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ABSTRACT 

 

Ports are fundamental touchstones for territorial 

economic development, as they impact 

significantly on the city: both by influencing well-

being and quality of life and by creating spatial, 

social, and environmental conflicts.Their 

importance implies the need to review the 

relationship between port and urban functions in 

order to make their operational activities 

sustainable from an environmental and social 

point of view but also in order to identify new 

services that can increase the integrated 

performance of the port and the development of 

the city. The paper investigates the port-city 

relationship and sketches out how it could be 

shaped in a sustainable way, such as by 

integrating cultural and creative activities into 

port planning, with the ultimate aim of casting 

ports as the link between maritime and urban 

culture. In this perspective, the paper analyses 

some European practices through an 

interpretative framework characterised by four 

drivers, "Port Cultural Vibrancy", "Port Creative 

Economy and Innovation", "Port Enabling 

Environment" and "Port Knowledge and 

Dissemination". The port cities selected are 

Barcelona and Rotterdam, which have 

strengthened the relationship between port-city 

and redesigned the areas of interaction. In these 

contexts, ports are found to preserve their 

function as logistical infrastructures but also, by 

activating processes of urban regeneration, to 

expand their sphere of action and become 

"cultural and creative infrastructures". 
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Cultural Challenge for Port-City Ecosystem Re-

Designing 

 

 

Cultural Re-Designing the City-Port Ecosystem 

 

On the one hand ports are fundamental touchstones for the economic development of territories 

and nations (European Commission, 2013; European Committee of the regions, 2017), as they 

host activities that require expansion and generate environmental, visual, social and significant 

economic effects on the rest of the city (Bruttomesso, 1993; Giovinazzi & Moretti, 2009;  Cerreta & 

De Toro, 2012; Carta, 2016; Clemente & Giovene di Girasole, 2017). 

Against this background, we identify a need to review the relationships between port activities, 

urban competitiveness, and investment attraction on the one hand. On the other, the ability to 

make their operational activity sustainable from an environmental and social point of view 

(Ministero delle Infrastrutture e dei Trasporti, 2013), and to identify new functions and services 

capable of increasing the performance of the port and the development of the city in a systemic 

perspective. Similarly, the EU principles of integrated urban development consider the economic, 

social and environmental aspects of these contexts, while aiming, at the same time, to a 

sustainable development of the port-cities that adopt innovative and integrated solutions 

(European Committee of the regions, 2017). Such principles are also found among the “Sustainable 

Development Goals” (SDGs) of UN’s Agenda 2030 (United Nations, 2015). The latter offer a 

coherent and integrated orientation for sustainable development, including for port-cities (Cerreta, 

Giovene di Girasole, Poli, & Regalbuto, 2020; Fenton, 2020; International Association of Ports and 

Harbors, 2020). 

At an international level, culture has configured itself as a driving force for economic growth, also 

thanks to new forms of cultural and creative enterprise. In this context, culture and creativity can 

represent key elements (Mercer, 2006; Serrât, 2009) that Port Authorities may deploy to achieve a 

sustainable (Foster & Kaplan, 2011) and a competitive advantage (Vorhies & Morgan, 2005). Such 

an advantage makes it possible, in a rapidly changing context, to re-evaluate Port Authorities’ 

products, services and their market margin in accord with the city. 

Cultural-creative production has been playing a strategic role within the European political agenda 

for years (European Commission, 2007, 2018; KEA European Affairs, 2017). Indeed, culture is 

understood as a pillar of sustainable development (CHCfE consortium, 2015), i.e., as a sector that 

can, by activating communities based on new cultural, economic, and social values, dynamically 

generate forms of cooperation and planning. 

In the current information and knowledge society, and in accordance with the Lisbon Strategy 

2000 – 2010 Agenda, cultural and creative production becomes an input for technological and 

entrepreneurial innovation that is potentially useful for a sustainable and innovative development 

of city-port. 

