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Abstract: Urban compactivity models are increasing around the globe, and sustainability has be-
come the new buzzword. In recent decades, the focus of ecological responsibility has been shifted
to the world’s cities, as they are the source of excessive consumption, major waste production,
social inequalities, and global imbalances of economic wealth. This literature review is a contribution
to the exploration of compactivity models that urgently aim at more sustainable forms of urban
land-use, habitation, and transportation and considers: (i) compact cities; (ii) the 15-minute city;
(iii) eco-villages/urban villages; (iv) transit oriented development; and (v) transit-corridor-livability.
In the second section, we will address the debate on the need for governing authorities and the inter-
dependence between micro-, meso- and macro dynamics for the implementation of transformational
plans on a longue-durée. The work will be concluded with the presentation of a set of questions for
exploring the need for a priority shift in political decision-making, the role of leadership articulation,
and socio-economic inequity under the umbrella of environmental public anthropology.

Keywords: urban compactivity models; environmental and social sustainability; bottom-up top-down
interdependence; governing authorities

1. Introduction

“The future of humanity lays in cities” Kofi Anan, 2002.
As humanity is currently coping with one of the largest ecological issues faced since the

rise of modernity, namely the global COVID-19 pandemic and the ecological, sociocultural,
economic, and political issues it implies, a shift in habitation and transportation modalities
has taken place all over the world. Scientists of all fields are aiming to create and provide
solutions to negotiate urban areas and land-use planning, and are strongly reconsidering
past patterns of occupying and inhabiting the globe. Cities lie at the very core of (negative)
ecological impact, considering that rapid urbanization in the past decades has led to
decisive environmental consequences [1,2]. This issue has been acknowledged through the
implementation of the Paris Agreement (COP 21), which aimed to tackle the increasing
role of cities for environmental and societal transformations: (“Human activities in cities,
are in large part responsible for the current climate change trends and dynamics”) while
at the same time, urban populations are vulnerable to the increasingly negative effects
of climate change and air pollution mainly generated by greenhouse gas emission of
transportation and heating/cooling systems [3,4]. Hence, considering that cities are at the
very core of large scale climate change issues, certain trends are emerging such as urban
reorganization of land use, habitation, and transportation towards high density models,
fostering proximity in urban development, and sustainable energy use.

When discussing such “trends” within the framework of urban transformation, we refer
to the rising movements, processes, and awareness of the need for rethinking former
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city models in order to approach a more livable, sustainable, and inclusive space for all.
New trends refer to a new approach to envisioning a certain lifestyle. We consider city
trends as a reflection of this common movement taking place within the same time-space.

As the United Nations Human Settlements Program estimates 60% of the world’s
population will be living in cities by 2030, with 70 million new urban residents every
year [3–5], there is no doubt that there is an urgent need to rethink previous and current
modes of city habitation. This shift is a strong narrative within the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations, part of the 2030 Agenda [6], of which the
11th goal comprises sustainable cities and communities, aiming for cities to be inclusive,
safe, resilient, and sustainable. The target of the 11th SDG is also to drastically reduce air
pollution, waste, and ensure universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible green and
public spaces for all by 2030 [3,6,7].

By 2020, it was clear that such a shift has to be undertaken urgently. The global pan-
demic has led to a rethinking of human actions towards our planet, which has given rise to a
number of urban trends towards more sustainable forms of living. As these trends find their
roots in the past decades, mostly arising in a post-WWII scenario, and with the transition of
the techno-industrial narrative towards ecological responsibility, and the ‘New Ecological
Paradigm’ [8–10], we present the recurrent urban modes of sustainable reorganization.

Our aim is to address this matter through the following guiding research question:
what are the prevailing urban science tendencies/movements to address the urgency of
social and environmental sustainability?

This question helps to approach the larger issues at stake including potential (dis)advantages,
(im)balances, and the role of decision makers for active change. Hence, we raise three sub-
questions in a later section of this work: (a) What are the (dis)advantages in terms of ecolog-
ical sustainability and environmental destruction? (b) What are the balances/imbalances
in terms of wealth? and (c) How can decision-makers actively engage with citizens to
approach effective change on a large scale?

We will address these questions through a focused literature review with a deductive
approach. A focused literature review, as applied in our paper, can be understood as
a personalized plan designed to address gaps within the given knowledge in order to
improve understanding of material that has not yet been mastered.

We examine the framework of Urban Compactivity Models, hypothesize that cer-
tain ones are trending, and finally provide relevant input with respect to governance,
policymaking, and societal transformations within the urban space. Next, we will give a
detailed description of our concrete methodological procedure.

Methodological Procedures

Methodologically, this paper is based on a literature review of the most recurrent
compactivity trends within the paradigm of both neotraditional neighborhood design
development and new urbanism [11,12]. The analysis of these trends is based on the
gap in literature regarding solutions to governance of urban spaces through constructing
a platform of interaction, inclusion, participation, and an active sustainable approach
towards the future.

