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FOREWORD
Prof. Dalila Cerejo 

Cities have always reflected the societies that create them. They concentrate opportunities, creativity, innovation 
and diversity, but they also concentrate inequalities, vulnerabilities and risks. Cities today are evolving within an 
unprecedented context of environmental, technological, political and social transformation. Housing pressures, 
climate change, social fragmentation, mobility transitions, demographic change, environmental stress and new 
forms of governance are not separate problems. They are deeply connected. They interact across scales, sectors 
and institutions. 

This is why the systemic interpretation of the contemporary city is so important. It invites us to move beyond 
fragmented approaches and to think about urban futures as relational, interdependent and interdisciplinary realities. 
It also reminds us that planning is not only a technical exercise. Planning is a social, political and cultural practice. 
It is about infrastructures, but also about people. It is about space, but also about justice. It is about adaptation, but 
also about democracy and collective imagination.

It is precisely this systemic perspective that lies at the heart of this publication and of the international seminar 
from which it originated. Planning Urban Futures: Dialogues on the Systemic Interpretation of the Contemporary 
City brings together two distinguished scholars whose work has significantly contributed to contemporary debates 
on urban systems, governance and territorial transformation. Through their dialogue, Professor Romano Fistola 
and Professor João Seixas invite us to reflect on cities not simply as physical spaces or administrative entities, 
but as complex adaptive systems shaped by continuous interactions between society, environment, technology, 
institutions and culture.

This is why the systemic interpretation of the contemporary city is so important. It invites us to move beyond 
fragmented approaches and to think about urban futures as relational, interdependent and interdisciplinary realities. 
It also reminds us that planning is not only a technical exercise. 

Director of CICS.NOVA – Interdisciplinary Centre of Social Sciences, NOVA University Lisbon

International Seminar, FCSH-UNL, Lisbon May 2026
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Planning is a social, political and cultural practice. It is about infrastructures, but also about people. It is about space, 
but also about justice. It is about adaptation, but also about democracy and collective imagination. Understanding 
cities through a systemic lens reflects our commitment to producing knowledge that is scientifically rigorous, socially 
relevant and capable of informing public decision-making.

This publication also reflects the importance of international collaboration. The partnership between NOVA University 
Lisbon and the University of Naples Federico II demonstrates the value of bringing together different academic 
traditions and territorial experiences. Southern European cities share many challenges, but also many forms of 
resilience, creativity and institutional experimentation. Lisbon, Naples and many other urban regions in Southern 
Europe are privileged laboratories for thinking about urban futures, not from an abstract or universal model, but from 
situated experiences, historical depth and comparative dialogue. This is why international collaboration matters. 
It allows us to learn from each other, to compare trajectories, to identify common problems and to imagine new 
responses. It also strengthens the role of social sciences in urban debates that are too often dominated by purely 
technological or managerial perspectives.

This collaboration is further strengthened through the Horizon Europe project SMARTER – Systemic Transformation 
Towards Local and Regional Climate Resilience, which provides an important framework for advancing interdisciplinary 
research and knowledge exchange. By bringing together researchers, policymakers, regional authorities and civil 
society, SMARTER promotes systemic approaches to climate resilience that recognise the interdependence of 
environmental, social, economic and governance dimensions. It reminds us that climate adaptation cannot be 
addressed through isolated technical solutions alone, but requires integrated, participatory and place-based 
responses.

 

The dialogues presented in this booklet embody this same spirit. Rather than offering definitive answers, they 
encourage critical reflection on the future of urban planning in an era characterised by uncertainty, accelerating 
change and increasing complexity. They remind us that planning is not merely a technical discipline, but a social and 
political practice that requires dialogue, imagination and collaboration across disciplines and institutions. 

I hope this publication will inspire researchers, students, practitioners and policymakers alike to continue questioning 
established assumptions, embracing systemic thinking and working collectively towards more resilient, inclusive 
and sustainable urban futures.

On behalf of CICS.NOVA, I congratulate the organisers and contributors for making this dialogue possible and I wish 
you an inspiring reading.

Prof. Dalila Cerejo

Workshop of SMARTER  with stakeholders in march 2026, Lisbon, Portugal
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Short Bio

Romano Fistola is Professor of Urban and 
Regional Planning at the University of 
Naples Federico II and is internationally 
recognised for his contributions to systems 
thinking, urban complexity and sustainable 
urban planning. With extensive experience in 
research, teaching and international scientific 
collaboration, his work explores cities as 
complex adaptive systems, advancing 
systemic approaches to urban governance, 
technological innovation and decision-
making for more resilient urban futures.

He graduated in Architecture from the 
University of Naples Federico II, where he 
has developed his academic career and held 
several leadership positions. Throughout 
the years, he has coordinated numerous 
national and international research projects 
addressing urban planning, smart cities, 
environmental sustainability and digital 
innovation.

DIALOGUE WITH 
ROMANO FISTOLA
SYSTEMIC THINKING, 
COMPLEXITY AND THE 
FUTURE OF CITIES

Professor Fistola is the author of numerous books and scientific publications on systems theory, 
urban complexity, artificial intelligence and planning. His work has made a significant contribution 
to contemporary debates on the systemic interpretation of cities, climate adaptation and the 
evolving role of planning in addressing increasingly complex urban challenges.

