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A B S T R A C T 
Considering three- dimensional process of sustainability (physical- economical and 
social), the aim of conservation for making historic urban environment sustainable 
should be matched with these dimensions.  Therefore, earlier conservation policies 
have progressed from a simple and restrictive concern with preservation to an 
increased concern for revitalization and enhancement.  This means a physical 
revitalization may be short-lived and un-sustained. Within the process of revitalization, 
historic environments become the main locations of gentrification induced by urban 
revitalization which may involve social cost. Accordingly, this paper develops 
theoretical concepts on “sustainability in historic urban environment” with a 
particular emphasis on social issue in terms of gentrification. Also with the result 
derived from theoretical parts concludes that social changes through gentrification 
contribute to sustain the historic environments. 
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1. Introduction  
The historic urban environment provides a 
tangible link with people’s past and contributes 
to their sense of national, local and community 
identity and will provide the character and 
uniqueness that is an important matter to a 
positive sense of place. Additionally, it can bring 
additional assessment, not only as a cultural 
enhancement, but also as an economic stimulus, 
attract inner investment, play a dynamic part in 
many industries such as tourist and helping 
communities to regenerate and support in the 

distribution of housing, community cohesion and 
education aims to support social development 
and “sustainable economic” of its communities 
(Department for Communities and Local 
Government, 2012; Veirier, 2008; Scottish 
Government, 2008). Recognizing the special 
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needs of the historic urban environment, 
improvement and enabling of occasions for 
high-quality progress which embedded in those 
environments can assist to sustain the resource 
(Scottish Government, 2008). 
Historic urban environments start with two 
essential qualities that implement in defining 
sense of belonging, social cohesion and a sense 
of place: a) first, the environmental capital that 
is meant by urban infrastructure and their 
buildings b) second the “socio-cultural values”.  
Historic environments are stated in the urban 
grain, architecture, and the socio-economic 
organization of cities. Historic environments 
contain physical and immaterial cultural 
heritage, environmental matters, equity within 
and among age group (Rodwell, 2007). Historic 
areas and their surroundings should considered 
as irreplaceable universal heritage and in their 
totality as a coherent whole which include 
buildings, human activities and the spatial 
organization within its atmospheres. (UNESCO, 
1976). 
Along with the cities development and 
changing in socio-economic, socio-politic and 
socio cultural conditions, these environments fall 
into a kind of incompatibility between the 
capability of buildings and users’ needs (Doratli, 
2005). As a result, many people and activities, 
move out from areas in order to be close to the 
contemporary amenities. These problems 
contribute to the decrease in livability, vitality 
and sustainability of the “historic urban quarters” 
(Vehbi et al., 2009) 
 In the form of these threats, the idea is 
becoming prevalent that the solution to these 
tensions is the utilization and applicability of 
sustainability principles in historic urban 
environments (Rodwell, 2007; Strange, 1997; 
Pendlebury, 2009; Gunay et al., 2010). Stubbs, M. 
(2010) point out ‘A Force for Our Future’ 
(DCMS/DTLR, 2001)1 was published in which the 
heritage sector was regarded as “something of 

                                                            
1 “Department of Culture, Media and Sport/Department of 

Transport Local Government and the Regions (2001) A 

a sleeping giant both in cultural and economic 
terms”. A notion or vision was debut that heritage 
was an important component of a broader 
sustainable agenda. Thus, many historic urban 
quarters rather than being destroyed and 
redeveloped due to impacts of de-urbanization 
which was often the case in the 1950s and 1960s, 
is now being revitalized (Tiesdell et al., 1996). 
Recognizing and acting upon the full range of 
values inherent in historic environments is a core 
component of the challenge (Rodwell, 2007). 
In this background revitalization as a part of an 
unified ‘conservation process’ in the historical 
context which includes preservation and 
development (Veirier, 2008) is the best way to 
overcome various types of obsolescence and 
make conservation activity “sustainable” 
(Vehbi et al., 2009). Revitalization efforts need to 
operate within a sensitive context which acts as 
both a restriction and advantage. All urban 
areas undergo change, but these areas have 
to manage with change in their economic 
fortunes while changes in their physical 
landscapes is restricted and controlled in the 
interests of conservation (Tiesdell et al., 1996). 
Accordingly, this paper tries to define the 
successful approach to apply the term 
sustainability in historic urban environment. 
Adopting sustainability as a code in 
management of historic quarters to ensure a 
balance among the requirement to keep the 
values of cultural heritage in historical 
environment, financial interests and socio-
cultural needs. Secondly, this paper will focus on 
the social dimension of sustainability in the 
process of revitalization in historic quarters, 
which these days are the most important issue. 
Finally, a general conclusion will be presented 
to summarize all the arguments of the paper. 
 
