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Abstract: After the 2008 crisis, smart sustainable development of port areas/cities should 

be developed on the basis of specific principles: the synergy principle (between different 

actors/systems, in particular the socio-cultural and economic system), the creativity 

principle and the circularization principle. The Historic Urban landscape (HUL) approach 

becomes the guarantee that the transition toward the smart city development model is 

based on specific local cultural resources, and not only on technological innovations.  

In other words, the eco-town/eco-city strategy becomes culture-led. It stimulates places as 

spatial “loci” for implementing synergies and circularization processes. Without new 

evaluation tools and a widespread “evaluation culture” the risks in implementing HUL are 

very high. 

Keywords: circularization processes; synergistic approach; smart city development; 

evaluation tools; cultural city base 

 

1. Introduction 

In the past few decades, sustainable development was first of all based on managing economic 

growth/prosperity, and sharing benefits also in a co-evolutionary perspective with the ecosystem. Since the 

2008 economic/financial crisis, the challenge of sustainable development has first of all been about 

regenerating economic wealth, which has not yet been achieved, through new circuits of value creation [1]. 

Cities need to invest in improving their efficient organization in order to increase wealth production 

towards a sustainable development. Creativity and innovation do not only concern research and 

cultural industries, but also a city’s organizational structure, which has to become less dissipative. 

New unconventional forms of value creation and production are based on circular processes.  

The smart city image should be linked first of all to technologies able to produce a less dissipative and 
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more efficient city organization. Circularization and synergies are the general principles for smart city 

sustainable development [2].  

Port cities and port areas have a particular development potential. They may take on a key role  

in launching a smart sustainable development model, starting from local cultural resources for the 

activation of the creative processes of a circular economy through a synergistic approach, combining 

the port’s economic, logistic and industrial activities with a cultural heritage regeneration, with the 

creativity of inhabitants. Port cities are key places where economic strength, competitiveness, human 

capital and global appeal, population and migration processes are increasingly concentrated. They are 

laboratories of creativity, stimulated by their specific cultural historic landscapes. Often the [3] ancient 

city boundaries coincide with the harbor area with its old warehouses, silos, wharfs, industrial 

archaeology, lighthouses and so on; sometimes this landscape is recognized as a UNESCO world 

heritage site. 

Some good practices of a city’s economic regeneration process are related to cultural heritage 

revitalization/recreation as a key local development resource. In many countries, some good practices 

of symbiosis starting from the industrial age already exist. The reconstruction [3] of interdependences 

between city and its port area means the integration of the industrial symbiosis model with its 

heritage/culture economic development model, and with the social economic system. An integrated 

perspective is then needed. 

The thesis of this paper is that smart sustainable development of port areas/cities should be shaped 

on the basis of three principles for the regeneration of city wealth: the synergy principle (between 

different actors/institutions and systems like the socio-cultural and economic system etc.) [4], the 

circularization principle [5] (re-use, recycle, regenerate, in analogy to a natural system organization), 

and the creativity principle (introducing novel changes). This thesis corresponds to the old proposal of 

Patrick Geddes (1915) to interpret the city as an organism in evolution/transition [6]. A city, like any 

other organism, evolves/changes over time, adapting itself to satisfy human needs. 

A city, as a dynamic complex system, is characterized by: interdependences (between human-made, 

natural, social capital, etc.); circular processes (which stimulate creativity) and synergies (which 

increase the resilience capacity). 

Cultural heritage is a key component of the city system: it should be viewed as a dynamic adaptive 

subsystem that evolves over time (with changes) under the pressure of many different forces (due to 

economic growth, market pressures, decline, and regeneration processes), while still maintaining its 

identity, integrity and continuity. Assuming Geddes’ interpretation, cultural heritage conservation and 

management should be characterized by a dynamic perspective, characterized by synergies, circular 

processes and creativity. 

Against this background, the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL) [7] becomes a useful approach for 

leveraging city development while conserving “places”; for managing changes in activating circular 

processes and synergies (between city actors, points of view, different types of specialized  

knowledge, etc.). Circular processes promote resilience and synergies and stimulate creativity and thus 

sustainability. HUL can stimulate the implementation of “smart” city development, by integrating its 

scope (often limited only to technological innovations). 

New tools, methods and approaches for planning and managing complex and dynamic urban 

systems are required to foster the creativity, resilience and sustainability of the city (reducing the 
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conflict between specific interests and general ones). In particular, new tools are required to improve 

city governance. They can be based on pilot experiments, which are to be assessed so as to learn how 

to improve choices and promote the strategies of a circular economy (through reusing, recycling and 

regenerating materials, producing and using renewable energies and jointly regenerating the cultural 

heritage/landscape of cities). “Smart” development is based on innovations in city organization, on 

innovative technologies and also on a strong city cultural basis. 

