
The Art of Just-City-Making

The previous EU Council Presidencies, with Germany, Portugal and Slovenia, have defined stra-
tegic framework documents for sustainable urban development in the EU, emphasising the im-
portance of national urban policies in support of towns and cities of all sizes. The New Leipzig 
Charter was endorsed on the 30th of November 2020 by Ministers responsible for Urban Matters 
as a non-binding, strategic policy framework. While reinforcing the 2007 Leipzig Charter quest for 
integrated urban development, the New Leipzig Charter puts forward three city dimensions: the 
just, the green and the productive city – complemented by the cross-cutting dimension of digital-
isation. In all their simplicity, they represent powerful aspirations guiding urban policies based on 
balancing out these dimensions, which is not an easy task as we all know. 

Building on the principle that ‘no one left behind’, the French presidency has decided to focus on 
the just city dimension of the New Leipzig Charter. To further implement the strategic frameworks 
offered by the New Leipzig Charter, it has organised, in cooperation with the EUKN and other 
partners, a series of Policy Labs under the title ‘The Art of Just-City-Making’. The three Policy Labs 
gathered representatives of different governmental levels, Directorate Generals of the European 
Commission, and experts. They explored interlinkages between the just and the other city di-
mensions (i.e. green, productive, digital) and emphasised the relevance of integrated approaches 
towards sustainable urban development. 

The policy recommendations below, results of the Policy Labs’ insightful discussions, represent 
possible keys to tackle inequalities within cities and between areas. By strengthening the social 
dimension of urban policy in relation to the other dimensions, they promote both cross-cutting 
principles (i.e. the fundamental role of participatory approaches) and targeted solutions. Acknowl-
edging the need to translate the recommendations in concrete policy actions, as well as the inad-
equacy of one-size-fits-all solutions, this document wishes to capture key focus areas to be further 
explored in the pursuit of just-city-making.    
  

Policy Recommendations

Explore and define solutions to increase participatory democracy and 
facilitate citizens inclusion in city-making (local)
Citizens’ meaningful engagement should be sought throughout the lifecycle of a policy and/or pub-
lic intervention. Moreover, co-creation allows for technology and digital solutions to work for the 
community and inhabitants. In this sense, digital technology can facilitate participatory democracy, 
becoming a tool not only to implement but also to co-design public policies. Decentralizing local 
government structures could be a solution for cities to become closer to their inhabitants, ensuring 
they participate in discussions regarding the required characteristics of their city. Ways to involve 
inhabitants in policymaking processes are manifold and should be therefore explored and defined at 
the local level, implementing principles of equality, diversity, and inclusiveness to enable all inhabit-
ants to collectively shape the smart and green cities of the future. To eventually scale-up the positive 
effects of participatory democracy and ensure inhabitants’ voices are heard at all governmental 
levels, strengthened multi-level governance structures are key.
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Disclaimer: The order of the recommendations does not reflect any ranking in value. The first two, being the most cross-cutting, are positioned first 
followed by those more focussing on the green, digital, and productive dimension of cities. Overall, the recommendations are considered equally  
important. 



Make digital justice the core of any digitalization strategy, thus focusing 
not only on technological aspects of the digital transition but equally 
so on the human aspects (national, local) 
Two equally important actions should be carried out to achieve just-digital cities: to provide ade-
quate infrastructures for digital connectivity on one hand, and to spread the ‘digital culture’ on the 
other. National and local governments are recommended to invest both in useful, innovative tech-
nologies and in human resources to accompany those who need support during the digital transi-
tion. Such an approach is necessary to achieve digital literacy for inhabitants of all ages and back-
grounds, thus assuring that the smart cities of the future, with their digital services and new jobs, 
would leave no one behind.  

5.

Valorise trans-local networks through existing legal and financial sup-
port, and capitalise on their knowledge to create just-cities (all levels) 

Pressing urban challenges are not only linked to phenomena taking place in single localities, but 
mostly appear in the interconnections between them. They are fundamentally trans-local in nature 
and call for trans-local solutions. At the European and wider international levels, there are numerous 
trans-local networks striving to promote just-city making. These networks are embedded in local 
initiatives while being regionally or globally connected. They provide a treasure-trove of knowl-
edge, experiences and learnings that can inform just-city making. Urban policy actors at all levels 
are encouraged to collaborate with these key trans-local networks to capitalise on their knowledge 
and to valorise their importance by providing financial and legal support. Following a place-based 
approach, the exact type of financial and legal instruments is to be defined by policymakers. 
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3. Translate EU green objectives into realistic targets across policy sec-
tors by localising the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 (national, local)

Urban nature and biodiversity have for far too long been considered an added value to city-making, 
instead of a cornerstone of EU, national, and municipal policies. A core component of the European 
Green Deal, the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 recognises the multidimensional and integrated 
benefits of urban nature, making the case for protecting, restoring, and increasing biodiverse ecosys-
tems in cities. This ambitious EU legal framework provides scope and concrete guidelines that nation-
al and local actors are invited to use to localise and translate objectives into realistic – national and 
local – targets across policy areas with a specific attention for deprived districts or neighbourhoods. 