 

Force for Our Future, London, DCMS.” 
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2. Concept of sustainability and urban 
revitalization in historic urban environment 

The Brundtland Report provided definition of 
sustainable development as “a development 
that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs” (World Commission, 
1987).  While this meaning offers a 
comprehensive definition of sustainable 
development it has also been observed as being 
imprecise and vague (Stubbs, 2010; Ross et al., 
1995). All the same the term “sustainable 
development” based on the requirement of the 
historic context might use in different ways 
(Rydin, 1997).  The 1999 UK approach on 
“sustainable development” identifies four 
principal goals of sustainable development 
which are environmental protection, social 
progress, cautious use of resources and keep of 
stable and high levels of economic performance 
and growth (UK Government, 1999).  
While Sustainable development has been for 
years appertain with the environment, after 
1980s, it began to be in the schema of 
development procedure, inasmuch as 
environmental approach was short tactic to the 
new problems of changing political and socio-
economic conditions, sustainable development 
operated by social and economic issues as well. 
Accordingly securing the sustainable future of 
historic environment - physical, social and 
environmental - has become one of the core 
agendas of time (Rodwell, 2003; Gunay et al., 
2010). From the other hand, when historic urban 
environments are considered in the goals of 
sustainability, it reveals an obligation to carry on 
the involvement of “cultural heritage” to present 
day via sensitive methods (Gunay, et al. 2010). 
Stubbs, (2010) notes the link among historic 
environment and sustainability is a 
comparatively new method, originated from the 
policy work and research undertaken since the 
mid-1990s. There is no wonder that the draft of 
“London Plan English Heritage” made the fact 
that “sustainability is an integral part of the 
protection of the historic environment. 

Revitalization provides the appropriate 
management tool for sustaining the built 
environment. Historic buildings are a reservoir of 
embodied energy while construction of new 
buildings is resource depleting” (English Heritage, 
2002). 
The view with regard to cultural heritage issues 
has been changed frequently, particularly since 
the 1960s. The notion of "a future for the past" in 
70s changed to the concept of "a past for future" 
in 80s and now the slogan "to make the past part 
of our future" has been created (Habibi, 2002). 
Therefore the concept of urban conservation/ 
revitalization has been changed since at least 
the 1960s and due to this issue, historic 
environments become the center of change 
and transformation demands which in some 
steps have given way to unexpected, rapid 
transformation process in all spheres of daily life 
(Rodwell, 2007; Gunay et al., 2010). While the 
roots of sustainability with urban revitalization are 
different, they share common ground. 
Revitalization and sustainability have equivalent 
meanings and are often used to slow the need 
to manage the world’s properties: a) first, to 
secure long-term harmony between man and 
nature/built environment. and b) second, to 
achieve incessant improvement in the 
environment and quality of life for humans 
(Rodwell, 2007). 
 
2.1. Urban revitalization 
Although definition of revitalization is common in 
many scholars (Tiesdell et al., 1996; Bizzarro et al, 
1996; Oc et al., 2007; Doratli, 2005) the 
appropriate one was introduced by Veirier 
(2008) in a manual book based on the work of 
UNESCO’s Urban Development program: 

“Reaching a satisfactory balance 
between the laws of economic 
development, the needs and the rights of 
inhabitants and the value enhancement of 
the city as a public good. In the process of 
revitalization economic, heritage, socio-
cultural and environmental approaches 
do not clash; they are complementary and 
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long-term success is in need of linking 
together of these approaches”. 