Through our main research question (what are the prevailing urban science tenden-
cies/movements to address the urgency of social and environmental sustainability?) we
consulted the platform ‘Web of Science’ as a convenient literature review source in order to
find the most relevant results concerning urban compactivity models within the framework
of sustainable land use and habitation. Our focus was on articles that, since the turn of
the century, consider the shift in urban planning towards meeting the responsibility in the
world’s urban centers for environmental pollution and destruction. Even though earlier
sources and agencies (pre-2000) started to tackle planetary issues through this lens around
the 1980s, strongly enforced by the Brundtland Commission in 1987, and are therefore
deeply engaging with the UNCED agenda 21 proposals of 1992 towards a ‘more sustainable
planet’ [13,14], the boom since the turn of the millennium has drastically raised the envi-
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ronmentally concerns which acknowledged the urgent need of re-thinking urban planning
patterns. Compactivity models stand at the very core of this debate, reinforcing a narrative
of establishing a responsible behavior towards our planet. When researching the results
for the term ‘urban compact model’, the Web of Science provided 1316 results published
between 2000 and 2021. These results we delimited through focusing on highly cited papers
(of which we excluded scientific areas such as astronomy and quantum science technology).
After these exclusions, 16 articles remained on the fore, which are embedded within the
following fields (Table 1):

Table 1. Literature identified through Web of Science database.

Fields Studies

Co2 emissions in urban areas Wang et al. [15]; Fang et al. [16]; Zhang and Lin [17]
Transportation research and policy practices Ding et al. [18]

Urban Heating Kotharkar and Bagade [19]; Tan et al. [20]
Socioeconomic impacts onto the urban form Zhou et al. [21]

Compactness vs. Sprawl Ewing and Hamidi [22]; Ewing et al. [23]
Density Jiao [24]; Seto et al. [25]

Urban mitigation of global climate change Matthews et al. [26]; Creutzig et al. [27]; Hang et al. [28]
Spatial Analysis Hong et al. [29]; Echenique et al. [30]

These articles were the first orientation that helped us to delimit the broad universe
of urban transformation models with the shift of the new century in 2000, tackling the
urgent need for rethinking human behavior in world’s cities. Hence, we created four main
categories for the matters given in order to deepen our literature review: (1) high density,
(2) mixed use, (3) intermodality, and (4) social inclusion. These four categories serve as
a primary guide for our article through the encounter debate between a bottom-up and
top-down interdependence for active change in environmental and social sustainability
matters. The kick-off for our framework has been set on these preliminary categories,
through which we moved further to Jstor in order to provide a broader, and therefore more
transparent, representation of urban compactivity models. The articles extracted from the
Web of Science serve as a first lead for our research continuance at Jstor, which helped to
create two levels of categorization (four main categories through Web of Science, and five
viable and active keywords through our focused literature review in Jstor).

Hence, our four preliminary categories allowed us to tackle a specific research line
within the realm of urban compactivity trends in the 21st century. Nevertheless, the articles
retrieved from Web of Science merely serve for the opening of our analysis, which is
deepened through the universe of articles gathered thereafter in Jstor.

With the rise of the global pandemic of covid-19, the debates on urban shifts were
booming again. A fast-search on the scientific database ‘Jstor’ revealed 441 articles since the
year 2000 concerning ‘urban compactivity’. Within this universe of articles we focused on
five keywords which have shown high importance in the past years for actively approach-
ing climate change and urban forms of sustainability: (1) compact cities, (2) the 15 min city,
(3) urban villages/transit villages, (4) transit oriented development, and (5) transit-corridor-
livability. These keywords concern a crosscut between environmental public anthropology,
behavior studies, architecture, and urban planning and strongly engage with the above
outlined categories extracted from the 16 most relevant articles to be found in Web of
Science. The interdisciplinary character of this realm allows one to tackle the quest of po-
litical decision-making, the role of leadership articulation, and increasing socio-economic
inequity in the 21st century.

Thus, the two main sections of this work cope with (1) the five trending compactivity
models as applied to urban spaces in the 21st century; and (2) a screening undertaken
through the light of social (dis)advantages and eventual inequalities for community build-
ing within cities, and the need for transformational plans. Finally, further remarks will be
drawn with a new set of questions for research to be continued.



Urban Sci. 2021, 5, 83 4 of 17

In the following sections, we will draw upon our findings for providing a deep analysis
of the remaining (chosen) literature in order to open up the debate about of governing
authorities for a future for all.

2. Urban Transformation Trends towards Sustainability

The five most trending ‘buzzwords’ when city transformations of environmental
responsibility are at stake are embedded within the core principles of smart growth [31]:
compact cities, the 15-min city, eco-villages/urban village, transit-oriented development,
and transit-corridor-livability. Urban planners, environmentalists, the real estate develop-
ment community, and social scientists increasingly argue for the implementation and fusion
of these models/trends, as they seem to proof to be most beneficial for the interweaving
of the social, economic, and environmental dimensions [3,31–35], implying the following
indicators (Figure 1).
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As we present the above outlined compactivity models in this work (to be found
within their conceptual and historical constitution), the last section of this paper consists
of a deep analysis on how these trends respond to social imbalances, spatial inequity,
and authority/governance. Even though critics have been raised in previous studies on
compactivity, the main quest has been if planning strategies of density and mixed use
(opposing to urban sprawl) are as sustainable as ‘promised’ by new urbanism theorists [36].

