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Ciclovia in Bogota, Columbia. 
Photo by Florian Lorenz
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STREETS AS LEVERS FOR URBAN 
TRANSFORMATION
Since the mid 20th century, urban mobility has 
rapidly motorized and individualized, resulting in an 
enormous rise in the number of privately owned 
motor vehicles in cities. Since a single-occupant 
car moving at 50 km/hr occupies 30 times more 

space than a bicycle at 15 km/hr, and 20 times more 
space, per person, than a bus with 40 riders (Litman, 
2019), this shift would not have been possible with-
out new spatial arrangements. 

To accommodate individual motorization, and often 
to encourage it, cities re-allocated vast swathes 
of public space for dedicated motor vehicle lanes 
and on-street parking. Streets ceased to be “the 
main public places of a city” (Jacobs, 1961) as lively, 
diverse, interactive public spaces were replaced by 

RETHINKING URBAN PUBLIC 
SPACES: HOW TO UNLOCK THE 
POTENTIALS OF STREET SPACES 
TO IMPROVE SUSTAINABILITY 
AND LIVEABILITY 

Policy makers working in the urban realm often deal with negotiating the repurposing 
of streets as public spaces. Transforming street spaces – by re-allocating space 
from motorized individual transport to other uses – appears as effective strategy 
to improve on sustainability and liveability goals. Yet such a re-allocation of public 
space faces several dilemmas in a real world setting that relate to timescales of urban 
transformation, fairness of street space allocation, fossil-fuel based mobility as personal 
comfort, as well as, mobilizing of political capital for long term urban transformation 
projects. This chapter explores how the transformation of streets into sustainable 
and liveable public spaces can be expedited and made more efficient. New urban 
imaginaries and narratives that integrate small steps for success can foster streets as 
public spaces that are built in participatory and co-creative projects. 
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mono-functional transportation strips dominated 
by motorized vehicles and protected in this use by 
societal practices and legal regulations. 

Now, another transformation of city streets appears 
to be both necessary and inevitable in the light of 
sustainability (climate change, public health, social 
equity) and liveability (climate comfort, inclusive 
public realm, etc.) challenges. Cities must not only 
adapt themselves to changing climatic conditions but 
also anticipate and prepare for the impacts of fun-
damental changes in energy systems, supply chains, 
economic structures, demographics, and more. The 
reconceptualization of streets as postcarbon urban 
ecosystems has been proposed for research and 
innovation projects and urban policymakers alike: 
“The design challenge of postcarbon urban mobility […] 
is to facilitate the mobility needs of people while inviting 
the production of urbanity and enhancing adaptive 

capacity in the face of systemic change. In practice, 
this means rejecting the monolithic car-based system 
in urban areas in favour of redesigning streets, parking 
areas, and networks of streets so that the greatest 
proportion of city dwellers can maintain a high quality 
of life even as energetic, economic, and environmental 
conditions shift.” (Grigsby & Lorenz, 2017) 

Streets are the predominant and most ubiquitous 
form of public open space in cities, and despite 
appearances to the contrary, they remain available 
for policy and planning interventions. Indeed, many 
cities are leveraging street transformations to reduce 
the urban heat island effect, improve microcli-
mates, reduce air and noise pollution, support social 
cohesion, encourage public participation, and foster 
transitions to sustainability mobility. Yet, neither the 
rate of change nor its scope and scale are congruent 
with the challenges ahead, and the overall vision of 

Performance during a car free Sunday on Avenida Paulista, Sao Paulo, Brazil. Photo by Johannes Riegler
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transformation tends to be fragmented, leading to 
conflicting policy aims and strategic planning goals 
that never make the jump from paper to pavement.

The COVID-19 pandemic with its disruptions in 
mobility patterns and public space usage shows that 
cities can change quickly and radically in the face 
of crisis. Yet, COVID-19 is not the only challenge 
humankind faces in the 21st century as climate 
change, resource depletion and biodiversity loss 
constitute a “long emergency” (Kunstler, 2005) that 
requires systemic change towards deep sustainability 
in the Anthropocene. Streetscapes constitute the 
largest and most pervasive spatial tool at the disposal 
of public authorities for catalysing – or resisting – 
socio-ecological transformation. 

