
Weaving the urban-territorial 
fabric to build more resilient  
European territories 

Introduction to the topic 

Climate change, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the impact of the Russian invasion in Ukraine call 
for policy responses combining urban and territorial interventions. The current crises give ur-
gency to secure European supply chains and to strengthen economic resilience in all European 
territories. The present energy and food situation impact all of us but especially low-income 
and vulnerable groups. It seems evident that implementing a series of band-aid fixes is not 
an option and that a more radical change of models is vital. The political challenge in Europe 
is to reinforce sustainability and yet to remain competitive, to safeguard biodiversity, equity, 
good quality of life while developing the right conditions for more autonomous development 
through the re-localisation of certain essential goods. It involves urban-territorial relations 
which are conducive to enhancing the quality of life. These changes might dramatically im-
pact land use management, for they need to curb further urban growth to be more respectful 
of biodiversity through the objective of zero net artificialisation.

The challenges and opportunities related to energy and food were the topics of a Policy Lab 
organised by the EUKN under the auspices of the French Presidency of the Council of the 
EU. With this Policy Lab the French Presidency responds to demand found in the Territorial 
Agenda, the New Leipzig Charter and the Ljubljana Agreement to reinforce the links between 
territorial and urban policies and to address common priorities. Incoming Trio Presidencies 
are invited to provide an exchange platform for urban and territorial policymakers to discuss 
integrated responses to complex challenges. Three experts participated in the panel discus-
sion during the Policy Lab: Adrian Hiel (EU policy & Communications officer at Energy Cities), 
Aniek Hebinck (Post-doctoral researcher at DRIFT, Rotterdam) and Francesca Galli (Assistant 
professor at the University of Pisa). 

The main takeaways of this joint Policy Lab are presented below

Five main takeaways of the Policy Lab

1. The tension between energy and food production challenges the ability of territories to feed their in-
habitants while providing them with energy and continuing to meet other needs (urban and economic 
development)

The production of energy and food requires a large amount of land. Should the land be used for biogas 
production or sustainable food production? That’s sometimes a dilemma. The ongoing debate over agrivol-
taics and biomethane production accounts for an indirect competition between food and energy for rural 
resources in urban and peri-urban areas. Striking a balance between energy and food production is key to 
responding to external stresses on land. On the other hand, urban-territorial linkages hold tremendous po-
tential as a vital instrument for achieving the long-term targets set to achieve climate resilience by tackling 
the objectives of zero net artificialisation.
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2. In the short term, the best answer to the current crises is to foster behavioural changes towards energy 
savings

In line with the EU’s commitment to tackle the climate crisis and further to the Declaration of 11th March 
2022 by the Heads of State or Governments in Versailles, the European Commission’s latest proposal – RE-
PowerEU – seeks to end dependence on Russian fossil fuels as soon as possible and accelerate the implemen-
tation of climate commitments.

However, the energy system’s ability to react in the next twelve months is fairly limited, for electricity and 
fossil fuels are intertwined. Therefore, while pursuing the diversification of power sources over the medi-
um to long term and the acceleration of energy production at local and territorial levels, the most realis-
tic trajectory for change in the short term appears to be energy savings, according to Adrian Hiel (Energy 
Cities). But achieving energy savings is not an easy pathway. Lessons learnt from past experiences show that 
a multilevel behavioural change is needed. Two examples were mentioned during the Policy Lab as instances 
of launching energy savings campaigns. Ireland’s attempt to cut energy consumption after the 1973 oil crisis, 
which had rather limited results, and the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster where Japan successfully took ad-
vantage of the sense of urgency to change energy consumption at all levels of government. 

3. Match targets with (human) resources, supranational strategies and policy integration

The new targets around energy efficiency and renewable energy for 2030 are more ambitious than ever 
before, yet their operationalisation remains unclear. According to Adrian Hiel (Energy Cities), climate EU 
targets require considerable human and financial resources to develop a detailed technical local planning 
in conjunction with heat, mobility, food, and biodiversity. There are local bottlenecks that still need to be 
overcome, such as the lack of human resources to implement changes and infrastructure adaptation.

An effective crisis response is in essence multilevel: integrating various governmental levels, policy domains 
and key stakeholders. Urban and territorial policies call for better policy integration and cooperation to 
strive toward achieving common objectives. But beyond short-term crisis response, new relations between 
cities and neighbouring territories are required for a more sustainable and energy-efficient development of 
the local economy.

4. Radical change through innovation is needed to secure the future of food 

Fundamental societal changes are needed to secure the future of the current food system, which is arguably 
unsustainable. According to Aniek Hebinck (DRIFT), while the EU Green Deal and Farm to Fork Strategy take 
into consideration a variety of dimensions across the system, issues related to equity and social justice re-
main insufficiently addressed. Food is a powerful vehicle for change and the rural-urban perspective allows 
for innovative governmental experiments transcending administrative boundaries and offering new contrac-
tual solutions (e.g. remunerating farmers for public goods through payments for ecosystem services).

In some places change does take place at the local level, where citizen-led actions and social groups devel-
op new alternative ways of doing, thinking, and organising food systems. A system approach can help make 
places e.g. urban spaces more liveable and better prepared to face external pressures caused by climate 
change. 

5. Adopt the food system framework approach to better anticipate crises and enhance crisis preparedness

Francesca Galli (University of Pisa) considered that a better understanding of the linkages between spatial 
levels was of the essence to accelerate behavioural changes. In this light she argued that policymakers would 
benefit from using the “food system framework”, a theoretical framework designed by Louis Malassis, in 
the 1970s, to better understand shocks and develop more sustainable policies. This approach requires data 
collection and mapping to gain a deeper appreciation of local food systems while exploring governance 
dynamics at the territorial level. In the long run, it may positively influence the availability, access, stability, 
and utilisation of food at the territorial level and improve connections between urban, peri-urban, and rural 
contexts.
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1. How to raise the issues of sustainable energy and food production on the agenda at all governmental 
levels and ensure it becomes an integral part urban and territorial policies?

2. How to trigger systemic change and turn energy savings into a priority involving all governmental levels 
in an integrated manner to respond to current challenges?

3. How to support the transformative potential of participatory approaches and social innovations that 
emerge from the urban and territorial domains?

4. How to foster spaces of re-localisation of productions to make the food system more diverse and resil-
ient to shocks and stresses?

5. How to maintain coherence with the EU overarching strategies (e.g. European Green Deal, Structural 
Funds and Common Agricultural Policy) and avoid competition between governmental levels (national, 
regional and local)?

Five key questions raised by the Policy Lab
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