Furthermore, other critics have shown that the social inequity of urban compactivity
models remains the indicator which has least improved [3,32,37]. However, a number of
cases continue to focus on economic impacts and general urban planning strategies in
terms of infrastructure, land use identification, and transit [38–40]. Therefore, this study is
a contribution to understand the socio-environmental dimension of urban modification,
proposing that transformational plans (between bottom-up and top-down/scale up gover-
nance) are needed everywhere [41]. We will look at the issue of urban compactivity through
the lens of authority management for social inclusion/exclusion dynamics as a crosscut
of social experiences through specific decision-making dynamics, such as participatory
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democracy, the governance between authorities and other public and private stakeholders,
territorial politics, and the need of municipality cooperation and associations.

2.1. Discussion

Most of the urban forms that enhance and promote a strong shift from irresponsible
consumption and production towards a sustainable and resourceful use of city spaces all
around the world present a certain form of ‘compactivity’.

In the present day, a variety of sustainable urban concepts have evolved with the turn
of neotraditional urban planning in the early 80s of the last century, even though a variety
of urban environmental activists have criticized unsustainable forms of living in the city
much earlier [42–44]. Also to be found under the designation of ‘new urbanism’, this design
form aims at the transformation of cities towards environmentally sustainable and socially
inclusive habitation patterns. Many of these new models of designing and thinking about
the city are based on marginal transition experiences and network solutions, established
from bottom-up social movements that have been incorporated into mainstream urban
planning under new concepts for their potential to respond to global sustainability prob-
lems [10,45]. As cities are the source for most waste-production, air pollution, and health
issues on one side. and social encounter, cultural diversity, economic growth, and political
activity on the other [1,31,45,46], the complexities of a conjoint sustainable attitude for
environmental and social benefits for the next generations and our planet at large need to be
considered. Compactivity, as argued by urban planners, environmentalists, and urban sociolo-
gists, belongs to the most efficient and debated realms in terms of advancing sustainability
in cities [3,31–35,47]. Urban compactivity is to be found within the framework of ‘neotradi-
tional development’, where cities became of increasing importance in economic, political,
and sociocultural quests [12,45]. With the industrial boom and the ‘modern status’ of the car
in the 20th century, and specifically within a post-World War II scenario, urban spaces became
the drivers of environmental and societal issues [8,12]. On the other hand, urban compactiv-
ity also encompasses a whole range of new trends, concepts, and development models that
seek to scale up sustainable and even post-sustainable transition solutions (see the e.g., of the
regenerative paradigm). Therefore, this evolution and proliferation of terms associated
with the conceptual universe of urban connectivity can perhaps translate a progressive
permeability of mainstream urban planning to the incorporation of transitional solutions
that emerge more or less spontaneously from society.

For exploring the dimensions of this domain, and its relevance for future organizations
of city spaces, the following models (Figure 2) remain on the forefront of the literature,
aiming at practically answering to global environmental issues through a sustainable
transformation of cities:
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2.1.1. Compact City

The compact city is a model that dates back to the 1980s, with its main objective to
actively and efficiently work towards global sustainability in order to drastically decrease
climatic changes caused by the irresponsible human interaction with our planet [36,48].
Its initial framework has been to present a counter movement to urban sprawl for estab-
lishing more sustainable forms of urban living. The establishment of the compact city
model has first been employed by the Brundtland Commission in 1987 [13] and, thereafter,
significantly acknowledged by the UNCED Agenda 21 proposals in 1992 [14]. Based on
this first roadmap, a common goal towards a new, sustainable urban form was established:
compact cities aim to envision an ‘environmentally sound, economically viable and socially
beneficial’ development [33,36] (p. 4). Compact cities (strongly engaging with the other
models) aim at four main principles: (i) mixed land-use; (ii) high density; (iii) central area
revitalization and transportation network; and (iv) easy access to services and facilities [32].

Such a multifunctional arena built for all strives economic, political, socio-cultural,
and ecological benefits deriving from concentrating urban functions. This means that the
compact city model encourages sustainable urban development through several dimen-
sions: the increasing of built area and residential population densities, the intensification
of urban economic, socio-cultural patterns and engagement, and the manipulation of urban
size, form, structure, and settlements in order to enforce global sustainability benefits [32,33].

The indicators of urban compactness (density, transportation network, mixed land-use)
are maintained through the following measures [32]: city compactness, accessibility,
public transport system with cycle and pedestrian interaction, urban regeneration with the
development of brownfield and greenfield land, and also public spaces.

Previous attempts to define and understand the compact city model are based on
the framework of sustainable urban development applied to a polycentric urban struc-
ture, considered and applied by national urban policies on a global scale [32,33,37,49–51].
Nevertheless, its sustainability and social inclusion dynamics have been questioned earlier [36,51],
where the actual implementation of the concept has been analyzed through its counter
point of urban sprawl and opposing critics that enhance a relocation of the population to
the ‘outer areas’. Ecological recovery and improved livability remain to stand on the very
core of the model’s vision [33].

