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Multifunctional historic centres bring an added 
value to the attractiveness and quality of 
urban life. But such multifunctional historic 
centres are challenged and to safeguard the 
pattern of mixed uses demands an active 
exercise of influence. Practical examples will 
exemplify the challenges as well as 
highlighting some responses developed by 
URBACT city partners . 
 
Historic centres with their cultural heritage run the 
risk of becoming mono-structured centres. One 
example is their orientation to satisfy mass 
tourism and leisure needs as they represent 
important tourism destinations, and are major 
assets for the tourism industry (historic centres as 
consumer product). This development evolution 
often leads to historic “Disneyland” centres, which 
many tourist and visitors appreciate, but many 
inhabitants find inhospitable as the historic areas 
become crowded and tourism functions push out 
‘traditional’ inhabitant functions. Thus, quality of 
life is decreasing and inhabitants have a tendency 
to leave such historic centres. In turn they lose 
one of their key functions – inherited over time – 
to be a place for citizens to live, work and 
socialise. In the end this affects not only the city’s 
quality of life but also its identity. 
 
Our European historic centres have been offering 
a multifunctional economic, social and cultural 
facility for centuries, being for their citizens the 
focal point of daily life and the place of: 

-Work and trade (market places and merchant 
quarters); 

-Social life and flow of people and information 
through open public spaces, pubs, local press, 
etc.;  

-Living and consumption: housing space for “all” 
citizens (the rich and the poor), public and private 
services and provision of (daily) goods; 

-Power (town hall, law courts, representative 
business premises and churches). 
 
Challenges to multifunctional historic centres 
 
Today, historic centres (and city centres in 
general) are challenged to maintain or recover 
their multifunctional character. The main 
challenges are the wide-ranging demands placed 
on the historic centre by residents, visitors and 
tourists as well as local and global businesses. As 
a result of these demands, the historic centre 
appears as a highly contested arena, host to 

diverse and often conflicting interests and 
development ideas. 
 
Examples of conflicting demands are the 
increasing numbers of tourists provoking the 
replacement of housing space and daily goods 
retail stores by hotels, pensions, gift shops, etc. 
and the conversion of non-commercial public 
space into commercial leisure areas (often 
crowding out essential functions serving the real 
needs of existing inhabitants). Another strong 
challenge to the traditional retail and small scale 
economy in historic centres is the emergence of 
chain stores and the competition with shopping 
areas at the urban fringe more suitable for large-
scale retail location and offering specialised 
consumer services. 
 
The pressure on space and functions, driven by 
property and capital markets focused on 
generating increasing revenues, leads to: 1) 
favouring out-of-scale buildings, unsuitable in an 
urban structure which has been built up over time; 
2) neglecting historic buildings; 3) developing a 
housing market just catering for higher income 
classes. This is accompanied by the pressure to 
introduce large-scale floor space for commerce, 
retail and services, squeezing out functions of 
importance for the provision of daily goods for the 
inhabitants. 
 
The particular challenge for a historic centre is to 
match the inherited urban structure, identity and 
buildings (the ‘cultural heritage’) with the above 
mentioned demands and to turn the cultural 
heritage, both material and immaterial, into a 
prime resource to fulfil these competing demands, 
without downgrading its intrinsic qualities.  
 
Demand for action for multifunctional historic 
centres 
 
Multifunctional historic centres represent a fabric 
of mixed-uses, a vibrant and diverse co-existence 
of jobs and public services, housing, crafts, 
communication, education, recreation and culture, 
retail and services, gastronomy and tourism. They 
are a model for the sustainable European city. As 
a matter of fact, historic centres offer both a 
compact, dense, human scale living framework 
and proximity (limiting daily journeys); they are 
walking and cycling friendly, thus providing a good 
quality of life to their citizens and users.  
 
So the aim for our historic centres ought to be, on 
the one hand, to secure the continuity of 
traditional mixed uses and the small scale 



3 

 

 

functionality they have acquired over time, and on 
the other hand, to adapt to meet new emerging 
needs and functions, without betraying their 
history and losing their inhabitants. Part of the 
solution lies in the public administration’s, and its 
partners’, ability to make choices that will 
safeguard the genius loci and cultural traditions 
while fostering the contemporary creative 
potentials which together contribute to the unique 
identity of historic cities. 
 