In the following sections, a more effective city model is proposed (Section 3) for the regeneration of 

the city wealth (Sections 5 and 6), stressing the role of specific approaches and evaluation tools 

(Sections 7 and 8). 

2. Port Cities and Port Area Characteristics  

The literature about port cities and port areas is rich. Many scholars coming from multiple 

specialized disciplines have examined in the past few years the dynamics of port cities, exploring in 

their essays similarities and dissimilarities. Hein [8] has recently gathered many studies on this topic 

(from Shubert 2011 to Ward, to Hayuth 1982, etc.) [8–11]. We will offer a concise overview here. 

2.1. Port Cities  

Port cities are core places: they lead the way in terms of economic strength [12]. For example,  

14 out of the 20 economically strongest cities in the world are port cities. They are also the most 

competitive places (see Figures 1 and 2); 36 of the 50 most competitive cities are port cities. 

Figure 1. Cities’ economic strength (based on nominal GPD, GDP per capita, real GDP 

growth rate, regional market integration, households with annual consumption > 14,000 USD). 

 
Source: The Economist—Economist Intelligence Unit (2012) [12]. 
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Figure 2. Cities’ competitiveness rank (economic strength, physical capital, financial 

maturity, institutional effectiveness, etc.).  

 
Source: The Economist—Economist Intelligence Unit (2012). 

In the top 20 cities ranked according to the Human Capital Indicators, we can see that 14 are port 

cities (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Cities’ human capital (population growth, working age population, 

entrepreneurship, quality of education, quality of health care, etc.).  

 
Source: The Economist—Economist Intelligence Unit (2012). 

The “global appeal” appears to be concentrated in 7 of the 9 most globally “appealing” cities; these 

are port cities (Figure 4). 

Port cities [3] are particular points for trade of imports and exports, a space of localization for many 

industries and services, and attractive areas for tourism and for cultural exchange. Port cities have 

always been cosmopolitan places, open to many cultures, with different ways of life and of working. 

They are historical spaces of creativity/innovation in the economy, in culture, in society, and all this is 

reflected in a specific architectural landscape. 
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Figure 4. Global appeal (Number of Fortune 500 companies, Frequency of international 

flights, Number of international conferences and conventions, Global leadership in higher 

education, globally recognized think tank).  

 
Source: The Economist—Economist Intelligence Unit (2012).  

However, they are also places of conflict between economy and ecology. Some conflicts [3] are 

generated by negative environmental impacts, due to the high level of energy consumption, air and 

water pollution, or natural resource consumption. Other conflicts are generated by the effort to 

conserve a specific cultural landscape and to meet the needs of economic development. 

New approaches [3] and new tools are required to plan and manage conflicts, thus transforming 

differences in complementarities into a win-win perspective or into a synergistic perspective [4].  

The smart sustainable city is a city where economic [3], social and environmental values are 

achieved in an efficient and balanced way, able to last over time. A general characteristic of a smart 

sustainable city is the capacity to contribute to closing the flows of resources through circularized 

processes and to activate synergies between actor or institutions in a win-win perspective. 

2.2. Port Areas 

Port areas are the “interface” between the city and the sea. Here the processes of economic 

globalization started already early in the history. It is here that most of the flows of the globalized 

economy arrive at and depart from. Ports are the nodal points connecting Europe, Asia, Australia and 

America in a mutual cooperative and competitive process, aimed at improving the benefits of their 

strategic localization. In fact, ports are a driving force of economic wealth, because commercial, 

industrial, logistic, tourist and fishing activities are localized here. They are a “magnet” for induced 

activities and, in turn, can also be an “incubator” for new services/activities. Ports, because of their 

central urban position, have a high economic and real estate potential. At the same time, port areas 

offer a particular landscape, which is the product of a complex system in which socio-cultural, 

economic and ecological systems are dynamically intertwined. 

The presence of a particular landscape is a key characteristic of port areas. This landscape is 

recognized by the European Union [13] as an important economic resource in the global competition. 

Many of the most beautiful urban landscapes are port areas: Amalfi, Amsterdam, Venice, Genoa, 

Naples, Syracuse, Malta, Liverpool, Bergen, Istanbul, Saint Petersburg, Oporto, etc. In these cities, the 
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historical center often reaches out to the seaport. Ancient city boundaries often coincide with port 

areas, where old warehouses, silos, wharfs, industrial archaeology heritage and lighthouses are situated 

and contribute to building a particular character, image and landscape. Historic port areas contribute to 

the particular beauty of the landscape, which expresses the combination of human and natural 

creativity and characterizes the true identity of a city: its unique image, but also its lifestyle and culture. 