Adopt people-centred and place-based approaches to designing and 
maintaining just green and blue spaces in cities (local level) 

Urban green and blues spaces, and other nature-based solutions, provide a wide range of envi-
ronmental and climate services. Beside climate resilience, they also offer numerous health and 
socio-economic benefits for inhabitants, from leisure to education and job opportunities. Moving 
beyond the top-down versus bottom-up dilemma, such solutions should be planned as integral parts 
of urban-socioecological processes. To ensure that nature-based interventions lead to the configu-
ration, implementation, and governance of  high-quality green and blue spaces that are sufficient, 
accessible for inhabitants from different areas, inclusive, and well-designed, cities are recommended 
to adopt both a people-centred and a place-based approach. Primarily conceived to reflect all local 
peculiarities (e.g. culture, socio-economic structures, urban layout, etc.), this approach is likely to be 
more successful when developed in co-creation and co-design with a wide variety of stakeholders.
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Invest in social economy organisations to shape policies targeting eco-
nomic diversification and more just productive cities. (all levels)  
Social economy organisations are driven by values of solidarity and justice. By focusing on people 
and on social impact, they can be powerful actors in the transition towards more just and produc-
tive cities. Besides, social economy organisations pioneer practices in numerous economic and so-
cial fields. They support innovative activities for sustainable urban development, which are usually 
place-based but can be replicated internationally. If mainstreamed on all levels, these practices 
could lead to a diversified economy and urban fabric, to more just and productive cities.  Policy-
makers at all levels are therefore advised to incentivise social economy organisations as well as other 
‘new economies’, e.g. the circular economy or a common good-driven economy, and to integrate 
them in their urban strategies, for instance by strengthening them through funding schemes such as 
the European Structural Fund.

7.

Incentivise inclusive education, reskilling and training to connect the 
job supply-demand, accompanying the transition to new low-carbon 
economies and smart cities. (national, local)  
New economies, such as the circular economy, and innovative digital services in cities often lead to 
the creation of specified job opportunities. They have the potential to provide economic, social, 
and environmental benefits, creating diversity in workplaces to support resilience, and fostering het-
erogeneous communities.  These jobs, however, require new skillsets that national and local govern-
ments should promote and assure. As promoted by the EU Pillars of Social Rights, the right to quality 
and inclusive education, training and life-long learning is essential for everyone to maintain and 
acquire skills, allowing society to manage transitions in the labour market. A better balance between 
job offer and demand, or available skills, needs to be pursued through reskilling, education, and (re)
training. In this way, an inclusive transition to low-carbon economies and smart cities can advance.

8.

Prioritise affordable housing and accessible mobility to give back the 
city to all and foster economic and urban diversification.  
(national, local)  
A spatial discrepancy between workplaces and homes is a significant issue affecting considera-
ble segments of the population. At the urban scale, such discrepancy creates segregation, fosters 
inequalities, and hinders a diversification of the economy and thus of the urban fabric. Investing in 
public transport and affordable housing as well as a mixed approach to spatial and land-use plan-
ning are most effective to tackle the problem at its roots while creating benefits: building physical 
connections in cities and at the urban-territorial scale can facilitate matching jobs and skills, bring-
ing new activities and populations into urban areas in a green way. Affordable housing, on the other 
hand, can further promote diversity in cities and give city dwellers back the right to the city. This 
involves equal access to high-quality space and services. Urban authorities are encouraged to invest 
in energy-efficient, accessible and mixed housing, and to renovate older building stock, especially in 
deprived areas where energy consumption is often highest and energy-efficiency is most challeng-
ing. Prioritising these sectors can help to foster social cohesion while paving the way towards the EU 
Green Deal. 
 

9.

Invest in digital commons to secure technology-driven urban policies 
that are also people-oriented, and to facilitate data sharing among EU 
Member States towards more just, green, and productive cities (EU)
Created and governed by the people who use them, digital commons ensure human centeredness, 
foster participatory governance, and avoid technology monopolies. As such, they are essential to 
creating just-digital cities of the future. Therefore, EU structures are advised to invest in the creation 
of digital commons to ensure that all public and private stakeholders have equal access to open 
source, open standards, and open data for the common good. By facilitating knowledge sharing 
among Member States, digital commons are likely to play a key role in accelerating the transition 
towards more just, green and productive cities. 
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