Here conventional, uncoordinated mono-sectoral 
policies and instruments are not sufficient. An 
integrated approach is needed, that brings the 
different demands onto the table, coordinates and 
links them to the further development of the 
cultural heritage on an ongoing basis. This 
requires an integrated development concept for 
the historic city, based on the model of the 
sustainable European city. It has to consider and 
assess the functional restructuring (new uses), the 
functional diversification (introduction of new uses 
while keeping existing ones) and the functional 
regeneration (optimizing existing uses) in the 
context of the historical environment and its 
values. 
 
The implementation of such a development 
concept ought to be supported by a management 
system that continuously deals with this 
composite topic, assessing, improving and 
adapting the development concept to respond to 
new emerging needs and challenges. While doing 
so, formal and informal planning as well as 

development instruments have to be applied and 
coordinated in a framework of mutual support. 
 
In this paper, we draw on examples from cities 
involved in 2 URBACT networks, HerO 
(www.urbact.eu/hero) and LINKS 
(www.urbact.eu/links), to highlight some of the 
challenges related to the development of historical 
city-centres - especially when it comes to 
maintaining the residential function, housing – and 
how this development may be conceived as a way 
to safeguard multifunctional historic centres.  
 
Managing multifunctional historic quarters 
 
The HerO network: the case of Regensburg 
 
Within the URBACT HerO network, one of the 
main issues is the management and balancing of 
urban functions to secure multifunctional and 
attractive historic urban quarters for visitors, 
residents and businesses alike. Examples of 
“good-practice” for sectoral fragments such as 
housing and social mix, economic and cultural 
activities, tourism, mobility and accessibility exist 
in nearly all partner cities. But a holistic and 
integrated approach which considers and 
coordinates the different needs of local residents, 
visitors and businesses while preserving the 
needs of the cultural heritage, barely exists.  
 
Thus, one of the major tasks HERO partners 
committed to undertake during the life time of the 
network was to set up a Cultural Heritage 
Integrated Management Plan, or CHIMP. 

 

CHIMPs 
A “Cultural Heritage Integrated Management Plan” (CHIMP) is an innovative instrument to effectively 
manage the sustainable safeguarding and development of historic urban areas and their cultural heritage as 
attractive, competitive and multifunctional places. It balances and coordinates the cultural heritage needs 
with the needs of the (manifold) “users” of the historic urban area and those of the governmental bodies in 
charge.  
Thus, a Cultural Heritage Integrated Management Plan determines and establishes the appropriate strategy, 
objectives, actions and management structures to safeguard the cultural heritage, to balance the different 
needs while using historic urban areas and their cultural heritage as a significant development asset. 

 
The example of Regensburg shows how it is possible to manage the mixed-use character of the historic 
centre and balance the different demands on that area over time. 
 
 
 
 
The case of Regensburg 
 
Regensburg, in Bavaria, Germany, is located at the 
confluence of the Danube and Regen rivers. Its population 
is about 145,000, accommodated in a territory covering 81 
km². The large medieval centre of the city with its well 
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preserved original basic outline dating from the 14th century is (since 2006) recognised as a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. It covers an area of 1.83 km² with 15.000 inhabitants and 984 monuments. Public buildings, 
private residences and the imposing grounds of churches, monasteries and religious foundations contribute 
to an authentic picture of medieval urban culture and architecture. Further information: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regensburg. 
 
Pioneering urban renewal in a multifunctional historic centre (20th century) 
 
A series of challenges faced the city after the 2nd world war which incited local authorities to develop an 
integrated approach towards the revitalisation of the historic centre. The response was based on a long-term 
vision for the city as a continuing multifunctional core.  
 