01

Professor Romano Fistola
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THE ORIGINS 
OF A SYSTEMIC 
URBAN PLANNER  
Professor Fistola, architect, urban planner and city 
enthusiast, looking back on your academic journey, what 
first attracted you to cities and to the challenges of urban 
planning? 

There were two defining dimensions. The first came from my family. My father was an engineer 
who graduated in Rome shortly after the Second World War, and his education reflected a much 
broader conception of engineering than we often see today. Urban issues were an integral part of 
engineering thinking. Nowadays, engineering has become increasingly specialised, hydraulics, 
structures, transport, and, in my view, something important has been lost. 

Perhaps I am speaking pro domo sua, but I believe we have lost the systemic vision. Genuine 
transdisciplinarity has become much harder to achieve, even though it is exactly what cities 
require. A city is a system, and only by bringing together different forms of knowledge can we 
imagine urban futures that are both sustainable and compatible with the finite resources of our 
planet.

The second influence was much more personal. 
I have always loved walking through cities, 
ever since I was a child. I would spend hours 
wandering through neighbourhoods, observing 
buildings, watching how the sky appeared 
between the façades, how balconies projected 
into the streets, and how light was reflected 
by the walls. I had no technical knowledge 
at the time, of course, but I was instinctively 
fascinated by urban form and by the way cities 
create spaces, relationships and atmospheres. 

Reflections of the city in the Arno River, Florence, Italy
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So, I would say that my fascination with 
cities and, later, with the challenges of urban 
planning, grew out of these two influences: “an 
early understanding of the city as an integrated 
system, inherited from my father, and a lifelong 
personal curiosity nurtured through observing 
cities and, later, through literature”.

A decisive moment came when I read the book 
“Le Cittá Invisibili” by Italo Calvino. It remains 
one of the books that has most influenced 
my thinking, and it is still among the texts I 
recommend to my students. 

I have always admired Calvino’s work, but “Le 
Cittá Invisibili” holds a special place.  Through 
Marco Polo’s imaginary descriptions of cities 
to Kublai Khan, Calvino demonstrates that 
imagining cities is itself an intellectual act. 
Although these cities never existed, each one 
reveals a different way of understanding urban 
life, memory, space and human experience. 

His visionary descriptions, the images he 
creates and the extraordinary urban landscapes 
he evokes are, in my opinion, part of the cultural 
heritage that should inspire anyone engaged in 
imagining the future of cities.

Cover of Le città invisibili by Italo Calvino. 

Source: Mondadori, 1972
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PLANNING AT THE 
SPEED OF CHANGE

Today, cities are evolving at an unprecedented pace, 
and urban planners face a reality that is fundamentally 
different from that of previous generations. In your view, 
what are the challenges of contemporary urban planning 
and management?

We are living through difficult times, and what is clear is that we are experiencing a historical 
period unlike any we have known before. We are witnessing unprecedented acceleration 
across multiple dimensions of society: from geopolitics and profound social transformation 
to technological innovation and the increasingly evident impacts of climate change. These 
processes, which were once relatively independent, are now converging in an extraordinarily 
short period, something humanity has never experienced before.

In the past, urban phenomena generally evolved more gradually and followed relatively predictable 
trajectories. Their development allowed researchers and planners the time to observe them, 
understand their dynamics and develop appropriate methods of interpretation. 

Today, that time has disappeared. The speed 
of change has itself become one of the defining 
characteristics of the contemporary world.
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Technological innovation is one of the principal drivers of this acceleration. It can become an 
extraordinary opportunity or a significant risk. The pace at which new technologies emerge no 
longer allows us the luxury of stopping to reflect before change occurs. By the time we pause 
to understand a transformation, the context has already evolved.

For this reason, I believe that our ability to imagine sustainable futures for human settlements 
depends on our capacity to engage with these accelerating processes rather than simply react 
to them. We must understand how they operate and learn to guide them responsibly. This is 
particularly true of technological innovation. Technology should never be something we merely 
undergo; it should be something we consciously adopt and direct towards socially desirable 
goals.

Artificial intelligence is perhaps the clearest example. Its extraordinary speed and analytical 
capabilities offer enormous opportunities, but they also carry significant risks if adopted 
uncritically. Without an adequate understanding of its implications, the acceleration driven by 
artificial intelligence could ultimately become harmful rather than beneficial.

AI-generated image using ChatCGP V.4o 2024
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WHY SYSTEMS 
THINKING MATTERS 
MORE THAN EVER
Almost 50 years after the publication of Limits to Growth 
in 1972 by the Club of Rome, systems thinking and 
complexity theory have gained renewed attention. How 
can these approaches contribute to understanding and 
responding to the contemporary problems cities face?

The Club of Rome represented a pivotal moment in science because it brought together people 
who were willing to think beyond disciplinary boundaries and to reflect on the long-term evolution 
of society. In their work entitled Limits to Growth, they anticipated many of the challenges we are 
facing today.

In my opinion, the adoption of a systemic approach is no longer merely one option: it has 
become a necessity. I do not wish to sound overly categorical, but I believe it is perhaps the only 
scientific approach currently capable of interpreting contemporary urban phenomena, identifying 
the underlying rules governing their evolution, and developing models that allow us to envision 
future urban configurations.

