
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

Synthesis Report  

Dresden-Workshop: Ecological Urban Transformation in Europe 

Görlitz/Germany, 20th and 21st June 2014 

Workshop Series: Denksalon Ecological and Revitalizing Urban Renewal 

Dresden Eco-cities Team  

1 Introduction 

The second phase of local workshops of the Leverhulme international research network Tomorrow’s 

City Today was entitled “Moving towards implementation: evaluating the use of ‘eco-city’ frameworks 

in a variety of local, national and international context”. 

This year’s workshop, the second of three consecutive workshops to be held by the IOER was held by 

the Interdisciplinary Centre for Ecological and Revitalizing Urban Transformation (http://izs-

goerlitz.ioer.de/en/izs/), a corporate institution of the Leibniz Institute of Ecological Urban and Regional 

Development, Dresden (IOER) and the Technische Universität (TU) Dresden. The workshop was 

organized under the traditional format of the so-called “Denksalon” which has provided a platform for 

discussing challenges and approaches for future urban development and brought together 

practitioners and researchers since 2005.  

Different framework requirements, implementation strategies on the local level, and evaluation 

principles were the focus of this year’s workshop. Speakers and guests from Germany, Czech 

Republic, Latvia, Switzerland, Great Britain, Hungary, and Poland engaged in an intensive and open 

dialogue on the interests and driving forces for an ecological urban transformation, the experiences 

and potentials of different stakeholders made during implementation, and the challenges and 

limitations for ecological and revitalizing urban renewal in the roundtable discussions that followed 

short and interdisciplinary presentations from sciences and practice on the aforementioned topics. The 

two days’ workshop was closed with a panel discussion.   

2 Topics 

Following the main contents and hypotheses of the workshop contributions are summarised.  

2.1 Driving Forces and Interests 

The range of evaluation systems for the sustainability of buildings, neighbourhoods, and cities is as 

wide as the actors and institutions that have been developing those. If it is country-specific, Europe-

wide or globally applicable, scientific or entrepreneurial driven, dialog-oriented or based on economic 

http://izs-goerlitz.ioer.de/en/izs/
http://izs-goerlitz.ioer.de/en/izs/
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incentives – driving forces on the one hand and targets on the other hand for an ecological urban 

transformation are as diverse as the concept of sustainability itself. The first forum put in perspective 

the issues of the types of approaches and evaluation tools that are currently being discussed, and 

addressed the role played by evaluation approaches for the strategic and specific urban planning 

practice as well as possibilities and limitations of their application and transfer. 

Reference frameworks for ecological/sustainable urban transformation and urban development  

(Prof. Clemens Deilmann, IOER Dresden, Germany) 

Clemens Deilmann started with a retrospective view on the large evidence and experiences base in 

ecological building and the manifold issues characterizing the different phases, leading from ecological 

to sustainable planning and building. He introduced (conflicting) perspectives on ecological urban 

transformation, its aims and objectives as well as challenges, especially in the case of shrinking cities. 

Clemens Deilmann emphasized that scientific evidence for sustainability is missing, since it is a policy 

approach, which needs to be defined by visions, strategies, indicators and reference frameworks. 

Therefore the following aspects have to be considered in order to apply eco-city frameworks: conflicts 

of objectives within the concept of sustainability (ecological, economic, social aspects), cities with 

multi-level subsystems (physical, socio-cultural, technological, mental subsystems), definition of 

relevant issues and situational weighting, acceptance of individual history and future paths of 

development. The advantages of frameworks are to support the operationalization of visions and 

strategies and to monitor and compare the core indicators. He discussed different driving forces and 

interests which lead to the application of eco-city frameworks. The increasing relevance of urban areas 

and the growing number of frameworks set by the public and politics against the background of 

different urban contexts might lead to the following patterns: (1) growing cities, which are interested in 

improving the quality of environment, (2) stable cities, which aim to enhance their competitiveness by 

certification and labels, and (3) „Greenwashing“ cities, which are taking the opportunities of networks 

and public subsidies. The presentation concluded on the need for committed stakeholders, with an 

emphasis on civil society, in terms of pushing ecological frameworks and sustainable urban planning 

forward.  

