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FORWARD 

The series of international conferences on CHANGING CITIES aspires to bring together urban 

planners and designers, architects, landscape designers, urban geographers and historians, urban 

economists, urban sociologists, and urban policy makers, and investigate new challenges 

concerning cities and their future. The conference aims at becoming an international forum of 

transaction of ideas on cities’ transitions. We have so far organized five conferences, with peer-

reviewed Proceedings, taken place always in June, in venues with unique urban and natural 

landscape. 
 

• CHANGING CITIES I: Spatial, Morphological, formal and socioeconomic dimensions, 18-21 

June 2013, Skiathos Island, Greece.  

• CHANGING CITIES IΙ: Spatial, Design, Landscape and socioeconomic dimensions, 22-26 

June 2015, Porto Heli, Peloponnese, Greece.  

• CHANGING CITIES IΙI: Spatial, Design, Landscape and socioeconomic dimensions, 26-30 

June 2017, Syros Island, Greece.  

• CHANGING CITIES IV: Spatial, Design, Landscape and socioeconomic dimensions, 23-28 

June 2019, Chania, Crete Island, Greece. 

• CHANGING CITIES V: Spatial, Design, Landscape, Heritage and socioeconomic 

dimensions, 20-25 June 2022, Corfu Island, Greece.  
 

All Changing Cities conferences have been welcomed by the academic communityworldwide, 

usually attracting over 300 presenters from more than 50 countries - Greece and Europe, USA and 

Canada, Latin America, Middle East and North Africa, Asia, Far East, and Oceania.  

On this basis, we believe thatdespite the difficult conditions of the pandemic crisis, the energy 

crisis, and the war in Ukraine, the 5th Changing Citiesconference will also be a successful academic 

event. This year, 400 abstracts from Greece and other 32 countries around the world have been 

submitted, while13 special sessions have been pre-organised by distinguished academics. Besides, 

the relatively high percentage (about 40%) of contributions by scholars from abroad indicates the 

international character of the conference. The 5th Changing Cities conference puts an emphasis on 

transformations of cities caused by COVID ’19 pandemic; the main theme is ‘Making our cities 

resilient in times of pandemics’. It also highlights issues of heritage management in cities validating 

the co-organisation of the conference with History Department, Ionian University. The strong 

interest in the 5th CC conference by academic communities, yet under difficult global conditions, 

allows us to have thoughts about organising the 6th Changing Cities conference on another Greek 

island in two years’ time. 

I would like first to thank the Organising Committee, the keynote speakers, and the members of the 

international scientific board who supported enthusiastically the academic organization of this 

conference. I would especially like to thank those colleagues of the Scientific Committee who have 

also pre-organized special sessions in this conference. I would like to thank all the academic and 

state organisations which supported this conference in many ways: University of Thessaly; The 

Ionian University in which the conference has been hosted; The Greek Ministry of Environment and 

Energy - The Green Fund; The Greek Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Insular Policy for offerring 

their aegis and financial support. 
Aspa Gospodini, PhD 

Professor of Urban Planning & Design, 

University of Thessaly, 

Department of Planning & Regional Development 

Chair of the Organising Committee &the international scientific board  

of the series of Changing Cities Conferences  
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Abstract 

Cities resulted more vulnerable to major global challenges, such as climate change and the 

pandemic. Historical districts are even more fragile due to the compactness of the urban structure 

and the high concentration of cultural heritage. Considering the urgency of these issues, urban 

resilience strategies has been a key topic in research for several decades. However, these strategies 

are often based on standardised actions, easily applicable to peripheral or recent areas, but not 

suitable for historical centres. Overcoming these limitations requires a change of perspective and 

the re-placing of cultural specificities at the very centre. A culture-base methodological approach is 

presented in this contribution. To further explore the topic, the case study of Milan (Italy) was 

investigated. In this study, we analyse the specific urban and architectural features of the historical 

centre and we focus on the role of residential courtyards.  

 
Keywords: urban cultural heritage, urban resilience, culture-based approach, historical centres, urban 

courtyards 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Cities resulted more vulnerable to major global challenges, such as Climate Change and the 

pandemic. Indeed, more than half of the global population is currently concentrated in urban areas 

and this number is expected to reach the 60% by 2030 and to increase further in the coming decades 

(United Nations, 2018). The high level of anthropisation caused a total break with the rest of the 

biosphere, as the rapid expansion of cities has been at the expense of the capacity of natural 

ecosystems to regenerate and effectively provide their benefits (Andersson et al., 2014; UN-Habitat, 

2018). Moreover, the high concentration of air pollutants poses severe health issues and is also 

proven to be correlated with the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic (Brunekreef et al., 2021). 