A city is a complex system, not because it is 
merely composed of many elements, but because 
its behaviour emerges from the countless 
relationships that connect those elements.
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The challenge is that these relationships are constantly evolving. The moment we isolate and 
analyse the interaction between two components, that interaction has already influenced oth-
ers, which in turn modify the original relationship. Complexity, therefore, lies in the dynamic and 
constantly changing nature of these interactions. Systems thinking provides a framework for 
interpreting this complexity. Rather than analysing isolated components, it enables us to un-
derstand the relationships, feedback loops and interdependencies that shape urban dynamics. 
In doing so, it offers planners a more robust basis for anticipating change and exploring alter-
native futures through modelling and scenario development.

This is where Artificial Intelligence (AI) offers unprecedented opportunities for urban planning, 
due to its extraordinary capacity to analyse vast amounts of data and detect patterns of inter-
action that would otherwise remain invisible. We have already witnessed its transformative 
potential in fields such as medicine and genetics. Research that previously required many 
years of analysing relationships between different variables can now be undertaken in a fraction 
of the time. Similar opportunities exist for urban planning. 

However, this technological potential also presents a significant challenge. At present, our 
discipline still lacks robust theories, methodologies and tools for integrating artificial intelli-
gence into planning practice. We have experienced something similar before with the emer-
gence of the Smart City agenda. At that time, technological innovation was largely driven by 
major technology companies, and urban planners found themselves adapting to a vision that 
had already been defined elsewhere. They subsequently had to develop the theoretical frame-
works needed to interpret and justify this new urban paradigm.

Artificial intelligence is fundamentally different because the pace of change is far greater. We 
cannot simply react to technological developments after they occur. Instead, we must under-
stand artificial intelligence, study its characteristics and, above all, learn how to adopt it re-
sponsibly. 

Adoption implies a profound understanding. Just as adopting a child means accepting 
responsibility for their future, adopting a technological innovation means understanding it deeply 
enough to guide it in socially desirable directions rather than merely applying it.

I deliberately use the word “adopt AI” rather than 
use AI.
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In urban planning, this means working with AI systems that have been trained on appropriate 
domain knowledge and understanding how they reach their conclusions. We cannot simply 
accept the answers they generate. Artificial intelligence can produce convincing but inaccurate 
responses, which are technically known as hallucinations, and these must always be critically 
validated. Decisions based on unreliable outputs can have lasting consequences because the 
territory itself is a non-renewable resource.

Here validation is perhaps the most important 
stage of the entire process. We need rigorous 
procedures for identifying biases, verifying 
results and ensuring that AI supports rather than 
replaces professional judgement. 

This represents an entirely new field of research, requiring innovative interdisciplinary approaches 
that combine systems thinking, urban planning and artificial intelligence. More broadly, our 
responsibility as researchers is not to passively accept technological change but to guide it. 
The pace of innovation will inevitably marginalise approaches that remain confined within 
traditional disciplinary boundaries. We therefore have a responsibility to develop new conceptual 
frameworks capable of understanding and directing these transformations. Systems thinking 
is equally important for understanding what I describe as urban entropy: the emergence of 
conditions that progressively reduce the functioning and coherence of the urban system. Entropy 
may result from exogenous events, such as earthquakes or other natural disasters, that disrupt 
the city’s physical fabric and the social activities it supports. It may also arise endogenously 
through processes generated within the urban system itself.

Social conflict provides a clear example of endogenous urban entropy. When planning decisions 
are imposed without meaningful public participation, communities may resist new developments, 
particularly those perceived as undesirable, such as waste management facilities. The resulting 
conflicts can disrupt mobility, public services and everyday urban life. In this sense, the conflict 
is not an isolated social phenomenon but part of a wider systemic process in which disturbances 
spread across multiple components of the city. Ultimately, these examples remind us that 
cities are not collections of independent sectors but complex adaptive systems in which every 
intervention generates consequences throughout the whole. Systems thinking provides the 
conceptual framework needed to understand these interactions and to guide urban development 
towards more sustainable and resilient futures.
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RETHINKING 
GOVERNANCE 
THROUGH SYSTEMS 
THINKING
Current institutional structures and governance models 
are often expected to address increasingly complex 
territorial challenges. In your view, are they prepared to 
embrace systemic thinking? What changes are needed 
for governance to become systemic?

The issue is complex. Complexity itself is a positive condition; what becomes problematic is the 
way we respond to it. Every region has its own territorial characteristics. Portugal has its own 
regional structure; Italy, another; France, another; Germany, another. These differences must 
always be taken into account, particularly when considering how decision-makers understand 
and internalise territorial dynamics.

I believe that what is most important is not that 
policymakers become experts in systems theory, 
but that they learn to think systemically. 

That alone would represent a remarkable step forward. It would allow us to move beyond the 
traditional approach of treating every urban intervention as an isolated project. Too often, when 
we plan a new development, the reasoning is very simple: there is an empty space, so we build 
something there. But this is not enough. We should ask what function is being introduced, what 
territorial weight it will have, how it will influence existing polarities, how it will interact with the 
surrounding functional system, and above all, how it will transform the wider regional context. 
Ultimately, every territorial transformation has consequences for society as a whole.
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Unfortunately, today we are witnessing worrying forms of territorial drift that are gradually 
replacing important urban functions. A simple example is the disappearance of theatres, which 
are increasingly being replaced by supermarkets and parking areas. Yet many of these parking 
facilities are no longer even necessary, since private car use in large cities is steadily declining. 
London recognised this decades ago by limiting vehicle access to its central areas. Continuing to 
plan based on outdated assumptions means failing to understand how territories evolve, which 
inevitably increases what I call urban entropy.