RE-ALLOCATING STREET SPACE: FOUR 
DILEMMAS 
Despite the potential benefits, the re-allocation 
of street space remains a contentious and highly 
politicized process. There is no clear consensus con-
cerning which (or whose) needs the design of public 
space should prioritize, or how public space fits into 
larger societal challenges. Streets, in particular, are 
deeply symbolic spaces associated for many people 
with notions of modernity, progress, cars, and speed. 
Public space is a limited resource, and its allocation 
always favours certain practices and meanings at the 
expense of others. Any significant change to public 
space requires negotiation between different inter-
ests, thereby presenting dilemmas from the outset. 
An inclusive dilemma-oriented approach identifying 
such hurdles can help to consider multiple sides and 
motivations involved in such a process. This has the 
potential to produce engaged change-coalitions and 
expedite co-created visions of sustainable, liveable 
futures.

Dilemma #1: Consolidating urban transformation 
timescales and required pace of change
Perhaps the main dilemma for urban policymakers 
and planners is how to achieve rapid transforma-
tion, given the scale and complexity of changes 
needed. Simply achieving consensus on the nature 

of the problems can take decades, and previous 
socio-technical system transitions have tended 
to unfold over 40-60 years or more (Kanger and 
Schot, 2019). In order to avoid runaway global 
warming, however, near-total decarbonization within 
the next 10-20 years appears to be necessary (Ste-
ffen et al 2018, IPCC 2018). This leaves very little 
time for cities to envision and implement alternative 
paradigms. At the same time, if cities act too fast 
and push too hard, they risk making mistakes that 
increase human suffering, even if only in the short 
term. If the support of the public is lost, entire long-
term agendas can be delegitimized.

Dilemma #2: Striving for fairness in street space 
allocation 
Creutzig et al (2020) provide useful insights into the 
challenge of “fair street space allocation” arising in 
the context of “emerging concerns about transport 
emissions, global warming, public health and urban 
sustainability [which] have reinvigorated public 
discussion about the function and fairness of street 
space allocation”. The authors describe street space 
allocation in Berlin, Germany, where motor vehicles 
(moving and parked) take up about 60% of street 
space while only 17% of daily trips are made by car. 
A similar mismatch can be observed for Vienna, 
Austria, where 66,5% of street space is dedicated to 
motor vehicles (Furchtlehner & Licka, 2019) despite 
them accounting for only 27% of daily trips. Far from 
being outliers, these cities appear to be more the 
rule than the exception. 
However, the car system has been locked in to the 
point that reducing or dismantling it will have adverse 
impacts on large numbers of people, particularly 
those from poor and even middle-class neighbour-
hoods at the urban fringe without access to quick, 
reliable, and inexpensive public transport who rely 
on cars to reach places of employment, schools, and 
essential shopping such as supermarkets. The reality 
is that street space allocation will never be fair in the 
sense of providing equally to all transport modes and 
non-transport demands; societal and political priori-
ties will always produce “winners” and “losers”. 
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Dilemma #3: Contemporary comfort versus inter-
generational fairness 
While we enjoy moving upon wish in a convenient 
and personalized manner we also want to maintain 
planetary health for future generations. Planetary 
sustainability requires addressing climate change and 
decarbonisation goals and is ultimately incompatible 
with individual, car-based and fossil-fuelled mobility. 
Likewise, citizens appreciate improvements in the 
public space at their doorsteps but may also want a 
cheap and easily accessible parking space. 
This dilemma is manifested by lock-ins and path de-
pendencies in infrastructure (as well as financial and 
fiscal systems) that are currently skewed towards 
incentivising car-based mobility (Mattioli et. al., 
2020). Streets dominated by fossil-fuelled private 
motor vehicles reproduce a “system of automobility” 
(Urry, 2004) based on the unsustainable burning of 
vast quantities of fossil energy. Structural changes in 
this system need to be framed in innovative ways to 
overcome the resistance of car owners and automo-
tive lobbies (Gössling, 2020). 

