
debate of corporate responsibility in any given
country and the incentives structures within
cities, regions or countries. As many of these
initiatives depend on the activities in
companies we did not identify specific cities or
regions where these specifically cluster.

■ Social initiatives

In the social domain empowerment is the key
feature and there are a substantial number of
initiatives which involve people more directly
in decision making but not in a tokenistic way,
especially in more deprived areas. This is
achieved through a variety of consultation
procedures. A focus increasingly has been
finding innovative solutions to solving the
homelessness problem, especially through self-
help initiatives of which perhaps the Big Issue
magazine is a prime example as it has been
replicated in a number of countries. Here the
magazine sellers retain part of the cover price
which helps build their ladders of opportunity.
Equally the foyer scheme developed in France,
where housing and training are integrated, has
been replicated. A further theme is bringing in
groups such as children, women or the elderly
more self-consciously into the planning
process. The Nordic countries in particular are
advanced in this sphere, although a number of
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interesting initiatives were found in places such
as Vienna.

■ Cultural initiatives
The appreciation that an understanding of local
culture plays a key role in urban sustainability
is recent. This means recognising that
celebrating the uniqueness of each place has
powerful impacts on motivation, identity and
the well being of citizens. It can be carried out
through events as well as the creation places
and spaces that have real meaning to local
people. Examples abound ranging from the
mass of festivals, the rediscovery of local
traditions, civic pride programmes; events that
bring generations together or different cultures.
An important spin-off is the way some cultural
programmes are able to trigger regeneration.
This often occurs through artists taking over
redundant buildings, thereby spawning all
kinds of related economic and social activities.
Examples are to be found all over Europe
including the Häckische Höfe in Berlin, The
Cable Factory in Helsinki, Temple Bar in
Dublin, or Custard Factory in Birmingham.

■ Sparking innovation
In the final section, we try to summarise the
main lessons that the study has taught us, and
that we think it important for cities to learn if
they want to continue to innovate for
sustainability.

We think that two basic new paradigms may be
emerging:

1. “Doing More With Less”; and

2. Moving from Single to Multiple
Sustainability.

■ Doing more with less
Recent work from the Club of Rome especially
the publication of ‘Factor Four -Doubling
Wealth, Halving Resource Use’ suggests that at
least four times as much wealth can be
extracted from the resources currently used by
employing the ‘doing more with less’ principle.
These range from producing hypercars, to sub-
surface drip irrigation, to electronic trade which
reduces travel costs. But, the report suggests,
existing ways of doing things hold the
professions in a ‘vice like grip’. If this can be
overcome, the “Factor Four” could create a

form of profitable eco-capitalism involving all
the actors in a city - business, local authorities
and consumers - working together to make
their city more sustainable. It is particularly
attractive in appealing to businesses’ own self-
interest to become more sustainable, because it
is potentially profitable. 

■ From single to multiple sustainability
At the local level, as part three showed,
sustainability is still largely interpreted in
environmental terms, although there is an
increased recognition that social and economic
sustainability play an integral part in
developing a sustainable society. There are a
very few projects in the data bases that reveal a
multiple approach to achieving sustainability
on all or most dimensions:

• Quartiers en Crise (Belgium).

• Kemi-Tornio (Finland).

• Berlin-Prenzlauer Berg.

• Munich-Riem.

• Duisburg-Marxloh.

• Freiburg (Forum Vauban).

• Oslo (Old Town).

• Vitoria (Spain).

• Emscher Park (Ruhr, Germany).

From these case studies, we conclude that, for
cities to develop multi-dimensional
sustainability policies, there are several key
steps:

1. Ensure that an integrated notion of
sustainability is embedded in organisational
practice. 

2. Rethink each aspect of what happens in an
urban area, to assess how each contributes
to sustainability.

3. Develop visible projects, which work round
the problem that usually, sustainability
cannot be seen. 

4. Develop and target a new audience,
especially in business: the next key
innovation is to find way of making
sustainable business appear commercially
commonsensical.
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■ Making it happen: Four key elements

We identify four key elements in
implementation:

1. New actors, new roles

Innovation often comes not from established
organisations but from outsiders, including
radicals and activists who could ‘pre-figure’
possible future lifestyles, which have
influenced conventional behaviour patterns in a
slow cascading effect. Most notable here has
been the notion of self-sufficiency and practical
recycling. Such pressure groups have been able
to push underlying issues, such as ecological
living, social housing, alternative financing
mechanisms or concepts of recycling, on to the
political arena. Their weakness is that they
usually lack resources to implement their ideas,
and if they do there are problems of continuity
and sustainability. For this reason the
relationship to the official structure and their
acceptance by them becomes crucial.

The idea of business linked to urban
sustainability has until recently seemed to be a
contradiction in terms. Yet the business
community has been developing the idea of
corporate responsibility. At the same time, as
the classic welfare state has come under threat,
cities have needed to change; the concept of
partnership has thus become key, in turn
affecting the ways in which many companies
begin to think about what they produce and
how they produce it. 

