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Abstract	 In several parts of the world, global flows of capital are triggering rapid transformations 
of the urban fabric and the rural hinterlands. The effects of real-estate acquisitions by 
foreign investors and market-driven development can be witnessed with the emergence of 
regenerated city districts and the urbanisation of city fringe areas. The chapter explores 
some of the non-market oriented development patterns needed to support sustainable 
urban transformations. The objective is to reconsider urban development driven by an 
ecologically conscious approach which could lead to a resilient urban fabric. The networks 
binding together urban and rural settlement spaces is highlighted. Interrelations facilitate 
exchanges of resources, capital, and information. Such networks establish an underlying 
system that supports the cohesion of urban and rural communities. Urban growth, limited 
to mainly the development of real estate investments, does not deliver resilient and 
people-friendly built environments. Instead, urban development objectives need to include 
sustainable resource management, support for biodiversity, and develop food production 
capabilities. Given the global issues such as climate change and massive human migration 
towards cities, the capacity to adapt to environmental pressures becomes vital. To replace 
short-term growth objectives with long-term sustainability agendas, behavioural changes 
incentivised by ecological compensation schemes are considered.
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of ecological continuities by remediating and opening up environmental 
corridors may play a vital role. This could be achieved, for example, 
through the extension of the edges of hedgerows and green amenity 
strips of land along transportation networks at the transitional zones 
between urban and rural areas, to amplify the benefits of ecosystem 
functions for settlements and biodiversity (Forman & Baudry, 1984).

The overhauling of distressed settlements into productive territories 
is a rapidly growing research field (Nelson, 2009). Fundamental to the 
aim for the longevity and resilience of settlements is the need for the 
perpetual adaptation of the survival tactics, and livelihood strategies, of 
communities. Further sustainable use of resources and the protection 
of the environment from external pressures must be stressed as 
the necessary future direction. Human activities and migration, in a 
web of global economic transactions, are creating new challenges 
for the adaptive capacities of cities. As societies, economic cycles, 
and global systems of exploitation evolve over time, in parallel, the 
tactics for improving resilience and adaptive capacities need to evolve. 
Correspondingly, the adaptations rely on state-of-the-art ingenuity in 
social innovation, science, and environmental technologies (Preston, 
2012). For instance, the transition from fossil fuel consumption to 
clean energy consumption in existing family dwellings may be an 
adaptation of settlements.

2.2	 Concepts and Rationalisations

The ever-expanding urbanisation process worldwide is faced with 
the challenges of creating equal opportunities for all people, and the 
competition over limited resources. The following paragraphs outline 
some of the recurring discussions found in scholarly and policy 
research. While urban theories that describe urbanisation processes 
are helpful in understanding the complex phenomena, they are not 
absolute theorisations in the current chapter. In distinct cultural and 
academic traditions, differentiation of seasoned research interests may 
be found. Recurring themes of the ongoing urbanisation processes are 
the ‘global’ nature of the phenomenon, the increasing study of ‘network’ 
formations, and the relationships of ‘urban-to-rural’ areas.

In various research publications, the current processes of urbanisation 
are discussed under the rubric of the Urban Age (Burdett & Nowak, 
2011) which is partly concerned with the population growth globally 
and migration of people into mega-city regions. While this trend has 
lifted millions of people out of poverty, it has also caused an uneven 
development of urban agglomerations, the countryside, and the 
‘in-between’ territories. Rapid urban expansions cause pollution to 
environmental resources and disruptions to ecosystem services (The 
Worldwatch Institute, 2016). At the global scale, the urbanisation 
activities that transcend state-territorial boundaries are also being 
studied and theorised as the phenomenon of a planetary urbanisation 
process (Brenner, 2014). 
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Propelled by internationalisation, the immaterial flows of capital, 
information and specialist experts are forming networks of exchanges 
and knowledge ecologies (Bathelt, Malmberg, & Maskell, 2004). Such 
global flows of knowledge have little or, in some cases, no relationship 
to settlement spaces or the environment. The detachment of globalised 
economic activities from territories leaves some communities behind - 
in terms of development and progress. This is causing social, economic, 
and environmental degradation of settlements. 

In some cities, high-density urban development may contribute to 
sustainability by sharing common urban infrastructures, avoiding 
the duplication of expensive investments, rationalising the land-use 
and improving employment opportunities. Nonetheless, the negative 
externalities of densely developed urban areas are becoming an extreme 
problem for municipalities. The formation of dispersed settlements in 
urban areas, inadequate access to green amenity resources of nature, 
pollution, and spread of pathogens in high population neighbourhoods 
are some of the issues found in over-developed metropolitan areas. 

In contrast to advocates of high density urban development, a long 
tradition of research into dispersed networks of urban fabric is gaining 
attention. The ‘diffused city’ (Indovina, 1990) which conceptualises 
an urban fabric of low-density settlements at the territorial scale 
represents an alternative and plausible form of urbanity.

The artificial boundary between urban and rural fabric is being 
redefined by a shift to an urban-rural continuum (Eppler, Fritsche, & 
Laaks, 2015) discourse of territories. The concept of the Horizontal 
Metropolis (Secchi & Viganò, 2013) is capitalising on the benefits of 
a dispersed urban fabric, environmental networks, and connectivity. 
In this particular type of urbanity, metropolitan and agricultural 
activities occur simultaneously. The binaries of the urban and rural 
are dissolved - while emphasising horizontally organised settlements, 
‘porosity’ (referrring to the idea of accessibility in urban space and the 
removal of spatial segregations), and ecological infrastructure. It is 
conceived to enable a more sustainable approach to urbanisation and 
the building of environmental resilience. The provision of ecological 
resilience may, for example, mean the allowance of a spare capacity 
of river networks to be able to cope with the potential risk of flooding.

