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Inclusive public spaces for water cities facing climate change

* Sapienza University of Rome – FoCuS centre, giu.luciani@uniroma1.it

structure, and urban and hydraulic identity and culture. All three are “cities on multiple 
scales”, serving as nodes in a metropolitan territorial formation. The scale of urban 
transformations examined varies for each city: a neighbourhood scale for Stockholm, 
an urban scale for Gdansk, and a territorial scale for Lisbon. This allowed for capturing as 
diverse situations and processes as possible. Similarly, the scale and spatial con�guration 
of the heritage involved in urban transformations also changed based on the territorial 
context: a punctual good in the case of Stockholm, a network of goods in Gdansk, up 
to the entire estuarine territory in the case of Lisbon, marking a conceptual shift from 
“heritage in the territory” to “territory as heritage”.

In all cases, there is a general intent to mend or strengthen the relationships between the 
city and the natural environment. Stockholm formulates this relationship through the 
concept of sustainability, understood as the use of technological innovation to achieve 
the proper integration of new construction neighbourhoods into the environmental 
context. Gdansk leverages the opportunity, provided by the relocation of many port 
activities, to restore a certain porosity to public space by opening it to contact with 
the previously denied water space. In Lisbon, e�orts are made to achieve cohesion 
between ecological and social values in the urban landscape, where public space and 
the hydrographic network tend to merge into the estuary as a metropolitan-scale public 
space. The results of the case study analysis show how establishing new alliances can widen 
the scope, impact, and e�cacy of heritage in local and territorial planning, generating 
unique opportunities for sensitive urban and territorial transformation. However, critical 
aspects and con�ictual situations are often disguised or de-problematised, so that risks 
of exclusion arise if the issues of identity, equity and spatial justice are not carefully 
addressed. For instance, the analysis revealed power dynamics in the heritigization 
processes, bound to heritage narratives and subsequent valorisation, possibly leading to 
the marginalization of non-dominant narratives and representations.

Complexity, dynamism and plurality are key characteristics of coastal environments. Long-
running human presence adds layers to these rich and heterogeneous environments, 
but at the same time, due to the rapid alteration of the settlement patterns in the last 
centuries, and emerging threats such as environmental degradation and climate change, 
it exacerbates their vulnerability. Resilience has therefore become an essential target of 
urban and territorial planning. In this context, the entanglement of ecological conversion 
with the emergent �eld of heritage planning is drawing attention to an original nexus 
between heritage and resilience, to be explored in research and practice. 
The urban sector that revolves around the terminal trait of river Tiber is an example of 
urbanised delta area which holds signi�cant untapped potential. At the convergence of 
crucial environmental factors like the coastal system and the river course, it is also one of 
the most vital sectors in the metropolitan area both in terms of population and economy. 

The primary goal of the research has been to explore approaches for the Tiber delta 
and similar areas, aiming to connect environmental aspects with a rich historical and 
environmental heritage. This heritage is the primary asset of the territory, with the 
purpose of initiating an ecologically oriented urban transformation. The central question 
was whether heritage can actively contribute to such transformation of the urbanized 
water landscape in general, with an overarching goal to assess the integration of 
strategies related to heritage in urban-territorial planning and design as part of a broader 
e�ort to regenerate urbanized environments with a focus on ecological balance.

To explore the issue of heritage and its possible active roles, a comparative case study 
analysis was developed, aiming at depicting the current practices mobilizing heritage in 
the urban transformations in Europe. The selected case studies are three major European 
cities - Stockholm, Gdansk, and Lisbon - di�ering in geographical location, hydrographic 

Building waterfront resilience through 
heritage planning 
Research on European cities in transition

Giulia Luciani*
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Inclusive public spaces for water cities facing climate change

Building on the case study analysis, the research moved on to formulate a proper 
heritage-based strategy for the ecological regeneration of the Tiber delta area. In the 
Tiber delta open spaces are crucial for intervention, and the structured historical-
environmental elements form the backbone of this network. This systemic heritage serves 
as infrastructure for the territory, potentially o�ering bene�ts to the urban environment 
and contributing to local life. An infrastructural approach to historical-environmental 
heritage is therefore outlined, valid within the speci�c context and replicable in areas 
with similar characteristics. The innovative design concept of ecohistorical infrastructure 
is introduced, which revisits and updates widely experimented and versatile tools such 
as green infrastructure. Ecohistorical infrastructures are devices shaping the urbanized 
landscape by integrating natural, built, and historicized elements into a network of nodes 
- places capable of stimulating greater interaction with the environment, as they possess 
historical depth, density of meanings and relationships - and connections. Participatory 
methodologies prove crucial in identifying and reactivating these places, leading to 
renovated ecologies of inhabiting delta areas.

Fig. 1. 
Left to right: Gdansk, 
Stockholm,�Lisbon,�Rome.�The�
abacus of the case studies 
establishes a comparison 
between the four urban 
areas, focusing on their 
relationship with the wider 
metropolitan area and the 
hydrography, which is the 
base of their urban and 
environmental�structure.�
Source:�Author.�
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