Dilemma #4: Short-term political capital versus long 
term societal benefit 
Interventions that make perfect sense from a 
long-term perspective and would bring benefits for 
society in the long run are often hard to “sell” in a 
short-term political timeframe. Replacing on-street 
parking with urban greenery makes perfect sense in 
the long run as trees will bring real benefits (shading 
and cooling) in about 10-20 years after planting. 
Politicians deciding to implement such an urban 
policy, reasonable in terms of climate change adap-
tation, may have a hard time to build political capital 
on long-term benefits within their tenure but are 
still faced with a potential backlash from citizens that 
want to keep “their” (inexpensive) on-street parking.   

To encounter this dilemma the (necessary) short-
term political capital need to align with long-term 
societal benefits. Meeting today’s challenges in a 
proactive way does provide positive outcomes for 
decision-makers and politicians to communicate 
the co-benefits of urban transformation (better 

health, high liveability, localized economy, etc.) to 
constituents. In this context it will be important to 
nest short-term transformational projects in long-
term narratives and imaginaries of sustainable urban 
futures. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Develop strong narratives and imaginaries for streets 
as public spaces
Amplifying the pace of urban change requires 
“transformational urban projects” (Zografos et. al, 
2020) that deliver on many aspects of urban life. 
As such projects entail the redevelopment of vast 
amounts of urban space over long periods of time, 
new imaginaries will be needed that envision streets 
to become vital public spaces. Big changes will be 
required to transition into a sustainable world – 
similar in scale to the industrial revolution – with a 
transformation of economy, mobility, urbanity and 
social relations, amongst others. The street can be 
the place where we tell the locally nested story of 
transitioning into a sustainable urban future. 

Make streets an issue of wellbeing and  
environmental quality 
Fostering a new zeitgeist about streets as public 
spaces requires changing the conversation from 
streets as traffic spaces to streets as public spaces. 
Rather than being a space that merely serves traffic, 
streets should (again) be a public space servicing the 
public good. Policy makers should apply wellbeing 
and environmental fairness principles to argue for 
street space allocation and redistribute street space 
towards slower speed uses (Creutzig et al 2020). 
Integrating non-transport stationary and mobile 
functions – such as street vending, food trucks, 
markets, artistic interventions, political expressions, 
comfortable benches, green spaces – typically not 
considered by urban (traffic) planners today (von 
Schönfeld and Bartolini 2017) will be vital for creat-
ing streets for wellbeing and environmental quality. 

Re-allocate parking space towards other uses and 
active modes of transport. 
In many cities the use of street spaces is skewed 
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towards stationary vehicles that occupy public 
spaces. A straightforward policy with long-term 
impact is to reshuffle the land-use hierarchy (and 
the aligned imaginary) within streets by implement-
ing on-street parking schemes to reduce on-street 
parking gradually shifting the spatial balance towards 
more sustainable and lively uses. This will free space 
to revalue streets as public spaces of wellbeing and 
environmental quality while at the same time accel-
erating a wider shift in mobility behaviour towards 
sustainable forms of transport. 

Critically in this process is having land-use alterna-
tives (parklets, greenery, social infrastructure, etc.) 
at hand to quickly replace on-street parking with 
uses that are of immediate benefit to residents. For 
doing so, a participatory approach raises local own-
ership for those new (public) street spaces thereby 
improving overall sustainability.
  
Develop visions, projects and milestones to be 
reached within short timeframes 
To overcome the dilemma of mobilizing short-term 
political capital from long-term projects and their 

future effects, such long-term projects may be 
constituted of smaller projects targeting the imme-
diate-, short- and intermediate-term. Such quickly 
feasible interventions can be nested within the 
narrative of long-term urban transformation creating 
identity and agency as well as understanding for the 
necessity of transformational urban change. Such 
smaller projects can also be communicated more 
effectively in a (local) political context. 