The beauty of port area landscapes is connected to its architectures, shapes, historic values, local 

materials, colors, microclimate, light and life. It builds the real image of a city, its “places”, its soul. 

The “spirit of places” is sometimes linked to port areas. Sometimes port areas are particular urban 

places, which should be carefully maintained and valorized. 

Beauty is an attribute of “places”, which is the result of a creative process through time: they 

express what survives in the continuous transformations of urban structures [14,15], which is the 

element of continuity in the ever-faster dynamism of cities. 

2.3. Conflicts in Port Areas/Cities 

Many paradoxes characterize nowadays port cities/areas. Environmental deterioration [3] and 

pollution processes often affect them. The production of their economic wealth implies high 

ecological, and also social and cultural costs. Often the port becomes a driver of environmental 

deterioration and reduced well-being for urban life; a place to avoid rather than a place to go. Here, old 

and new industrial activities have been localized: steelworks, chemical industries, shipyards, oil 

refineries, assemblage/transformation/construction activities, power plants, degasification plants, waste 

management equipment, etc. The logistic revolution, with ICT innovations, with automation and 

robotization and new technologies, has multiplied the quantity of goods and people in transit. 

Ports produce [3] a lot of waste resulting from harbor industries, maintenance, dredging, navigation, 

etc. The negative externalities resulting from industrial/trade activities in ports do not just cause 

environmental damages, but are interconnected with the economic and social system in a negative 

way; they are a source of new economic (and social) damage for the whole city system.  

The development of the port/city system tends to become less and less sustainable. The economic 

benefits of port activities, once the ecological/environmental and social costs are subtracted—i.e., the 

“net benefits”—are sometimes lower than it would seem. Moreover, they do not benefit directly  

urban inhabitants, but often only a few trade/industry/tourism agents: that is, the benefits are not  

distributed equally among the various stakeholders. But port areas, as the main spaces where these 

contradictions/paradoxes come into being, are also the most suitable sites to reduce conflicts and to 

transform these into synergies, provided that innovative approaches of governance, at a strategic, 

planning and management level, are implemented. They can become the entry point for a sustainable 

development of the whole urban system if creativity and resilience are really promoted in managing 

this particular complex system, through specific creative actions. In fact, port areas [3] are the sites 

where “differences” among cultures, architectures, or ethnic groups have always been deep. These 

“differences” have fostered a favorable atmosphere to new “openings”, creativity and innovation in 

different fields: artistic, scientific, management, etc. [16]. The potential of creativity, which is higher 

in port cities than in other cities, is the element that can help overcome conflicts/contradictions. 
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It is thus not by chance that all over the world port areas have become sites where actual creative 

actions aimed at promoting sustainability are often implemented. Investments in the urban regeneration 

of waterfronts—in Rotterdam, Barcelona, Liverpool, Valencia, Vancouver, Tokyo, Hamburg, Malmo, 

Amsterdam, Genoa, Glasgow, Antwerp, Copenhagen, etc.—are well-known experiences. They can be 

interpreted as “transition experiments” [17]. They express the creativity and also resilience of cities 

against the pressures of change, by highlighting the capability of cities to transform themselves and to 

maintain their identity. 

3. Towards a More Efficient and Less Dissipative City Organization: The Circular Model  

A more efficient and less dissipative [3] organization of city processes is required in order to face 

not only the globalized economic competition, but also the energy challenge, the social challenge,  

and the ecological challenge. They are all based on circular and synergistic processes [2].  

This development strategy should integrate hard and soft values/objectives (that is, both economic and 

social/environmental, as well as landscape preservation) in a win-win game. It may contribute to city 

resilience, which is the capacity of the city to react and manage change, maintaining its comprehensive 

organization and structure. Clearly, this process is not based on traditional industry and real estate 

economics (as often happens for port areas), but on ecological economics: on use and non-use/“intrinsic” 

values [18], on a long-term perspective, with the aim of realizing a new metabolism in the port areas 

and spreading it to the whole urban system. It is a “creative” strategy, because it integrates the 

economic wealth production (business) with ecological preservation and reduction of social 

marginalization, starting from the ancient historical roots, in a win-win perspective; it “integrates” 

industrial, commercial and tertiary activities with those relating to culture and knowledge and thus it 

improves the landscape, the “atmosphere”, and the identity; in other words, the image of port areas.  

