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For far too long we have been waging a war 

against nature through an uncontrolled 

urbanisation of the European landscape. With 

over 70% of the EU population living in urban 

areas1, there is a critical need to remodel our 

cities to unleash the potential benefits from 

green and blue spaces and mitigate the harm to 

our mental and physical wellbeing of a highly 

built environment. At the same time, we need to 

reduce the harm to surrounding environments 

and biodiversity. 

Urbanisation is related to several negative 

impacts on ecosystems and on human health. It 

has been associated with a rise in non-

communicable diseases and other health issues 

related to poor diet, decreased physical activity, 

reduced contact with biodiverse ecosystems 

and their healthy microbial communities, and 

increased exposure to environmental pollution, 

especially among low-income communities2. 

Overall, urbanisation often reduces biodiversity 

through fragmentation and loss of habitat, both 

in quantity and quality (e.g., water pollution, 

non-native species, disturbance, drier and 

lighter forests). Habitat loss via construction of 

housing is especially significant close to the 

urban fringe3 and biodiversity hotspots such as 

conservation areas or parks2, but it also occurs 

via urban consolidation or soil sealing in the 

more urban areas. While there are many 

initiatives encouraging cities to address the 

climate crisis, biodiversity issues are often 

neglected, and urban biodiversity is considered 

inferior to more “pristine ecosystems''. 

Fortunately, the value of urban nature is 

increasingly acknowledged through its 

associated ecosystem services such as flood 

regulation, water purification, temperature 

regulation and health benefits for citizens4. In 

the urban areas, access to good quality green 

and blue spaces alleviates stress, encourages 

social interaction, play and physical exercise, 

while the exposure to a diversity of 

microorganisms improves immune functioning 

and reduces the risk of developing autoimmune 

diseases2,3,5,8.  

Cities can host a surprisingly high species 

richness, which needs to be maintained and 

enhanced. For example, numerous endangered 

species listed in the Habitats Directive9 inhabit 

cities, including the Siberian flying squirrel and 

the European hamster. It is important to 

remember that high levels of biodiversity and 

endangered species management can occur not 

only in remnants of natural ecosystems (e.g., 

forests, mires and grasslands) but also in hybrid 

ecosystems (e.g., parks, urban green spaces, 

agricultural areas and gardens) and highly 

anthropogenic habitats such as rooftops, built-

up and ruderal areas, including brownfields 

(i.e., vacant, potentially contaminated industrial 

or commercial land)10. 

To achieve a mutually beneficial relationship 

with nature in cities, we must incorporate the 

value of urban biodiversity and the associated 

ecosystem services in urban planning and 

environmental policies. Educational 

programmes aimed at explaining to citizens 

from all ages about the pivotal contribution of 

biodiversity to our daily lives must be properly 

funded and supported. A new design for our 

cities would allow us to better cope with the 

climate crisis and pursue the vision of the UN 

Convention on Biological Diversity for 205011 – 

“living in harmony with nature”.  

This brief gives an overview of some of the 

current policies related to urban biodiversity, 

highlighting  deficiencies and positive 

developments, and presents the vision and 

suggestions of GYBN Europe. 

Global and regional policies 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

The most ambitious and inclusive international 

agenda regarding sustainability is without a 

doubt the United Nations 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development12. As the framework 

is intended to end poverty, protect the planet 

and improve life conditions of all, the urban 

dimension is intrinsically embedded in the 

framework. The agenda aims to “make cities 

and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 

and sustainable” under the SDG 11. For 

example, it mentions air pollution, waste 

management, equal access to good quality 

green spaces, and climate change adaptation 

and mitigation. While the UN wishes to 

“support positive economic, social and 

environmental links between urban, peri-urban 

and rural areas by strengthening national and 

regional development planning”, SDG 11 fails 

to highlight the role of ecosystem services and 

biodiversity, thereby undermining their value. 