I place considerable hope in younger generations. Many of my former students now occupy 
positions within local government as technical directors, planners or councillors, and they are 
beginning to introduce this way of thinking into public administration. The process is still in its 
early stages and far from widespread. Even when these professionals are committed to systemic 
approaches, political pressures often conflict with the broader public interest.

Urban planners have always been, as Machiavelli 
described them, the advisers of the Prince: 
we analyse problems, develop proposals and 
recommend possible solutions. 

Ultimately, however, decisions are made by elected representatives, who must balance 
technical advice with political considerations and competing interests. Today, another challenge 
has emerged: the growing influence of global finance. Local communities may participate in 
planning processes and discuss neighbourhood-scale transformations, but increasingly the 
most significant decisions are taken by large financial groups whose priorities are driven by 
investment rather than the public good.

The redevelopment of CityLife in Milan is a good example. The area was once a working-class 
neighbourhood. Today, it is dominated by luxury skyscrapers occupied by wealthy residents, 
while many of the original inhabitants have been displaced. This is a clear illustration of how 
financial interests can drive processes of gentrification.
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These dynamics are closely linked to the growing concentration of wealth. The rich become 
richer, the poor become poorer, and the middle class is gradually disappearing. This has profound 
implications for land values and housing markets. Those who can afford high property prices 
continue to invest, while younger generations, including university graduates, often struggle to 
secure housing because their incomes simply do not keep pace with the market. This creates 
a growing demand for social housing. Yet many cities continue to respond through outdated 
approaches, assuming that providing green spaces alongside social housing is sufficient. In 
reality, new parks often increase surrounding property values, making these areas even less 
affordable for lower-income households.

The problem goes deeper. The concept of social housing itself needs to be reconsidered. It is no 
longer intended only for the traditional working class. 

Today, it must also respond to the needs of university graduates, middle-income families and 
people who unexpectedly lose their jobs later in life. During my experience as a social worker, 
I met lawyers, graduates and highly educated people who had suddenly become socially 
vulnerable. This is a clear sign of broader societal decline. As urban planners, geographers, 
sociologists and researchers, we have a responsibility to respond to these transformations and 
to help redirect urban development towards more equitable outcomes.

Social housing in Naples, Italy
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CLIMATE CHANGE, 
ADAPTATION AND 
URBAN RESILIENCE
Climate change introduces a new level of complexity for 
policymakers and planners operating in already dynamic 
and uncertain urban systems. From a systems perspective, 
how can transformative change strengthen climate 
resilience at regional, metropolitan and local scales?

Climate change is probably the most significant exogenous phenomenon affecting human 
settlements today. The question, then, is how we respond to it. Traditionally, the two main strategies 
have been mitigation and adaptation. I have some reservations about mitigation, whereas I am 
much more convinced by adaptation, as it inherently requires a systemic approach. Rather than 
focusing exclusively on resilience, I would even speak of flexibility or elasticity within the urban 
system. 

Resilience is often understood as the ability to 
return to the state that existed before a disruptive 
event. I do not believe that cities affected by 
increasingly severe climate events can simply 
recover their previous condition.

What they can do is recover a new equilibrium, perhaps not identical to the previous one, but 
one that is appropriate to the new circumstances. In fact, catastrophic events can become 
opportunities to introduce positive systemic transformations. 
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Reconstruction should not simply restore what existed before; it should improve the system by 
embedding new forms of thinking and more sustainable solutions.

This is why I believe adaptation has a much stronger systemic character than mitigation. Mitigation 
often leads to isolated interventions. We build a barrier, for example, and believe the problem has 
been solved. A systemic approach asks different questions: 

Where will the water flow? 
         Which urban functions are exposed? 
                   How should the soil be managed? 

Soil, in particular, is fundamental. Its condition determines the capacity of territories to absorb 
water, support ecosystems and respond to climate impacts. I believe that, in the future, the 
importance of healthy soils will become even more evident, particularly if future conflicts are 
increasingly fought over access to water.

Climate change will also intensify climate migration. Entire territories are becoming increasingly 
vulnerable. I often used to show my students the example of islands that have already disappeared 
because of rising sea levels. At the same time, we have created entirely new “islands” made 
of plastic waste floating in the oceans, enormous accumulations of debris that poison marine 
ecosystems through microplastics. These phenomena demonstrate something very simple: the 
problem is not the planet, the problem is us.

International Seminar, FCSH-UNL, Lisbon May 2026
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Without human activity, this planet would function remarkably well. The COVID-19 pandemic 
illustrated this very clearly. During the lock-downs, within just a few weeks, the skies became 
clearer, the water cleaner and many environmental systems began to recover. It was a powerful 
demonstration of nature’s capacity for regeneration once human pressures were temporarily 
reduced. Unfortunately, I do not believe that the pandemic fundamentally changed our 
behaviour. Many hoped it would become an opportunity for society to rethink its relationship 
with the environment and with urban life. Instead, we quickly returned to our previous habits. 
Yet similar crises, whether pandemics, climate-related disasters or other systemic shocks, are 
likely to become increasingly frequent.