Culture can be considered both as an engine that contributes directly to the realization of 

economic and social benefits, and as an enabling factor that contributes to the effectiveness of 

development interventions. In this sense, several cities have recently begun the transformation of 

their "port sites" into "port areas", according to the principles of sustainable development and 

through the promotion of the creative sector (Kourtit, Nijkamp, 2013). 

This has been done to respond and contribute to the recent guidelines formulated in the "New 

European Bauhaus" (European Union, 2021) and promoted by the European Commission. The 

programme aims to build more beautiful, sustainable, and inclusive living spaces. It also strongly 

calls for ports and cities to work together in this direction. The goal is to make the Green Deal a 

cultural and tangible experience by designing ways of living that intersect art, culture, and science 

and that have the delicate port-city interface as a field of application. 

Through the integration of activities belonging to the cultural, creative and new-economy sectors, 

linked to maritime culture, it is possible for ports to accommodate functions and services that 
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reconnect them with cities through the construction of a synergistic relationship. In this context, 

the port-city intersections become plateaus where new relationships and connections with the 

urban context and the community can arise, particularly by identifying spaces and buildings that 

can play a "hinge" role with the rest of the territory (Giovene di Girasole, 2014). 

Against this background, this paper examines the most relevant frameworks that have been 

elaborated in the fields of sustainability and the governance of port-cities and of cultural and 

creative sectors (§2). It then proceeds to examine a few European best practices (§3) before 

concluding (§4). 

 

 

Sustainable Port-City Development: the Role of Culture and Creativity 

 

We frame the possible objectives of the transformation processes of port cities by referring to the 

SDGs of the United Nations Agenda 2030 (United Nations, 2015). In particular, goals 8, 9, 11 and 

14.  

Goal 8, titled "Decent work and economic growth" encourages "development-oriented policies that 

support productive activities, the creation of decent work, entrepreneurship, creativity and 

innovation and the training and growth of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises, also 

through access to financial services". Goal 9, titled "Industry, innovation and infrastructure", aims 

at building resistant infrastructures, promoting industrialization and innovation, improving an 

efficient use of resources and the adoption of clean and environmentally friendly technologies. 

Goal 11, titled "Sustainable cities and communities" aims to achieve urban transformations that 

take the cultural and natural heritage into account, i.e., to minimize the impacts of urban 

agglomerations on the environment through a participatory approach. Goal 14, titled "Life below 

water", intends to ensure sustainable management of marine and coastal ecosystems, minimizing 

marine pollution (starting from land activities, including the reduction of marine litter and 

pollution). 

At the same time, cultural-creative production has taken on a strategic role within the European 

political agenda (European Commission, 2007, 2018; KEA European Affairs, 2017) and in the 

policies for the sustainable development of the territories (Daldanise, 2020). 

In this context, the latest tool developed by UNESCO is the "Thematic Indicators for Culture in the 

2030 Agenda" framework (UNESCO, 2019). Its main objective is to measure and monitor the 

contribution of culture in the implementation of the SDGs. The framework aims to evaluate both 

the role of culture as a productive sector and its role as a transversal contributor in national and 

local policies. Its methods consist in using existing qualitative and quantitative data to assess the 

contribution of culture also in terms of cultural heritage, creative industries, local culture and 

products, creativity and innovation, local communities, local materials, and cultural diversity, 

thereby recognizing the importance of participation of the community. 

The Culture 2030 indicators are classified according to four transversal “dimensions”: 

“Environment and Resilience”, “Prosperity and Livelihood”, “Knowledge and Skills” and “Inclusion 

and Participation”. Each dimension combines different objectives and targets of the SDGs in order 

to capture the multifaceted and transversal contribution of culture to sustainable development. 

These indicators may serve as starting points for new development strategies of the city-port 

ecosystem based on cultural innovation. 