The same applies to SDG 3 (health) and most 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/EDN-20200207-1#:~:text=In%202018%2C%2039.3%25%20of%20the,29.1%25%20lived%20in%20rural%20areas.
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other SDGs, although many of these address the 

indirect drivers of biodiversity loss. For 

example, SDG 6 (water) aims to reduce 

pollution and protect and restore water-related 

ecosystems, striving to tackle wastewaters and 

also urban runoff, although the latter is not 

mentioned. SDG 15 (terrestrial ecosystems) 

aims to protect various ecosystems and the 

associated benefits. Albeit cities are not 

mentioned, target 15.9 states “By 2020, 

integrate ecosystem and biodiversity values 

into national and local planning, development 

processes, poverty reduction strategies and 

accounts”. The importance of urban landscapes 

in today’s world is not well accounted for in the 

strategy and there is little to no indication that 

the framework aims to promote a new paradigm 

where nature and cities are not in a constant 

conflict. GYBN Europe believes that linkages 

between the natural environment and human 

wellbeing needs to be internalised throughout, 

as well as the better recognition of the 

ecosystem services’ value. Nevertheless, we 

acknowledge that, as we enter the UN Decade 

of Action, some positive signs have been shown 

by the UN such as the adoption of a new 

framework that includes the contributions of 

nature when measuring economic prosperity 

and human well-being13. This is clearly the 

direction to follow on our way to a better future 

for people and nature. 

 

In addition to the SDGs, the UN has been 

working to improve the liveability of cities by 

establishing in 2016 the New Urban  Agenda14, 

a strategic document that sets a vision for 

housing and sustainable urban development. 

Regarding urban nature, it stresses the need for 

equal access of high-quality green spaces (incl. 

gardens) and waterfronts, underscoring the 

associated economic, migration related to the 

climate crisis and health benefits of these 

features. It also encourages sustainable 

consumption, transport modes, spatial planning 

(e.g., appropriate compactness, polycentrism 

and mixed land-use, sprawl prevention, 

connected green infrastructure), reduction in 

pollution and noise, and renewable energy. 

Thereby, it highlights the role of cities as 

consumption hotspots, and the fact that the 

ecological footprint of cities extends far beyond 

urban boundaries. Sustainable production and 

consumption scored as the most popular 

priority theme in the recent Summary of the 

European Youth Perspective on Biodiversity 

carried out by GYBN Europe. Despite the 

ambitious goals, a roadmap and a follow-up 

scheme, the New Urban Agenda remains 

unbinding and ambiguous, most likely not 

leading to any significant improvements.  

Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework 

Under the umbrella of the UN Convention on 

Biological Diversity (CBD) governments and a 

wide range of stakeholders are negotiating a 

new plan to bend the curve of biodiversity loss 

and put nature on a path to recovery. The Post-

2020 Global Biodiversity Framework aims to 

holistically address the factors threatening the 

planet’s ecosystems, as well as enhancing a 

fairer and more sustainable socio-economic 

paradigm. 

 

Due to the failure of the Strategic Plan for 

Biodiversity 2011-2020 and its Aichi Targets15, 

the previous decade-long strategy of the CBD, 

the first draft of the Post-2020 GBF11  makes an 

effort to have SMART targets (specific, 

measurable, achievable, reasonable and time-

bound), as well as a renewed focus on 

implementation. On the subject of urban 

biodiversity, the first draft’s proposal states that 

within the next decade we need to “Increase the 

area of, access to, and benefits from green and 

blue spaces, for human health and well-being in 

urban areas and other densely populated 

areas”. The inclusion of a focus on urban nature 

is a significant improvement from the 2011-

2020 plan, yet the current draft of the 

framework doesn’t specifically acknowledge 

that urbanisation is one of the most 

transformative trends of Anthropocene14. Also, 

despite SMART targets, it remains to be seen 

how they translate into effective policies and 

which indicators will be used to measure this 

target, so that it can bring about 

transformational change15.  

European Union 

Overall, the regulation of the European Union 

(EU) surrounding urban environmental issues 

and biodiversity is fragmented and often 

plagued by ambiguity, legally non-binding 

status and lack of enforcement 16,17. The EU does 

https://4ea1079d-6dfe-4436-b616-e6dd4924ac9a.filesusr.com/ugd/c805c0_3a4ef580f73f4840b2f6a55f7642a5e2.pdf?index=true
https://4ea1079d-6dfe-4436-b616-e6dd4924ac9a.filesusr.com/ugd/c805c0_3a4ef580f73f4840b2f6a55f7642a5e2.pdf?index=true
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not have official competence for urban 

development and land-use planning even 

though the European Commission (EC) 

proposed it in 1991; an idea which was rejected 

by the member states16. However, urban 

biodiversity has recently been included into the 

Biodiversity Strategy 203018 and sustainable 

urban development is now one of the objectives 

of the Cohesion Policy19, which designates 

significant funding to abatement and adaptation 

(incl. ecosystem-based approaches), and 

environmental protection (e.g., reducing noise, 

water and air pollution, ecosystem restoration, 

green infrastructure, regeneration of brownfield 

sites). The new Cohesion Policy 2021-202720 

promises to further increase investment into 

urban sustainability goals. 