COVID-19 also challenged some established assumptions in urban planning. For many years, 
planners argued that compact cities represented the most sustainable model, reducing urban 
sprawl and limiting land consumption. During the pandemic, however, physical distancing 
became essential. Suddenly, many people wanted homes with private gardens and access 
to open space. This does not invalidate compact urban development, but it reminds us that 
planning must remain flexible enough to respond to different types of crises. History teaches 
us that pandemics are not exceptional events but recurring phenomena. Speaking purely as 
a researcher, I believe we must analyse them objectively, recognising that they are part of 
broader systemic dynamics rather than isolated events.

Another issue that concerns me is 
demographic change. Many European 
societies are ageing rapidly. Birth rates 
continue to decline, educational functions 
are increasingly affected, and migration 
becomes an essential component of 
demographic renewal. 

Migration itself must therefore be understood 
as part of the wider urban system. If migrants 
remain socially or spatially excluded, 
inequalities increase, social networks 
weaken and conflicts inevitably emerge.

This is precisely why systems thinking is 
indispensable. Every phenomenon, climate 
change, demographic transition, migration 
or public health, is interconnected. None can 
be understood or effectively addressed in 
isolation.

 Traditional Lisbon Neighbourhood, Portugal
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ENVISIONING THE 
FUTURE CITY
Throughout this dialogue, we have explored the origins of 
your systemic perspective, the accelerating complexity of 
contemporary cities, governance, technological innovation, 
climate adaptation and urban inequality. To conclude, if 
you were to imagine the future of urban planning through 
a systemic lens, what fundamental principles should guide 
the planning and governance of tomorrow’s cities?

I believe the answer lies in much of what we have already discussed. If we are able to adopt the 
innovations and new opportunities now available to us responsibly, we will be better equipped to 
analyse, formalise and model urban systems. 

A city is a complex system that constantly evolves. 
The real challenge is not simply to understand 
this evolution but to guide it in the right direction, 
towards forms of development that are both 
sustainable and compatible with the resources 
available.

If we fail to do this, cities will inevitably consume more resources than their systems can sustain. 
The objective of planning is therefore to keep urban development within a range of possible 
states that remain compatible with environmental and societal limits.

Positive and responsible adoption of technological innovation can help us narrow this range 
of uncertainty. In traditional urban planning, at least in Italy, plans are often based on ten-year 
forecasts. These forecasts tend to be static, a snapshot of what the city is expected to become. 
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But cities are complex, non-linear and irreversible systems. With everything that can happen 
over ten years, how can we realistically assume that the city will follow a single predetermined 
trajectory? Instead, planning should guide urban development towards a range of possible future 
states that remain sustainable and compatible with available resources.

At the same time, every urban system naturally generates entropy as it evolves. Like an engine 
that produces heat while operating, cities continuously generate entropy through their own 
development. As long as this entropy remains within acceptable limits, the system continues to 
function. The real problem arises when entropy increases beyond those limits.

For this reason, I believe that the new paradigm of urban planning should begin by understanding 
the city’s current condition, identifying its levels of entropy, and proposing actions to reduce them 
to support more sustainable urban development. Ultimately, this can only be achieved through 
a systemic approach. 

If we continue to think in linear terms, we will 
be unable to respond to the complexity of 
contemporary cities.

International Seminar, FCSH-UNL, Lisbon May 2026



22

DIALOGUE WITH 
JOÃO SEIXAS 
URBAN GOVERNANCE, 
METROPOLITAN FUTURES AND 
TRANSFORMATIVE PLANNING

02

Short Bio

João Seixas is professor of Cities and Urban Politics 
at NOVA University of Lisbon and an internationally 
recognised expert in urban governance, 
metropolitan development and territorial 
transformation. Combining academic research with 
extensive experience in public administration and 
strategic planning, his work explores the political, 
institutional and socio-spatial processes that shape 
cities and regions, promoting more integrated, 
democratic and place-based approaches to urban 
and territorial governance. 

He holds a PhD in Human Geography from the 
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona and an MSc 
in Urban and Regional Studies from the London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 
Throughout his career, he has held several public 
and academic positions, including Pro-Rector for 
Socio-Territorial Innovation at NOVA University 
Lisbon, Commissioner of the Lisbon Strategic 
Charter, Coordinator of the Political-Administrative 
Reform of the City of Lisbon, and consultant to the 
European Commission’s URBACT Programme.

Professor Seixas is the author of numerous publications on urban governance, metropolitan 
development and public policy, including Lisbon in Metamorphosis (2021), Lisbon Projections 
(2018), In Every Street (2015), The City at the Crossroads (2013), and Urban Governance in 
Southern Europe (2012). 

Professor João Seixas
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THE IMPORTANCE 
OF UNDERSTANDING 
CITIES   
Professor Seixas, geographer, economist and urbanist, 
looking back at your academic journey, what first attracted 
you to cities and to the challenges of their governance 
and transformations?

When I got my first degree in economics in the 80s, the world was changing, and I felt it was 
important to understand some of the main mechanisms behind these transformations in historical 
terms. Economics offered me a practical approach to understanding society, while my interest in 
cities was already there and continued to grow. I became increasingly aware of two fundamental 
issues. 

First, the world was, and continues to become, 
increasingly urban. 
Development models, paradigms of civilizational progress, and later, fundamental issues such 
as climate change and inequalities, are closely connected to the way we understand territorial 
and societal policies. 