2.1.2. 15-Minute City

Similar to the compact city model, the 15-minute city is based on the framework of
socio-cultural, environmental and local economic recovery, precisely tackling the needs and
well-being of people within their neighborhoods in short walking or bike-riding distance,
improving the physical as much as the environmental conditions whilst refusing further car
use. First expressed was the model by Carlos Moreno in 2016, focusing on the application
of the 15-minute city vision upon Paris. On the core of his idea is that the city should follow
humans, not cars, aiming at the transformation of existing neighborhoods into a multiple
purpose area [35,52]. Giving his speech at TED (October 2020) on the global initiative for
active solutions towards the climate crisis (‘Countdown’), Moreno reinforced a narrative
that counteracts the usual heavy socio-economic city patterns urban livers so regularly
have to accept, namely a level of dysfunction based on long commutes, noisy streets,
and underutilized space. Through the promoted 15-minute city model, Moreno and the
C40 network (global city network of urban visionaries) newly engaged with the concept for
establishing an active force against climate change issues [35,47]. The model is based on four
main pillars: proximity, diversity, density, and ubiquity [52]. On the core of the vision lay
easy and fast access to healthcare facilities, schools, green areas, food supply, workplaces,
public sports areas, multiethnic and multi-age encounter, mixed-use functionality through
flexible spaces, roads and buildings, and the revitalization of the urban space. Followed
by this rich engagement, the 15-minute city became a new buzzword during the rise of
covid-19: the C40, a global network of urban visionaries, (re)enforced the concept for
actively approaching climate change issues on the very core of the city [34]. Furthermore,
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the model has aroused interest of several international organizations, such as UN-Habitat,
WHO, and OECD [47].

As the 15-minute city draws upon neighborhood construction/re-arrangement for
proximate distances with all needed facilities surrounded (health care service, workplaces,
education, commerce, and more), not just the physical health is aimed to be increased,
but also the psychological improvement through mixed social networking, green spaces
and access to every-day needs just around the corner. Moreno et.al. [35] have framed
the 15-minute city as a space for sustainability, resilience, and place identity to dissolve
socio-economic inequalities and respond to the extreme global crises the planet currently
finds itself in, for a post-pandemic19 future. As one of the most recent trends towards
urban transformations, the model has been applied in numerous cities all over the planet.
It seems to be increasingly accepted and engaged with, and in other cases extended towards
a 20-minute city model and 30-minute city model [53], which includes (besides walking
and bicycling) additional transit options to needed facilities, strongly declining car use and
focusing on the shift to accessible, convenient, and affordable public transport options.

2.1.3. Eco Village/Urban Village

The Eco village model has its roots in the GEN (Global Ecological Network) 1995
with the vision to reorganize co-living spaces into sustainable forms of living, based upon
intentional communities that are locally designed and owned for the active participation
in sustainability strategies within the four main dimensions (social, cultural, ecological,
economic). Ecovillages are based on the principles of sociocultural diversity and the sup-
port of the ecological environment through communitarian engagement and participatory
decision-making in the domain of sustainability quests to respond to major environmental
issues. The most relevant ideals reproduced by GEN are local participatory processes,
an active regeneration of the natural and social environment, and the integration of socio-
cultural, ecological, and economic dimensions into the system at large to actively engage
with sustainability mechanisms [3] (p. 4). Strongly intertwined with the eco village model
is the philosophy of permaculture, the protection of the natural environment, and drastic
waste- and air pollution management [10]. The eco village is usually settled in rural areas
as a ‘move away’ from urban modes of living. Nevertheless, in 1993, the first official urban
eco-village has been established in a downtown neighborhood of Los Angeles, in the form
of an ‘urban demonstration project’ [3] (p. 5). This establishment is based on the core
principals of sustainability articulated through the urban space, re-organized urban neigh-
borhood consumption choices, and individual-participatory decision making on reducing
the global footprint whilst living in urban areas.

The urban eco village was, in the 90s (and even up to today), a rather visionary
approach towards city lifestyles. It increasingly became a new trend in the western hemi-
sphere of the world in the turn of the century. Simultaneously, in the United Kingdom,
the ‘urban village’ has been realized based upon the analogical idea of an inevitably needed
shift from previous city patterns of consumption, air pollution, and urban sprawl towards
sustainable forms of living through the focus towards compactivity and community par-
ticipation. The overlapping of eco village urban village concepts is an example of the
incorporation of marginal experiences that were born on the fringes of society in terms of
planning and formal governance [45].

This model has its roots in the 1980s in the United Kingdom with the aim to pro-
vide alternatives to common city patterns marked by urban sprawl and decentralization.
The model has been introduced by the Urban Villages Group who responded to most
recurrent urban issues such as strong car dependence, clear sociocultural, class, and age
division, and imbalances between rich and poor neighborhoods [54]. The focus within
this model also lays on high density, sustainable mixed use, accessible and affordable
public transport options, and the revitalization of the public space. A strongly influenc-
ing pioneer voice some decades prior to the establishment of the Urban Villages Group
has been by the urban planner Jane Jacobs, who firstly expressed the need for multi-
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functional neighborhoods with the increase of mixed-use and diversity in the 1960s of
the United States [42,55]. Furthermore, on the core of the urban village model are com-
munity involvement in every-day transformation and creation processes, urban design
that strongly engages with transit-oriented development and pedestrian friendly zones,
and, most importantly, with sustainability. Urban villages are mostly to be found in inner
urban areas, built on previous land uses (mixed use inner urban sites, railway sidings,
ex-industrial sites, etc.) [55]. In Homs words: “The urban village is structured around a
“core” which includes the most densely occupied grounds (collective housing, business,
offices...) and symbolic buildings for the community (a school, a district house, a town
hall annex, a place of worship . . . ). [ . . . ] one of the principles of the urban village is to
introduce a functional diversity and a mixture of forms of soil occupation allowing socially
heterogeneous individuals to live in proximity of their place of work, consumption and
leisure. To reduce the movements of the individual outside his district, the “urban village”
must therefore “possess” a significant holding capacity” [56].