Particular kinds of organisation may play a key
role in overcoming these barriers; such
organisations are themselves a form of
innovation. They fall into distinct categories:

• Think Tanks

• Inspirers like Common Ground

• Action Consultancies: like Econtur in
Bremen or URBED in the UK.

• Campaigners: Friends of the Earth, or
Greenpeace.

• Doers: e.g. Groundwork, Friends of the
Earth.

• Back-up Providers: ICLEI (International
Council for Local Economic Initiatives),
now a world-wide network, and similar
database providers.

• Networks: the European Business Network
for Social Cohesion; the European
Foundation Centre in Brussels, which has a
Corporate Citizens Initiatives Group; or
specifically environmentally oriented 
networks like the International Hotels
Environmental Initiative.

A similar role is played by dedicated or
committed individuals, who often fight the
established bureaucratic machines. This
underlines the significance of crisis in
triggering innovation. What is crucial to
maximise the potential for the various actors to
operate in more sustainable ways in their urban
environments, whether it be citizens, businesses
or trade unions, is the regulatory and incentives
regime fostered by governmental authorities in
providing the opportunities and incentives to
spread the innovation cycle. 

2. New Incentives, new modes of regulation

The next innovative focus is likely to be within
the area of regulation and incentive creation,
such as: providing rebate structures for efficient
energy use; using hypothecation to achieve
sustainability objectives such as increased
petrol taxes to support public transport;
tightening controls and providing guarantee
mechanisms for oligopolistic banking
institutions; providing new initiatives such as
rewarding voluntary activity.

3. Integration: Breaking down specialist
barriers

The innovations that are likely to have some of
the best impacts in the next phase are those that
integrate many sustainability aspects within one
project. This has strong implications for the
ways in which cities run their affairs: they need
first to diversify their skills base, second to
retrain existing staff to take a broader, more
‘holistic’ view, third to set up new types of
department embracing a broader set of issues.
And the existing structure of urban 
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management, whereby elected unpaid
councillors have ultimate control over urban
affairs, needs re-examination; groups presently
excluded, such as voluntary organisations and
interest groups, need to be embodied in a new
form of stakeholder democracy. 

4. Diffusing best practice: The role of
information flows

Once these baseline innovations have been
made, they are likely to spawn others. We said
at the start of the report that ‘best practice’ can
be viewed in two ways: first as European-wide
best practice, of which there will only be a few
examples, and secondly as best practice in a
specific context. In the latter case there is an
immense challenge to bring the majority of
European cities, both large and small, simply
up the level of those who are doing best. This
requires a shift in emphasis towards promoting
best practice even more strongly, and thinking
through and assessing the most effective means
of dissemination.

A major recommendation is the need for an
evaluation of the use and impact of databases,
allied to a rigorous assessment of all the other
means by which cities learn from each other,
including the mass of networks, conferences
and meetings. Databases have played a key role
in disseminating innovation, but they have
many technical problems (such as use of
criteria, the need to maintain a balance between
specificity and generality, the source of data,
the lack of long-term historical data which has
the result of excluding several of the best-
known cases of urban innovation over the last
forty years, duplication as between different
databases); and many databases lack the
resources to keep them up to date and to
develop them.

The databases are also biased towards
municipal actions; they tend to underplay the
significance of business or trades unions, for
example. They also tend to lack context, such
as descriptions of the mechanisms such as tax
incentives or regulations used to foster
sustainable urban development in the first
place. 

Our analysis of databases underlines the fact
that one key area where a next innovation wave
is required is in distribution and dissemination.
Many best practices are hidden from view.
Cities are generally bad and unimaginative in
telling the story of their development. In part
four we cite the contrary example of
Montpellier - a rare example of a city that
projects itself to the public, including visitors.
Such visibility strategies would - so we believe
- be effective in winning support for the broad
lifestyle changes that sustainable urban
development will require.

There is a fundamental question: to what extent
are micro-innovations, of the kind described in
this report, effective in changing the macro
environment for sustainable development?
What should come first: the smaller pilot
project that inspires, perhaps leading to broader
changes because it is replicated, and thus over
time may help change the incentives and
regulatory regime in the direction of
sustainable development? Or changes in the
macro regime, to provide the conducive
seedbed to allow pilot projects to take place in
the first instance? There is no agreement; but it
is certain that no city can live by continual
innovation alone. 

Even so, many cities are under-performing; and
isolated good examples do not mean that the
city as a whole is innovative. More innovative
methods need to be found which will cascade
down the ways in which best practice cities
operate, so that their good practice is adopted
by the slowest movers. Here, Europe can learn
from elsewhere - for instance in areas such as
the development of innovative financing
schemes in the US.

Finally, we must remember that innovations
have life cycles. The process of cascading
innovation, down through the stages from
meta-paradigm shift, has gone much faster and
further in the environmental field than in
economic and social sustainability; in the area
of cultural sustainability it has barely begun. So
the priority must be to encourage active agents
to speed the innovative process itself. 
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