The four thematic axes (European Union, 2021) identified by the European Commission in the 

“New European Bauhaus” can also be useful guidelines: 

 

 reconnecting with nature 

 regaining a sense of belonging 

 prioritising the places and people that need it most 

 fostering long term, life cycle and integrated thinking in the industrial ecosystem. 

 

In this perspective, the role of the Port Authorities is central. The "Code of Practice on Societal 

Integration of Ports", published by the "European Sea Ports Organization (ESPO) (2019), makes Port 
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Authorities aware that the integration of society in ports is an essential element of their 

governance and should therefore receive adequate attention in terms of resources and 

accountability. Within the European political agenda, therefore, we find indications and 

recommendations that introduce issues related to the port cities development, the contribution of 

culture and creativity as a driver of sustainable  growth. 

 

 

Sustainability and Creativity in the Port-City Ecosystem: Barcelona and 

Rotterdam 

 

Harbours as evolution of creative industries can, therefore, be interpreted as vehicles of the 

modern economy (Potts et al., 2008). In this context, it is worth mentioning best practices that 

aimed at transforming the division between port and city. In this way, these projects have fostered 

more symbiotic relations and made the port-city intermediary space more permeable and 

connected. 

In particular, the cities that worked on the dimensions were investigated: “Cultural Vibrancy", 

"Creative Economy and Innovation", "Enabling Environment", "Knowledge and Dissemination" 

(Giovene di Girasole & Daldanise, 2021), transforming abandoned spaces, historic buildings, 

industrial archaeology, etc. 

Relevant are the recent interventions in Barcelona and Rotterdam (Figure 1) precisely because of 

the transformations they have implemented by using culture and creativity as innovative drivers of 

development. 

 

Barcelona 

 

Starting from the 80’s the city-port system of Barcelona has witnessed several transformations and 

a strong urban growth, following the arrival of new enterprises. Currently, also thanks to the "Pla 

Estratégic Metropolità de Barcelona" (Horitzò 2030) and the recent projects and initiatives of the 

port (Port de Barcelona, 2020), the development of the port-city system is increasingly linked to 

the ability to build new value chains. The cultural and creative liveliness of the port of Barcelona is 

demonstrated by several projects that have made Barcelona a best practice in terms of integration 

and synergies between port, waterfront, city, and community. This synergy has become 

increasingly strategic so that the port areas have been enriched with cultural places and structures 

such as the "Port Vell" as a paradigm of port-city integration, the "Museu Marítim de Barcelona", 

located in the Royal Arsenal inside of the city waterfront in the old port. From a creative economy 

and innovation point of view, however, the port has distinguished itself in terms of employment 

with the growth of employees within innovative companies and start-ups, so much so as to 

generate the large business incubator "Barcelona Tech City" (Barcelona Tech City, 2020), in the 

buildings Pier 01 and Pier 03, situations in the Palau de Mar. Inside there are more than a 

thousand companies and start-ups operating in the digital, tech business and e- trade. In addition 

to this, the "Open Port" project, as part of the "Open Innovation" program of the Port of Barcelona, 

brings together the innovative ecosystem and the "Port Community". It does so by focusing on the 

construction of innovative networks, on the generation of innovative knowledge and on the search 

for public and private funding to be channelled into the “Puertos 4.0 Fund” endowed by the Port of 

Barcelona (Port de Barcelona, 2020). 

Among the innovation services generated by these policies and programs, the "Port-Innova" ICT 

platform (Barcelona Portinnova, 2020) is especially worth mentioning. It launched innovative 

products such as: "BarcelonApp", "DescuVrela" and "Portnet". "BarcelonApp" is an application for 

tourists that, based on the weather, their position, and their interests, proposes different routes 

and points of interest classified by colour - based on the time needed to carry out the activity as a 

whole . The "DescuVrela" project consists of a virtual reality application, downloadable for free and 

with cardboard glasses, which allows one to experience the sensation of sailing, get to know the 

characteristics of sailing boats, learn how to navigate and all that it is used to practice this sport. 
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“Portnet”, on the other hand, is a digital platform that facilitates communication between port 

workers and pedestrians for the geolocation of waste. 