That’s why cities are at the very centre of research and political efforts to define sustainable 

development paths and strategies to be prepared to unknown threats. Considering the urgency of 

these issues, urban resilience strategies has been a key topic in research for several decades. 

Within this framework, historical districts are even more fragile due to the compactness of the urban 

structure. These areas are the most exposed to the increasing pressure of urbanization and their 

structure was definetly not planned to face such an urban evolution. As a result, historical cores of 

large urban settlements result to be the areas more lacking of green areas and natural components, 

which are a key element for urban resilience. They are also generally excluded by urban green 

strategies, which are often based on standardised actions, easily applicable to peripheral or recent 

areas, but not suitable for historical centres. The result is a short-circuit in which historic city 

centres are the victims of uncontrolled and unstoppable urbanisation, which also limits their 

possibilities for sustainable transformation. Overcoming these limitations requires a change of 

perspective and the re-placing of  cultural specificities at the very centre of resilience strategies. 

In this study, the close connection between cultural heritage and urban resilience is discussed and an 

in-depth reflection on the case study of Milan (Italy) is presented as a practical example of 

mailto:mariastella.lux@polimi.it
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translating the cultural specificities of the context into guidelines for defining green resilience 

strategies for  historical districts. 

 

2. COMPLEXITY OF CULTURAL HERITAGE 

The discussion about the meaning of cultural heritage dates back even to classical antiquity and the 

Renaissance. However, systematic and in-depth reflections on this concept have historically been 

linked to structural shocks in society. For instance, the French Revolution with its desire to destroy 

symbols and structures linked to an oppressive power led the historian and art collector Alexandre 

Lenoir to become actively involved in the rescue of the material signs of the past regardless of their 

political significance. Then, the most dramatic global shocks of the past century - the Second World 

War - pushed the debate further. The very serious devastation caused by the conflict in Europe and 

around the world obliged to tackle the complex problem of reconstruction, which also involved the 

identification of heritage. In this century, the unprecedented scenario that should force us again to 

think about the role of heritage is undoubtedly the climate crisis. The Covid-19 pandemic is also 

linked to the broader framework of deterioration of natural balances, and in addition constitutes a 

tangible event of enormous impact that has made the need for a paradigm shift more urgent and 

evident.  

The complex link between urbanization and heritage conservation has been discussed at the 

international level since decades and resulted in some relevant documents. Recognizing the risks of 

growing urban expansion, the Amsterdam Declaration of 1975 underlined the key role of urban 

planning saying that “architectural conservation must be considered, not as a marginal issue, but 

as a major objective of town and country planning” because “the future of the architectural 

heritage depends largely upon its integration into the context of people's lives and upon the weight 

given to it in regional and town planning and development schemes” (ICOMOS, 1975) and 

similarly the ICOMOS Charter of Cultural Tourism of 1976 stressed the importance (but also the 

risks) of tourism, explaining that cultural tourism “justifies the efforts which maintenance and 

protection demand of the human community because of the socio-cultural and economic benefits 

which they bestow on all the population concerned”(ICOMOS, 1976). Lastly, a turning point in the 

proactive recognizement of the role of heritage in contemporary society was represented by the The 

Hangzhou Declaration (UNESCO, 2013). This document clearly stated the importance of culture 

and cultural haritage for enhancing “the resilience of communities to disasters and climate change”, 

thus identifying heritage not only as a fragile element to be protected, but also as a key for effective 

multi-scalar synergies.  

Today, the rapid and evident transformations of the recent decades have made it more urgent to 

recognise the value of both man-made heritage, such as the architectural and urban heritage that 

finds its highest expression in historic centres (Brimblecombe et al., 2006; Centro Universitario 

Europeo per i Beni Culturali - Ravello, 2018; Sabbioni et al., 2008), and natural heritage, since the 

processes of urbanisation and uncontrolled land consumption have made this component 

increasingly scarce and missing from the daily lives of the city dwellers (Maldonado-Erazo et al., 

2021). 

