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Green creative environments: Contribution to sustainable urban and regional
development
ABSTRACT: The aim of this paper is to provide a theoretical and conceptual introduction for the Special
Issue on the role of green creative environments in sustainable urban and regional development. The idea
is based on the assumption that concepts of creativity mostly address economic issues and to a lesser extent
social issues, while green concepts predominantly deal with environmental aspects. Therefore, we lack
a deeper insight into the interrelations between creative and green environments in urban and regional
development. This special issue addresses this research gap through investigating 1) the residential pref-
erences of the creative class in city-regional, urban and rural settings, 2) participatory urbanism as a tool
for creative interventions in urban planning, and 3) the importance of green amenities as spatial attrac-
tion factors for small creative actors. We argue that green creative environments can contribute to sustainable
urban and regional development.

KEY WORDS: creativity, innovation, sustainability, nature, creative city, green city, creative industries,
natural amenities

Zelena ustvarjalna okolja: prispevek k trajnostnemu urbanemu in regionalnemu
razvoju
Namen tega prispevka je prispevati teoretski in konceptualni uvod v posebno izdajo o vlogi zelenih ustvar -
jalnih okolij v trajnostnem urbanem in regionalnem razvoju. Ideja temelji na predpostavki, da koncepti
ustvarjalnosti večinoma obravnavajo ekonomska vprašanja in v manjši meri socialna vprašanja, zeleni
koncepti pa se pretežno ukvarjajo z okoljskimi vidiki. Zato v urbanem in regionalnem razvoju nimamo
glob ljega vpogleda v medsebojne povezave med ustvarjalnimi in zelenimi okolji. Posebna izdaja revije obrav -
nava to raziskovalno vrzel s preučevanjem 1) bivanjskih preferenc ustvarjalnega razreda v regionalnih, mestnih
in podeželskih okoljih, 2) participativnega urbanizma kot orodja za ustvarjalne posege v urbanistično
načrtovanje in 3) pomena zelenih dobrin kot dejavnika prostorske privlačnosti za male ustvarjalne akterje.
Trdimo, da zelena ustvarjalna okolja lahko prispevajo k trajnostnemu urbanemu in regionalnemu razvoju.

KLJUČNE BESEDE: ustvarjalnost, inovacije, trajnostnost, narava, ustvarjalna mesta, zelena mesta,
ustvarjalne dejavnosti, naravne dobrine
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1 Introduction
This special issue is taking into consideration two distinct, but interrelated fields in urban and regional
development. The first issue refers to creativity and related concepts such as creative industries, creative
economy, and the creative class. The second issue pertains to the natural environment, which can be asso-
ciated with concepts such as green infrastructure, green economy, greenery, ecosystem services, and
nature-based solutions. Both are heavily cited as significant factors of sustainable urban and regional devel-
opment (Ravbar, Bole and Nared 2005; Bole 2008; Ravbar 2011; Mell et al. 2013; Clifton, Comunian and
Chapain 2015; Smrekar, Šmid Hribar and Erhartič 2015; Uršič 2016; Bowen and Lynch 2017; Kozina and
Bole 2017; Kozina 2018; Lazzeretti, Capone and Innocenti 2018), but from different aspects and in dif-
ferent manners. Whereas the »creative city« mostly addresses economic and to a minor degree social issues
(Pratt and Hutton 2013), the »green city« predominantly deals with environmental features (Brilhante and
Klaas 2018). However, the line between them is subtle. The creative economy and creative jobs are not eas-
ily identified and measured (Boggs 2009) and the same is true of green economy and green jobs (Muro,
Rothwell and Saha 2011). Cooke (2013) reports that »eco-innovation« on the one hand and creative indus-
tries analysis on the other have largely operated in sealed containers or intellectual »silos«. Stolarick and
Smirnova (2015) argue that clean, green, creative, and smart cities have all been separately identified, mea-
sured, ranked, and evaluated. So there is a need to take these concepts and their potential interrelations
into deeper consideration.

