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3. Systems of urban and territorial 
indicators
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3.1. Indicators’ frameworks
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Box 3.1: The EEA DPSIR -model applied to urban issues

Driving forces — human activities such as production, consumption, transport, housing
Pressure — emission of pollutants, deposition of waste, extraction of natural resources, land consumption
State — effects of pressure on the physical media (quantity)
Impact — effects of pressure and of the quality of physical media on the state of ecosystems, public health 
and living conditions
Response — the societal responses to environmental problems
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Box 3. 2: European common indicators — Towards a local sustainability profile

�uropean Common Indicators — Towards a Local Sustainability Profile is an initiative of the European 
Commission (DG Environment), under the umbrella of the Expert Group on the Urban Environment. The work 
was carried out in a working group in close cooperation with the European Environment Agency (EEA), a 
group of local authorities and Eurocities during 1999. It analysed currently used indicator projects, evaluating 
their suitability for a Europe-wide scheme and their relevance to local sustainability, and making proposals fo r 
a common set of local sustainability indicators, to be used at the local level on a voluntary basis. 
The European common indicators consist of a set of ten integrated indicators, reflecting the interactions 
between the different dimensions of sustainability. The use of these indicators is intended to be 
complementary to any local or national indicators. The indicators should not necessarily be used for 
comparing absolute measures between cities, but rather to measure movement towards or away from 
sustainability over time and for identifying trends and directions. In this sense, they are aimed at comparing 
‘progress made’ rather than ‘state of’.

The monitoring initiative will provide objective and comparable information on cities’ progress towards 
sustainability across Europe. It will serve as an evaluation tool for initiatives such as the European City Award 
Scheme and its successor, and will feed the database on good practice in urban management and 
sustainability, allowing for more objective identification of European good practice. 
This set of indicators has to be seen as a proposal for a ‘first generation’. Local authorities across Europe are 
encouraged to participate in the monitoring initiative and contribute to the further development of this set of 
voluntarily agreed indicators during the testing period that started in 2000 and is expected to be developed 
over a three-year period (more information at http://www.sustainable-cities.org/expert.html) 

Topics of indicators for the European common indicators

No Core indicators (compulsory) No Additional indicators (voluntary)

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Citizen satisfaction with the local community
Local contribution to global climatic change
Local mobility and passenger transportation
Availability of local public green areas and 
local services
Quality of local outdoor air

6.
7.
8.
9.

10.

Childrens journeys to and from scool
Sustainable management of the local authority
Noise pollution
Sustainable land use
Products promoting sustainability
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3.2. Use of indicators — potentials 
and constraints
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3.3. Relevance of spatial indicators
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Box 3.3: Urban audit

The European Commission launched the terms of reference for the plot phase of the urban audit in June 1997. 
This pilot phase, which began in May 1998, was undertaken within the aegis of Article 10 of the ERDF 
Regulation, which enables the support of innovative measures, by the European Commission. The Directorate 
General for Regional Policy and Eurostat are responsible for managing the urban audit. Other directorates of 
the European Commission have advised on the choice of information to be included.
The overall purpose of the urban audit is to enable an assessment of the state of individual EU cities and to 
provide access to comparative data. It is foreseen that the process will facilitate the exchange of information 
amongst cities. 

Fifty-eight cities were invited by the European Commission to participate in the urban audit during the pilot 
phase. These include several cities in each EU Member State. Paris and London have not been included 
because of their size.

The indicators of the urban audit cover five fields: socio-economic aspects, participation in civic life, education 
and training, environment, and culture and leisure. A comparison of the indicator scores will allow cities to 
judge their progress and to identify any specific difficulties.

The terms of reference for the urban audit pilot phase identified 33 ‘indicators’ grouped under five headings. 
One criterion emphasised in the selection of indicators was the availability of data. During the pilot phase 
further consideration was given to refining more precisely the indicators so that, as far as possible, information 
could be collected on a comparable basis for the 58 cities. These considerations involved a review of existing 
relevant work; discussions amongst those involved in the urban audit pilot phase work including 
correspondents in each Member State and representatives from participating cities; and a detailed 
assessment of the practicality of obtaining information to build the 33 indicators mentioned in the terms of 
reference. As a result of this work the following refinements were made: 

1. The indicators were regrouped into 21 domains reflecting aspects of urban ‘quality of life’.

2. A list of indicators was defined within the 21 domains. For each indicator a ‘standard’ definition was given. 
Full details of the indicators and the standard definitions are provided in the urban audit manual.

3. Meta information was recorded for each indicator: the date to which it refers; any differences from the 
‘standard’ definition; any differences from the spatial boundary to which the indicator applies; the data set 
used as source of information and its characteristics. This information is part of the urban audit manual. 

 4. Information was obtained for three points in time (1981,1991 and 1996). Assembly of time series 
information offered several advantages. Firstly, information on indicators at more than one point in time 
would provide evidence of the direction and magnitude of change. Secondly, some indicators, such as crime 
rates, are very sensitive to the precise recording procedures and thus direct comparisons may be invalid. In 
these instances time series information on the magnitude and direction of change may be more helpful to 
urban audit users. Thirdly, it is envisaged that the urban audit will be maintained and updated. The collection 
of historic information during the pilot phase helped identify the requirements for this, whilst incurring only 
marginal additional resources.

5. Where appropriate, comparable information at the national level was collected. This process helped in 
assessing if differences in indicator scores between the 58 cities were a consequence of national differences.

(More information on http://www.ereco.com/audit/index.html)
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Box: 3.4 XARXA — System of local sustainability indicators

The XARXA network is an example of local scale development of sustainability indicators, in this case for the 
region of Catalonia. These indicators were defined through a consultation process within the 160 local bodies 
and boroughs that are members of the network. Differentiated information was used for the construction of 
these indicators now being applied in some cities of Catalonia. 
A dual classification system was implemented: the pressure, state, response system combined with the model, 
flux, quality system.
In a pilot phase 30 indicators were selected and implemented in 11 boroughs of the network. The following 
indicators were tested:

4. Territorial mosaic
5. Urbanisation intensity of local economy
6. Urban structure: Urban land occupation
7. Urban structure: Proximity to basic urban services
8. Urban structure: Mobility of population
9. Urban structure: Streets with pedestrian priority
10. Planning sensitivity to the territory’s ecological uniqueness
11. Protection of areas of natural interest
12. Prevention of environmental hazards
13. Citizen involvement in sustainability processes
14. Use of municipal collecting and storing system
15. Vitality of environmental associations in the borough
16. Municipal expenditure on the environment
17. Final energy consumption
18. Intensity of local energy use
19. Local renewable energy production
20. Reuse of municipal waste
21. Reuse of industrial waste
22. Waste production intensity of local economy
23. Consumption of municipality-supplied water
24. Water consumption intensity of local economy
25. Wastewater treatment
26. Reuse of treated water
27. Air emissions
28. Greenhouse gas emissions 
29. Air quality
30. Population exposed to high levels of environmental noise
31. Evolution of groundwater quality
32. Ecological status of rivers (Ecostrimed)
33. Loss of vegetable biomass

Sustainability criteria 
• Contribution to global sustainability
• Efficient use of ecological resources
• Appreciation and protection of biodiversity
• Citizen involvement in sustainability development
• Environment load capacity exceedance
• Use of internal resources
• Functional diversity of towns
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