Whilst focusing on land-use and resourceful forms of living, the urban village copes
with the quest of spatial organization suitable for implementing localism with the promo-
tion of long-term sustainability. This model is based upon the idea of a degrowth society,
promoting a fundamental change in the systems at large that ‘can liberate humanity from
economism in order to achieve social justice, quality of life, democracy and ecological
sustainability’ [57], bearing in mind that the planning context of the urban area is ad-
dressed through a (re-)negotiation of space in order to establish a re-localization of the
economy from the macro to the micro. The urban village is aimed to fulfill ‘multi-objectives
of a degrowth society by scrutinizing the impacts in the planning context’ [45] (p. 130).
As the urban village has a transition mode on its core, a set of indicators are to be found:
reevaluation, reconceptualization, restructuring, redistribution, relocalization, reduction,
reuse, and recycle [45,55,56].

This implies a shift towards local economic decision-making. Through the ideals of
the decrease of long-distance transportation (with the car as the main source), the change
in production lines and the increasing independency from capital flow on a macro scale,
the environment is aimed at becoming recovered and protected and social local engagement
is desired to become reinforced [45]. The term ‘localism’ is inevitable for understanding
this compactivity model, as it promotes a reconquering of social forms of community
building and organization within great world cities [56]. Advocates of urban villages
plead for participatory democracy on the ground of multifunctional city neighborhoods,
emphasizing that each neighborhood should drive its own economic decision-making
strategies for re-engaging with the local economy.

2.1.4. Transit Oriented Development

By the beginning of the 21st century, a visible priority shift had taken place in urban
policy making and planning. The importance of environmentally sustainable transit
villages has been brought to the fore as a serious project all around the globe only by the
turn of the century, aiming at ‘place transit into the heart of communities in order to foster
urban vibrancy’, contrary to urban sprawl [58] (p. 33). This implies heavy re-negotiations of
transit options in urban areas, as cities are the main source of air pollution and greenhouse
gas emissions such as carbon dioxide, methane and ozone [34], even though transit-oriented
development (TOD) has undergone at least two centuries of change, with remarkable
transformations since the beginning of the 20th century. The model itself, in its current use,
can be defined through density and sustainable transport options around future transit
lines. The base of TOD is to create transit villages through the concentration of development
in areas of strong public transportation. This leads to the automatic reduction of car use
and the improvement of the environmental, and social and economic sectors [58].

In its historical constitution, TOD can be grasped through three major transforma-
tions. Originally being a vision for development-oriented transit in the booming era of
industry and innovation, the focus was set on modifications along transit lines merely
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including street cars for the wealthy population and bus lanes for the lower income classes.
Such transformations aimed to connect outskirt residents to the cities, where employment
and public services such as health care, high education institutions, etc. were provided,
what created a certain form of a ‘two-part city’ (work separated from home) [58] (p. 10).

The second phase of TOD took place after World War II with growing traffic conges-
tions due to the rise of automobile production and use as a marker for the new middle-class
status [58]. The rise of the car brought the need of sufficient parking slots, whereby green-
fields and brown-fields on the suburb of the city have been transformed into major parking
lots, drastically occupying and destroying the natural environment that surrounded the
urban area like a belt. Beside the natural impact of this TOD phase, nearby commu-
nities underwent serious isolation from the previously connected and interdependent
zones between the urban and the rural, which led to new forms of social class-building
and separation.

In the third phase of the model (i.e., the current one) TOD is focusing on sustainable
transformations around already existing transit zones. This brings a set of opportunities to
governments and decision-makers, not to mention the economic attractiveness of modifi-
cations around main transit stations, which often overshadow the social concerns within
these areas. Nevertheless, one of the main principles of TOD is the reduction of household
costs and environmental impact. Seven indicators can be outlined, which are understood
to define the model [58,59]: compact growth organized on a regional level; transit support;
that home, employment, and public services should be reachable within walking distance
around the transit zone; pedestrian and biking friendly streets, connecting to local destina-
tions; M = mixed-use, dense housing with low living costs minor environmental impact;
P = preservation of the eco-system; green open spaces; a central focus on public space
improvement and inclusion; and the redevelopment of existing neighborhoods which
require refinement.

In the past few years, TOD has been increasingly criticized for a superficial rhetoric
with little beneficial transformations for the local communities. Gentrification remains
on the core of the critiques, meaning that in many cases, through the improvement of
neighborhoods (in this case, around transit stations), living prices increase enormously and
push existing residents of lower-income and diverse social, ethnic, and age groups away to
the outskirts.

Notwithstanding, when finalizing this brief outline, it can be said that the increasing
shift in transit-oriented development from merely focusing on economics, up to the social
dimension and finally including the environmental one, demonstrates how ‘the scope and
benefits associated with these investments has expanded geographically around transit
stations’ [58] (p. 47) and aims to impact the actions both of local actors and governments
in their every-day practices, decision making and sustainable decisions towards a more
livable, ecologically responsible, and socially inclusive future.