The first step towards diversified functions was the improvement of the living environment, closely interlinked 
with the aim of the preservation of the historic building stock. In the framework of the Donauwacht project 
(1955-1989), a complex revitalisation programme was initiated. The planners proposed a city centre as a 
space for living, suitable for modern business activities, and also as a ‘museum’. Providing modern housing 
conditions for the inhabitants was a key issue; however, preservation of the historic structures was given 
priority over redevelopment (new buildings). The project was also focused on the development of public 
spaces and re-organisation of the traffic system. Linking preservation to functional diversity represented a 
shift from the ‘mainstream’ priorities set out in urban policy up to this point. 
 
The revitalisation process was initiated by the 
municipality (which bought and renovated 12 
buildings), playing a catalyst role for the renewal.  
 
In this very first stage of development, pilot 
projects were implemented that moderated the 
density of the built-up areas, and increased the 
green surface and parking spaces.  
Meanwhile, the character of the historic buildings  
and the townscape was preserved and public 
spaces reorganised. The process rested on the  
comprehensive review of the existing conditions in  
the area to be revitalised (including conducting 
interviews with all stakeholders). Planning tools and techniques were also developed to implement and 
manage the revitalisation strategy: The municipal intervention was institutionalised in 1967 by establishing a 
local development company which acted as a further catalyst with the renovation of buildings and inner 
courtyards. To avoid the destruction of valuable old structures and the townscape, a major part of the 
building stock was put under protection, and local people (owners) were encouraged to participate in the 
revitalisation. 
 
Pact for the Old Town (2005) 
 
In the first years of the new millennium, the diversity of functions of the historic centre was endangered by 
major large-scale developments, including shops and a number of service facilities locating outside the 
historic centre. The historic centre lost significant services and retail functions to these new competitors. As a 
reaction, the “Pact for the Old Town” was founded in 2005. All agents concerned with the Old Town retail 
sector such as municipal departments, organisations of the self-employed (representing small businesses), 
organisations of commerce, hotel and catering industries, chamber of industry and trade, Regensburg 
Tourism GmbH, real estate owners, banks and local media were brought together in a close-knit network. 
The resulting Pact is a framework for information flow, a dialogue to set common goals, division of work, 
cost, efforts and reconciliation of conflicting interests that arise during implementation. This forum of private 
and public actors managed to stabilise the retail and service function of the historic centre. 



5 

 

 

 
Integrated World Heritage Management Plan (2010) 
 
The “Old Town of Regensburg with Stadtamhof”, 
comprising the historic centre, is listed since 2006 as a 
World Heritage Site. The HerO network built the 
framework to develop an Integrated Management Plan 
(CHIMP) to continue and improve the efforts carried out 
over the last decades to realise a sustainable 
development of that area founded on retention of its mixed use character and intact physical cultural 
heritage. 
 
The CHIMP will be the integrated and implementation-oriented concept for the protection and development 
of the historic centre, determining the vision, guidelines, objectives, actions and a management system to 
safeguard the cultural heritage and the mixed-use character of the area. To secure the integrated approach 
and the mixed-use character, eight fields of actions have been identified, which are of outermost importance 
for the development of the area: 
 
1. Physical cultural heritage, 2. Culture and tourism, 
3. Economy, 4. Housing and living environment, 
5. Mobility and accessibility, 6. Urban design, 
7. Environment and leisure, 8. Awareness raising and research. 

 
For each field of action, principles, objectives and specific interventions were determined and coordinated 
taking the parallel issues into account. 
 
In order to boost the identification and broad support of 
the CHIMP and its content (objectives, actions, etc.), 
manifold public departments, private organisations and 
citizens were involved in the development of the 
objectives and actions, using meetings and workshops to 
discuss and coordinate the different demands of the 
stakeholders, which they each brought to the discussion 
table. This also supported the understanding among the 
stakeholders about each others needs. 
 
The upcoming years will show if the CHIMP developed 
under URBACT and its participative process will be 
successful in safeguarding both the physical cultural 
heritage and the mixed-use character of the historic city. 
 