A port areas’ smart development should be based on circular processes at three main levels: 

(1) Economic [3]: symbiosis between companies for value creation, allowing synergies and also 

stimulating circuits between company and community prosperity [19]; between companies and 

the city; between all actors and the outside territory; 

(2) Social: able to regenerate interpersonal relationships—often weakened in cities—through 

relationships with “places”; 

(3) Ecological: all living systems are characterized by circular processes and are able to conserve 

and reproduce themselves. Circular processes emerge through re-use, recycling and regeneration 

of materials and energy, with a reduction of negative externalities. The resilience of systems 

and creativity are stimulated by circular processes, which break down linear metabolism.  

Harbor areas become vital, when they act as dynamic, complex systems, capable of transforming 

and adapting to the continuous pressure of change from the outside and when they are able to modify 

their physical structure regarding space, organization and functions, by combining infrastructures, 

facilities, installations, etc., while maintaining their own identity. Here, green industrial activities, able 

to decouple economic wealth production from ecological losses, should be grounded while considering 

the model of living systems. 
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4. The Key Role of Architecture and Planning 

Architecture and urban planning can contribute to an enhancement of the quality of urban space. 

Architecture can improve the “atmosphere” and the landscape, because it gives a characterizing image 

to ports, which may became a brand for the whole city. At stake is the relationship between the old and 

the new, between tradition and modernization, resulting in the ability to make the whole city “more 

attractive”. The relationship between the ancient and the new is clearly delicate: modern architecture 

constructions can seriously damage the aesthetic value of cultural and historic landscapes, existing 

ecosystems, etc. 

By means of a high-quality architecture projects and planning, the urban landscape is preserved, 

enhanced and created [13]. Real creative architecture produces “places” and not only marketing tools 

to multiply real estate value and business. It contributes to preserving the character and the atmosphere 

of a place without twisting it exclusively for commercial, functional or economic needs. It stimulates 

real life, not only events: communication among people, face-to-face relationships, symbolic values, 

which stimulate aggregation capability, sense and feeling of belonging, and collective identity.  

If architecture joins planning and management, port areas are places that may become the starting 

point for innovative local development strategies within a systemic perspective, based on the circular 

approach, for reducing/eradicating waste. The eco-town model or the eco-city model may then become 

a key perspective for urban strategic planning. Planning and design become then also key tools to 

implement in the concrete physical space the above model, aiming at increasing the prosperity of the city. 

5. Good Circular Model Practices in Port City Economic Systems 

5.1. Good Practices in Resources Regeneration 

A general characteristic of a sustainable city is the capacity to close resource loops through 

circularized processes, which are able to reproduce/regenerate original capital stocks, able to last over 

a longer time period. In this way, cities can become the key for implementing a new sustainable 

development model based on many parallel value creation systems, centered on a synergistic  

approach [2]. The circularization in an industrial system has a positive impact on costs and 

employment, breaking the current linear (“take, make, dispose”) organization of many economic 

systems. Economic circuits are shortened and the local economy is strengthened through integration. 

5.2. Circular Processes in Industrial Port Cities 

Examples of good practices that have been implemented through industrial symbiosis, can be found, 

inter alia, in Japan, China (Shenyang), and in Europe [3]. For example, in Japan, 26 eco-town areas 

were identified to implement a circular model in port cities, starting from 1996 (see Figures 5 and 6) [20]. 
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Figure 5. Japanese eco-towns strategy to circularize the industrial city system, with 

positive outcomes for the environment.  

 
Source: adapted from Fujita (2012) [21]. 

Figure 6. The circular economic port city system.  

 
Source: adapted from Fujita (2012) [21]. 

The lessons from this circularization process can be summarized as follows [21]: 

 Industrial symbiosis has been a driver for new sustainable eco-industrial developments and low 

carbon industrial systems; 

 Waste management systems have played a crucial role in supporting circular business; 

 Urban symbiosis and a regional eco-industrial clustering network may provide more  

business opportunities. 
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Some other interesting experiences on circularization processes can be found in European port  

cities [22]. For example, in Swansea, about 700 hectares were declared as the most polluted in the UK 

because of the industrial copper activity. During the 1970s, a comprehensive reconstruction of this 

ecosystem was implemented, regenerating the environment and the landscape and thus attracting new 

economic activities [23]. 

In North America, one of the most polluted port areas was in Hamilton (Canada), because of  

the existing steel and other related industrial activities. Through a strategic plan, the land was 

decontaminated and a new attractive environment was constructed with a strong participation of all 

city stakeholders. 

In all these cases, the circular and synergistic principles have been implemented in city planning,  

by reshaping it and by ensuring the participation of all actors. 