The roots of the creative city movement can be sought in a discourse of a post-industrial society that
has seen a shift from traditional manufacturing to new agents of growth such as knowledge, creativity, and
innovation (Bell 1973; Scott and Storper 2015; Florida 2002; 2005; 2008). In the 1980s, the »cultural turn«
moved attention away from the Marxist tradition towards culture by favouring cultural industries
(Garnham 2005) that refer to the traditional cultural economics and to forms of cultural production char-
acterised by symbolic elements (Lazzeretti, Capone and Innocenti 2018). Since the 1990s, the »creative
turn« has denoted the dawn of a new era in political and academic domains by constructing creative indus-
tries and later the creative economy as a policy object that can be managed to secure primarily economic,
but also occasionally social outcomes so as to increase competitiveness (Schlesinger 2017; Kozina and Bole
2018). The focus of cities, regions, and countries across the world has thus been redirected to the impor-
tance of creativity and innovation in fostering development with the emergence of highly interrelated concepts
such as creative industries, creative economy, and the creative class (Chapain, Clifton and Comunian 2013).

The origins of the green city movement can be associated with rapid urbanisation, industrialisation,
and the deterioration of urban environmental performance in the 20th century (Brilhante and Klaas 2018).
As a response to pressing challenges in the 1980s, strong voices emerged to reconcile economic growth,
environmental preservation, and social development (WCED 1987). The new millennium has seen the
»green turn« as a response to the global ecological crises and the accumulating evidence of rising inequal-
ity (Bina and La Camera 2011). It signifies a new privileging of listening to consumer demand for more
usable, less over-engineered, more sustainable goods and services (Cooke 2010). To address these issues,
modern cities apply collective approaches to the use and management of green spaces in urban social-eco-
logical systems. This form of social-ecological innovation provides a valuable resource in the production
and adaptive management of local ecosystem services (Dennis and James 2018).

At the moment, we lack more detailed theoretical and empirical contributions about the interrelations
between creativity and natural environment in urban and regional development. This special issue addresses
this challenge by focusing on selected examples of:
1) residential preferences of the creative class in city-regional, urban, and rural settings,
2) participatory urbanism as a tool for creative interventions in urban planning,
3) the importance of green amenities as spatial attraction factors for small creative actors.

However, the aim of the special issue and the following contributions is not to comprehensively address
the role of green creative environments in urban and regional development. Instead, it wants to reveal some
hidden aspects in analysing the connection between creativity and the natural environment and unveil
the potential spatial implications of their synergies. A shift is needed in how we mutually reflect the cre-
ativity and the environment. The changing nature of the society, the economy, and the environment demands
new solutions for governance and communication. We argue that by focusing on green creative environ-
ments, we can begin to near sustainable urban and regional development and a high quality of life.
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2 Natural environments: a missing aspect in studying the impact
of creativity on urban and regional development?
The impact of the natural environment on creative and knowledge-intensive processes has been analysed
by various disciplines such as psychology, interior design, education and health studies, landscape archi-
tecture, etc. A large body of evidence shows that interaction with greenery can be beneficial for reducing
stress and improving emotional states and cognitive function (Van Den Bogerd et al. 2018). The environment,
including green areas discussed here, influences creativity, because a connection to nature enhances cre-
ative performance (van Rompay and Tineke 2016) and is associated with innovative and holistic cognitive
styles (Leong, Fischer and McClure 2014). Nature plays a role especially in the preparation phase and the
incubation phase of the creative process (Plambech and Konijnendijk van den Bosch 2015).

The impact of greenery has a significant impact on creativity within indoor physical environments
(Dul and Ceylan 2011; Caple 2019) and also when it is exposed to outdoor natural environments (Plambech
and Konijnendijk van den Bosch 2015). For this reason, connectedness with nature should be promoted
in schools, workplaces, and at home (Leong, Fischer and McClure 2014). Green areas can contribute to
new ways of understanding modern environmental issues such as noise, pollution, and other hazards in
urban and rural areas where new creative and innovative solutions are constantly being pursued.

