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Background

• The Surround project context:
• Requirements for sustainable urbanisation
• Norwegian small and medium sized urban settlements, and their 

surroundings
• WP1: Knowledge base on urbanisation and centralisation processes

• Widening the scope: 
• Urbanisation drivers  centralisation
• How do we understand sustainable urbanisation processes?
• What are the implications of the request for sustainable urbanisation?



Urbanisation and its 
sustainability challenges



Urbanisation
• Definition by Gaston (2010): 

Urbanisation is the process by 
which a rural area becomes an 
urban one, or the degree to 
which an area is urbanised. 

• Urbanisation takes place 
through three different routes:

• Migration / immigration from 
rural or urban areas elsewhere

• Differences in birth/death rate 
between rural and urban areas

• Transformation of rural areas to 
become new independent urban 
areas or expansion of existing 
urban areas.

• 55 % of all humans live in urban 
settlements today, and this share is 
expected to rise to 68% in 2050

• SD cannot be obtained without 
sustainable urban development

• Centralization cannot continue until 
100% live in urban settlements

Share of population living in urban areas 
(as defined by each country), 1800-2016. 
Source: Our World in Data/UN World 
Population Prospects 2018



Consequences of urbanisation
and links to centralisation
Environmental consequences
• Ecosystem disruption, loss of 

natural habitats, loss of 
farmland, green structures, 
cultural values, hydrological 
cycle distruption in urban areas

• (Hansen et al., 2005; Butler & 
Maksimović, 2001)

• Loss of cultural landscape, 
decline of population, loss of 
cultural values in rural areas

• (Brox, 2006)

Societal consequences
• Increased vulnerability to 

climate change in urban areas
• Rising sea level (Hurlimann et al., 

2014)
• Urban flooding (Sörensen et al., 

2016)
• Urban heat island effects (Rizwan 

et al., 2018)
• Increased vulnerability to 

climate change in rural areas
• Reduced climate change

adaptation institutional capacity
(Aggraval and Perrin, 2010)



Loss of crop land in Norway
Gundersen et al. (2017)

• Only 3.7 % of land area is farmland
• 9 760 hectares / 0.9 % of all agricultural 

land in Norway was converted to other 
uses from 2004 to 2015

• The degree of urban sprawl is still 
considerable

• 23% took place within urban areas 
(urban compaction)



What is urban sustainability 
(and what is it not)?



The «unsustainable» city

Rees & Wackernagel 1996
• «(...) no city or urban region can

achieve sustainability on its
own. Regardless of local land 
use and environmental policies, 
a prerequisite for sustainable
cities is sustainable use of the
global hinterland.»

Berger, 2014
• «(...) cities developed as 

counterparts of the hinterland and, 
therefore, axiomatically should be 
and are as a matter of fact
unsustainable»

• A holistic perspective; on the role of the city within the total 
picture of a sustainable development  



The «sustainable» city

• Multitude of sustainable city 
concepts, including ‘green 
cities’ and ‘eco cities’ (De Jong 
et al., 2015)

• Competitive strategies, 
frequently based on growth

• Often shallow sustainability; 
goal conflicts abound

• A partial perspective on
sustainability within the city 
as such



Climate change:
Should cities be blamed?
«Cities are responsible»
• «(...) cities are a key contributor to 

climate change, as urban activities 
are major sources of greenhouse 
gas emissions. Estimates suggest 
that cities are responsible for 75 
percent of global CO2 emissions, 
with transport and buildings being 
among the largest contributors.»

UNEP (www.unenvironment.org)

«It’s not the city, it’s the
consumption»
• «Attempts to blame cities for 

climate change serve only to divert 
attention from the main drivers of 
greenhouse gas emissions – namely 
unsustainable consumption, 
especially in the world’s more 
affluent countries.»

Dodman, 2009



Cities as part of the sustainability
solution
• Cities - a key to sustainability

• Cities are hubs for technological 
innovation, economy, creativity 
and policy-making

• These are properties frequently 
mentioned as assets that make 
urban areas indispensable in the 
struggle for sustainability (e.g. 
Satterthwaite, 2010)

• Cities are environmental 
forerunners

• LA21 (Lafferty, 2001)
• Climate change (Bulkeley & 

Betsill, 2013)

Photo: LIVE.ORG.AU



But what about cities and 
sustainable development?
• The term “sustainability” is often used in a more narrow meaning (isolated systems, merely 

looking at the direct environmental impacts etc.) than the term “sustainable development” 
• Feil and Schreiber, 2017

• An active policy for centralisation and city growth can also be seen as a driver for creating 
net negative sustainable development on a total societal scale, even if the development 
within the city itself is viewed at “sustainable”

• Høyer & Næss, 2001

• Thus, addressing (and counteracting) centralisation on a global scale is part of one of the 
main requests of the World Commission on Environment and Development Report for 
promoting a sustainable development; namely to shift focus from an effect- to a cause-
oriented policy strategy

• WCED, 1987



Implications for urban 
studies



Framework for a policy driver 
oriented approach to urbanisation

Sustainability 
theme Policy outcome

Drivers

Immediate Underlying

Loss of cropland

Residential 
development outside
urban area

Population growth
Centralisation, migration

Employment patterns

Competition for taxpayers

Easy access to land
Farmland pricing

Few property owners

Development of 
cropland insulas 
within urban area

Development 
pressure

High residential land price

Farmland protection low 
on the policy agenda

Urban compaction

Minimize car emissions

UC rhetoric as lip service

Agricultural policy in favor 
of full time farmers
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