The LINKS network aims to secure housing  
 
An increasing territorial competition 
 
All through the last century, the emergence of mono-structured suburbs has rigorously accompanied the 
deep mutation of our way of life, contributing to the shaping of our expectations in terms of housing quality. 
Increased mobility offset the constraints of these mono functional urban extensions that today are strongly 
criticised as being unsustainable. These districts had become the beacon of modernity and the standard of 
the consumerist society. Many inhabitants left the old cities to find green spaces, access to property, larger 
housing, and a new sense of individual freedom and social belonging. In that period, historic centres were 
considered as picturesque and touristic areas, as sorts of open-air museums and past testimonies of local 
history. A detrimental imbalance rapidly grew between residential functions and “attraction” functions.  

 
Quality, Diversity, Accessibility: Bayonne’s historic centre 
(Right) is hardly any bigger but incomparably much 
denser and more diverse than the nearby commercial 
mall (Left).  

© Peter Ferstl 
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The miracle is becoming something of a nightmare for many suburbanites. Saturation of urban traffic, 
growing commuting constraints and distance to daily amenities have changed our relationship with suburbia. 
From a choice originally based on the conquest of mobility, the attractiveness of suburban life has already 
faded away. As “peak oil” and climate change issues impose new limits on mobility, the old European city 
may recover its traditional role thanks to its intrinsic advantages: diversity and proximity of urban functions as 
well as economical, cultural and educational assets.  
 
But this will not happen unless municipalities show their ability to protect and reinforce the centres’ 
residential functions, which are the most fragile, and to regulate the so-called “attraction” functions that have 
reached unprecedented levels during the last decades. To improve their residential attractiveness, city 
centres must offer credible alternatives to suburban housing schemes. After several years of sustained 
efforts to revitalize the historic centres, it is clearly evident that the improvement of buildings is not sufficient. 
Bringing life back to the city centre will depend on our ability to respect consumers’ habits and expectations 
in terms of jobs, transport, leisure, culture and provision of services.  
 
This is precisely why the partners of the URBACT network LINKS have decided to initiate their exchanges by 
trying to answer a simple question: “Why live in a historic centre?” The objective is to define social 
expectations in relationship with citizens. This social approach is indispensable in order to terminate with the 
practice of addressing only mono-sector policies. 
 
Managing uses, conflicts: mixing fire and water?  
 
Most of the historic cities of the LINKS network are faced with an invasion of bars and restaurants which 
create conflicts with inhabitants. Bayonne or Kilkenny for example are known as “party cities”. Bayonne has 
developed a festive identity with the famous Ferias in August, but in fact throughout the year, a whole district 
of the historic centre has become a dedicated place for students’ parties. All Ireland comes to Kilkenny for 
“stag” or “hen” parties. This can be a sympathetic aspect of the cities’ image, but inhabitants can also suffer 
intensely from this phenomenon. From its origins as a traditional district for families, the “Petit Bayonne” 
district has become a residential spot for students and low-income populations. The trade activities are 
dominated by bars and cafes at the expense of former proximity retail and service functions. Some streets 
are overcrowded late into the night and noise is a real source of conflict. This use of public spaces also 
imposes extra pressure on public resources to reinforce measures in respect of urban cleanliness.  
 
To improve the situation, a process was launched involving bars’ owners and students to jointly find 
solutions. As a first step, the municipality decided to close bars at half-past midnight to avoid at least part of 
the conflicts. Both in Kilkenny and in Bayonne, drinking alcohol in the street is simply forbidden and a 
prevention policy has also been tested to avoid under-age drinking and tackle anti-social behaviour. 
 

Two faces of the same medal! (Kilkenny) 
 
In order to address the low compatibility between festive 
activities and the expectation of residential quietness, 
some cities have chosen another approach: they identify 
some streets to specialise in accommodating night-life 
impacts and reduce or abandon housing projects in 
these parts of town. Although it may appear to reflect a 
failure of multi-functional policies, the “Rue de la soif” 
(“Thirst Street”) policy actually permits the city to 
efficiently reduce usage conflicts. Bordeaux and some 
other cities have developed leisure areas in former 
industrial sites, directing this activity away from living 
districts (e.g. “Quai de Paludate”: ancient warehouses 
on the river docks). 