Evaluation framework for sustainable urban development in Regensburg  

(Richard Mühlmann, City of Regensburg, Germany) 

Regensburg, as an attractive and prospective business location and holder of the Unesco World-

Heritage title, is one of the first German cities both to engage with the regeneration of its historic 

centre and the implementation of the Reference Framework for European Sustainable Cities (RFSC). 

Richard Mühlmann shared the different stakeholders’ experiences made in the context of the 

implementation of this instrument in the case of the revitalization of a neighbourhood located in the 

historic centre of Regensburg. From the point of view of the municipality of Regensburg the RFSC 

allows for a straightforward, transparent and clear start into the evaluation of the sustainability of urban 

development projects. However, the low level of complexity of the tool constitutes at the same time its 
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weakness. In order to integrate the RFSC as a fully valid planning instrument to all stages of the 

planning process a higher number of adaptation options would be necessary. Better implementations 

of the monitoring tool as well as the integration of a scenario development are of great interest in this 

sense. 

Sustainable built environment in Czech Republic  

(Štěpán Mančík, Technical University of Prague, Czech Republic) 

Štěpán Mančík took a look at the different regulations on the state and regional level in terms of urban 

development and ecological and energy-efficient construction in the Czech Republic, and particularly 

in the case of Prague. Besides national and regional policies regarding sustainable development, 

several voluntary tools related to sustainable built environment are available from micro-scale to 

macro-scale. For building materials and structures there is the voluntary Life Cycle Assessment 

available which results can be communicated in form of Environmental Product Declaration (EPD) or 

simplified Carbon Footprint. At building level there are the main three certification tools SBToolCZ, 

BREEAM and LEED plus some experiments with DGNB commercially available. At municipal, district 

and regional level only the Agenda 21 exists which is too general for direct application in the urban 

development, as well as the Covenant of Mayors which focuses mainly on energy and the Carbon 

Footprint. But standard complex tools for evaluation of sustainable built environment are still missing. 

The presentation illustrated how the academic sector can contribute to filling this gap when 

cooperating at municipal level.  

2.2 Experiences and Potentials 

Towns and cities in Europe pursue different strategic approaches for the implementation of ecological 

urban transformation – ranging from the application of sustainability indicator systems to the 

development of municipal energy concepts. Against the backdrop of experiences of different 

stakeholders the potentials for an ecological urban transformation were reflected by the interests of 

municipalities facing different demographic, economic and historical conditions and scopes of action. 

The second forum shed light on the experiences already made with different strategic approaches for 

the framework and implementation of urban transformation including experiences dealing with 

historical heritage. Furthermore, the forum inquired on the potentials of urban-regional and cross-

border thinking and acting.  

Living quality and cross-border interrelations: Empirical findings in the administrative districts of Görlitz 

and Zgorzelec and potentials for a sustainable and European urban development  

(Dr. Robert Knippschild, TU Dresden, Germany) 

Border cities as well as border regions in Europe are commonly considered to be disadvantaged 

because of suffering from the distance to centres of political decision-making and areas of key 

economy, as well as the dissection of sales markets. However, separation effects of borders can be 

overcome within the process of European cohesion as the case of Gorlitz and Zgorzelec shows. The 
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presentations drew on a research carried out in both cities as well surrounding areas investigating the 

cross-border interrelations and the (perceived) quality of life of the inhabitants. In contrast to the 

overall perception of the region, the findings show that the quality of life is high on both sides of the 

border. Particularly the residential environment and the provision with green spaces was highlighted 

and therefore can be stressed as an important aspect of quality of life in general. Nevertheless the 

preservation of an attractive and sustainable service provision is by no means secured because of 

difficult demographic development.  