5.3. Circular Processes in the Heritage Economic Systems 

Other good practices that introduced elements of circularization in the context of industrial heritage 

can be found, for example, in Dublin, Liverpool, and Hamburg. There are also practices more directly 

related to the ECoC (European Capitals of Culture) programme. Other experiences can be found in 

cities belonging to “Slow International City Network” and “Transition Towns Movement” and also by 

the “Nuovi Municipia Network” and “Virtuous Cities Network” (in Italy). Some of them are also 

touristic port cities. They have shown interesting experiences in which “circular processes” (activated 

through an integrated conservation of cultural heritage/landscape) have contributed to the resilience 

and sustainability by stimulating people’s creativity. 

“Slow city” strategies can be interpreted as a particular “smart” city development strategy. They are 

based on the reconstruction of a specific identity, which stresses the differences among geographical 

localizations. Some of them have transformed cultural heritage and landscape conservation into economic 

wealth production, starting from “places”, thus contributing to economic sustainability [24–26]. They 

have promoted the creation of local communities that take care of “places”, thus becoming more 

responsible and resilient, contributing to social sustainability.  

In many of these approaches, city/heritage capital has been recognized as the starting point to 

increase economic prosperity, environmental quality and social conviviality, since conservation of 

cultural heritage has been regarded as a productive activity. City history, memory and identity have 

been conserved in a creative way, combining conservation with innovations, past and present, present 

and future, within a circular process.  

Conserving “places” in a productive perspective has been interpreted as a valorization process, 

creating an added value (in terms of use values, social values, symbolic values, market values) through 

circularization and synergies. In the new “circular” heritage economy, import capability (attractiveness 

for tourists, visitors, talents, capitals) and export capability (handicraft products, arts, local identity 

products, knowledge products) are integrated into wealth-creating processes. Re-use, restoration and 

regeneration of materials stimulate circular processes. Cultural heritage is often considered as the 

incubator of new creative activities, which are usually found in cultural districts. 

Tourism development is also often considered as an “instrumental” vehicle towards a richer 

knowledge-led economy, able to produce new jobs related to new local activities, arts production, new 
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cultural/social networks, new scientific/arts/design products, and in general to the capacity to export 

intellectual/knowledge products. In these practices it is possible to identify interesting contributions to 

the circularization of processes and to stimulate synergies between city subsystems, actors and 

knowledge specializations. 

The lesson from the above expositions is that the integrated conservation of cultural heritage can 

play a key role in promoting a circularization of city processes, and thus in enhancing the cities’ 

resilience and creativity. In some experiences, integrated conservation has contributed to turning linear 

chains into circular relationships, to closing the loops of resources and flows, by stimulating other 

parallel cycles of value creation, in particular, social, ecological and cultural loops [27,28]. 

The success of integrated conservation (in terms of resilience, creativity and sustainability) can be 

measured by the density of circular processes and synergies that have been activated in a specific 

area/territory (see Figure 7 and Table 1). 

Figure 7. Circular processes in a heritage economic system [3]. 

 

6. Proposal of a Circularized/Synergistic Smart Development Model in Port Cities/Areas 

It is no doubt meaningful to integrate in port cities/areas the industrial circularized system offered 

by some good practices [3] (see Subsection 4.2) with the circularized processes of heritage/culture 

economy (see Subsection 4.3), based on a social economic system (Figure 8). 

Port areas can be considered as the departure for a new economic city organization that reduces 

material inputs, waste, energy consumption and carbon emissions, connects port areas to the whole city 

system and stimulates pilot experiments in businesses as well as in architecture/planning, based on a 

“circular” design [29–31]. Port cities import, through harbor infrastructures, all kinds of waste from 

outside; they process them through innovative green technologies and thus export outside treated 

materials (iron, copper, paper, aluminum, plastics, etc.). 
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Table 1. The role of cultural heritage-integrated conservation, towards circularization and 

synergies [3]. 

  Quantitative/Qualitative Impacts 

  Economic Ecologic Social 
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C
re

at
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Heritage conservation has been 
interpreted as recreation of 
places, by innovative activities/ 
processes. They have guaranteed 
the financial investments payback 
and stimulated new investments in 
circular perspective, attracting 
creative entrepreneurs and 
increasing local productivity 

The introduction of green 
technology in heritage 
conservation: 

 has reduced the ecological load 
 has stimulated new economic 

processes based on circular loops 

 Innovative management models 
able to link build cultural 
heritage to people/inhabitants, 
…promoting community 
through circular relationships 

 Interactive creativity processes 
through strong participation 

R
es

il
ie

n
ce

 

A local economy based on 
short loops between production 
and consumption on the use of 
local resources, can become 
more resilient to facing 
globalized economy stresses. 
Valorization of local diversities 
increases resilience 