Next to established mechanisms of implementing 
projects in stages, urban transformation projects 
can integrate short-term actions following a tactical 
urbanism approach (Lydon & Garcia, 2015). Such 
temporary (and inexpensive) interventions enable 
the experimentation with a new normal of street 
space allocation. Long-term and more costly inter-
ventions can thereafter build on the experiences and 
expectations of citizens who also develop a better 
ownership for the transformation process. 
 
Support co-creation of new street space usages. 
For successfully implementing transformational 
projects the buy-in of residents is vital. Therefore, 

Parklet2Go: an urbanistic tool for testing, evaluating and discussing the transformation of specific (parking) spaces 
in an effective and informal way. Photo by Florian Lorenz
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the imaginary for communicating urban transfor-
mation should be as diverse as the users’ needs in 
regards of future urban spaces. To build this local 
alliance and raise the sustainability of interventions, 
the transformation of streets as urban public spaces 
should be co-created together with citizens. Various 
approaches for street transformation can be experi-
mented with (Bertolini, 2020) making the potentials 
of urban transformation more tangible for residents. 

Enhancing co-creation for urban transformation 
processes makes sense from a policy and planning 
perspective. Crowdsourcing ideas can help to devel-
op a richer imaginary and identify new concepts for 
street spaces that serve the needs of a sustainable 
urban future. 

Superblock in Barcelona. Photo by Florian Lorenz

EXAMPLE: SUPERBLOCKS AS 
TRANSFORMATIONAL URBAN 
INTERVENTION
The Superblock model (Rueda, 2019) is a “transfor-
mational intervention” (Zografos et. al., 2019) that 
re-organises urban space and mobility at a human 
scale while reclaiming public space for meeting the 
challenges of urban transitions toward sustainability 
and decarbonisation. Superblocks limit the perme-
ability of the road network for private motorised 
traffic while prioritising walking and cycling on 
non-arterial streets. The resulting “urban cells” are 
traffic-calmed with reduced on-street parking to 
enable the re-design of streets as multifunctional 
public spaces. A modal shift towards walking, cycling 
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and public transport is induced, while attracting 
additional local services and businesses can further 
reduce travel distances. As spatial policy tool, Super-
blocks affect multiple dimensions of urban life and 
manage to address the aforementioned dilemmas: 
 
Dilemma #1: Superblocks provide a long-term urban 
transformation perspective and a localized narrative 
for urban transition that manages to integrate small 
and quick interventions within a long-term goal of 
developing a sustainable and liveable neighbourhood. 

Dilemma #2: Superblocks offer an equitable range of 
transport options while redistributing street spaces in 
co-creative processes involving multiple stakeholders. 

The scale of Superblocks can mobilize potentials for 
indoor parking facilities to free-up on-street parking. 

Dilemma #3: Superblocks prioritise human-scale 
mobility and foster urban public spaces that are (no 
longer) dominated by cars thereby providing are a 
model to live a frugal urban lifestyle that can comply 
with intergenerational fairness. 

Dilemma #4: As a spatial policy tool and a political 
project, Superblocks integrate a visionary narrative 
and providing manifold options for small nested 
urban changes that can be leveraged for localized and 
more short-term political capital. 



70

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Bertolini, L., (2020) “From “streets for traffic” to 

“streets for people”: can street experiments 
transform urban mobility?”, Transport Reviews, 
DOI: 10.1080/01441647.2020.1761907

Creutzig, F., Javaid, A., Soomauroo, Z., Lohrey, 
S., Milojevic-Dupont, N., Ramakrishnan, A., 
Sethi, M., Liu, L., Niamir, L., Bren d’Amour, C., 
Weddige, U., Lenzi, D., Kowarsch, M., Arndt, L., 
Baumann, L., Betzien, J., Fonkwa, L., Huber, B., 
Mendez, E., Misiou, M., Pearce, C., Radman, 
P., Skaloud, P., & J. Zausch, M., (2020). Fair 
street space allocation: ethical principles and 
empirical insights. Transport Reviews. DOI: 
10.1080/01441647.2020.1762795