Urban development in changing times: lessons from Riga, Latvia  

(Lita Akmentina, Dresden Leibniz Graduate School, Germany) 

The city of Riga has undergone major changes since 1990 and has been suffering from continuous 

population loss, facing a population decline of 29 % between 1990 and 2014. Lita Akmentina showed 

how city officials and stakeholders have been struggling to create and implement urban planning and 

development practice and how sustainability principles have been neglected in the city development 

process. It is possible to identify some examples of urban regeneration that have led to transformation 

and improvement of urban environment as well as urban areas that can be characterized by overall 

processes of decline. The presentation argued that when cities are affected by other (more immediate) 

challenges, they find it difficult to follow the path of sustainable development, especially when lacking 

resources and experiences.  

Implementation of energy efficiency strategies in urban heritage  

(Hartmut Wilke, City of Görlitz, Germany) 

Görlitz has engaged in massive heritage conservation in the 1990s, saving a large amount of its 

decaying building stock. Urban planning within the first decade of the 2000s, however, focused mainly 

on the issue of how to deal with the unexpected oversupply of residential buildings caused by 

migration and demographic processes. This process was steered by the Integrated City Development 

Concept. Currently, climate protection and energy-efficiency are the main keywords in societal 

debates and in urban and regional planning, consequently. Görlitz engages in new refurbishment 

concepts, explicitly in the Overall Concept for Energy-Oriented Refurbishment. Besides, planning is 

drawing the attention back towards the city centre but also struggling with how to involve its 

inhabitants actively in the decision making processes concerning urban restructuring strategies. 

Current experiences show that the overall objective of a sustainable city development with its 

advantages for the environment and for future generations is reasonable. But thereof deriving a need 

for conscious decisions of oneself is not given since on the one hand environmental problems are not 

immediately noticeable and on the other hand it is even for experts impossible to derive simple 

answers due to the complexity of the issues. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

 

2.3 Challenges and Limitations 

An ecological urban transformation needs to address a range of challenges. Involved stakeholders 

represent, on the one hand, diverse interests and concerns and, on the other hand, have different 

capacities of implementation available. In order to focus on future tasks paths of implementation 

including the handling of eventually limiting framework conditions were discussed. The last forum 

addressed the implementation opportunities of ecological urban transformation considering the 

demographic and socio-economic changes and limited municipal and private resources and funds as 

well as the specific capacities and challenges relative to historical cities. 

Urban infill development – a strategic challenge  

(Wilhelm Natrup, Office for Regional Development of the Canton of Zurich, Switzerland) 

The Canton of Zurich has experienced considerable population growth by approx. 100 000 up to 1.4 

million inhabitants between 2008 and 2013. This was going hand in hand with important demographic 

and socio-economic changes in the population structure. Wilhelm Natrup addressed in the challenges 

of growing in a limited space according to new forms of settlement, communication and participation 

processes being necessary for tackling these dynamics and the challenges and opportunities lying 

ahead. He stated that the future development will be characterized by the necessity of building within 

the existing settlements, accepting legally defined building zones, increase in building culture and a 

higher quality. Particular attention needs to be paid to the historical character in certain locations to 

maintain perceptible individuality and spatial identity as a basis for a feeling of responsibility of the 

inhabitants towards their living environment and the community. He formulated seven hypotheses, 

which form the basis of the cantonal settlement development: (1) Quality before quantity, (2) Accepting 

limits of densification, (3) Make use of the large infill sites, (4) Developing tailored concepts, (5) 

Aligning the planning and building law to infill development, (6) Involving professional knowledge and 

experiences, (7) Involving the inhabitants.  