Biodiversity conservation in the EU is mainly 

established through the Habitats Directive9 and 

Birds Directive21. The appropriate measures 

included to conserve and restored the listed 

species and habitats are welcomed and 

acknowledged. As some of these listed species 

appear to thrive in cities, human-wildlife 

conflicts arise, and this has led to a call for a 

more flexible approach in species 

conservation22. More research is needed on 

whether and how this may be achieved without 

threatening the viability of these urban 

populations23. However, GYBN Europe 

suggests that the strong focus of these directives 

on natural and semi-natural habitats could be 

enhanced with complementary legislation and 

regulation aimed at promoting the potential of 

novel and man-made habitats (e.g., green roofs 

and walls, buildings and brownfields with 

rubble), that can mimic valuable habitats, such 

as semi-natural dry grasslands or rocky 

habitats. The Birds Directive does mention “re-

creation and creation of biotopes”, but we stress 

the need for better consideration on how urban 

biodiversity could be preserved and enhanced. 

With regards to urban ecosystems and water 

management, the EU has several policies 

addressing this issue. The Floods Directive24 

states that land-use changes can cause flooding 

and recommends reducing such risks. However, 

we suggest that nature-based solutions, 

correctly implemented and with the necessary 

safeguards, should be explicitly mentioned here 

to promote their use as a tool for both flood 

control and increased biodiversity among other 

benefits. The Water Framework Directive24 and 

the Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive25 lay 

a solid ground for water protection in the EU, 

but do not consider pollution from urban 

stormwater (e.g., nutrients, microplastics and 

plastic litter) nor emerging pollutants (e.g., 

pharmaceuticals and other chemicals). 

Furthermore, many cities still have combined 

sewers (both stormwater and wastewater), 

which can overflow during heavy rainfalls and 

result in a significant nutrient release not 

regulated in these directives. Albeit these 

sources of pollution can be difficult to monitor 

and regulate27, we consider it necessary and 

especially for highly populated settlements.  

The European Commission has launched the 

Urban Agenda in 2016 as a non-binding 

strategy and platform to encourage partnerships 

and sharing of information between cities, 

national governments, private sector and the 

EU28. It aims for concrete actions, better 

regulation, funding and knowledge on 

sustainable urban development aligned with the 

UN New Urban Agenda14. Among other goals, 

it encourages the use of nature-based solutions 

and brownfield regeneration (not mentioning 

their potential biodiversity value). The impact 

of the EU Urban Agenda has been disputed17, 

but it may improve with increased funding. The 

European Commission has also launched two 

awards (European Green Leaf, European Green 

Capital) that aim to motivate cities towards 

sustainability and to disseminate their know-

how. From 2022, having an urban greening plan 

will become more central for winning18. 

The Biodiversity Strategy 203018 aims to put 

nature on path to recovery and to promote a 

system change capable of enhancing the 

resilience of European ecosystems to threats 

such as the impacts of the climate crisis, forest 

fires, food insecurity or disease outbreaks. The 

new biodiversity strategy also specifically 

acknowledges the value of urban nature, and the 

ecosystem services it provides (incl. for health 

and opportunities for businesses). It highlights 

the need for green infrastructure and nature-
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based solutions (e.g., green roofs and walls), 

limiting soil sealing and urban sprawl, tackling 

invasive non-native species and pollution, 

specifically mentioning pharmaceuticals, 

pesticides and plastic pollution. 

Furthermore, it notes that urban areas can be a 

refuge for wildlife and urges cities with more 

than 20000 inhabitants to develop Urban 

Greening Plans by the end of 2021. Although 

this strategy aims to facilitate achieving the 

goals via a new knowledge-sharing Platform for 

Urban Greening, it is still a non-binding 

strategic document. In 2023, it will be assessed 

whether its new ‘whole-of-society’ 

cooperation-based approach is sufficient, or 

whether there is the “need for an enhanced, 

legally-binding or other, approach to 

biodiversity governance”. Although we 

welcome this step-by-step monitoring process, 

clearer and binding responsibilities could have 

already been set for Member States in the new 

plan.  

