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Unlocking the potential 
of sustainability transitions 
to make cities more just and liveable

Marcin Dąbrowski

“Climate Urbanism: strategies for just transitions”, 11 November 2021
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1 Why cities matter?

2 What goes wrong?

3 How sustainability to make our cities better 
(for all)

4 How do we unlock that potential?

Outline
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Why cities matter?
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• Cities produce
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Cities as culprits 

• Cities and global urban population set to 
grow

• ~75% of global greenhouse gas emissions 
produced in cities

• Main consumers of resources and materials 
(60-80%)
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http://shiftingparadigms.nl/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/the-circularity-gap-report-2018.pdf


Ga
ry

 N
ic

ho
ls

 v
ia

 U
S 

N
at

io
na

l A
rc

hi
ve

 &
 D

VI
DS

• Cities bear the brunt of climate change 
impacts

• Growing population and assets exposed

• Uneven vulnerability and adaptive capacity: 
North/South, formal/informal, poor/affluent

(e.g. Hallegatte et al. 2013; Long & Rice, 2019; 
Anguelovski et al. 2019; Castán Broto et al., 2020)

Cities as victims 
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• Cities as experimentation ground

• More forward thinking and agile than national 
governments

• Tangible impacts of interventions – scope for 
meaningful engagement of stakeholders

• Messy governmentalities and informal social 
innovation

Cities as a solution

(e.g. Castan Broto & Bulkeley, 2013; Wolfram & Frantzeskaki, 2016; 
Frantzeskaki et al., 2017; Dabrowski et al., 2021)



Planning priority 1
Economic development
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What goes wrong 
with (urban) 
sustainability 
transitions?
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•Technofixes

•Focus on the economy                            
and the environmental dimension

•Neglect of spatial impacts, footprint, and 
potentials

Narrow focus
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• Sustainable urban development, but for whom?

• Uneven distribution of benefits and burdens, but 
also uneven partcipation (spatial injustice)

•Hedonistic sustainability, sustainability for 
growth, exclusionary displacement and 
gentrification…
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Spatial injustice
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Source: 
Adapted from 
Campbell, 
1996

Conflicts 
around urban 
sustainability 
set to intensify



•Neglecting the social needs, inequalities, and 
potentials for shift towards more inclusive 
climate urbanism

•Need for translation of complexity into tangible 
choices for the citizens

• Lack integrated strategy-making cutting across 
the three pillars of sustainability
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Overlooking the social



”The current environmental focus of the 
circular economy is a limitation. 
Achieving a just transition to the circular 
economy requires attention to all aspects 
of the triple bottom line.” 

(Circle Economy, 2021, p.4)
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How can we make urban
sustainability transitions 
more inclusive & fair? 
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Potential of sustainability 
transitions to make our cities 
better (for all) – some examples
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Social-Ecological Urbanism at Albano Camous, KTH, Stockholm

1
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Synergising ecological 
and social benefits
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Synergising ecological 
and social benefits
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Synergising ecological 
and social benefits



https://chantiersdumaroc.ma/actualites/casablanca-debarrassera-derb-
ghallef/attachment/derb-ghallef/

https://www.onearmy.earth/news/beam-production-at-koun

https://mymoracle.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/befunky_derb2.jpg

Source: Garret, 2018. Fig 3.6: « L’homme à l’esquimau ». Source: Garret, 2018.
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The potential 1

• Liveability and sustainability go hand in hand
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Circular Economy practices as 
driver of slum integration 
and destigmatisation in Casablanca



Amsterdam’s Doughnut Economy 
model and monitoring system

https://www.kateraworth.com/2020/04/08/amsterdam-city-doughnut/

3



City of 1000 Tanks proposal for 
Chennai – linking spatial justice 
with water resilience, nature and 
traditional infrastructures and 
practices through co-creation

4



Driver for urban governance shift…

Strategic glue for planning, 
integrator…

A chance for democratic renewal…
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There’s more:
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Unlocking the potential of 
sustainability transitions to make 
cities more just and liveable

4
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1.Integrated and spatial perspective on 
sustainability (incl. assessment)

2.Operationalising co-creation and 
boundary spanning to revamp urban 
governance

3.Rethinking communication (through 
stories, design)
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4.Nurturing capacities

5.Stewardship and coalition-building

6.Exposing and preventing displacement 
and exclusionary politics

7.Recognise and harness the informal  
innovations and knowledge



Environmental 
protection
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The environmental planner sees the city as a consumer of 
resources and a producer of wastes. The city is in 
competition with nature for scarce resources and land, and 
always poses a threat to nature. Space is the ecological 
space of greenways, river basins, and ecological niches 
(Campbell, 1996, p. 298) 

Priority 3
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Thanks.
marcindabrowski.eu
@mmdabrowski
m.m.dabrowski@tudelft.nl
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