Within the scope of social and economic 
revitalization in historic environment, Tiesdell et 
al., (1996) and Doratli (2005) determined three 
strategic approaches in order to secure its 
success for long-term:   
Functional restructuring:  It can arise from 
changes in occupation in an area by 
introducing new uses or activities which is 
replacing the former ones. 
Functional diversification: A more limited 
restructuring that brings in new uses able to 
support the quarter's existing economic base. 
Functional regeneration: existing uses keep on, 
but activate more efficiently or profitably.  
In this regard, A physical revitalization is also 
needed because it results in an absorbing, well-
kept the physical public domain.  
Doratli (2005) believes that in order to determine 
any type of strategic approaches in an 
environment an analysis of the physical, 
economic and social structure of the historic 
urban environment is needed:  

(i) Identifying the values of the 
environment. 

(ii) The level of obsolescence. 
(iii) The dynamics of the place. 

Though, regarding the process of sustainable 
urban revitalization, Vehbi et al., (2009) state that 
“along with mentioned analysis, the level of 
sustainability2 should also be determined. It 
means, the type and level of obsolescence, the 
types of values,  the level of sustainability in 
historic urban environments, and development 
dynamics should be determined through analysis 
in the natural, built and socio-economic 
structures of the historic urban environment 
before signifying the strategic approach” (Figure 
1). 
Much of the global debate about sustainability 
in historic environment has little relevance to 

                                                            
2The level of sustainability was identified through indicators of 

sustainability which were specific for historic urban quarters. 

(See Vehbi et al., 2009). 

revitalization if they are only thought of in terms 
of physical characteristic (Rodwell, 2007; Tiesdell 
et al., 1996) and in the long-run operations need 
to consider spatial, socio-cultural and financial 
responsibilities as key for sustainable strategies 
(Rodwell. 2007; Roald, 2000; Stubbs, 2010; Bizzarro 
and Nijkamp, 1996). It means only physical 
revitalization might be un-sustained, if the area 
fails to be responsive in terms of social and 
economic needs. It can realize that a thoughtful 
of environmental capacity as a whole should 
deliver adequate warning to enable an 
appropriate management and planning 
framework to set in place before problems 
become unmaintainable (Doak and Lynch, 
1998). 

Figure 1: The most relevant strategic approach 
according to analysis and level of sustainability in 
revitalization process (Doratli, 2005; Oktay, 2009) 
 
 
3. Sustainable urban revitalization through 

gentrification 
In this part, the study aimed to extract some 
social issue during the process of urban 

 

http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/view/creators/90001776.html
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revitalization and will evaluate rather than these 
issues are inevitable to make the historic urban 
environment sustain or not?  
While urban revitalization has been viewed as a 
part of a sustainable and integrated 
conservation process of the cultural, 
architectural properties by highlighting their 
economic and social capacities; however, they 
are being pushed of their social context and 
turned into an expression of the economic and 
political interests and gained new values within 
the framework of personal interests. As a result of 
these changes, urban revitalization is pushed 
backwards in some cities (Gulersoy et al., 2003; 
Gunay, et al., 2010) and was often beset with 
social difficulties such as expulsion of vulnerable 
groups and obliteration of existing social 
networks (Couch, 1990; Lee, 2003) in terms of 
gentrification.  
The term “Gentrification” was used for the first 
time by Glass in the 1960s to clarify a “residential 
replacement” in London. “Gentrification” has 
been developed based on two different 
theories: a) socially deteriorating classes or the 
use of some parts of the city by emergent social 
classes and b) some art-oriented at the 
expenditure of other economically (Longa, 
2011:36).  The first theory connects alteration to 
the people of one specific area, such as, the 
working-class of the central city, transforming 
into middle-class commercial or residential use 
which have been organized with an allied 
alteration in the built environment through 
investing in “fixed capital” (Zukin, 1987, p. 129; 
Atkinson, et al., 2005). According Tonkiss (2005) 
the second theory can be introduced based on 
technical concerns for the specific parts of the 
city by creative class strategies (such as people 
working in the fashion industry, artists, architects, 
and musicians) and make it viable and 
revitalized like SoHo in New York.  This issue 
considers revisited and “avant-garde” form of 
“Gentrification” which act as added cultural 
explanation of “gentrification” (Ley 1994). The 
phenomenon of “Gentrification” as people 
based movement is also shared by Florida and 