Second, cities continue to be understood by the 
political mainstream not as one of the main drivers 
of development, but rather as consequences of 
development. 
This also motivated me to work more specifically on cities, with a particular focus on Portugal, 
where urban development is still not sufficiently recognised as one of the essential pillars of 
human and economic development.
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BEYOND SILOS: 
THE NEED FOR 
SYSTEMIC THINKING
Almost 50 years after the publication of the Limits of 
Growth in 1972, by the Club of Rome, systems thinking and 
complexity theory have regained some prominence. In what 
way can these approaches contribute to understanding 
and responding to the contemporary problems that cities 
face?
Systems thinking is important in many areas of knowledge, not only in relation to cities. In 
ecology, as well as in models of social and economic development, systems thinking is absolutely 
essential. When analysing a territory or a society, it is important to adopt a perspective that is 
not overly sectoral or narrowly focused, but more systemic and transversal. Even when we 
want to focus on a specific issue, it is important to situate it within the wider system in which it 
is embedded.

The point is that we remain products of the industrial and Taylorist era, which heavily sectorised 
almost everything in the name of efficiency and productivity gains. This contributed to important 
social and human development, but it also promoted a model of thinking organised around silos: 
we are economists, engineers, geographers, sociologists or architects, and there is nothing 
wrong with that. But the city is not simply geography, economics or architecture. It is all of these 
together, and much more.

Understanding cities as a human product thus 
implies multidisciplinary knowledge and a 
capacity to study and analyse transformations 
and dynamics in a transversal way, which is 
absolutely fascinating.



25

Today, as a result of previous eras of sectorisation, political and operational practices remain 
highly segmented. We have been talking for decades about systemic thinking and more 
transversal ways of working through multi-institutional and multi-level governance, yet we remain 
surrounded by sectoral structures, separated into silos of knowledge and institutional silos.

Human development takes place through different stages and, often, when certain stages take 
too long to overcome, change occurs through a series of impulses. History shows us that these 
moments can generate turbulence, but they can also have significant effects in the medium and 
long term. I believe we are currently experiencing one of those moments.

It is very difficult to promote systemic thinking, and 
even more difficult to promote systemic action 
when our mental models, knowledge structures, 
policy frameworks and public institutions continue 
to operate in silos. 
This is particularly evident in territories, which are, by definition, transdisciplinary, perhaps even 
hyperdisciplinary. There is still a great deal of work to be done in this direction: going beyond 
silos.

International Seminar, FCSH-UNL, Lisbon May 2026
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GOVERNANCE AT 
RIGHT SCALE
Are institutional structures and governance models 
prepared to incorporate systemic visions and solutions 
into public policies and territorial planning?

Institutional structures and governance models are also products of history, not only of Taylorism 
and sectoralisation, but of the particular history of each nation, region and territory.

Cities around the world today face remarkably 
similar challenges: climate change, socio-spatial 
inequalities, the housing crisis, employment, 
well-being, quality of life and social inclusion. 

These are important challenges whether we are speaking about Lisbon, Shanghai, Bogotá or 
Kuala Lumpur. However, there are significant differences in how these challenges are understood 
and, in the capacities, and resources available to address them. These differences are historical 
products.

I work extensively with Barcelona and Spain, which, although not formally a federal state, is 
in practice highly decentralized, as are countries such as Italy and Germany. Even France, 
traditionally much more centralized, has become considerably more regionalized. Their 
subnational territories have resources, competences and capacities that are completely different 
from those available to subnational territories in Portugal. This makes an enormous difference.

The biggest challenge facing Portuguese cities and territories today, in my view, is therefore 
to develop competences and resources at the relevant scales. This may be the metropolitan 
scale or the scale of an intermunicipal urban system. The Algarve, for example, is not exactly a 
metropolis, but many of its challenges need to be understood and managed at an intermunicipal 
level. The same applies to the extensive urban network formed by Braga, Barcelos, Famalicão 
and Guimarães, outside the Porto Metropolitan Area. Many issues there need to be addressed 
collectively.
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In the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, we are still very far from having the minimum competences and 
responsibilities necessary to integrate systemic visions and solutions. Of course, many people 
are making considerable efforts, and there are exemplary projects, but Portugal’s institutional 
structures are not prepared for the major challenges they face today, not tomorrow, but today.
Portugal is a strongly municipalist country. Municipalism has endured despite repeated 
pressures from central government, and local government is one of the great achievements of 
Portuguese democracy. Nevertheless, its powers remain very limited. Of total State expenditure 
in Portugal, only around 11–12% is the responsibility of municipalities. Moreover, Portugal has 
no democratically elected regional governments with the political legitimacy and binding capacity 
that this would provide. This makes an enormous difference.

Even at the municipal level, where there is considerable capacity for local action, resources 
remain very limited, with only a few exceptions such as Lisbon, Porto, Oeiras and Cascais. 
And why do these municipalities have greater capacity? Because they have greater capacity to 
generate resources through the valorization of land. This creates a development trap in which 
municipalities become dependent on land urbanization to generate the revenues required to pay 
salaries and finance investment. But it is very difficult to change the cultural and political matrix of 
a country that is around 900 years old and has experienced only 50 years of democracy. There is 
now an important debate about regionalisation, but it remains a difficult subject. Many people still 
believe, for example, that regionalization would lead to the disintegration of Portugal. Yet we are 
practically the only country in Western Europe without elected regions, and the other countries 
have clearly not disintegrated. I would argue the opposite precisely: giving greater powers and 
political responsibilities to the appropriate levels can improve well-being and strengthen political 
capacity for action. And with responsibility comes democratic accountability. Governments that 
are unsuccessful can be challenged and replaced through elections and other forms of political 
opposition. This is one of the great strengths, and perhaps one of the greatest fascinations, of 
democracy.