In addition to these projects, there are several initiatives that have made the port an "enabling 

environment" by enhancing the human capital of urban and maritime communities through 

advanced training courses such as: "European School - Intermodal Transport", "Maritime 

workshop", "Inland workshops and lectures" (Port of Barcelona, 2020). 

At the same time, as an intangible infrastructure, the port encourages initiatives related to 

maritime culture and identity thanks to the presence of iconic elements such as the "Pailebot Santa 

Eulàlia", a 1918 boat restored by the Maritime Museum where educational and cultural activities 

take place, or thanks to the possibility of carrying out technical visits to the port as part of masters 

and workshops. 

 

Rotterdam 

 

The Port of Rotterdam is the largest seaport in Europe and provides around 385,000 direct and 

indirect jobs for companies in the Netherlands. It also hosts one of the most comprehensive and 

competitive maritime clusters in the world. The latest ongoing project in the port of Rotterdam is 

the "Maasvlakte 2" terminal (Port of Rotterdam, 2020), which will repurpose 1000 hectares of land 

for an innovative, sustainable and maritime port industry. The current port policy is geared 

towards the creation of a "mix of industry and nature", that is, creating a unique port area where 

ships coexist with nature, commuters, tourists, etc. In the expansion of “Maasvlakte 2” a public 

beach was created. 

The port and the city of Rotterdam aim to modernize the port, and to create new digital tools and 

services with a specific focus on sustainability and the environment by 2030. Its updated version 

of the "Port Vision", approved by the Supervisory Board of the Port of Rotterdam Authority and 

adopted by the Rotterdam City Council, is geared towards the creation of economic and social 

value and the realization of sustainable growth of the port and of the industrial complex based on 

the energy transition, the transition of raw materials and digitalization. 

From the point of view of cultural vitality, the "Maritiem Museum", founded in 1874 by Prince 

Henry of the Netherlands, aims to make people aware of the great influence that the maritime 

world has on their daily life. Next to the museum is the port's open-air maritime museum, which 

merged in 2014. 

In the field of creative economy and innovation, in 2015, "PortXL" (Port XL, 2020) has been 

developed. The latter seeks to foster a spirit of innovation within the global maritime industry by 

acting on five sectors (energy, logistics, ports, chemicals, and refineries) and to improve the 

economy by supporting ecology. “PortXL” is an ecosystem of start-ups, scale-ups, business 

partners, and mentors. 

Located between the port and the city, the "Rotterdam Makers District" (RDM Rotterdam, 2020) is 

developing on both sides of the Meuse - in the areas of the "Rotterdamsche Droogdok 

Maatschappij" and the Merwe-Vierhavens (M4H) – and hosts approximately 70 companies. In the 

“Rotterdam Makers District”, young companies can continue to grow, and large companies can 

experiment with new products and processes. In the district there are green and leisure spaces, 

restaurants, residences, cultural events in an area strongly characterized by water, quays, and 

ancient industrial buildings. Furthermore, innovative housing solutions, well connected with land 

and sea transport, have been created. 

In the context of measures geared towards the creation of an enabling environment, higher 

education is a key issue. The "Erasmus University Rotterdam" and the "Maritime Museum of 

Rotterdam" have activated the "Rotterdam Center for Modern Maritime History" (Erasmus School of 

History Culture Communication, 2020). The research group began operations in 2014 and studies 

the history of Dutch shipbuilding, the port of Rotterdam, and the latter’s links to the Dutch 

hinterland and offshore industry. The “Erasmus University” and the “Scheepvaart & Transport 

College” founded the “Shipping & Transport College”. The college, an iconic Neutelings & Riedijk 

project, offers consultancy and applied research in the field of shipping, ports, transport, logistics 

and port-related oil and chemical activities. 
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Many initiatives have been launched to raise awareness of the port and its development projects. 