Energetic development of the residential building stock in Germany – status, prospects and challenges  

(Norbert Krauß, IOER, Dresden, Germany) 

Since the introduction of the so-called “energy-transition” in 2010 in Germany, the objectives and their 

implementations have been discussed and weighed in several debates. Particularly the question of 

thermal energy savings through refurbishment of existing buildings as well as the energy efficiency 

standards of new buildings led to intensive debates in the public. Norbert Krauß inquired on the actual 

progress that has been made in recent years in Germany and on the challenges still lying ahead. The 

presentation shed light on the developments of the past years and the current situation in Germany in 

order to help weighing the next steps and to respond to potential obstacles. He focused on the 

implementation and execution of laws and regulations, which takes place on the level of communities 

with their owners and tenants instead. Against the background of the city of Görlitz he discussed the 

challenges due of the historical building stock in the city. One of his main findings stressed the 
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necessity of establishing approaches which consider the whole neighbourhood with its several 

opportunities to save energy. 

Monument preservation vs. urban transformation? Positions, conflicts and opportunities  

(Hans-Rudolf Meier, Bauhaus Universität Weimar, Germany) 

Urban transformation stimulates immediately a critical attention from the position of monument 

preservation. However, ecological urban transformation originating from the regained knowledge of 

resource-efficient planning and construction as it had been practiced in our historical cities for 

centuries is found to be an ally of monument preservation. Nevertheless, conflicting objectives do exist 

in the evaluation and treatment of existing building stocks of post-war modernity, which are currently 

an urgent task for both fields. From the point of ecological urban transformation those seem to be 

nothing more than a gigantic mistake, whereas monument preservation faces the task of screening the 

building stock of this important historical era in order to protect those major testimonies. Hans-Rudolf 

Meier addressed the problems of dealing with late modernity from urban transformation and 

preservation perspectives. 

(Un)contested energy-efficient renovation in Eastern Europe: social and institutional frameworks  

(Dr. Catalina Turcu, University College London, United Kingdom) 

Catalina Turcu addressed the intersection of an emerging energy-efficiency agenda, driven by EU-

regulations, and socio-economic and institutional change in Eastern Europe in the field of housing 

retrofit of post-socialist housing stock. Her research finds that despite notable stewardship and 

economic incentives at the European and national level, the housing retrofit agenda fails to gain 

momentum. Besides economic, financial and social capital explanations she emphasised the role of 

social and institutional frameworks in enhancing housing retrofit and good governance. Catalina Turcu 

argued that the shared territory between social and institutional frameworks for housing retrofit 

enhances the potential for the ‘good governance’ of housing retrofit and can act as a ‘push’ factor to 

housing retrofit policy and delivery in these countries. How this works can be understood via the 

concept of norms, or expectations of appropriate behaviour, which underpin the both social and 

institutional networks and players involved in housing retrofit. This conceptual framing is applied to one 

case study, the Thermal Rehabilitation of Apartment Buildings Programme in Bucharest, Romania. 

Main findings yield a typology of social and institutional ‘players’ and a lack of shared norms (of trust 

and reciprocity) both among the same type of players (‘network individualism’) but also between 

different types of players (‘network otherness’). This results in little dialogue between social and 

institutional frameworks and so, a ‘poor governance’ of housing retrofit in Bucharest, which in turn acts 

as a ‘pull’ (instead of ‘push’) policy factor and impede on housing retrofit outcomes. 
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3 Conclusion: The implementation and applicability of eco-city frameworks – 

challenges and limitations 

The following part of that report focuses on the key discussion points according to the challenges and 

limitations of the implementation and applicability of eco-city frameworks in existing urban areas. A 

certain focus is laid on the RFSC – the Reference Framework for European Sustainable Cities.  

 

 

3.1 General conclusions regarding eco-city frameworks 

Scale of eco-city frameworks 

As the discussions and presentations have shown eco-city frameworks are designed for and can be 

applied to different scales:  

- The micro-scale, evaluating for instance the energy-efficiency of certain buildings whether those 

are newly built or retrofitted: In fact, while often there is a discussion around the ecological 

efficiency of the newly built housing stock and the future constructions, participants emphasized the 

importance of dealing with existing housing stocks, for example the soviet apartment buildings in 

Eastern Europe constituting or the buildings of the post-modernity are a significant part of those. 