Reuse, recycling, restoration 
and regeneration of natural 
materials contribute to: 
 co-evolution of urban and 

ecological systems 
 city mitigation and adaptation 

plans 
 circularization of processes 

 Through valorization of the quality 
of the physical environment the 
places attractiveness is increased, 
and the competitiveness, with 
positive outcomes for jobs, wealth 
production and distribution, 
reducing poverty and reinforcing 
social bonds with circular 
relationships 

S
u

st
ai

n
ab

ili
ty

 

Regeneration of historic districts 
has valorized resources of places 
(history and geography) 
characterized by specific identity 
and has attracted people and 
investment, and stimulating local 
entrepreneurship has increased 
the capacity to export new 
quality goods services, in a 
circular/synergistic process 

Reduction of natural resources 
and fossil energy to satisfy 
human need has contributed to: 
 the health of the ecosystem and 

to human health 
 quality of life 
 urban synergies based on 

circularization/relationships/con
nections 

 Places regeneration can be 
considered as the entrance point 
towards self-organization of the 
district 

 Common resources management 
stimulates the self-management 
potential of local communities 
towards a self-sustainable 
model that is characterized by 
itself by circular relational 
dense relationships 

The role of the social economic system is to become the engine for sustaining in a bottom-up way 

the new circular and synergistic smart development model. A social economic system is characterized 

by value creation processes that are different from conventional economic ones. It is able to increase 

cultural resilience, because it produces, in its exchanges, virtuous circular processes: reciprocity, social 

responsibility and public spirit. In other words, a social economy replaces/regenerates the social capital 

that makes the economy and democracy work. It stimulates circularity processes as well as the 

employment and care of ecosystems. A social economic system is both auto-poietic (based on circular 

processes) and hetero-poietic, and thus able to sustain other systems. It is structurally characterized by 

a circular and synergistic organization. In fact, it includes community associations, voluntary groups, 

civic society networks, and formal and informal organizations, which are independent of the 

government and are self-governing (e.g., housing associations, charities, social enterprises, etc.) whose 

surpluses are principally reinvested in the production of goods and services, to better satisfy the needs 

of the community. It sustains in a bottom-up fashion heritage and an industrial circular economy. 
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Figure 8. Towards a new circular synergistic economic model for port cities. 

 

7. The HUL Approach to Managing Change towards a Circular/Synergistic Model 

The Historic Urban Landscape (HUL) approach brings heritage conservation to a new visioning that 

links tradition and modernization, past and present, present and future in a systemic/circular and 

synergistic perspective.  

The HUL approach proposes, first of all, a way of thinking urban initiatives in a multidimensional 

space, stressing the attention to interdependences and relationships between the different aspects and 

the whole. It reflects a unifying cultural perspective based on the principle of Relationality.  

The principle of Relationality is reflected in the ability to explore/understand complex systems 

recognizing interdependences, links, connections, also when they are implicit; assuming a 

multidimensional point of view; it is a way to interpret reality in a comprehensive/holistic perspective 

that does not exclude, but integrates economic, aesthetic/visual, fairness aspects and values, etc. 

The implementation of HUL is linked to the capacity to relate to, to compare, and to critically 

evaluate. It is based on the capacity to integrate economic rationality into relational rationality. In the 

HUL approach the interpretation of conservation is oriented towards respecting the integrity of values 

and avoiding alterations of values, but assuming a general changing perspective [32]. The city is the 

central subject, and not the single set of monuments: the city as a “social complex” and as a “living 

heritage”; that is, the city is a complex adaptive system. 

The consequences of the interpretation of cultural heritage as a subsystem of a city’s complex 

dynamic and adaptive system is that cultural heritage should evolve with society, reflecting its 

changes, adapting itself to the new needs of inhabitants, in a circular way. The HUL approach, 

recognizing links, relationships and connections, can be interpreted as an indirect leverage for 

circularizing the traditional economic model (starting from a cultural heritage economy) and for 

promoting synergies between different agents/institutions. It proposes a creative integration between 

conservation and development, from a dynamic and proactive perspective. It stresses the need to 

conserve the original identity, but it considers change as something to be managed in a dynamic 

perspective, in order to fully satisfy the people’s needs. HUL contributes to increasing the impacts of 

the conservation of cultural heritage in terms of creativity, resilience and sustainability, because of its 
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systemic nature, and is very useful to stress the integration of heritage conservation into city planning, 

breaking the prescriptive approach of conservation charters [32], in a more flexible and evolving 

perspective. In this view, conservation of cultural heritage becomes a productive activity, able to 

increase values in multiple dimensions.  