3	 Uncoordinated Urbanisation of City-Territories 
and Impacts on the Environment

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030 were adopted 
in 2015 by the United Nations. Eight of the official seventeen goals 
directly address environmental, inequality, and wellbeing concerns. 
The sustainability goal topics include poverty eradication, health, 
clean water, clean energy, sustainable cities, climate action, life in 
water, and life on land. The seventeenth goal emphasises the need 
to cooperate globally. “A successful sustainable development agenda 
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requires partnerships between governments, the private sector and 
civil society. These inclusive partnerships built upon principles and 
values, a shared vision, and shared goals that place people and the 
planet at the centre, are needed.” (UN, 2015, p. 26).

Greater cross-border cooperation, necessary for larger-scale regional 
urbanisation projects, would be in line with the SDGs for 2030. The speed 
of urbanisation results in uncoordinated development, distortions 
in economic cycles, and demographic instability. The steep decline 
of community resilience is an issue found in several metropolitan 
settlements globally (Wallace & Wallace, 2008). The inadequate 
preparation for potential disasters in urban agglomerations is a serious 
slow-burning stress (Button & Schuller, 2016; Rodin, 2014). It is a 
systemic issue likely to compromise the social cohesion and ecological 
stability in growing cities. In order to pre-empt social unrest, and to 
give support to distressed communities, the sharing of environmental 
resources, and reforms to the urbanisation pattern, need to be 
urgently implemented. 

3.1	 Evolving Nature of Urbanisation and Emerging Issues

The phenomenon of urbanization itself is highly adaptive to socio-
economic, political and geographic conditions (Lambin & Meyfroidt, 
2010). General characteristics of its occurrence are described below.

In its broadest sense, urbanisation is characterised by the extension of 
urban built-up areas and the migration of people from rural to urban 
areas (Wang, Garg, Smith & Tao, 2016). Nevertheless, each geographic 
region may experience urbanisation at a different speed, with different 
sets of issues, and it may be conditioned by local circumstances in space 
and time. Equally, it can be an evolution through adoption of urban 
behaviour by a rural population (Keeble & Tyler, 1995). For example, 
farmers may be utilising online retailing platforms to distribute organic 
agricultural produce to buyers living in metropolitan areas. In parallel, 
further stages of this movement can be a ‘reurbanization’ - which 
supports the redevelopment of land and retrofitting of buildings within 
cities. Other developments include the process of ‘suburbanization’, 
initiating the growth of settlements at the outer boundaries of cities 
(Carlino, 1985). Alternatively, the idea of ‘counter-urbanization’ suggests 
that people move from inner urban areas to rural areas and villages 
outside of cities (Hyun, 2010).

New, evolving types of urbanisation processes will create as yet unknown 
challenges. To engender better and more democratic forms of urbanities, 
the rethinking and new rationalisations of territories are needed. 
The global economic slow-down and state of environmental crisis urges 
the definition of new urban questions (Secchi, 2010). The escalating 
social-dualisation, the need to decarbonise energy generation, and the 
potential impacts of climate change create new problems for urban 
practitioners and policy makers. Solutions to these issues require 
flexibility, innovation, and insight. 
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Given the unavoidable global population growth expected in the 
next twenty to thirty years, major urban transformations need to be 
responsibly managed. Influencing such territorial transformations for 
the better should be a shared responsibility of society. Concerted efforts 
should benefit future generations. Deep systemic changes are taking 
place in the way that people choose to live and in how cities function 
(Lorek & Vergragt, 2015). Some of the changes comprise the transition 
from fossil fuel to clean energy consumption, and the idea of developing 
data-driven or ‘smart-cities’ to optimise the use of energy resources. 
For example, the use of Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT) in rural, dispersed settlements outside of the main urban centres 
has a gradual, positive effect on the social and economic network 
support offered to developing territories. Evidently, this process of 
transformation opens up choices to adopt metropolitan ways of life 
outside of the larger urban agglomerations.

3.2	 Ecological and Spatial Capital

New urban paradigms for a sustainable co-existence, resilient cities 
and community wellbeing are emerging. Liveability will not only be 
a result of accumulating capital and assets. More importantly, eco- 
logical, spatial capital and the ability to accommodate change will be 
determining factors. Resilience will be contingent on belonging to 
social support systems, people-to-people relationships, social capital 
(Secchi, 2006), and the ecological stability in new urbanised areas. 

In other words, a crucial part for creating people-oriented and socially 
just urban development (Pieterse, 2013) is the provision of access 
to the environment, space and the equal right for all citizen to par- 
ticipate in urban life (Harvey, 2003). People suffering spatial injustice in 
territories (Soja, 1996) are often socially and economically marginalised. 
The accumulation of land and appropriation of environmental re- 
sources (Rulli, Saviori, & D’Odorico, 2013) by real estate investors 
create divisions between formal and informal urban developments. 
Processes such as natural resource extraction and land grabs become 
mechanisms for excluding people from different socio-economic 
or cultural backgrounds. The spatial strategies of segregation and 
integration (Secchi, 2010; Soja, 1996) are most evident in mega-cities. 
Some examples are the development of gated communities for the 
wealthy, or the forming of informal communities for people with no 
legal rights for settling in cities. Competing global cities seek to attract 
foreign capital into high-end residential developments (Wu, 2001). 
As a consequence, this development drives lower income and socially 
marginalised communities into peri-urban areas. Ultimately, people 
are forced to live in less desirable areas, away from their places of 
employment and the centres of economic activity.

Spatial capital is closely interrelated to the access to environmental 
capital (Blaschke, 2006). The quintessential resources such as daylight, 
air, water, open green space, farm land, and forestry are becoming 
scarce assets in highly urbanised areas (Sander & Zhao, 2015). Due to 
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