In spite of abundant evidence of the highly positive impact natural environment has on creativity, the
research in urban and regional science offers only limited proof to support such relations. Proximity to
the natural environment as part of the so-called »soft« factors such as diversity, openness, amenities, and
tolerance plays only a marginal role in attracting creative and high-skilled workers to a particular place.
However, these factors play a more important role in retaining the creative capital in a given area, which
justifies policies aimed at retaining people rather than attracting them (Martin-Brellot et al. 2010). Professional
and social relations, other types of local social connections related to people’s life courses, and so-called
»hard« conditions, especially job availability, seem to be the more relevant drivers of creative urban and
regional development (Musterd and Gritsai 2012). The reasons for such outcomes are at least twofold. First,
recent studies on regional creative capacity often focus on the urban context without taking into account
the rural settings (Gülümser, Baycan-Levent and Nijkamp 2010), which exhibit a more prominent role of
the natural environment. As reported by some authors, attraction to rural areas might be significantly attrib-
uted to an access to outdoor amenities and activities (McGranahan and Wojan 2007; White 2010). Second,
creativity in urban and regional development has been mostly applied through the »culture-centric« and
»econo-centric« approach (Andres and Chapain 2013), which has neglected the ecological perspective of
sustainability.

This brings us back to the initial question: what is the relation between green and creative environ-
ments? Are these two different concepts in their own right or do they share some commonalities? Cooke
(2013; 2015) tried to merge the two central themes of this special issue through »eco-innovation« and »eco-
art«. These two conceptualizations imply that synergies between creativity and greenery are relevant to promoting
sustainability. However, the connection between them is undermined by Stolarick and Smirnova (2015),
who offer a rare example of statistical comparative analysis of green, sustainable, creative, and smart cities.
Their findings suggest that these concepts are different and measured differently. While each may have
its own importance and value to many regions for various reasons, they are different dimensions that are
quite independent of each other – at least currently and by using the available measures. This kind of argu-
mentation calls for additional in-depth research into the connection between creativity and the natural
environment in urban and regional development.

3 Ljubljana as an example of a green creative city
One of the starting points for preparing this special issue was the conference »Creative Green Ljubljana:
From Theory to Practice«, organized in 2016 by the Research Centre of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences
and Arts and Poligon Creative Centre. Its aim was to accelerate the flow of knowledge and information
in the field of creative industries, but with the focus on green aspects, since Ljubljana at that time cele-
brated and promoted its European Green Capital 2016 Award. Ten researchers from diverse disciplines
discussed how developed the cultural and creative industries in Slovenia are and what is their role in a sus-
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tainable economy. They also analysed which socio-cultural projects and initiatives creatively support a sus-
tainable and participatory development of Ljubljana and indicated how such activities can contribute to
social innovation while preserving the environment.

Ljubljana proved a good point of departure for discussions; besides promoting its green qualities (being
a European Green Capital 2016, Global Top 100 Sustainable Destination, World’s Best Sustainable Desti -
nation etc.), it has been heavily branded with its »culture« and »creativity« (e.g. as the 2010 World Book Capital
and the 2015 UNESCO City of Literature). This reflects the city’s strategy to intertwine cultural and green
measures, which has proved particularly successful for its current development. The common denomi-
nator of both concepts is a notion of the »quality of life«: the goal cities are striving for in order to attract
inhabitants, tourists, companies, and investment bringing in new revenues of economic and human cap-
ital (Poljak Istenič 2016). However, the quality of life always depends on sustainability, as the cities must
maintain the capacity to meet its residents’ future needs in relation to just ecological, economic, and social
systems (Evans 2002). Yet, the link between creativity, sustainability (or green urban policies and measures
ensuring it), and the quality of life is often unclear or even contested, thus, it calls for further elaboration.