In particular, HUL is oriented towards managing changes by combining adaptations with continuity, 

towards a change/increase of: use values, market values, social/relational/communitarian values, 

cultural values, spiritual values, etc. HUL, by stressing innovation in conservation (interpreted in a 

dynamic perspective), opposes standardization, focuses on creative conservation for effective 

development (not just linked to tourism) and stimulates new synergies (e.g., between ancient and new, 

economy and history). The HUL approach requires a sustainable management system in urban areas 

for managing change. 

The management system is a key element for conserving existing values and producing new  

(not already given) values with a recreation process of tangible and intangible values, and stimulates, 

through learning and interpretation, the metabolization of values. 

The role of a HUL management system is to avoid conserved cultural heritage remaining only as a 

vestige of an ancient past, unable to transmit meanings and sense (which goes beyond the aesthetic 

dimension) into the present time. It stimulates circularization processes between commons (cultural 

heritage, landscape, etc.) and community (producing relational/glue values) and it promotes  

self-organization/self-management capacity (transforming cultural values into civil values), by turning 

conflicts into synergies. It opens up a systemic/holistic perspective to city challenges. 

The implementation of a HUL approach in port areas stresses the “productive” interpretation of 

heritage conservation, by stimulating new creative activities (see Table 1). More generally, it is able to 

integrate the circularization of a heritage economy into a comprehensive synergistic economic model. 

Thus the HUL approach forms the guarantee that the transition toward the smart city development 

model is based on specific local culture resources, and not only on technological innovations: the  

eco-town/eco-city strategy becomes culture led, i.e., based on the “integral use of cultural resources in 

urban development” [33] (see Figure 9). Moreover, the HUL approach not only stimulates synergies 

and circularization processes in concrete spaces/places of cities [34] to achieve the greater good for all 

the actors(enhancing quality of life, productive efficiency conditions, sense of identity), but also 

stresses the need to identify new tools for supporting economically urban changes. 

Figure 9. Smart sustainable city development, innovation and culture [3]. 
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All squares, historic architectural assets, local characteristic warehouses, or buildings of specific 

quality become spatial platforms for a creative environment, in which the “Triple Helix Model” can be 

concretely implemented. Here, many different actors can meet and cooperate together, thereby 

communicating and exchanging knowledge/experiences, and are reciprocally fertilizing toward a 

“cumulative development spiral”. 

Innovative income generation can come from capturing a percentage of market plus-value generated 

by change and transferring it from private owners to public body, in a “circular” process [35]. 

The implementation of HUL requires not only technical tools, but also a strong intellectual and 

critical process of interpretation and mediation between multiple conflicting forces, in search of an 

equilibrium/balance, matching different stakeholders’ interests: private and public needs, and in 

particular building entrepreneurs’ interests (profitability, market values, costs…), with local 

inhabitants’ interests/needs (low-cost residential services, access to other services …), with general 

interests and the needs of all city inhabitants. 

The success of HUL implementation depends on strong support from bottom up: on a strong city 

cultural base, which stimulates cooperative approaches, and a circular way of thinking, toward the 

achievement of the city’s general interest. 

8. Specific Tools for Managing Change  

Some questions arise. How can we operationally manage changes in this dynamic urban port 

perspective, attentive to conserving integrity, identity and continuity? [3] How is it possible to reduce 

the negative impacts of change toward an acceptable level? [22] Which tools should be used to 

monitor changes and to identify priorities, between preservation of values and satisfaction of social 

needs, improving well-being? How to develop policies at the interface of the static perspective of 

conserving existing values and the introduction of modernization in the life of a city or between 

maintaining values that are already given and producing new values? 

HUL requires specific tools for managing change, bringing choices closer with the whole 

community (with Living Lab processes etc.). In particular, it requires new tools for evaluating different 

alternatives based on their multidimensional impacts: new systemic approaches and new indicators 

should be introduced. For example, Heritage Impact Assessment [36,37], Landscape Impact 

Assessment, Visual Impact Assessment, Cultural Impact Assessment, etc. should be reunited into a 

more general “spatial integrated evaluation strategy” to identify limits to acceptable change and to 

manage smart sustainable changes: to assess landscape value change due to new volumes of malls, tall 

buildings, new roads etc. and to evaluate, through specific indicators, the “absorption capacity” of a 

specific landscape. 

The economic approach can be the main leverage in defending landscapes, if soft values (such as 

visual landscapes cultural values, etc.) are converted into monetary values. The modern economic 

approach in evaluation through willingness to pay is able to better communicate values, in particular 

the value changes coming from different actions on cultural landscape. Clearly, a single economic 

approach, even through necessary, is not sufficient to identify such limits to change [38]. 