Tagus Estuary aerial view
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CLIMATE RESILIENCE 
AND METROPOLITAN 
GOVERNANCE   
Climate change adds new complexities to systems that 
are already unstable, such as regions, metropolises and 
cities. How can systemic transformations promote climate 
resilience at these spatial and institutional scales?

Let me focus on a specific sector where the need for strategic action became so evident that it 
eventually led to institutional change: transport and mobility. The Lisbon Metropolitan Area was 
one of the last in all of Europe to have the capacity to promote the so-called single pass, and to 
manage metropolitan transport in a more integrated way. It’s worth remembering, once again, 
the history and the enormous difficulty of changing paradigms. Ten years ago, the bus network 
depended on the Ministry and the Central State. That has changed now; there has been an 
awareness.

However, it seems that things often change only 
when they become immensely evident, and even 
then, there are great difficulties. 
Look, for example, at the case of the housing crisis, which is a dramatic problem in Portugal. 
There is an urgent need to intervene in a drastic and direct way. Even so, we lack the courage 
and capacity to change some elements. 

Key drivers of the transport and mobility system have become all too evident, and in 2017-18, 
the National Institute of Statistics conducted a study at the request of the State to analyze the 
situation of transport and mobility in the metropolitan areas of Lisbon and Porto. This study 
involved a combination of municipalities and the central government to create a single pass 
system and more integrated transport management in Lisbon and Porto. 
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Nowadays, the Lisbon Metropolitan Area—the institution that should manage the metropolis in 
an integrated way—has developed significant institutional capacity specifically for transport and 
mobility. This makes perfect sense. It was finally achieved, but there are other areas in which 
this kind of integration should advance.

One of these is, obviously, climate change. We need a more concrete push, supported by 
specific data, forms of action and benchmarking against the ways in which these issues are 
managed in other European cities and metropolitan areas. This can demonstrate the importance 
of intermunicipal and integrated management.

What are the relevant areas for climate action? Energy management; transport management, 
including greater energy efficiency; the energy transition in buildings; and more directly ecological 
systems such as the Tagus estuary and the transformation and management of major river 
basins. There are many areas in which we still need to work.

Workshop of SMARTER  with stakeholders in march 2026, Lisbon, Portugal



30

CLIMATE TRANSITION 
AND URBAN 
INEQUALITIES 
Climate change also exposes profound inequalities within 
cities and metropolitan areas, as not all communities have 
the same capacity to adapt. How can climate policies and 
urban planning ensure that the transition towards more 
resilient cities does not reinforce existing socio-spatial 
inequalities?

We have data showing that inequalities are increasing in Lisbon, driven above all by housing. 
Families are devoting increasingly large proportions of their income to housing. If we look only 
at average household effort rates, they may appear relatively low in Portugal. But this is partly 
because previous generations already own their homes or have finished paying for them. This is 
not the situation facing younger generations. At the same time, the profile of the urban economy 
is changing, with employment becoming increasingly precarious and unstable.

In this context, asking people to change their daily lives, mobility patterns and buildings in 
response to climate change requires differentiated forms of support for those with less capacity 
to make these changes. Policies cannot be blind. We cannot simply provide the same support to 
everyone for building renovation, installing solar panels or enabling neighbourhoods to establish 
local energy markets. These are important directions, but investment and public support should 
be differentiated according to the capacities of different households. At the same time, many 
climate programmes can create new forms of employment, new types of businesses and new 
economic opportunities. This is another important dimension that should be explored.

The State has a particular responsibility in those 
areas where it has greater capacity to intervene, 
such as municipal housing neighbourhoods.
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These are precisely the places where the State should be exemplary in its urban planning and 
public-space regeneration policies. This includes ecological corridors and the provision of leisure 
and green spaces. Such interventions should not be concentrated only in already privileged 
locations where private investment can more easily operate. 

Some of the most 
socially deprived 
areas are precisely 
where we should be 
most ambitious in 
proposing a different 
quality of urban life.

Water Basin of the Varzea Urban Parque, Setúbal, Portugal

Ecological Structure in Praça de Espanha, Lisbon, Portugal
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THE FUTURE OF 
URBAN PLANNING
We started with the past and have travelled through the 
present. To conclude, I would like to look forward to the 
future. If you were to imagine a systemic approach to guide 
the planning of future cities, what fundamental principles 
should guide it?

The first principle is equity and the right to the 
city. Equity is not the same as equality. It means 
giving greater attention to those who, from the 
outset, have fewer capacities and resources. 
This is almost the opposite of what is happening 
today.

The second is the principle of political subsidiarity: 
ensuring that resources and competences are 
available at the most appropriate scales for 
action. Addressing our major challenges requires 
significant transformations, particularly in terms 
of the decentralisation of State responsibilities 
and competences. Subsidiarity also implies that 
different municipalities work much more closely 
together on common programmes.

These principles are directly related to our capacity 
to address climate change because they require 
profound changes in economic and financial 
paradigms, but also in cultural paradigms and in 
the way, communities are built and strengthened.

The fundamental issue is maintaining a cohesive society. Only with a cohesive society can we 
genuinely address other challenges, including climate change. If we begin with climate change 
or technological challenges without first considering social cohesion, I think we are reversing the 
order of priorities. This does not mean that climate change is not fundamental; of course it is, but 
we can only overcome these challenges through a cohesive society.