 

3. CULTURAL HERITAGE FOR COMMUNITIES RESILIENCE 

In addition to the definition and recognition of what is heritage, it is also necessary to discuss why 

the conservation of cultural heritage is a priority. To answer this question, we should refer to the 

concept of resilience of human society in its broadest sense. Indeed, cultural heritage can enhance 

the shock absorbing capacity and proactive reaction of human communities in the face of 

unexpected and catastrophic events in two ways (Council of Europe, 2005). On the one hand, it is 

generally recognized that the material heritage embodies a complex system of traditional 

knowledge, skills and ways of doing that are more resilient to extreme events. On the other, the 
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importance of cultural heritage for communities resilience and the mitigation of the impact of 

disaster is linked to values such as a sense of place and belonging supporting people’s collective 

identity and self-esteem. 

Both arguments are widely discussed in scientific literature and international documents. It is 

widely recognized the cultural heritage capacity of providing “ psycho-social support in times of 

need [and] increasing a community’s capacity to absorb disturbance” (Holtorf, 2018).  Additionally, 

since 1999 UNESCO recognized that “traditional and local knowledge systems, as dynamic 

expressions of perceiving and understanding the world, can make, and historically have made, a 

valuable contribution to science and technology, and that there is a need to preserve, protect, 

research and promote this cultural heritage and empirical knowledge” (UNESCO, 1999). At the 

same time, the value and meaning of heritage need to be continuously updated because, as noticed 

by the ex President of ICOMOS-ICORP Rohit Jigyasu, “we should not discount the fact that many 

cultural beliefs and practices result in a fatalistic approach of interpreting disasters as God’sWill 

and undertaking no proactive measures to reduce disaster risks” (Jigyasu, 2017).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21- Church stairs used as recreational space in the cenre of Milan in March 2021 during COVID-19 restrictions. 

 

These considerations show that the concept of cultural heritage is still evolving and needs to be 

discussed according to the ongoing societal changes. Open discussion, rather than the crystallisation 

of heritage, seems to be the way to truly integrate cultural heritage into the overall challenge of 

urban resilience, which is “the measurable ability of any urban system, with its inhabitants, to 

maintain continuity through all shocks and stresses, while positively adapting and transforming 

toward sustainability” (UN-HABITAT, 2018).   
 

4. CHALLENGES OF HISTORICAL CeNTRES 

Urban historical centres are in a sense large repositories of tangible heritage and at the same time 

they are the place of expression of the intangible components of heritage, such as traditions, urban 

culture, ways of life linked to the historical structures of the city and the memory embodied in the 

material remains of the past (Nadin et al., 2015). The preservation of these contexts is a complex 

issue involving different levels of analysis and action.  
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Certainly, material conservation is a primary issue. The integrity of the architectural and 

monumental heritage is naturally subject to the passing of time, but in recent decades various 

deterioration phenomena have been accelerated and exacerbated by high levels of pollutants (Grossi 

and Brimblecombe, 2007). Climate change has also greatly increased the risks due to extreme 

weather phenomena and hydrogeological hazards and also includes a general rise in temperatures 

and the consequent rise of sea level (Cassar, 2005; Fatorić and Seekamp, 2017; Grossi and 

Brimblecombe, 2007). The risks are quite evident for tangible heritage, but they also applies to the 

intangible (Fatorić and Seekamp, 2017), which is transmitted thanks to the social cohesion of the 

communities to which it belongs. Indeed, the ongoing changes also threaten human communities 

and ways of living, thus mining the overall conservation and transmission of cultural heritage in its 

broader sense to future generations. On the other hand, the topic of valorisation has increasingly 

emerged, which implies an active inclusion of local communities, touristic promotion and people's 

perception of heritage. This is true for several reasons. Firstly for a cultural reason: the very idea of 

heritage is an attribution of value based on collective memory, so without cultural and educational 

activities to tell the history of tangible and intangible heritage and rise awareness about its meaning, 

heritage value would be lost. s 

 

Secondly, because material conservation cannot be separed from considerations of social and 

economic sustainability. Since the 1970s it has been recognized that the active use of heritage - 

especially architectural heritage - is crucial for its preservation, as it allows for the integration of 

economic activities that support local communities and sustain the costs of heritage maintenance. 

Heritage resilience is therefore built on two linked levels, the physical level of prevention of 

material damage and the intangible level of social cohesion and economic prosperity of the 

communities to which it belongs.  