2.1.5. Transit-Corridor-Livability

As public transport plays a relevant role in urban compactivity models, we may take
one more sight to another relevant compactivity contribution: transit corridor livability
(TCL). First expressed has the model been by the Transit Cooperative Research Program [60]
in a handbook devoted to the design planning of urban neighborhoods based upon the
ideals of walking, bicycling, and high-quality transit in mixed-income areas and promoting
community building and sociocultural engagement through easy and fast access to leisure,
commerce, employment and home. TCL, after the TCRP [60] enables the mobilization of
the implication of compact and sustainable urban models through the following criteria:
(i) a new city design where sustainable forms of mobility is increased, with a drastic
reduction of individual car-use; (ii) the implementation and promotion of clean transport
systems with putting the pedestrian and bike lanes into the foreground; (iii) the planning
of simplified connecting points in the urban area that are reachable through a reasonable,
amenable walking distance with visual stimulus.
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The transit-corridor-livability model is mainly applied in mixed-use neighborhoods,
envisaged through a variety of sustainable transit options such as walking, bicycling,
or public transport of maximum quality with minimum time investment. Through these
transit options, it is approached that social classes live in a mixed form near economic
and socio-cultural opportunities, governmental services and health facilities. Through
such a fusion, a decrease in social inequalities is aimed, as well as the promotion of a
multigenerational and multiethnic communitarian life establishment with re-creational
opportunities, yielding at health, travel, welfare and sustainability [40,60,61]. Livability can
be understood as an organizing principle for when and how to engage with transportation,
and to articulate land use planning strategies to decision makers.

The model is based on the vision to reduce automobile dependency, pollution, suburban
sprawl, and to promote higher transit ridership, a healthier environment and a more effi-
cient organization of public and private transportation/infrastructure investment. The idea
is to link transportation and land use integration with easy, affordable, and sustainable
access to livability opportunities [40,60,62].

To summarize, Table 2 demonstrates our comparison work. This aims at giving a clear
insight into the similarities and differences for grounding the framework of discussing the
governance of spaces in order to approach a more livable future for all.

Table 2. Urban Compactivity Model Framework.

Urban Compactivity Models Purpose Spatial Range/Unit Indices Strategies

Compact City

Global urban sustainability to
drastically decrease climatic

changes; envisions
environmentally sound,
economically viable and

socially beneficial
development

Urban centers of social and
commercial activities

i. City compactness
ii. Accessibility

iii. Public transport system
with cycle and pedestrian

interaction
iv. Urban regeneration with

the development of
brownfield land
v. Public spaces

Increasing of built area and
residential population

densities, the intensification
of urban economic,

socio-cultural patterns and
engagement, as well as the
manipulation of urban size,

form, structure and
settlements in order to

enforce global
sustainability benefits

15 min city

Socio-cultural, environmental
and economic recovery,

precisely tackling the needs
and well-being of people

within their neighborhoods in
short walk or

bike-riding distance

Urban Neighborhoods

i. Walkable neighborhoods
ii. Decrease of car use,
increase of air quality

iii. Economic circulation
iv. Financial benefits

v. Stronger community
engagement

New city/neighborhood
design with sustainable forms

of mobility;
promotion of clean transport

systems with putting the
pedestrian and bike lanes into

the foreground;
connecting points in the

urban area that are reachable
through a reasonable,

amenable walking distance
with visual stimulus

Urban Village/Transit Village

reorganizing co-living spaces
into sustainable forms of

living, based upon intentional
communities that are locally
designed and owned, for the

active participation in
sustainability strategies

within four main dimensions
(social, cultural,

ecological, economic)

Inner urban areas, built on
previous land uses

i. high density, ii. sustainable
mixed use, iii. accessible and

affordable public
transport options

iv. revitalization of the
public space

Focus on sociocultural
diversity and the support of
the ecological environment

through communitarian
engagement and

participatory
decision-making; shift from

previous city patterns of
consumption, air pollution
and urban sprawl towards
sustainable forms of living;

compactivity and community
participation

Transit Oriented
Development

Density and sustainable
transport options around

future transit lines

Urban Transit villages in
areas of strong public

transportation

i. mixed land-use;
ii. high density;

iii. central area revitalization;
iv. easy access to services

and facilities

Reduction of car use;
improvement of the

environmental, social and
economic sectors; sustainable

transformation around
transit zones

Transit Corridor Livability

Different social classes should
live in a mixed form near

economic and socio-cultural
opportunities, governmental
services and health facilities

Urban neighborhoods in
walking or bicycling distance,

with public transport of
maximum quality with

minimum time investment

i. Mixed-house neighborhood
ii. sustainable transit options

Decrease in social inequalities,
and promotion of a

multigenerational and
multiethnic communitarian

life establishment with
re-creational opportunities

Source: Own Elaboration.



Urban Sci. 2021, 5, 83 11 of 17

Based upon this comparison table, we will continue to analyze their purposes for
governing urban spaces and to shift the focus of decision-makers to social inclusion and
the balancing of economic wealth, environmental sustainability and citizen engagement.