Gössling, S. (2020). Why cities need to take road 
space from cars - and how this could be done, 
Journal of Urban Design, 25(4), 443-448. DOI: 
10.1080/13574809.2020.1727318 

Grigsby, J. and Lorenz, F., (2017). Great 
Streets for the Post-Carbon Age, In: Franz, 
Y. and Hintermann, C. (eds.). Unravelling 
Complexities Understanding Public Spaces, ISR 
Forschungsberichte, 44, Institut Für Stadt- 
Und Regionalforschung (Hrsg.), Verlag der 
Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
Wien, 2017

Furchtlehner, J., & Licka, L., (2019). Back 
on the Street: Vienna, Copenhagen, 
Munich, and Rotterdam in focus. Journal of 
Landscape Architecture, 14(1), 72-83, DOI: 
10.1080/18626033.2019.1623551

IPCC, (2018). Summary for Policymakers. In: 
Masson-Delmotte, V., P. Zhai, H.-O. P.rtner, 
D. Roberts, J. Skea, P.R. Shukla, A. Pirani, 
W. Moufouma-Okia, C. P.an, R. Pidcock, S. 
Connors, J.B.R. Matthews, Y. Chen, X. Zhou, 
M.I. Gomis, E. Lonnoy, T. Maycock, M. Tignor, 

and T. Waterfield (eds.). Global Warming of 
1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts 
of global warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels and related global greenhouse gas emission 
pathways, in the context of strengthening the 
global response to the threat of climate change, 
sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate 
poverty. In Press.

Jacobs, J. (1961). The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities. Random House.

Kunstler, J. H. (2005). The Long Emergency. 
Surviving the Converging Catastrophes of the 
Twenty-First Century. Atlantic Monthly Press. 

Litman, T., (2019). Evaluating Transportation Land 
Use Impacts. Considering the Impacts, Benefits 
and Costs of Different Land Use Development 
Patterns. https://www.vtpi.org/landuse.pdf 

Lydon, M. & Garcia, A., (2015). Tactical Urbanism. 
Short-term Action for Long-term Change. Island 
Press. 

Mattioli, G., Roberts, C., Steinberger, J. K., & 
Brown A., (2020). The political economy of car 
dependence: A systems of provision approach. 
Energy Research & Social Science 22 (2020), 
1010 486.

Nello-Deakin, S., (2019). Is there such a thing 
as a ‘fair’ distribution of road space?. Journal 
of Urban Design, 24(5), 698-714. DOI: 
10.1080/13574809.2019.1592664 

Rueda, S. (2019). Superblocks for the Design of 
New Cities and Renovation of Existing Ones: 
Barcelona’s Case. In: Nieuwenhuijsen, M., 
Khreis, H. (ed.). Integrating Human Health 
into Urban and Transport Planning. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-319-74983-9_8

Steffen, W., Rockström, J., Richardson K., Lenton, 
T. M., Folke C., Liverman, D., Summerhayes, C. 



71
Unfolding Dilemmas of Urban Public Spaces

P., Barnosky, A. D., Cornell, S. E., Crucifix, M., 
Dongesa, J. F., Fetzera, I., Ladea, S. J., Schefferl, 
M., Winkelmannk, R., Schellnhuber, H. J., 
(2018). Trajectories of the Earth System in the 
Anthropocene. PNAS, 115(33), 8252–8259.

Urry, J. (2004). The ‘System’ of Automobility. 
Theory, Culture & Society, 21(4-5), 25-39. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276404046059 

Von Schönfeld, K. C., and Bartolini, L., (2017). 
Urban streets: Epitomes of planning challenges 
and opportunities at the interface of public space 
and mobility. Cities, 68, 48-55. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cities.2017.04.012 

Zografos, C., Klause, K. A., Connolly, J. J. T., 
Anguelovski, I. (2020). The everyday politics of 
urban transformational adaptation: Struggles for 
authority and the Barcelona superblock project. 
Cities, 99, 102613. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
cities.2020.102613.