Based on the above considerations, it is now necessary to discuss the potential synergy between the 

objectives of heritage conservation and enhancement and urban greening strategies, which identify 

the reintegration of the natural component as the main key to increasing urban resilience. On a 

theoretical level, the convergence of the two strands is extremely strong. Green infrastructure and 

Figure 22 - Blackening and decay on historical buildings in the centre of Milan. 
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nature-based solutions, if appropriately designed, can provide a wide range of benefits, referred to 

as ecosystem services, which include cultural services, and also contribute to mitigating the impact 

of climate change, environmental threats and air pollution effects, while contributing to the physical 

preservation of heritage (Babí Almenar et al., 2021; European Commission, 2022). However, up to 

now large-scale renaturing processes are hardly implemented in historical districts where 

transformable public space is lacking, and similarly new spaces designed for social distancing 

barely match the compact urban fabric. The central areas of large urban settlements usually result to 

be the part of the city most lacking in greenery, with many issue related with this scarcity of Nature. 

For instance, in the early stages of the pandemic, the issue of food supply and self-production 

emerged as an urgency and, in the long term, people experienced the psychological stress due to the 

lack of contact with open space and greenery (Ugolini et al., 2020). Climate change, on the other 

hand, has highlighted the problems of excessive land consumption, the lack of permeable urban 

surfaces and the absence of cool spots in cities. Thus, the need to reintegrate Nature into the urban 

environment seems widely recognized, but in practice it faces a number of constraints.  

Re-naturing strategies are in conflict with the ongoing densification processes and with the idea of 

the compact city, which also fits with sustainable development objectives and in particular with the 

principle of 'living within limits' (Whitten et al., 2018). Although densification has many negative 

side effects (Burton, 1969), such as worsening traffic congestion and air pollution, it is clear that 

this process is fully underway in many urban centres, including the city of Milan (Mosciaro, 2021). 

The compact city model is in clear conflict with the idea of the green city. Above all, the 

compacting of the city threatens the existing open green spaces and hinders the creation of new ones 

that should be associated with an increase in population.  

Therefore, the main challenge for historic centres today is to define innovative and site-specific 

strategies to re-integrate nature into the dense built environment in a realistic and sustainable way. 

This requires historical, urban and morphological knowledge to understand the nature of the context 

and to avoid unfeasible out-of-scale solutions, such as green corridors. The following section 

explores the culture-based approach proposed in this paper and applies it to the case study of Milan, 

Italy.  

 

5. A CULTURE-BASED APPROACH: THE CASE OF MILANO 

The complex relationship between heritage and resilience discussed so far leads to the need of 

exploring new perspectives and approaches. In particular, this contribution suggests to ground the 

development of greening and resilience strategies for historic centres on their cultural specificities 

and on the historical relationship between city and nature. To this end, working on the case study of 

Milan, an analysis of the evolution through time of land use was carried out, which led to focus on 

the private spaces of inner courtyards. 

Milan is well known as an industrial and creative city. However, it also has a well-preserved end 

large historical urban core which strongly characterises the urban identity. As mentioned, the 

process of urbanisation and densification is fully underway and increasingly putting the centre 

under pressure. At the same time, the city has been experiencing the effects of climate change for 

years, especially in terms of storm water run-off, flash-flood events and high urban temperatures, 

which cause serious discomfort and health problems. Milan is located in the middle of the Po 

Valley, which is one of the most polluted areas in Europe, and was also one of the Italian cities 

most affected by the pandemic. The municipality is trying to actively address these problems, being 

the first Italian city to establish an office dedicated to urban resilience1. Moreover, Milan is at the 

 
1 https://www.comune.milano.it/comune/amministrazione-trasparente/organizzazione/articolazione-degli-

uffici/organigramma/direzione-transizione-ambientale/dp-citta-resilienti  

https://www.comune.milano.it/comune/amministrazione-trasparente/organizzazione/articolazione-degli-uffici/organigramma/direzione-transizione-ambientale/dp-citta-resilienti
https://www.comune.milano.it/comune/amministrazione-trasparente/organizzazione/articolazione-degli-uffici/organigramma/direzione-transizione-ambientale/dp-citta-resilienti
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forefront of experimentation with innovative strategic planning. However, its historical centre is 

still marginally involved in urban adaptation processes. 

 

Figure 23 - Evolution of land use according to the categories of agricultural use, private green and public green. 

 

In order to re-place cultural specificities at the very base of any future planning for the historical 

centre, the ‘green history’ of the historical city has been traced and an historical analysis of the 

relationship between Nature and the built environment has been done. The evolution of land uses in 

the area defined by the Spanish walls throughout the XIX and XX century (Figure 3) shows the 

progressive exclusion of natural elements from the centre, due to urban densification and expansion 

processes. Following the Industrial Revolution, the agricultural use moved away from the centre. At 

the same time, the urban culture of the XIX century determined the design of public green areas in 

key points of the urban setting. Private greenery resulted to be the element of continuity throughout 

these two crucial centuries of urban transformation. Actually, the greenery of the inner courtyards 

also suffered from the pressure of urbanisation and in many cases was heavily damaged by the 

processes of demolition and transformation. Yet, Figure 4 shows that in private spaces the natural 

component has been able to resist and is now a real legacy of the past and a key element in future 

green strategies. 