GYBN Europe Priorities 

Supporting educational programmes 

To ensure the development of a new approach 

to urban nature there is the need to teach the 

wider population about the benefits that urban 

green and blue spaces provide to citizens. It is 

paramount that both adults and children learn 

how to create biodiversity oases in their urban 

areas, from their own backyard to green roofs 

and communal gardens.  GYBN Europe calls 

on the Parties to the Convention on Biological 

Diversity to include in all primary school 

programmes a module on urban biodiversity, 

which shall be supplemented by several field 

trips with experts to explore the potential of 

urban green areas and of nature-based 

solutions.  

Furthermore, each Member State, in alignment 

with the relevant target the Post-2020 Global 

Biodiversity Framework should allocate 

adequate funding to urban biodiversity 

educational projects for adults and seniors, such 

as night classes, conferences and open 

webinars. GYBN Europe also calls for all cities 

to grant access to green areas to their citizens 

within walking distance (1 kilometre) from 

their homes. Moreover, specific programmes, 

based on scientific and other types of 

knowledge, aimed at promoting pollinator 

conservation in the urban environment should 

be promoted at all levels. 

Introducing legally binding regulation 

Achieving the above mentioned environmental 

goals is highly dependent on stronger regulation 

and more specific, measurable, ambitious but 

realistic targets, and scalable and 

comprehensive criteria (SMART based)15. 

GYBN Europe calls for an overall better 

integration of values of natural resources in the 

decision-making spheres. We acknowledge the 

effort that the EU has invested into creating a 

soft policy approach through funding 

opportunities and the Urban Agenda28 around 

urban sustainability, but as the European 

Commission proposed in 199116, we wish that 

the EU would have more official competency. 

We call for better integration of urban 

environmental issues into the existing legal 

framework. For example, as mentioned above, 

this should involve regulation and requirements 

around urban stormwater, and chemical (incl. 

pharmaceuticals) and plastic pollution in the 

Water Framework Directive25 and the Urban 

Wastewater Treatment Directive26. We 

recommend that the urban targets envisioned by 

the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 203018 should be 

made legally binding by 2023 and supported by 

a strengthened governance framework. 

Fostering healthy, resilient and biodiverse 

cities 

Given the importance of cities as our living 

environment, attaining a good balance between 

built and green infrastructure is crucial. For 

higher species richness, the green infrastructure 

should comprise sufficiently large patches of 

remnant natural ecosystems and connecting 

corridors or stepping stones9. Embracing 

innovative approaches to human-nature 

relationships, such as the landscape 

approach29, convivial conservation30 and the 

internet of nature31, can offer great insights for 

supporting urban biodiversity. Importantly, 

private green areas (e.g., gardens and vacant 

plots) sustain significant species richness in 

cities. We thus call for funding criteria, at the 
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EU and local level, that considers such 

stakeholder involvement. Building upon 

existing initiatives and city networks to create a 

healthy living environment and sustainable 

urban landscapes, including but not limited to 

the ICLEI Biodiversity & Nature-based 

Solutions32, can be instrumental in aligning, 

sharing knowledge and aggregating efforts 

towards sustainable cities33.  

Furthermore, funding should be allocated only 

to housing development projects that 

incorporate sustainable urban structure (e.g., 

minimising soil sealing, mixed use, nature-

based solutions). Brownfield revitalisation 

projects should consider potential biodiversity 

values, and if needed, create compensating 

habitats such as green roofs with similar habitat 

characteristics. Funding should be increased for 

research on the quantity and quality of urban 

nature linked to the associated benefits and 

ecosystem functioning. These 

recommendations need to be considered in the 

EU Cohesion Policy 18,19 and the linked initiatives 

and funds (e.g., European Regional 

Development Fund, Horizon Europe), LIFE 

projects, and in regional and local city greening 

plans. 

Enabling inclusive urban sustainability and 

green jobs 

On top of the need for stronger regulation 

regarding urban ecosystems, GYBN Europe 

also welcomes the partnership approach of 

Urban Agenda and the increased role of cities 

in funding schemes and policy-making. As 

mentioned in the previous paragraphs, the value 

of private real estate for urban nature and 

sustainability is significant. Therefore, the 

recruitment of private sector, both businesses 

and non-governmental organisations, should be 

required in funding schemes. We also call  for 

projects that aim at generating green jobs in and 

around European cities, with special care for 

creating job opportunities for youth 

employment. 

 