Certification tools such as the SBToolCZ (Czech Republic), BREEAM and LEED as well as the 

DGNB, among others, address the building level. 

The Reference Framework for European Sustainable Cities (RFSC) 

The RFSC aims at implementing the sustainability guidelines of the Leipzig Charta (2007) in the 

EU-states. Its main objective is to provide an online toolkit for an integrated approach towards 

sustainable urban development that is made available to city administrations. The RFSC allows for 

building a common vision on urban sustainability, the adaptation of the toolkit to the specific local 

contexts, knowledge exchange (peers learning, coaching, governance, capacity building, etc.) and 

enhances the cooperation among cities.  

25 goals are defined in the following four thematic categories, describing a sustainable European 

city, according to the Leipzig Charta: Economy, Social needs, Environment and Governance. 

The online tool is constituted of three applications: the administration of the city’s profile, three 

evaluation tools and, finally, a platform for exchange with other administrations. The evaluation 

tools cover three areas: strategy development, checking of sustainability approaches in planning 

strategies and monitoring by providing a checklist for each of these areas and presenting the 

outcomes in the form of easily readable charts and tables. Furthermore, the reference framework 

provides indicators facilitating the monitoring process and allows for the sharing of knowledge and 

experiences among different cities thanks to its network function. 

http://www.rfsc.eu/ 

http://www.rfsc.eu/
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- The meso-scale referring to the neighbourhood which is pertinent for instance in the case of urban 

renewal and the revitalization of historic neighbourhoods. This meso-scale seems to be the most 

appropriate level to evaluate sustainability in an urban context.   

- The macro-scale, corresponding to the city as a whole and extending to the regional level and 

therefore addressing planning strategies and principles prevalent in certain political and socio-

economic contexts. This scale is addressed by tools such as the RFSC, for instance.  

Frameworks and their implementation therefore have to consider the scale they intend to address 

since the implementation of a framework referring to the ecological efficiency and impacts of a single 

building faces problems of a different nature than the implementation of a framework defining global 

strategies to be followed by a local administration governing a city. However, favourable social and 

institutional conditions as well as local capacities influence the successful implementation of the 

frameworks at all levels. 

Transferability and comparability of eco-city frameworks 

The participants repeatedly mentioned the difficulties in comparing different indicators and eco-city 

frameworks and their outcomes among each other. In addition to the incoherence arising from the 

different scales addressed by the latter, the fact that each framework is applied in unique political and 

socio-economic contexts with their own particularities and focal areas renders the comparability and 

transferability of eco-city frameworks questionable. The workshops put the considerable differences in 

planning strategies present in different cities in perspective: For instance, the needs of shrinking cities 

such as Riga and Görlitz are extremely different from the planning needs in Zürich where population 

increases. Also, there are considerable differences between small, middle-size and large 

municipalities and towns since they face diverse problems and count on unequal capacities in 

applying sustainability frameworks and strategies. According to some, the frameworks have therefore 

to be reinvented for each context and project.  

Uses and misuses of eco-city frameworks 

The presentations and viewpoints showed the ambivalence of administrative application of 

frameworks. On the one hand they might help gaining knowledge, comprehension and support, 

resulting in better and more appreciated approaches to sustainable urban development. On the other 

hand some evidence can be seen, that frameworks are applied in terms of top-down processes due to 

political pressure.  