In the past, these courtyards were places for socialising, integrating greeneries into the compact city 

and an extension of the public space of the street. Today they are underused and degraded spaces, 

dedicated to waste collection and car parking. The courtyards network represents a neglected 

potential for the re-naturalisation and resilience improvement of the centre. Their transformation 

and effective inclusion in the urban network of collective green spaces can have consistent benefits 

in terms of climate mitigation, psycho-physical benefits associated with the contact with nature and 

a more equitable distribution of green areas (see Figure 5). 
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 Figure 24- Historical characterization of natural components in the historical centre Milan 

 

 

Figure 25 - Comparison between the exixting green system and the courtyards system in Milan. 

The widespread distribution of these spaces makes them privileged places for recreating micro-scale 

social interactions. Moreover, “traffic-related pollutants are not easily transported to these inside 

areas” and courtyards result “relatively pollution-free regions”, providing healtier spaces in the 

urban environment (Trindade da Silva et al., 2021). Due to their closed shape and the shading of 

surrounding buildings, they also provide a cooler micro-climate in summer season and can represent 

shelters from heat waves, especially useful for the most vulnerable segments of the population. 

In the process of rethinking the inner courtyards in the case of Milano it is therefore necessary to 

establish three main aspects: 

i) functionality: inner courtyards have been identified as complementary places to public space for 

the sustainable transformation of cities and the implementation of a culture-based resilience 

strategy. The transformation should act on the material level (through depaving interventions of the 

soil to contribute to rainwater drainage and integration of vegetation) and on the intangible level of 

social interactions. The benefit would be immediate and direct for the inhabitants of the surrounding 

buildings with aesthetic upgrading and improvement of the local microclimate. The whole 

community would benefit indirectly through the positive impact on the urban ecosystem, the 
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reduction of the heat island effect, the reduction of the risk of flooding (Taura et al., 2021) , the 

absorption of pollutants and the conservation of biodiversity (Goddard et al., 2010). 

ii) usability: the physical and visual accessibility of green areas has demonstrated benefits for the 

psychological well-being of individuals and communities. The renaturing process of inner 

courtyards would have a wider impact in providing a visual connection with nature, while physical 

accessibility needs to be regulated considering the private ownership of these spaces. Yet, very 

simple practices, already common in Milan, such as keeping the doors open during daylight hours, 

can have a significative impact on the accessibility of courtyards. Additionally, small interventions 

and basic furnitures can improve the collective character of these spaces, providing the inhabitants a 

place for socialising with their neighbours and for children to play. 

iii) regulation: given the conflict between public accessibility and private property, accessibility by 

non-residents should certainly be regulated through private-public partnerships. Similar initiatives 

have been taken, for example, to open schoolyards outside school hours to provide citizens with a 

green space within walking distance. Extending this initiative to residential courtyards would 

greatly im prove the accessibility end equal distribution of green spaces in the city. 

 

 

Figure 26 - Visual interconnections between courtyards. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This article aims to emphasize the need to root urban resilience strategies for historical centres on 

their cultural features. As a consequence, the role of inner courtyards and the results discussed for 

Milan case study are very site-specific. Here, inner courtyards resulted to be a key element to keep 

together the green infrastructure strategy and the cultural enhancement of the centre. Indeed, 

“despite being mainly smaller elements and apparently less active in terms of ecosystem services 

provisioning, [courtyards] are distributed throughout the urban matrix [and are able to] reduce the 

urban green infrastructure fragmentation and enhance the usability, the availability, and the 

accessibility of green spaces” (Delgado-Capel and Cariñanos, 2020). The environmental services 

related with the green transformation of courtyards are expected to range from a cooling effect on 

local micro-climate and overall positive impact on urban flood control (Taura et al., 2021) to 

psychological benefit of visual connection with nature (Brindley et al., 2018).  

The methodology and general considerations can be extended to most European cities, linking 

resilience strategies with the idea that “heritage value and significance may be embodied in the 

uses, meanings, and associations of a place, in addition to the physical fabric” (Cassar, 2009). 
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