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1.2.3 The need for sustainable neighbourhoods

The problem of implementing sustainable development is particularly perceptible at

the intermediate spatial level of the neighbourhood or town.

Sustainability principles may have been already embedded in policy at the
international and national levels and sustainability assessment methods may have
already been applied on buildings, however, the incorporation of sustainability
principles at the level of the neighbourhood has proven to be particularly demanding
(Choguill, 2008). Despite the daunting nature of the task, numerous scholars have
stressed out, the importance of taking action at the local level as many of the problems
encountered at the macro-city scale are usually cumulative consequences of poor
planning at the micro-neighbourhood level (Engel-Yan et al., 2005). Furthermore,
research has proved that the analysis at the neighbourhood level develops more
efficient and sustainable local urban infrastructure, including buildings, transportation,
urban vegetation, and water (water and waste management, pedestrian networks,
etc.). Encouraging findings were also presented by CABE & DETR in 2001, in a report
that clearly denotes a positive association between the implementation of sustainable
urban design principles at the local level and better quality of life (CABE & DETR,
2001).

The first attempts to redirect the practical implementation of sustainable development
principles from the global to the local level were with the Local Agenda 21 action plans
that were embraced by a large number of small communities worldwide. Local Agenda
21 was at first considered to be something of a Pandora’s Box for the local
governments (Selman, 1996), since the “active partnership” theme it promoted would
be hard to establish. The local authorities were faced with the challenge of balancing
the need for political legitimacy and fairness with real ownership of the process by
local people. Despite the doubtful prognoses however, the localities that accomplished
very satisfying levels of participation in the decision making processes were not few

after the LA21 programme was launched in 1992.

In practice the implementation of sustainability rules in the whole process of the

development of a project proves to be very complicated in most cases. Even with the
4
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Numerous cities, significant industrial hubs of the past have suffered the effects of de-
instrulisation and inner-city decay: Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Nottingham just to

name a few.

Mansfield, a town located at the north of Nottingham used to be an area where the
minimg, textile and engineering industries were flourishing. Since the late 1970s,
however, the local economy has wittnessed a severe decline in every level and by the
year 2010 it had ranked 36™ most deprived out of 326 local authorities across the

country (MPAC, 2013).

Northfield is a neighbourhood situated to the north west of the town and it is the most
community in Mansfield. High levels of unemployment, low rates of economic activity,
education and skills and a large proportion of vacant housing stock have created a run-
down environment (Team Northfield, 2005). The economic decline the area has
experienced since the 1970s has created a snowball effect generating social issues
such as drug abuse, crime and lack of provision for young people (Syrett & North,
2008). The first attempt to reverse this image of profound depression took place in
1990 with the establishment of Mansfield 2010, a (public/private) partnership of over
150 businesses and public sector organisations. The organisation was promoting
socially and environmentally sustainable economic development for the district and
pursuing national and EU funds for physical infrastructure. Several other local agencies
and public organisations have partnered up since then in an effort to set priorities for
development and renewal towards a more sustainable future for the community.
Team Northfield, the district’s strategic partnership brings together representatives
from the community, private sector and public service providers and has development
improvement plans for the forseeable future (Team Northfield, 2005). The initiatives
have attracted inward investment to former coalfield places and there has been

progress in terms of public infrastructure (Bennet, Beynon, & Hudson, 2000).

The discussed examples of failure and success feature alternative paths in terms of the
hybrid partnerships between diverse organisations that can bring about substantial
progress in neighbourhood development and regeneration. They also feature different

interpretations of what constitutes success and raise questions as to what constitutes



appropriate politics for regeneration and development. What is evident though is that
when imagination, innovation and local enthusiasm are abundant, change towards a

more sustainable future cannot be achieved.

This section has discussed the importance of the neighbourhood scale for the
successful implementation of sustainability principles. What is needed at the moment
though, are robust technical plans, and specific processes that ensure success in
fulfilling social needs, in sustaining the environmental capacity and in satisfying
economic needs. And this has to be done in quantitative terms. Policy
pronouncements, such as UK Government’s Sustainable Communities plan (“Building
for the Future”), set out programmes of action that are usually ambitious in their goals

but are usually qualitative in nature; failing in delivering concrete plans of action.

1.2.4 Research Problems

The literature review identified the following problems with regards to sustainable

neighbourhood development.

1. The vast body of literature on sustainable urban development that has flourished
over the last two decades has inspired a range of neighbourhood development
schemes across the world, that aim at improving the quality of people’s lives
while creating a viable environment for future generations. Yet, the
conceptualisation of those projects has been based on different interpretations of
sustainability and, different sets of targets on what we should be aiming to
achieve. There is, therefore, an urgent need to define the characteristics of
communities that have failed as well as aspects of communities that have proven
to be successful in meeting sustainability criteria.

2. Whereas a variety of different frameworks, checklists and indicators exist
throughout Europe, these mainly refer to the scales of buildings or town and not
to the intermediary scale of the neighbourhood (HQE2R, 2004). Consequently,
although the focus has been placed on the local scale, and on a bottom up

approach, there is a lack of common frameworks, indicators and checklists that
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opportunities may exist for collaboration/integration of these strategies, when

developing sustainable neighbourhoods.

The strategies will be compared against certain elements that have been viewed as
integral to the development of sustainable neighbourhoods. These elements have
emerged through the process of an extensive literature review outlined in Chapter 2
and are the following: Energy Considerations, water management, waste
management, building design and materials, transportation, urban structure,
preservation and revitalization of the natural environment and landscape, social

sustainability and economic considerations.