Barcelona, Spain
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FINAL REFLECTIONS
Drª Francesca Poggi

Thinking about how to plan urban futures is one of the most urgent and fascinating challenges 
for anyone who studies, governs, or shapes cities. Urban areas are under pressure now 
more than ever, increasingly confronted with multiple and interconnected transformations in 
response to climate change, socio-spatial inequalities, demographic dynamics, technological 
innovation and new forms of governance. Understanding these transformations requires to 
move beyond fragmented interpretations of urban challenges towards systemic approaches 
capable of recognising their variables, causes, effects and interdependencies. This publication 
aims to contribute to this debate by promoting two dialogues on the systemic interpretation of 
the contemporary city inspired by the work developed within the project SMARTER- Systemic 
Transformation Towards Local and Regional Climate Resilience project. Rather than providing 
a single definition of what a systemic approach to urban planning should be, the dialogues with 
Professors Romano Fistola and João Seixas reveal two complementary perspectives.

Romano Fistola invites us to interpret the city explicitly as a complex system, structured by 
relationships and interactions between multiple subsystems that continuously evolve. From this 
perspective, the increasing speed of environmental, social and technological change challenges 
conventional forms of planning based on linear interpretations and static projections of the 
future. Systems thinking becomes a means not only of understanding urban complexity, but also 
of anticipating possible trajectories and guiding transformation of urban entropy towards states 
that remain compatible with available resources. His reflections on technological innovation 
further suggest that the tools available to planners are themselves changing, requiring new 
theoretical frameworks and new forms of critical engagement, especially with the adoption of 
artificial intelligence.

João Seixas approaches systemic thinking about cities from another point of view that places 
particular emphasis on the institutional, political and social conditions required to act systemically 
at different spatial scales. Understanding interdependencies is not sufficient if governance 
structures, competences and resources remain organised through sectoral silos or at spatial 
scales that do not correspond to the problems being addressed. His emphasis on metropolitan 
and intermunicipal governance, subsidiarity and institutional capacity therefore introduces a 
fundamental question on what scale should urban transformation be governed.

The two dialogues remind us that systemic transformation cannot be separated from its social 
dimension. Climate adaptation, technological innovation and urban transformations do not affect 
all people and territories equally. The capacity to adapt is strongly conditioned by income, housing 
conditions, access to services, institutional resources and existing socio-spatial inequalities. 

Integrated Researcher – Interdisciplinary Centre of Social Sciences, FCSH-NOVA University Lisbon
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A systemic approach must therefore be capable not only of recognising relationships between 
different components of the urban system, but also of asking who benefits, who bears the costs 
and who has the capacity to lead and participate in transformation. This is where João Seixas’s 
concluding principles of equity, subsidiarity and social cohesion become particularly significant. If 
urban transformation is to be genuinely systemic, it cannot be conceived solely as a technological 
or environmental transition. It must also strengthen the capacity of communities and institutions 
to act collectively within a cohesive society. 

Read together, the two dialogues therefore point towards an understanding of systemic urban 
planning that operates simultaneously across relationships, scales and time. Relationships 
matter because cities emerge from interactions between social, environmental, spatial, economic, 
technological and institutional subsystems. Scale matters because many contemporary 
challenges such as climate change cannot be addressed within administrative boundaries. And 
time matters because planning must increasingly operate under conditions of uncertainty and 
rapid change, anticipating multiple possible future pathways rather than assuming a single linear 
trajectory. Perhaps this is ultimately the most important message emerging from these dialogues.

 

The systemic interpretation of the contemporary 
city is an invitation to rethink how we understand 
urban systems, how institutions cooperate, how 
planning decisions are made, and how society 
participates in imagining and shaping its future.
 
This capacity to connect knowledge, territories, institutions and communities may be one of the 
most important resources we have for planning the cities of tomorrow.

International Seminar, FCSH-UNL, Lisbon May 2026
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Reflection from the SMARTER coordination
Drª Karolien Vermeiren & Dr Jean-Luc De Kok 
VITO | SMARTER Project Coordination

The dialogues in this booklet resonate strongly with the ambition at the heart of SMARTER: 

to move from systemic thinking to systemic 
action.
Climate adaptation does not take place in isolation. Decisions about water, green space, mobility, 
housing, health, land use or economic development interact, sometimes creating synergies, 
but also trade-offs and unintended consequences. Understanding these interdependencies is 
therefore essential. Yet our experience in SMARTER also shows that understanding the system 
is only the beginning.

The real challenge is to translate this understanding into action. This requires bringing different 
forms of knowledge together, involving the people and institutions that shape a territory, identifying 
where change is possible, and developing coherent portfolios of solutions rather than isolated 
interventions. It also means recognising that transformation cannot simply be designed once 
and implemented according to a fixed plan. Cities and regions evolve, conditions change, and 
adaptation therefore requires learning, revisiting choices and exploring different pathways over 
time.

This is also why there can be no single blueprint for systemic climate resilience. What works 
depends on the place, its people, its institutions and its wider societal context. Through its Climate 
Adaptation Labs, SMARTER aims to learn how systemic approaches can support this transition 
from understanding complexity to collectively shaping change.

Perhaps that is ultimately what systemic 
transformation asks of us: not to eliminate 
complexity, but to become better at acting within 
it.
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