Mellander with his “Creative Class”. This type of 
revitalization process may create a new 
desirability to the areas and artists may 
progressively substitute by upper salary. The 
straightforward proposal is that urban creativity 
which is confined to a small area can alter tasks 
into areas which good-looking to higher income 
contexts (Zukin, 2010). Overall, both group’s 
intention is to prevent environmental 
deterioration. 
Manzi (2010) in the book Social Sustainability in 
Urban Areas developed “facilitating 
gentrification” as a theme that has emerged 
from research into sustaining mixed-income 
communities. In his book, He also stated that it is 
problematic to find firm evidences that working-
class groups are being intentionally excluded 
from new “mixed-income” community 
developments. A crucial aspect of a mixed 
community’ agenda is the need to generate 
economic activity, in order that localities can 
become neighborhoods of choice rather than 
neighborhoods of last resort (Manzi, 2010). 
Overall, “economic segregation” signifies the 
most essential factor of whether mixed 
communities can work (Meen et al., 2005). 
Keep all comments in mind, “the World 
Commission on Environment and Development 
report” (WCED, 1987) and UNESCO (2007) 
recommend that “social sustainability” look for to 
safeguard the environment through “economic 
growth” and the mitigation of poverty and 
improves the living conditions of all urban 
residents. Sustainable societies, although meet 
various needs of current and forthcoming 
occupants, are susceptible to their environment 
and chip in to a high quality of life. They are well 
planned, safe and comprehensive, built and run, 
and offer equivalent opportunity and good 
amenities for all (ODPM, 2006).  
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4. Conclusion  
The study revealed that, parallel with the 
principles of sustainable development, the 
responses to historic environments have led to a 
new approach of urban conservation which 
involve social and economic aspects. 
The aims of revitalization in historic urban 
environments are common with sustainability, 
which first has focused on efforts to make the 
economic development able to provide the 
finance necessary to preserve and improve the 
quarter through regeneration of the traditional 
activities of the locality or a restructuring of the 
quarter's economic base and second social 
interaction within the area. 
Considering the literature, historic environments 
are the most vulnerable parts of cities in regards 
to its social sustainability. Although many scholars 
mentioned that the process of urban 
revitalization may undermine the social balance 
through displacement of the original population/ 
gentrification, here it may seem as a positive 
concern. Despite gentrification seems to be a 
negative outcome of urban revitalization, in 
some cases it is an unavoidable procedure to 
have a sustainable historic urban environment. If 
people understand the causes and aims of 
gentrification, its consequence turns out to be 
favorable. Because without underlying societies 
to economic revitalization in order to support 
core services, infrastructure and maintain, it is 
extremely doubtful such societies and 
environment will be sustainable. This doesn’t 
mean the historic environment should gentrify 
and be a place for high income people, rather 
means the creative class who are often young 
people, with low income are interested to be in 
the historic urban environment. Figure 2 tries to 
show the historic environment as an 
interconnected ring with the three overlapping 
circles and cores of sustainability. 

 
Figure 2. Location of historic environment in the 
overlapping Russian Doll model (Author, 2014). 
 
Therefore, during the process of revitalization 
person who tends to be in the area should be 
aware of the environmental value and take the 
sensibility of the environment into consideration 
and make it sustain in terms of physical and 
economic through stability in 
incompatible/appropriate use and in the 
contextual situation.  
This can be done with all communities, whether 
low class, middle or high, whether artists or none 
and they should involve in the process of urban 
conservation in search of a balance between 
economic, environmental, cultural and social 
constraints and governing the concept of social 
justice with a strategic planning. As Stubbs (2010) 
notes that increasing people’s confidence and 
self-esteem is a vigorous component of “social 
inclusion” in such a kind of area. The broader 
concern for “conservation-led regeneration” is 
that harnessing historic buildings needs a strong 
idea of the needs of “local people”. Overall, The 
following figure reveals different terms used in the 
process of historic urban revitalization. 
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Figure 3. Classification of the different terms used 
in the process of historic urban revitalization 
considering with indicators of sustainability 
(Developed by Author, 2016). 
 
Since unplanned urban growth problems 
threaten the life quality and sustaining of any 
environment, the need for planning approaches 
on total quality management is important. From 
the location of historic urban environments in 
figure 2 and classification of urban revitalization 
in figure 3 it can be understood planning interest 
in the historic urban environment covers statutory 
for preserving monumental and special 
structures in environmental part and non-
statutory designations to bring all the 
communities involve with its process of 
revitalization in social and economic parts.  
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