3. Governing Urban Spaces for the Articulation of Solutions at Large

In the previous sections, we have undertaken a ‘screening’ of current urban compactiv-
ity trends that promote sustainable forms of city transformations. We have presented our
findings as five strongly interweaving models: (i) compact cities; (ii) the 15-minute city;
(iii) eco-villages/urban villages; (iv) transit oriented development; and (v) transit-corridor-livability.

Now, in this section, we use these trends to raise fundamental questions on their
(dis)advantages in future applications: (a) What are the (dis)advantages in terms of ecologi-
cal sustainability and environmental destruction? (b) What are the balances/imbalances in
terms of wealth? (c) How can decision-makers actively engage with citizens for approach-
ing effective change on a large scale?

When considering the implementation of multifunctional urban spaces/neighborhoods
as represented through each compactivity model, several opportunities and constraints
rise simultaneously. The literature has shown that current urban trends can provide sig-
nificant advantages for environmental change towards apparent sustainability outputs of
cities [3,32,35,56,63], considering the multiplicity of indicators that foster ecological recov-
ery and community engagement (mixed-use housing, pedestrian friendly zones, drastic car
use reduction, easy access to services and facilities, expansion and implementation of
green areas, high density, etc.). However, what seems to be a gap in previous studies
is how the trending urban transformations do actually create balances and imbalances
in terms of constructive implementation, economic (dis)advantages (such as the issue of
gentrification and profit for the wealthiest), and environmental deterioration. What needs
to be strongly considered is the emerging role of governance and authority to ensure
most efficient performance of sustainable urban forms of (co)living. As explored in the
model of ecovillage/urban villages, a strong shift towards local economic activity has been
promoted. Nevertheless, participatory and shared decision-making processes seem to be
an absent realm in most of the debates. If the focus is set on the modification of a specific
neighborhood only (in relation to the larger area), the sustainability and ecologic recovery
of a region cannot be advanced, as these are dynamics which are interdependent with
the system at large [3,32,33,56]. Even though we agree to the fact that change also has to
be strongly approached from the local scale, it needs to be urged that the micro cannot
function without the macro (and vice versa).

Hence, when bearing in mind the implementation of multifunctional, sustainable
neighborhoods, we see it as inevitable to create an articulation between different authorities
and multiple stakeholders. A balance has to be established between forms of governance
in a particular area: the state, the metropolitan area, the variety of incorporated munic-
ipalities, and equally important, local communities. What needs to be enforced is the
engagement and interaction between governing bodies, and eventually an association of
different municipalities within a metropolitan area in order to articulate different needs
on different levels, keeping ecological responsibilities and social inclusion on the very
core of the debate. If the focus is set on particular neighborhoods without engaging with
the entire region(s) at stake, the urgency for large-scale sustainable transformations fails
to become a reality. Upscaling urban transition models implies a multilevel perspective,
so that local projects can expand from niches to the transformation of dominant urban
regimes [64,65]. Following this perspective, governance emerges as a critical success factor
for the sustainable transformation of cities [66]. Participatory, engaged, and border-crossing
decision-making needs to be a priority for new urban developments, understanding that
without a proper governance between authorities at different levels of government local
solutions are only temporary. ‘Transition management’ implies open, integrative gover-
nance and a constant mode of reflection and interaction between different visions to create
a fruitful and rich cooperation arena between decision makers and actors, both public and
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private. In these arenas, different stakeholders are invited to frame their shared problems
with the current system and develop shared visions and goals that are tested for practicality
through the use of experimentation, learning and reflexivity [67]. Bridging knowledge
between contemporary identities has to become a priority of stakeholders [68].

As the earlier screened compactivity models represent the ideals of distributing space,
employment, transport, education, health, commerce, aspired transformations need to be
clearly negotiated and communicated. For establishing and incorporation transformational
plans, the matter of ‘audience’ needs to be strongly re-considered. Who is the audience of
urban planners and stakeholders? Is the city aimed to be a space for all income and social
groups, or are the transformations of economic interest only (and, if so, are they by the
municipality, by the metropolitan area, or by the state?) How is space being negotiated,
and who profits from the actual shift of habitation and consumption modes? In many cases,
financial output and economic gain stand on the forefront of transformation strategies [32,55].

Compactivity models, as much as they raise promising benefits and opportunities,
equally involve certain disadvantages such as gentrification. Through these disadvantages,
imbalances are produced in terms of wealth and leisure/employment/qualitative public
service access. The restructuring of neighborhoods into a multifunctional area is often im-
plemented in economically attractive areas, surrounded by high education standards and
facilities advanced by high income classes [3]. This is being reinforced specifically through
transformations which focus largely on transit-oriented development without engaging
with other compactivity models with stronger social inclusion dimensions, what leads to
negative side effects of an important model: environmental destruction, a lack of local
community and (as mentioned earlier) gentrification through attracting an influx of wealthy
businesses and residents in concrete locations, which shows the other side of the transfor-
mation coin [58]. The focus needs to be shifted from improving one particular area only.
A polycentric approach for coping with a metropolitan area should strongly be taken into
account, understanding that transformation merely of the economic or most profitable area
of a region leads to a number of rising issues in terms of social imbalances (vivid, wealthy
neighborhoods attracting high income actors opposed to disadvantaged neighborhoods
and lower income groups) or ecological disadvantages (arbitrary construction of expanded
transit options between economic post profitable areas; e.g., noise pollution). This is to be
understood as a common result of the absence of a proper governance between author-
ities (as is here the case, municipalities) for approaching regional modification through
a common strategy; social, ecological, and economic disadvantages need to be avoided
through the equal distribution of everyday necessities in the wider metropolitan area
(schools, employment, health, etc.): “Therefore, to think globally and act locally implies
a certain well thought transition, which goes from the ‘all-encompassing Politics’ to the
‘environmental Politics’” [56].