The research also focuses on the investigation of inconsistencies and gaps in current
practice and policy that need to be bridged if sustainability at the neighbourhood scale
is to be achieved. Therefore, institutional, legal and policy issues that surround the

successful implementation of sustainable development will be extensively examined.

In line with the aforementioned, this research aims to identify criteria for success and

develop associated indicators in promoting sustainability at the spatial context of the

neighbourhood.

1.4.2 Objectives

To meet the defined aim of the research, seven consequent objectives are identified as

follows:

1. To undertake a theoretical exploration of key sustainable development
concepts emerging from literature. In order to develop criteria for sustainability,
it is necessary to first explore the theoretical discourse through which the
concept has evolved. In Chapter 2, definitions of the term will be outlined and
specific themes, concepts and objectives of sustainable development will be

identified.

2. To use the list of concepts as criteria to identify exemplary sustainable

neighbourhood initiatives to be used as case studies. The concepts identified

10
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addresses the concept of sustainability and provides guidelines for the practical

processes required to achieve sustainable neighbourhood development.

7. To develop a method for the ranking of the criteria, suitable for a group
decision environment, to enable the setting of clear priorities and benchmarks
for future progress. As the matrix will include a large number of criteria, it is
necessary to develop a multi-criteria decision-making approach to tackle
problems of choice and prioritisation. This stage of the research will, therefore,
aim at exploring ways in which a scientifically robust multi-criteria evaluation
method can be used by a group of stakeholders to facilitate a bottom-up

approach in the formulation of the decision hierarchy.

8. To identify whether the final matrix can be applied on similar initiatives in
different settings and to explore potential key application problems. This
objective involves the exploration of the opportunities that may exist for
applicability of the proposed integrated matrix in different contexts. This step of
the research will therefore establish conditions necessary to ensure that the
proposed matrix can fulfil its purpose, which is to be utilised in practice, either as

an inventory for new development, or as an assessment and monitoring tool.

1.5 Research significance

The research will inform the local authorities’ policy and practice through providing
practical guidance on creating a more sustainable urban form. Checklists and
indicators should be the main reference for any public or private body that wants to
ensure the economic, ecological and social viability of a planning application or a

project.
The importance of such research has been highlighted in numerous international

publications and declarations, launched by the United Nations as well as by other

major international organizations that aim at promoting sustainability.

12
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currently an urgent need for research in the field of sustainable urban development in

order for the concept to be applied in the mainstream processes.

Sustainability criteria and indicators will also be useful in the case of neighbourhood
renewal. The viability of urban areas that are currently deprived needs to be assured
so that no one is seriously disadvantaged by where they live. The English
Government’s 2001 action plan, “A new commitment to neighbourhood renewal”,
stressed the importance of renewal for existing neighbourhoods, looking 20 years
ahead. The action plan was followed by the 2003 “Sustainable Communities Plan”,
which was designed to deliver sustainable communities in towns, cities and country
areas. The ODPM five year plan -“Homes for All”- built on its success and provided
further commitment to invest over £1.25 billion in areas suffering most from low

demand for housing, giving those communities a future.

While it appears as if case study research involving exemplary projects may be on the
rise, to the author’s knowledge, little or no academic research has been conducted
that reveals the possibility of collaboration between best practice development
processes of sustainable neighbourhoods. According to the literature review the
philosophy that underpins the development of each project may differ greatly from
case to case. As was discussed previously, some projects are developed on an eco-
centric, basis while others have a more anthropocentric focus. Subsequently, it can be
suggested that sustainability can be perceived in several different ways, but literature
has revealed that the lack of the holistic appreciation of the concept is a key

constraint.

This lack of universal guidelines can hypothetically be resolved with the integration of
the most successful aspects of best practice neighbourhood development projects into
one general strategy, that envisages all three pillars of sustainability in a more holistic
and coherent way. This latter statement reflects the main scope of this research, which
aims at developing a checklist of criteria that will form a solid technical foundation and

fortify sustainable development initiatives in the future.

14



Chapter 2 that follows will analyse key concepts of sustainability, review existing tools
for sustainable development and will discuss key criteria for success deriving from

relevant literature.

1.6 The structure of the thesis

The thesis has been divided into 12 chapters. The first three primarily concern the
focus of the study and the literature review. More specifically, Chapter 1 has outlined
the scope of the research, research problems, aims, objectives and the research
significance. In continuation, Chapter 2 identifies sustainability themes and,
terminological ambiguities and, examines a number of tools associated with the
practical implementation of sustainable development. Chapter 3, features a
comprehensive review of literature regarding the neighbourhood as a unit of urban

planning and design.

The methodological issues are then explored in Chapter 4. This chapter thoroughly
discusses the methodology followed to complete each step of the research and

identifies ethical issues and limitations.

Chapter 5 provides a historical review of the conditions and processes that shaped the
urban planning realm in the two countries this research focuses on; Germany, and the
UK. It is a necessary introduction to the more thorough analysis of specific case studies

that follow.

Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 investigate and analyse the four case studies selected for this

study: New Islington, Upton, Vauban and Kronsberg.

In the thesis chapter that follows (10), the findings from the analysis of the project are
gathered to create an informed checklist of criteria for sustainable development at the

neighbourhood scale.

In Chapter 11, the four case studies are compared in a concise manner, using a
Multiple Criteria Decision Making (MCDM) method. The purpose of this cross-

comparative analysis is to identify factors affecting performance to provide some

15



valuable insight on sustainable neighbourhood development that is meant to assist

similar initiatives in the future.

The final chapter of the thesis, attempts an evaluation of the findings, outlines key

contributions and limitations and suggests a number of ideas for future research.

16
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