 
Regulating commercial expansion: an uneasy challenge 
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Another functional conflict which needs to be managed is the development of shops to the detriment of 
housing stock. In a context of strong economic activity, the independent corridors and staircases giving 
access to the upper floors are often simply transformed into commercial square meters. The upstairs 
apartments thus become inaccessible and remain empty; the loss of rental income is compensated by high 
commercial rent. To avoid this phenomenon, many historic cities have instituted specific regulations 
forbidding the suppression or requiring the restoration of the original accesses. Even if this is not the 
universal panacea, it is important in preserving some viable potential for housing in the historic centre. 
 
Some kind of balance between large commercial malls and Main Street shops must also be found, to help 
small businesses resist the competition experienced as a result of nearby commercial malls. This means 
supporting shop owners initiatives to design alternative marketing strategies, to retro-fit historic or traditional 
buildings, to find appropriate operational solutions for in-town deliveries and decrease management costs. 
Cities have to invent and organize solutions for urban logistics that will respect the traditional pattern of 
district life. The importance of pedestrian areas in historic centers logically encourages cities to implement 
“green traffic” policies using adapted vehicles and providing incentives to tradesmen and their clients to use 
these alternatives. While in many towns, the only solution is still to persist in welcoming traditional vehicles 
with specific schedules, some others have designed innovative solutions to optimize the delivery of goods in 
the historic centers. During the tramway building work, Bordeaux created Proximity Delivery Spots to lower 
the traffic flows inside the historic centre and thereby reduce the conflicts thus generated.  
 
To maintain a diversity of trade, it is sometimes necessary for the city to even control part of the commercial 
property stock. This is a measure that Bayonne municipality adopted to foster the settlement of local arts and 
craft shops around a new public square created in the core of the historic centre.  
 
No functional mix without social mix 
 
The quest for a multifunctional city and a balanced revitalization of historic quarters cannot be conceived 
without integrating the human factor. The main stakeholders and «user experts» in the city are still the 
citizens. By actively involving them in transforming their living environment, it is possible to achieve a better 
appropriation of the city, which in turn contributes to the preservation of their quality of life and local customs, 
through a restored dialogue within an often conflicting context. Acceptance and success of the sustainable 
city depends on the way social expectations are understood and on an appropriate mode of governance. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Multifunctional historic centres have a strong appeal to a wide and numerous variety of: residents, tourists, 
entrepreneurs, etc.  This can, at the same time, threaten the mixed-use pattern, in particular when tourism 
and leisure functions are increasing, pushing out service functions for residents ( e.g. housing, local 
services) which are less profitable. 
 
To secure multifunctional historic centres as contribution for attractive and liveable cities, an active 
coordination and management of the needs and demands of the different stakeholders is essential based on 
the assets of the cultural heritage. In order to achieve this, it is required:  
�� to develop a participative and an integrated management approach, 
�� to encourage the diversity of land-use,  
�� to focus on the city’s cultural values as its greatest asset,  
�� to recognise the needs of the different stakeholders and 
�� to activate the willingness of all stakeholders concerned to cooperate and find common solutions (looking 

for ‘win-win situations’ instead of “the winner takes it all’).  
 
The functional diversity of historic centres can be supported by the revitalisation of the traditional activities of 
the urban centre, as well as by strengthening new sectors – looking towards supporting a vital mixture of 
retail and services, habitation, crafts, communication, education and academic life, recreation and culture, 
gastronomy, housing and tourism. This will result in mixed-used historic centres, which keep up residents 
and visitors’ quality of life, the identity of the place and safeguard the cultural heritage. 
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Further information about  
 
HerO: www.urbact.eu/hero; Nils Scheffler: scheffler@urbanexpert.net 
LINKS: www.urbact.eu/links; Frédérique Calvanus: f.calvanus@bayonne.fr 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 URBACT is a European exchange and learning 

programme promoting sustainable urban 

development. 

It enables cities to work together to develop 

solutions to major urban challenges, reaffirming the 

key role they play in facing increasingly complex 

societal challenges. It helps them to develop 

pragmatic solutions that are new and sustainable, 

and that integrate economic, social and 

environmental dimensions. It enables cities to share 

good practices and lessons learned with all 

professionals involved in urban policy throughout 

Europe. URBACT is 300 cities, 29 countries, and 

5,000 active participants 
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