We propose that participatory democracy and shared decision-making (between
bottom-up and top-down) (Figure 3) can strongly contribute to create sustainable and
socio-economic solutions on a large scale, enabling a balanced, reciprocal, and communal
path towards our future for establishing intrinsic change on the micro, meso, and macro
level [41]. Even though, this issue of new approaches for governance strategies raises
further quests, such as the one of borders, of spaces, of areas and of regions.
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If we consider a metropolitan area for the transformation of its municipalities and
their local communities under the umbrella of the actual state, then the following is
suggested: transformational plans are needed for a continuous top-down/bottom-up
interaction and engagement for enabling both the local communities and the actual decision-
makers to articulate (and translate) the needs for future transformations and to sensibilize
each parties for their proper dimensions [32,41,56,68,69]. “The new political organization
could, for instance, take the form of a confederation of autonomous groups (at regional,
national, continental and world levels) aiming at the democratic transformation of their
respective communities” [56].

Hence, in order to transform a particular neighborhood within specific municipality
of a metropolitan area, it needs to be communicated and interrelated with the wider region.
This is inevitable for providing the most efficient, sustainable, and socially and economic
profitable transformations possible.

4. Conclusions and Further Remarks

Recognizing an interdependence between bottom-up and top-down dynamics for en-
hancing active and fruitful change, science becomes of crucial importance. Environmental
public anthropology has pathed a way to approach such matters, as research aims to cope
with inequalities within the socio-environmental context. Investigators must engage with
change and open up to a diversity of partners for establishing a bridge to the governance of
common goods. As environmental anthropology is understood as a political-scientific area,
it is most suitable for envisioning a future of change, as it is committed to the recognition
of participation from bottom-up for establishing a strong engagement with top-down
dynamics. Research and transformational plans for safeguarding our future have to cen-
tralize the focus on the basic needs of people, embedded within the all-encompassing
capabilities of the larger realm at stake (decision-makers within the framework of the state,
and beyond). Local necessities have to be translated to policy- and decision-makers, deeply
considering the rich diversity of ecologies of knowledge, of individual story-telling, and of
diatopical hermeneutics [69,70].

Transformational plans are urged to be incorporated everywhere, and a negotiation
of new (transformational) methodologies has to be implemented, as all communities
and stake holders are responsible to engage with active learning entities for establishing
transformation at large [41]. We propose that the framework of the SDGs should be
localized, meaning that a shift has to be carried out within territorial politics so that a new
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roadmap can be advanced (e.g., a monitoring of the SDGs at a subnational level, guided
through appropriate counselors and bottom-up actors).

Hence, what has to be strongly acknowledged and incorporated by policy makers
is the needs of different social contexts, as much as the relocation of economic priorities
within political decision-making processes. If we do not urgently start to actively think
about, and engage with, the future, we will fail to safeguard our planet. Stakeholders and
politicians have to continuously be urged for drastic change, pinpointing the need of large
participation in active change. Adjustments must be made, and bottom-up engagement is
needed: transformational plans have to be implemented everywhere.

If transformation continues to be enacted exclusively in economical attractive zones
(as, for instance, often the case with 15-minute city implementations), or if transit is a
mere financial interest (visible in examples of transit oriented development); and if the
articulation between authorities is not considered in its real importance, the compelling
plan for a sustainable future of our planet continues to stand on the edge of the cliff (if not
entirely fails to be realized). If we do not immediately raise attention and awareness (and
more importantly, change our actions) about and towards a resourceful and rich cooperation
between bottom-up and top-down, we fear that the contribution of compactivity models for
recovering our planet remain a romantic narrative of theoretical exploration. Our ecological
responsibility is more requested than ever, and the focus point needs to be shifted to the
world’s cities.

Excessive consumption, irreparable waste production, and global socio-economic im-
balances have to be approached through concerted solutions, understanding the importance
of cooperation between local communities, multifunctional neighborhoods, municipalities,
metropolitan areas, the state, and beyond. With this work, we plead for the pressing need
of governing authorities and communities for the implementation of transformation on a
‘longue-durée’, enabling spatial equity, environmental sustainability and responsible lead-
ership of decision-makers. We need to continue raising critical questions on how to trigger
drastic transformation at large. Who is the clientele of urban planners and policy makers?
Are social actors included in decision-making processes? Where are spatial boundaries
drawn, can a polycentric vision be realized? Alternatively, is gentrification the goal of state
actors, to push their own economic interests forward? Can compactivity models contribute
to strive for transformation, or is it just another profit-making strategy by the wealthiest of
the world? These and more need to be grasped in further studies, critically reflecting upon
how to most responsibly approach our future yet to come.
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