At the centre of the new port area, the “FutureLand” information centre (Future Land, 2020) on the 

construction and design of “Maasvlakte 2” was created. 

The “Rotterdam Tourist App” allows visitors to explore the port and get to know Rotterdam as a 

port city. At the same time, the “Rotterdam Tourist Information” website has a specific section 

dedicated to port, beach, nature, which indicates the main possibilities for visits and the 

attractions of the port. 

It is possible to visit the Port of Rotterdam with its containers, shipyards, skyline, etc. in 75 

minutes with "Spido" (Spido, 2020) and with "Splashtour": a hypermodern amphibious bus that 

allows one to visit the most beautiful places in the city by road and then jump into the Maas river 

to continue the journey along the skyline on the water (Splashtours Rotterdam, 2020). 

 

 

Figure 1. Barcelona and Rotterdam as cultural creative infrastructures. 

 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

While ports traditionally are centres of economic activity and cities are places of cultural 

development, it is necessary to adopt innovative and integrated solutions in order to ensure the 

sustainable development of port cities (European Committee of the regions, 2017). Such solutions 

are in line with the principles of urban development in the EU (SDGs), taking into account the 

economic, social and environmental aspects of these places. 

In this context, culture and creativity when applied to cities, become a key factor in development 

processes and constitute useful paradigms for ports. Culture and creativity may thus help to 

respond to the challenges of sustainability on the one hand, by expanding competitiveness, and 

on the other by redefining city-port relationships and boundaries throughthe enhancement of port 

heritage, and the recovery of abandoned or unused areas. 

As highlighted by the various national and international frameworks, through the integration of As 

highlighted by the various national and international frameworks, through the integration of the 

cultural and creative activities, it is possible for ports to realize new developed models. The results 

of this study therefore underline the existence of an open field of research on ports as cultural and 

creative infrastructures, analysing them through four main drivers: "Port Cultural Vibrancy", "Port 

Creative Economy and Innovation", "Port Enabling Environment” and “Port Knowledge and 

Dissemination”. The case studies show how the “intermediation areas” between the port and the 

city - the areas where the port gives way to the city (and vice versa) - can become the places where 

this contamination can be implemented. Places to create new spaces and cultural events, 
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innovative activities, products or services, development of industries, start-ups, or study and 

research centres related to the maritime economy. Central places in which to build more beautiful, 

more sustainable and more inclusive living spaces conjured up by the four thematic axes of the 

"New European Bauhaus": reconnecting with nature, regaining a sense of belonging, prioritizing 

the places and people that need it most, fostering long-term, life-cycle and integrated thinking in 

the industrial ecosystem. 

This paradigm shift foresees a sustainable port economy in the long term when social and cultural 

function is recognized. This implies the key role of the Port Authorities in identifying new ways of 

development and cooperative synergies with the cities (ESPO, 2019). 

Port Authorities have the responsibility to implement collaborative governance intended as: «a 

governing arrangement where one or more public agencies directly engage non-state stakeholders 

in a collective decision-making process that is formal, consensus-oriented, and deliberative and 

that aims to make or implement public policy or manage public programs or assets» (Ansell & 

Gash, 2008, p.544). 

The activation of shared planning tools between the port and the city (as identified in European 

policy documents) highlights the centrality of collaborative governance. The two main players (the 

Port Authority and Local institutions) both dialogue with the maritime cluster, third sector and the 

cultural and creative industry to incubate new enterprises, and both promote virtual and physical 

port knowledge. 

These challenges also involve Universities and Research centres to act as “knowledge hubs” for 

higher education, research and experimentation and for building collaboration with other 

institutions. 

In this perspective, from the point of view of the port, a new "place brand" could be rebuilt to 

implement its image and identity as a place for the exchange of skills, innovation, and creativity 

capable of generating opportunities for its functioning and for the local community. 
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