Multi-criteria multi-group evaluation techniques are a key tool in the management and comparison 

of positive and negative impacts, to balance and to compensate different impacts for all involved 



Sustainability 2013, 5 4344 

 

 

stakeholders (Public, Private, Financial, Social, Civil). In this context, economic, social, environmental, 

cultural, symbolic, quantitative and qualitative, short- and medium-long-term perspective impacts are 

to be assessed and compared to deduce priorities for actions [39–41]. In addition, new approaches and 

tools to improve the assessment of the use value of rare and unique landscape resources are required, 

according to the complex social value perspective [15,18,42–45], to assess the change and its 

attractiveness capacity. An example of indicators research in terms of new established business, or 

produced incubation activities, etc. is proposed by KEA for assessing investments in cultural and 

creative assets [46]. They should be integrated into a more general landscape resilience set of 

indicators [15].  

An evaluation culture, interpreted as a shared critical knowledge (able to distinguish, foresee, put 

into perspective, compare for deriving priorities), does not only concern experts but also all inhabitants 

of the city. They should participate in strengthening assessment through dialogue, discussion and 

debate. Without these tools and this widespread “evaluation culture”, the risks in implementing HUL 

are very high. 

9. Conclusions 

Industrial-commercial and tourist port areas are spaces of differences, rich in potential opportunities 

but also in contradictions and conflicts. Their landscape is a very important local resource for  

urban and regional smart development. Ports, maritime transports, logistic divisions as well as 

tourism/pleasure activities are all characterized by an increasing potential growth. Their sustainable 

smart development depends on the valorization of their diverse characteristics, in a general context. 

Port areas are increasingly becoming new spaces where creativity is, and can be, practiced.  

A smart sustainable development can start from the port areas’ new circular metabolism [15] which 

should be extended to the whole city/region, thus modifying the land and space use through new 

efficient planning and design able to increase the comprehensive quality of the urban landscape.  

This integrated smart development model, supported by urban planning, contributes to urban 

ecological resilience. 

In addition, the conservation-recreation interface of urban cultural heritage contributes to resilience 

and prosperity, insofar as it stimulates cultural identity and the sense of place. In turn, enhancing the 

urban cultural landscape through planning/design promotes the general milieu that stimulates urban 

creativity. Clearly, creativity, resilience and sustainability principles are incorporated in the HUL 

systemic notion and are strictly linked together.  

The HUL approach stimulates circularization/synergies in managing change of port cities/areas for 

their regeneration, promoting places as spatial specific “loci”, where to meet, communicate, and 

exchange knowledge and practices among different actors. 

ICT and innovative technologies are certainly to be introduced rigorously to implement circularization 

and synergistic processes. However, they also require a culture base. The city culture is reflected in the 

ways people live and work [47] and in the linear or circular way of thinking of all city agents, opening a 

perspective to a multidimensional space, attentive to interdependences and connections.  

HUL, linking the old with the new, past and present, present and future, intrinsic values and 

instrumental values, private spaces and public spaces, and a conservation project and management 
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model, puts from a circular perspective all aspects in a holistic/systemic view. It stimulates a cultural 

planning approach to local development. In general, it promotes a transdisciplinary perspective, 

attentive to both the part and the whole, to specific interests and to common goods. HUL can be 

usefully implemented towards smart sustainable development of port cities/areas, which may become 

the entrance point to an urban comprehensive regeneration process, founded on a new metabolism. 

Altogether, HUL stimulates creative and resilient solutions to be identified at strategic, planning, 

design and management levels to implement smart sustainable wealth recreation of cities. New tools 

are clearly necessary to implement HUL. 

Evaluation [3] of best/good practices and pilot experiments are to be considered as a first step 

towards new knowledge production on the basis of specific indicators. Evaluation allows economic, 

social and environmental feasibility to be assessed by interpreting, forecasting and comparing different 

multidimensional impacts. Evaluation promotes also new partnerships, new management and 

competitive capacity initiatives. Through an integrated evaluation it is possible to identify a ranking of 

various alternatives with different levels of change in the port area landscapes, which determine 

different levels of attractiveness, by considering multiple, multidimensional and conflicting criteria.  

A critical element is the availability of adequate knowledge: not only data, information, GIS, etc., but a 

generalized knowledge [47] derived from concrete practices. Many indicators are necessary to assess 

the outcomes, the efficiency and effectiveness of synergies and circularized processes [48]. 

An evaluation of best (and worst) practices is crucial for extracting generalized knowledge, needed 

for a vital and innovative project, which aims to transform port cities/areas into new attractive and 

prosperous “places”. Through adaptive evaluation processes, it is possible to re-interpret the complex 

landscape of harbor cities/areas and to propose new plans, projects and management programs, trying 

to transform the “spirit of the place” into a local sustainable development engine. 
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