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Modern cities are living organisms that need a continuously greater amount of resources. Like any organism, 

most of the resources are taken from the outside: from both the immediately surrounding environment (ecosystem 

services), and suppliers in a wider range. A city sustainability cannot be assessed by only considering the city itself, 

but requires that focus is also placed on the surrounding rural environment (forests, countryside, industrial parks), 

so that the complex dynamic urban-rural is looked at for comprehensive assessment. In particular, focus needs to 

be placed on the asymmetric relation between urban and rural environments, with more ecosystem services being 

provided to urban environment and very little support (as reversal feeding) being provided to rural areas, to 

compensate its services and to preserve its integrity and the quality of life of rural population. Inflows are processed 

within city sectors (trasportation, households, energy, social, health services, among others) and generate waste 

flows characterised by potential impacts.  

This lecture aims at: listing inflows and outflows, assessing how resources are processed inside the city’s 

structure (urban metabolism), understanding to what extent these flows are generating welfare, wellbeing and/or 

environmental degradation, selecting purposefully tailored assessment methods and indicators of performance, 

identifying hotspots and bottlenecks related to quality of life and environmental integrity. In summary, this can be 

done by addressing aspects of urban and rural quality of life and by creating scenarios for suitable lifestyle changes, 

community services, and/or mitigation actions aimed at a more stable and productive interplay of urban and rural 

environments. Scenarios include proposals for re-ruralization and greening of cities (urban gardens, green 

architecture, green roofs and facades), urban biodiversity, reforestation, solarization of urban and rural degraded 

areas. None of these aspects can be properly addressed without implementing a joint strategy that involves 

stakeholders at all levels from monitoring to solution design (participatory surveys and synergic coupling of top-

down and bottom-up strategies towards agreed upon evaluations and designs for smart urban/smart rural living). 

A truly sustainable city development should minimize its negative feedback to the "rural outside" and support the 

"rural inside", by implementing and promoting circular economy mechanisms.  

In this way, on the one hand there would be a rebalancing at local scale of input and output streams, 

necessary to pursue a fair global redistribution of social welfare; on the other, economic and environmental efficiency 

enhancements would emerge, by reducing the distance between supplier and user (rural environment and the city) 

which is now one of the main causes of environmental and quality of life losses. 