Though as a general rule, eco-city frameworks, which are applied if the local administrations are 

required to do so, can, once implemented, serve different objectives: The outcomes can be seen as 

tools for discussion on the meaning and practical implications of urban sustainability and ecological 

planning, both internally and externally, and enhance future strategies and projects. However, they 

can also be used as tools for enhancing the competitive capacity of the city or region (its 

attractiveness in social and economic terms) or be exploited as marketing strategies or even abused 
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for “green-washing” strategies. It is therefore important to consider the underlying motivations of 

implementing eco-frameworks and tools. Besides drawing the attention to the risks of abusing eco-

indicators for political purposes and bypassing their original intentions, this discussion also shows that 

there has to be a surplus-value to implementing those frameworks acting as incentives for local 

administrations. Particularly the tendencies to connect the provision of public subsidies need to be 

evaluated critically: Undoubtedly incentives might support the application of frameworks and even 

better the sustainable development. Nevertheless there might be the risk of applying these 

frameworks only to gain funding. Hopefully the synergies of applying frameworks and using the 

knowledge predominate at the end. 

3.2 Requirements for successful frameworks  

Tensions between simplicity and meaningful outcomes 

With regard to the RFSC, practitioners but also academics and researchers stressed its simplicity and 

straightforwardness in its usage as one of the tool’s main virtues. City administrations are provided an 

easy start into the topic, are helped in integrating sustainability approaches to their planning strategies 

and not hindered in doing so by complicated and time intensive processes. However, the simplicity of 

the toolkit creates doubts on the meaningfulness of the final outcomes and indicators: How significant 

can a final evaluation of sustainability aspects in planning approaches be if the input is constituted out 

of 25 general aspects that are partly not relevant to the given context, as in the case of the RFSC? 

Therefore, there is a general scepticism mitigating the credibility and possibly the impact of simple and 

straightforward eco-frameworks and indicators (that are, however, more likely to be used by city 

administrations than more complicated ones). Possibly, the tools have to be seen as instruments for 

identifying key sectors that need to be addressed and approached under the sustainability aspect by 

local administrations.     

Measuring qualitative dimensions 

Sustainability is a manifold concept involving ecological, economic and social aspects that tries to 

ponder these (sometimes contradictory) dimensions against each other. Consequently, sustainability 

frameworks in urban and regional planning constitute an attempt to move away from purely economic 

indicators by integrating qualitative dimensions into the overall analysis and evaluation. However, the 

challenge of how to identify adequate criteria for measuring qualitative aspects such as living quality, 

sense of belonging and a healthy living environment remains present for practitioners and academics. 

Furthermore, there is a problem in convincing the different actors to participate in and implement “soft 

dimensions” of urban and regional development since the prevailing paradigm continues to privilege 

more tangible and graspable indicators, such as economic profitability. 
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4 Concluding remarks 

A wide variety of contexts were represented in the workshop ranging from small cities to large 

municipalities, cities facing negative demographic change, and growing agglomerations under 

population pressure. The Eastern European context and particularly the question of how to deal with 

existing and partly decaying housing stock in shrinking societies also gained centre stage in the 

debates. Though discussions and presentations very much focused on aspects of energy-efficiency of 

the built environment at different scales, there was a general recognition of the need to build a more 

holistic approach including green space, water, and waste management as well as other aspects of 

urban sustainability.  

The reflections on the eco-city frameworks seemed to conclude on their utility as “tools to talk” that 

help orientating and prioritizing sustainability aspects in urban and regional development, enhance 

new processes and legitimize certain views and strategies; all of the latter constituting the “surplus 

value” of implementing sustainability frameworks and evaluation tools for urban planning practitioners. 

Particularly the necessity to change the perspectives to the manifold aspects of urban sustainability 

was recognized as an opportunity for the different stakeholders to enhance objectivism and systematic 

evaluation on the one hand and really develop an overall and integrated view on urban development in 

the specific case, on the other hand. Though the participants emphasized ongoing difficulties in their 

implementation and the challenge of measuring “soft” dimensions, there was consent on the fact that 

sustainability frameworks were likely to become more important in the close future and that eco-city 

frameworks may contribute to the further conceptualisation of urban and regional sustainability. 

Contradictory to this obvious interest and determined opinions, it must be stated, that particularly 

smaller cities don’t know or use these frameworks.  

 

 

 

Further details: http://www.ioer.de/1/denksalon/ 
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