4 Filling the gaps: papers of the special issue
The special issue fills some gaps in studying the interrelations between creativity and the natural environment
in urban and regional development. The selected examples encompass 1) the residential preferences of
the creative class in city-regional, urban, and rural settings, 2) participatory urbanism as a tool for creative
interventions in urban planning, and 3) the importance of green amenities as spatial attraction factors for
small creative actors.

The first paper by Kozina and Clifton (2019) addresses the question on what matters more in under-
standing the residential location of the creative class in Slovenia: the city-region or the urban-rural framework?
Their analysis shows that differences in residential concentrations of the creative class vary more within
city-regions (on an urban-rural framework) than between city-regions. Moreover, the creative class is mov-
ing out of densely populated urban areas to more sparsely populated suburban and rural areas within all
city-regions. Their research indicate that the new models of living promote dispersion. Subsequently, the
authors contest the claim that creative-knowledge activities are fundamentally a predominantly urban-cen-
tric phenomenon. In the long run, they seem to become impregnated by a mixture of rurality and suburbanity
with a more prominent role of the natural environment.

Shifting the focus of the analysis from rural to urban settings, the paper by Poljak Istenič (2019) pre-
sents the concept of participatory urbanism as a tool for creative interventions in urban planning and analyses
its practical implications in the context of the City of Ljubljana. It assesses the potential of participatory
methodology for physical and social interventions in public spaces through the case-studies of two cre-
ative spatial practices: the Onkraj gradbišča / Beyond the construction site urban community garden and
the community-led renovation of the Savsko naselje neighbourhood. The cases show how bottom-up ini-
tiatives can contribute to the sustainable development of an urban area, especially to its environmental
and social features. The paper concludes with ideas on how cities might engage with bottom-up spatial
practices to increase the effectiveness of urban spatial planning, management, and administration and to
boost their green creative image.

Closing this special issue, the paper by Uršič and Tamano (2019) investigates the importance of green
amenities for small creative actors in Tokyo. In the last decade, the Japanese authorities have invested con-
siderable effort and economic resources into constructing developmental models that can help build
a friendlier environment for the domestic creative economy. Based on an analysis of spatial attraction fac-
tors for individuals of various creative occupations, the authors identify how important green or natural
amenities are in comparison with other sociocultural characteristics regarding small creative groups. The
analysis of data acquired through semi-structured interviews indicates that green amenities do not play
a primary role in the spatial distribution of small creative groups, but they do play a very important sec-
ondary role in cases when creative workers consider places with similar spatial attraction characteristics
in Tokyo’s specific areas.
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5 Conclusion
The aim of the special issue is to contribute new evidence to the studies of urban and regional development
by unveiling the connections between creativity and nature. The idea is based on the assumption that the
concepts of creativity mostly address economic and to a lesser extent social issues (Pratt and Hutton 2013),
while green concepts predominantly deal with environmental features (Brilhante and Klaas 2018). The
»creative city«, the »green city«, and other similar paradigms are all useful when addressing the challenges
caused by the (de)industrialisation and urbanisation of recent decades. These are related to the transformed
post-industrial way of production and consumption and associated environmental pressures. Although
the link between creativity and the natural environment seems quite obvious in this regard, the literature
offers quite a limited set of theoretical and practical contributions. For this reason, the authors of this spe-
cial issue have cross-pollinated the two fields of interest by searching for their interrelations.

The main findings suggest that agglomeration logics do not necessarily apply when studying the rela-
tionship between urban hierarchy and the distribution of the creative economy. Thus, urban and regional
planners should also invest in rural/suburban localities with a significant extent of natural amenities and
the increasing amount of creative and knowledge workers. However, green infrastructure should also be
promoted in urban areas, especially when trying to retain talent in certain districts. Merging green envi-
ronments and practices with participatory and collective actions can then boost urban development. Cities
should simultaneously invest in physical and social green infrastructure in order to reach their ultimate
goal: a high quality of life of its citizens.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT: This work was supported by the Slovenian Research Agency (ARRS) program
Geography of Slovenia (P6-0101) and the project Surviving, living, thriving: Creativity as a way of life
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